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Chapter One






Hilary Thompson gazed out the car’s window, straining
to see through the pouring rain. While the raindrops rolled down
the window, she recalled the unexpected events of the past few
weeks.

It all started on Monday almost three weeks ago. She
had just returned home from a usual day of school and an afternoon
of fun at Ali’s house. She found her parents waiting at the door.
Her mother looked worried, and Hilary could have sworn the wrinkles
on her father’s face were deeper than ever. They ushered her into
the kitchen where Sam, her younger brother, sat, looking
puzzled.

“We have an important announcement
to make,” James began, glancing at his wife. “I don’t know how to
put this but…” he paused and then continued, “we’re moving to
Tennessee.” He had been transferred from the hospital where he’d
worked as a surgeon for years to another, far from home. They would
all have to move, and Hilary wasn’t given any say in the
matter.

“We have picked out a beautiful
home! You’ll love it, Hilary. Just wait and see,” Karen assured her
daughter. “There’s plenty of space, and you’ll never have to fall
asleep to the sound of traffic again!” Karen told her it was
located in the heart of horse country. Why on earth would Hilary’s
parents buy a house in horse country? To her it was the same as
purchasing a shack in the middle of Alaska. Was there even a
respectable school nearby? Hilary needed a civilized place to begin
her freshman year of high school.

She had lived in Hockessin, Delaware, where little
to nothing ever occurred. With a shopping center next to her house,
the noise never ended. There was the constant sound of slamming car
doors and trucks racing up and down the busy road. She knew it had
not been the ideal place to live, but it was all she’d ever known.
Now her whole way of life was changing, and Hilary didn’t think it
was for the better.

Her friends Ali and Joy were the best things that
had ever happened to her. They were always there to cheer her up
when she was down, to offer a hand when she needed help, or to
laugh with her when she just wanted to have fun. Hilary recalled
all the fun things her friends had done for her before she left.
Joy had thrown an enormous party with many kids from Thorndale
Junior High School. She even invited Chris, Hilary’s high school
dream guy. Ali had snapped pictures of everyone, doing everything
from the moment the celebration started to the moment it ended.
Hilary giggled as she scanned the pictures Ali had given her. One
showed her face when she saw Chris arrive, others were of her in
the pool, and some were of Ali and Joy, so she wouldn’t forget
them.

As the car traveled silently along the highway,
headed for Lewisburg, Tennessee, the rain stopped, the sun began to
shine, and Hilary’s spirits rose. She saw green fields, white board
fences, and horses swishing their tails in the shade of large
trees. Hilary checked to see if her mother and younger brother were
still awake.

“No, of course not,” Hilary said to
herself, eyeing her fellow travelers. “I’m the only one who can’t
sleep.”

“What was that, darling?” James
asked, keeping his eyes fixed on the road ahead.

“Err—nothing, Dad,” Hilary
responded, glaring at her brother, who was taking up more than his
half of the seat. His knotted, sandy-brown hair resembled a rat’s
nest, and he breathed heavily, like a dog. Hilary felt the urge to
give him a push and watch him collapse onto the floor. Karen didn’t
help the situation, either, for she had the front seat back as far
as it would go, digging into Hilary’s long, slender legs. She
looked relaxed and comfortable, smiling to herself as she slept,
which agitated Hilary even more.

“Dad, how much longer until we get
there?” Hilary questioned, unbuckling her seat belt and inching
toward her father. Before he could answer, there was a huge thump
on the floor of the silver Nissan.

“Oops! Sorry, Sammy,” Hilary lied,
as her brother lay crumpled on the floor.

“Hil, what am I going to do with
you? If you don’t stop picking on your little brother, there will
be consequences,” James said. When his eyes met Hilary’s in the
rearview mirror, he joined in her contagious laughter.

As Hilary and James settled down,
an enormous weight lifted from Hilary’s shoulders. Maybe everything
would work out. Her new home would be a second chapter in her life,
opening unseen doors and inviting new experiences. And maybe she
would make new friends who would become just as special to her as
Joy and Ali. She doubted it, but you never knew.
You just never knew.







Chapter Two






Hilary fell into a restful sleep and dreamt of her
old home with Ali, Joy, and even Chris. But all too soon she heard
voices arousing her from her much-needed rest. Sitting up, she
realized that the car had stopped; they had arrived at their new
home. She watched her parents stride into the house and close the
door behind them. Climbing out of the car to stretch her cramped
limbs, Hilary decided to take a look around, leaving Sam
asleep.

She scrutinized the house, cringing with
displeasure. The window shutters were a soft pink and the large
entrance door was a violet purple. It resembled a doll house she’d
played with when she was five. In the back of the rolling yard was
a short row of pines with flowers scattered around them. Flicking
her ponytail, she looked south of the property, brightening at what
she saw.

Or maybe it was what she heard. Adjacent to her yard
was a fence on the edge of a horse farm that seemed to stretch for
miles. Buildings, large and small, were scattered across the
property, and from inside, horses called to others in the fields.
Some of the fences surrounded sand and others grass, but either
way, horses were everywhere. There was a deciduous forest to the
east of the property spreading as far as she could see, like a pair
of eagle’s wings, embracing the farm.

The sound of troubled voices
drifted from the other side of a building where Hilary could just
make out a small truck and trailer. She couldn’t understand the
words or see the people, so she crept closer and strained to hear
more. Still nothing. “I’ve got to get closer,” she whispered to herself as though
she were a detective solving a troubling mystery. She crossed a
small paddock to a cluster of trees. Here Hilary could see where
the voices were coming from without being spotted. In the large
barnyard, a tall slender woman stood listening as an older woman
spoke.

“I just can’t deal with him. He is
too much of a challenge,” she said. “I got him from Robert, who got
him from the mustang adoption agency. You know Robert, a real nice
guy, but when he realized he couldn’t handle this animal, he was
going to take him to the slaughterhouse. You know me, Susan, I just
couldn’t let that happen. So I took him in and found him to be a
beast of a horse. Rob said he had ridden him once or twice, but I
can’t even get near him. I’m not one to go back on my word, but…”
she paused and looked around as if to make sure no one was
eavesdropping.

Hilary ducked lower into the bushes, relieved that
the old lady had not seen her. Then, in an even quieter voice, the
woman continued, “Well, the truth is, before you called I was going
to take him—you know where. He’s just too wild. But anyway, I am so
glad you’re taking him off my hands. You do have a way with horses.
And actually he’s not that bad.” She chuckled nervously.

“Well, Mary, I will do my best, but
if you say he’s really a…” Susan began, then turned to look at the
bushes where Hilary was hidden. “I can’t give you any guarantees,
but I’ll do my best with him,” she said.

“Thank you, and you never know, he
may turn out to be a nice horse for your boy,” Mary
said.

“We’ll see,” Susan
responded.

Hilary wondered what was so bad about the horse they
were fussing over. Her question was answered just moments later.
The women disappeared inside the trailer and reappeared with a
black horse. He was different from any horse Hilary had ever seen.
Head high and nostrils flaring, he skidded away from his handlers
just as his hind feet reached solid ground.

They tried to calm him but the horse broke away, two
lead ropes flying behind him, the women scrambling to catch up. He
galloped toward the nearest field. His feet seemed to barely touch
the ground, and his tail billowed behind him. The other horses
threw their heads up.

Hilary had to see what happened next. She fled from
the bushes and ran to where the others had disappeared behind a
barn. She saw that Mary and Susan had cornered the black horse near
a small vacant pasture.

“Mary, open that gate!” called
Susan. Mary scuttled as fast as her stout legs would take her and
swung the gate open. The horse bolted in and stood quivering
against the fence. The corral Susan had chosen was right in front
of Hilary. She had to get out of there.

Once safely back in her yard, she
let out a long sigh of relief, thankful she hadn’t been seen. For a
girl who knew nothing about horses, she understood one thing—the
horse she’d just seen was lonely and out of place, not aggressive
and dangerous as Mary had described. She recalled how he’d shot off
toward the other horses, as if starved for social interactions. A
strange tingle crept up her spine as Hilary realized that she, too,
was lonely and out of place in her new surroundings.
She was just like the black horse.

“Where’ve you been, Hil?” the
sloppy-haired eight-year-old asked as he crawled out of the
car.

“Well, actually I just got up,
and…and I was looking at the house,” Hilary lied. “It could use
some repainting.” Normally, Hilary had to admit, she was a good
fibber. But after what she’d just witnessed, she was uneasy. Sam
eyed her suspiciously, then turned and marched off toward the
porch.

The two kids ran into the house and searched all the
rooms. Sam got to the largest bedroom first and declared it his.
Hilary’s initial anger was replaced with outright fury when her
mother allowed Sam to keep the room. She decided it was best that
she stay in her room and unpack her things before she got into an
argument with her brother. Hilary arranged her room in a neat, cozy
fashion with her bed hugging the wall nearest the window. And then,
just when she thought she’d finished moving furniture, her parents
asked her to help Sam.

“Why can’t you do this yourself,
Sam?” asked Hilary, as she struggled to push his bookshelf to the
far corner of the room. “All your stuff goes outside—like your
baseballs and soccer balls, so why do you have to have such a big
room?” The space was open and airy, much too big for an
eight-year-old sports fanatic.

“I need somewhere to practice my
karate,” Sam replied, smiling matter-of-factly.

Unlike her brother, Hilary didn’t have any hobbies.
Back in Delaware, she’d always hung out at the mall and thought
about boys 24/7. It worried her that she wouldn’t have much to do
at her new home with no friends or shopping malls. Karen had told
her to enroll in a softball or volleyball camp during the summer
months, but she had disregarded her mother’s advice, choosing to
sit around for the vacation and be miserable.






Dinner was quiet in the new home that night. Hilary
thought about what had happened earlier and decided she wouldn’t
even go near her brother and risk getting in another fight with
him. Karen was the first to break the silence. She lifted her wine
glass and said, “Cheers to our new home.” They all clinked their
glasses together noisily. As though a spell had been lifted,
talking erupted inside the kitchen. Karen and James discussed the
new house and how easy the drive down had been. Sam periodically
shot questions to his father about the baseball field he wanted to
build, and Hilary asked her mother about nearby malls. As dinner
slowly came to an end, Karen stood up and began washing the plates
in the shiny, new sink.

“Hilary, I’d like to speak with
you, so don’t go to bed just yet,” Karen said. “Your father and I
have decided that you should get a job this summer to keep you and
your brother from bickering so much.”

“We think it would be a good way
for you to earn a little extra pocket money. It’ll give you
something to do,” added James.

“Do you have any ideas?” Hilary
asked her parents. “I mean, it’s not like I’m good at
anything.”

“Oh, honey, stop that. You know you
have many talents. You just need to put them to use,” said
Karen.

“Okay, so back to my first
question—do you have any ideas on what job I should do?” Hilary
asked.

“Actually, yes,” James began,
exchanging a glance with Karen. “We were thinking you could get a
job at the stables next door.”

“Doing what, Dad, picking up after
horses?”

“Well, yeah, honey. And not only
that but you’d make some friends, also.”

“Did you hear
that, Mom? Ha. Come on now. This has got to be a joke. Right? You
want me to do something with my talents, so you send me to a farm to
shovel manure? I’m appalled at you both.” Hilary felt sick to her
stomach. She looked around the room, deliberately avoiding eye
contact with her parents.






As soon as Hilary’s head of wavy, auburn hair hit her
pillow, her eyes closed, and the sun slipped behind the horizon.
She slept until a noise disturbed the silence of the night. Sitting
up, she peered out of the window beside her bed and tried to focus
her eyes on the farm next door. What she saw made her eyes open so
wide she felt they might pop out. The black horse she’d seen
yesterday was galloping frantically around the small paddock near
her house. In the light of the moon he shimmered with sweat; his
head was held high in the air.

“He’s completely lost his mind!”
Hilary muttered, pressing her nose to the glass for a better look.
The frightened animal began to speed up, moving faster and faster.
Then, without any warning, he charged toward the fence and soared
over it with inches to spare. After landing safely, the horse tore
off toward the road, showing no signs of stopping. Hilary knew she
had to do something. She couldn’t let him get hit by a car, even if
he was a lunatic horse. She lurched out of bed, threw on her
slippers, and hurtled down the twisty steps, baggy pajama pants
billowing. Suddenly she stopped dead in her tracks.







Chapter Three






“Umm…hi, Dad,” Hilary croaked,
gawking at her father in the kitchen.

“Well, hello, honey. What brings
you down at two-thirty in the morning? You seem to be in quite a
rush,” James said as he sipped a cup of tea.

“Well, I’m not
the only one up. What are you
doing awake?” Hilary asked, taking a seat on the
stool next to her father’s.

“Oh no you don’t, young lady. I
asked you first.”

“I was thirsty and needed to get a
drink. So I came running down here because…well, I was thirsty,
Dad.” Hilary answered, spinning off the stool and heading back up
the stairs. “Wait a sec. You didn’t tell me why you were up, now
did you? And why are you all dressed in your scrubs?”

“Hilary, you know exactly why. My
new shift in the hospital starts at four. I thought I’d get an
early start, take a shower, and eat,” James told his daughter. “Now
you’d better get some sleep, or you’ll be awfully crabby when your
mother gets you up.”

“What do you mean, gets me up?”
Hilary asked, cocking her head and slinking back to her
father.

“I mean, Hilary, that your mother
scheduled an appointment for you at eight. She’s taking you to the
farm next door for a job interview. Won’t that be fun?”

“Ughhh!” was all Hilary managed,
proud of herself for not spurting out the rest of her thoughts.
Forgetting all about the black horse and about getting a drink, she
marched up the stairs and crawled into bed, and although she was
furious, tried to get some sleep.

She awoke the next morning to the pleasant chirping
of the birds. It was so different from the constant hum of cars,
that Hilary hardly minded her mother’s incessant nagging to get
dressed.

“All right, all right already, I’ll
get up,” Hilary called, thinking back to mornings at her old home.
They seemed so far off, as though trapped in a dreamland that
didn’t exist. On weekends she would sleep until twelve or so, then
hit the mall with her friends. They spent hours talking about guys
and laughing over past events. In the evening they would hang out
at Ali’s because her mom never minded their company.

“Okay, come get breakfast, Hil,”
Karen called, stirring Hilary from her recollections. As Hilary
pulled on some jeans and hurried down to the kitchen, her mind
drifted back to the black horse. She wondered if he was far gone by
now, maybe out west in some wild horse herd; she wondered if he was
even still alive.

Now head on into the barn. Susan Collins said she’ll
be waiting,” said Karen, pulling into the farm entrance. “I don’t
have time to walk you in, because I’m taking your brother to the
park, and then I have an appointment with the school and…”

“Mom, I get the picture. I’ll be
fine, okay?”

Karen nodded and followed the circle around the barn
parking lot as she drove away.

Hilary walked uncertainly into the nearest large
green barn. Above the entrance was a beautifully crafted wooden
sign that read:






Millbrooke Stables






Inside, horses of every color poked their heads over
the stall doors where a chart, listing the resident horse’s name,
breeding, owner, and description, hung. People were everywhere.
Some were feeding, and others were getting water from the spigot
outside. Kids led horses to and from the barn, and others had
horses tied in the aisle. It was the same outdoors in the arenas.
The ring closest to the barn was being used for what Hilary guessed
was a lesson. Another ring had a brown horse going around on a
rope. She looked out at a large open field bordering the woods and
saw more kids riding over jumps.

“Would you move please? You’re kind
of in our way,” spoke an icy voice.

Hilary turned to see a blonde-haired girl, probably
her own age, leading a horse with dapples. The girl was very
pretty, with long legs like Hilary’s and beautiful blue eyes, which
didn’t match her smug expression. She was dressed in clean white
riding breeches with shiny black boots. There was an air about her
that warned Hilary to keep her distance. Just to be friendly, she
said, “That’s a nice horse you have there. Is he yours?”

“Actually, he’s a she, and I know
she’s nice. Lady is the top jumper on the farm, besides Susan’s
horse, Lotto, that is. What are you doing here anyway? I know all
of the faces at this barn, being I’m the top student, and you sure
don’t ring any bells.” The girl smirked, eyeing Hilary up and
down.

“Well, I was kind of looking for
Susan, or whoever runs the stable. Do you know where I might find
her?”

“Yes, it’s Susan,” answered the
girl as she and Lady stepped past Hilary. “And my name is Elise, by
the way,” she called back as she disappeared around the
corner.

Hilary was confused and angry. How could Elise be so
rude? But then a comforting hand rested on her shoulder, easing her
angry thoughts.

“You must be Hilary. I’m Susan,”
said a friendly voice. Hilary pivoted to face the speaker. As she
suspected, it was the same lady she’d seen yesterday. Hilary smiled
and nodded, unsure of what to say.

“Come in here and we can talk.”
Susan gestured to a door to the right of the aisle. “This is my
office. It’s where I keep track of all my riding students and their
paperwork,” she said, opening the door and following Hilary inside.
Photos big and small lined the walls. Above them, a wire stretched
across the room with ribbons dangling from it. In the corner,
trophies of various shapes and sizes fought for space on the
shelves. Hilary took a seat in front of Susan’s desk and commented
nervously on how beautiful the farm was.

“Thank you. It is a wonderful
place, and I am blessed to live here. It’s the perfect facility for
teaching lessons and training horses. So tell me, Hilary, have you
had any experience with horses?”

Hilary hesitated, choosing her words carefully. Even
if she didn’t want the job, she couldn’t make a complete fool of
herself. “Not exactly; I’ve ridden horses at fairs and stuff but
nothing more. And I’ve never really worked around them either—or
even at a farm.” Hilary finished, gazing uncertainly into Susan’s
kind face.

“Well, everyone has to start
somewhere, right? I began riding when I was very young, but I still
remember learning all the dos and don’ts about horses. And, even
today, after all these years, I’m still learning. Do you have any
hobbies?”

Hilary cringed. “No, not really. I kind of wish I
did, though.”

“Well, your mom told me you just
moved here yesterday, so I surely don’t expect you to find
something you love just yet. Now, down to business. I understand
you want a summer job working on the farm, is that correct?” Susan
asked, smiling encouragingly as she leaned back in her
chair.

“Yes,” Hilary lied, wishing her
mother had never gotten her into this mess.

“Terrific. Here is a list of what
you will do each day. Go ahead and take a look at it, so you can
ask me any questions you might have now. I am due in the ring in
about three minutes,” she finished, consulting her watch. Hilary
read the list:






Jobs

Clean out my four horses’ stalls.

Clean out stalls of boarders who signed up on the
list on the barn notice board.

Water and hay my horses for the day while they are
in their stalls.

Sweep the barn aisles.

Groom my horses.

Feel free to get lunch and drinks
in the lounge. 






It all seemed so easy to Hilary. She thought she
must have read the list wrong, so she re-read it until she realized
she must look like the slowest reader in the world. “Is this all I
have to do, Ms. Collins? It just looks so simple,” she asked,
looking up.

“That’s it, Hilary. It looks
simple. Believe me a lot of my boarders—” She paused, realizing
Hilary wasn’t familiar with this term, “people who pay to keep
their horses here—don’t come out each day. They sign up on the list
for someone else to clean their stall. Normally, my students do the
cleaning for extra riding lessons, but now it’s all on you. Since I
have to go, I’ll have my son, Jeremy give you a tour of the place
and explain the list further.”

“Okay,” said Hilary, following the
sandy-haired woman to the smaller barn.

“Jeremy will be in there
somewhere,” Susan said. But he wasn’t. Hilary looked in every
stall, then headed to the other barn, but still couldn’t find him.
She was just about to give up when an ear-piercing squeal came from
the small paddock by her house. She saw a boy get up from the
ground and dust off his pants.

“Are you okay?” called Hilary as
she ran to him. She couldn’t help but notice how cute he was with
his dusty-brown hair and lean, athletic figure.

“Yeah, I’m good as ever.” He
smiled, checking Hilary out as well, apparently not the slightest
bit embarrassed. “So who are you? Haven’t seen you around here
before.”

“I’m…” Hilary began but Jeremy
interrupted.

“No, no, let me guess. You just
moved into the old Turner place,” Jeremy said as though he weren’t
asking a question. “I saw the moving trucks in there on Wednesday.
You’ve got some nice furniture.” Hilary blushed. She didn’t know
what to say. She was normally so casual with guys, but for some
unknown reason, she was tense with this one. He was good-looking,
but Hilary had interacted with plenty of cute guys
before.

“Yeah, I guess we do.” After it
came out, she realized how stupid she must sound—she shouldn’t have
said anything. Then something else caught her attention. Something
black moved in the corner of the small paddock. Hilary couldn’t
distinguish what it was since the large oak tree from her yard
shaded the corral.

“What’s in this pen?” she asked
tapping the fence and squinting some more at the corner. Then she
saw him. The black horse stepped out of the shade and
snorted.







Chapter Four






You don’t want to know,” Jeremy said as he climbed up
and sat on the fence once more. “I was sitting like this a minute
ago, and Satan charged over and scared me half to death.”

“But…how did…” Hilary began,
confused at what she had seen. If the horse escaped last night,
then how did anyone ever catch him? Or did he just return to the
paddock himself? Only one way to find out. “Well, I thought I saw
that horse jump the fence last night and, well, I’m wondering how
he got back in?” Hilary asked, looking into the boy’s dark brown
eyes.

“He never jumped the fence. You
must have been dreaming. Well, I have to run, but I’ll see you
around, okay, kiddo?” hollered Jeremy as he sprang down from the
fence and headed into the main barn.

“Sure,” mumbled Hilary, feeling
slightly put out.

He seems really nice, but I’m most
definitely not a kid. He looks my age. Could I really have been
dreaming? No, I know I wasn’t. Hilary’s
mind raced as she headed back to the east barn. Better start my chores.

She checked the cleaning list and
began. Each stall had a number, making everything simple. She found
the wheelbarrow and other tools in each barn and did her best.
Since she had never done this before, she was uncertain about what
to do. After a few stalls, however, she got the hang of it. By the
time she finished, she was exhausted. Cleaning stalls really
was hard work. She
decided to go to the lounge, get a drink of cool water, and make
some new friends. Or so she
thought.

The lounge was located in the main barn. There were
a couple of sofas, a refrigerator, and a bookshelf full of horse
books. Students who had finished their riding lessons sat on the
couches or stools by the small island that came out from the wall.
They chatted noisily, discussing the day’s lesson or their plans
for tomorrow. Hilary felt left out when she got her drink and sat
down. She didn’t know any of the kids and nothing whatsoever about
horses. Sitting in an empty arm chair, she listened to a
conversation a group of girls was having.

“And can you believe how well Lady
did the course?” said a small freckle-faced girl. “She flew over
those jumps like a grasshopper.”

“And she is so beautiful,” joined
in another.

“I wish Elise would let us ride
Lady. It’s not fair.”

“I know. One day she said I could
if I cleaned Lady’s stall. So I did, and then she said it wasn’t
good enough, and wouldn’t let me ride her,” said a blonde-haired
boy.

Hilary really didn’t even know Elise, but by the
sounds of it, she wasn’t a very nice person—not only to Hilary, but
to other people as well. Finding nothing exciting in the lounge,
she headed back to the east barn. Entering the stable, she saw
Susan patting a muscular red-haired horse in the stall. A rubber
line guarded the stall so the horse couldn’t escape, but he could
stick his head and neck out easily to nuzzle passersby for
treats.

“Hey, Hilary, how’s it going?”
Susan asked, flashing a welcoming grin.

“Great, I completed all the stalls,
and now I’m going to start the watering,” Hilary said as she
timidly patted the horse on the nose.

“Super, sounds like you’re on top
of everything. Oh, this is Lotto. You probably saw his stall
identification,” Susan said as she pointed to a check board on the
stall door. “Lotto’s a show jumper. He and I compete in events
where we are timed while jumping a series of obstacles. He’s very
good at it, too,” she explained, stroking his long face.

“That sounds like a lot of fun,”
Hilary said as she grabbed a water bucket to fill.

“Yes, it is. But
it’s challenging with a stallion like Lotto. Since he is a
stallion, he can get very strong. He also likes to show off a
little too much.” She pointed to a picture on the check board of
him running in a field. It gave Lotto’s show name as Lucky
Lottery. How cute, thought Hilary.

Before Susan left to teach, she showed Hilary
exactly how to groom a horse, using Lotto for her demo. When she
left, Hilary looked at the other four horses. Three of them were
horses Susan was training. They were all a deep brown color, called
seal bay on their check boards. In the last stall was Jeremy’s
horse, a steel gray named Splash. They were very attractive, too,
but none of them matched the black horse’s beauty.






Not too shabby,
thought Hilary as she examined Lotto after his
second grooming. His coat glimmered in the sunlight that reflected
through the barn. Next Hilary groomed Splash, who was a bit on the
pushy side. He frightened Hilary when he tried to search her for
treats. Lastly, she groomed the three bays, Lilac, Star, and
Carrousel. When she finally finished, she felt like an accomplished
horsewoman. She was proud of herself for working so hard and
surprised that she had actually enjoyed her first day at the farm.
She couldn’t wait for tomorrow.

That evening during dinner, Hilary was the center of
attention. Her mom, dad, and brother asked questions about what she
had done at the barn. Hilary bubbled with enthusiasm.

Later that night, she went upstairs and called Joy
and Ali on the phone. She told them about her new job and asked how
things were back home. She got all the latest gossip about Chris
and told of her encounter with Jeremy. Finally, around eleven,
Hilary hung up the phone and crawled into her bed. That night she
slept straight through.







Chapter Five






Hilary was working in the south barn, sweeping the
aisles and grooming the horses when Susan walked in and posted a
notice on the bulletin board.

“Hey, Hilary. You’ve been working
really hard.”

“Yeah, I think I’m pretty much
finished now,” Hilary told her, putting the broom back where it
belonged.

“I’d say so, too,” Susan said
approvingly, examining the barn. “So how were the horses today when
you groomed them? Did Splash behave himself? He’s a little greedy
sometimes.”

“Yes, they were all fine,” Hilary
answered, preoccupied. She hesitated then asked, “What’s the deal
with the black horse?”

“Oh, yes, I thought you might
inquire about Satan,” said Susan as she sat on a wooden trunk. “My
friend gave me that horse thinking I could train him.
Unfortunately, I’m not having much luck. He’s a mustang from the
adoption agency—and a stallion at that. The first day he got here
we managed to get him in a field. He’s torn up the grass, and he’s
a danger to my students. I just don’t know what to do with him. He
doesn’t want anything to do with people.” Susan was quiet for a
minute then added, “At least he hasn’t jumped the fence yet. I was
kind of expecting he would.”

Now Hilary was totally
perplexed. Had Satan jumped out of the
paddock, and then jumped back in? He couldn’t have possibly done
that, not if he wanted to be free so badly.

“Well, I better get home now. I’ll
see you tomorrow.” Hilary said as she headed out of the barn. She
passed Satan’s paddock quietly and stared at the skinny, black
horse. He wasn’t eating his hay at all; he just stood staring at
her, his eyes wary. Although he looked tall and powerful to Hilary,
he was just fifteen hands. Susan had told her this was typical for
mustangs.

That night
Hilary had an eerie dream. She dreamt she was sitting in Satan’s
paddock singing to the troubled horse. He stood far away from her
but watched her every move. Hilary read books to him, recited
poems, and sang cheerful songs. The horse relaxed and began to walk
toward her. She stood and walked to Satan’s side. The horse nuzzled
her arm, and she climbed on his back. A wide smile spread across
her face and then vanished. Satan reared up on his powerful hind
legs and sent Hilary crashing to the ground. He turned and veered
toward her, showing no sign of slowing. The last things Hilary saw
were his powerful hooves as they came crashing down on
her.

Hilary sat up in her bed, drenched in sweat. She
took a deep breath and looked out her window. Satan was pacing the
fence quietly, doing no harm to anyone. She got up and went
downstairs for a drink. Her father had already left for work so the
kitchen was empty. She sat down quietly and sipped her cool
water.






The next week went by smoothly. Hilary went to the
barn each day and carried out her chores. She began to like working
with the horses and even found herself at the barn on Sundays, her
day off. Susan offered to give her a lesson in exchange for all her
hard work, and Hilary gratefully accepted.

She rode the beginners’ horse, Dolly, a spotted
horse—an Appaloosa, Susan said—with a gentle temperament. She went
willingly for Hilary with her head low and pace steady. They rode
in the open sand arena, closest to the main barn. Susan was an
amazing teacher, explaining everything clearly.

After the lesson was finished, she allowed Hilary to
go out on a trail walk with a few other, more experienced riders.
The woods made Hilary feel at peace with the world. Looking up into
the canopy, she saw creatures flutter about; a sight that was new
to her. Squirrels bounded from branch to branch, leaving the tree
limbs rustling behind them, and the industrious sound of
woodpeckers filled her ears. In Hilary’s old surroundings, the only
wildlife she ever saw was that which lay dead beside the busy roads
of Delaware. The tranquility of the forest finally made Hilary feel
at ease. The quiet gurgling of the brook, the whisper of trees in
the summer breeze, and the other girls’ murmurs of contentment
added to the serenity.

She enjoyed her lesson so much, that for the first
time in her life, Hilary wanted to ride horses. Later that evening,
she phoned Susan to schedule a weekly lesson on Dolly. Susan
agreed. Riding horses would be the first hobby for Hilary. The
decision felt right, and she couldn’t help but realize what a
different girl she was becoming. It was as though the old Hilary
was still in Delaware and had never made the trip to Lewisburg. A
new girl was evolving.






“Good morning, Satan,” chimed
Hilary, as she walked to the barn one hot Wednesday morning. The
horse just stared at her as he did every time she passed. To
Hilary’s knowledge, no one had been able to get near him, and the
thought of returning Satan to Mary hung in the back of her mind.
She figured Susan just wanted the horse to settle in a little more
before she attempted to train him.

Wednesday was a slow day for lessons that week
because most of the students were away on vacation. Elise, however,
was at the barn every day, training for a major competition in the
fall. Hilary tried to avoid her as she did her morning chores. But
when Jeremy came into the barn, Elise was glued to his side.

“Hi there, Hilary,” Elise said with
a smirk. She and Jeremy halted in the aisle where Hilary was
grooming Splash. “You look busy; your job must be hard. Don’t get
me wrong though, you fit it perfectly.”

Jeremy acted as if he didn’t hear the rude comment
and asked, “So, how’s Splash been?”

“He’s doing well. I think he misses
being ridden, though,” Hilary replied, as she lifted one of his
feet to be cleaned. “He’s getting a little
rambunctious.”

“Well, that won’t be a problem
anymore because Elise and I are going for a ride. Speaking of
which”—Jeremy turned to Elise after glancing at his watch—“we
better get going. I’ll meet you in the field after we tack up our
horses, okay?” Jeremy said.

“No, Jeri, Hilary can tack up
Splash. Come with me, so I have company when I tack Lady. Now come
on,” she said, tugging on Jeremy’s arm.

He asked Hilary, “Do you mind?”

Hilary lied and said she didn’t. The truth was she
wasn’t sure she remembered how. Susan had shown her once for her
lesson last week, but that was it. She tried her best though and
finished putting Splash’s bridle on, just as Jeremy came back.

“Thanks, Hilary,”
he said as he checked the tightness of the girth. He swung his leg
over the saddle, and he and Elise cantered across the gravel and
into the lush, green field. You’re
welcome, thought Hilary as she got
Carrousel out of his stall and began his
grooming.

By the time four o’ clock rolled around, Hilary was
hot and sweaty. Her white tee-shirt clung to her dampened skin
leaving her conscious of how see-through the shirt appeared.
Despite that, she tacked up Dolly for her lesson. Susan said they’d
work on Hilary’s position, explaining that the rider comes first.
“You can’t expect the horse to be good if you aren’t good
yourself.”

Susan set up some cones and had Hilary bend back and
forth between them. It was a fun lesson, and once again, Hilary was
allowed to join in on the trail hack with some other students. They
took the Water Brooke trail, and Hilary found it even more
exhilarating to ride through a stream than it had been to ride past
one. To a city girl from Delaware, this was fascinating. Everything
was new, but unlike her first few days in Lewisburg, Tennessee,
this was new in a good way. She made a few friends with some of the
other riders, even if they were a few years younger than she
was.

After Hilary returned to the stables and took care
of Dolly, she headed across the barnyard to see Satan. As usual,
the horse paced along the fence. Hilary called his name and was
surprised to see him look over at her. That’s a start, she
thought.

During dinner that night, Hilary discussed what she
did in her lesson that day.

“It was really fun, but you know
what? I think I should get some real riding clothes, instead of
jeans and sneakers. Everyone else has riding attire, and I look
weird without any.”

“I think that’s a fabulous idea,
Hilary,” said Karen. Hilary knew her mom was happy that she had
finally found a sport she liked. “How about we go tomorrow when you
finish your jobs at the barn. Does that sound good?”

“Great,” exclaimed
Hilary.







Chapter Six






Hilary knew exactly what to look for in the store
after talking to some of the kids at the farm. She asked them what
types of boots and riding pants to get. She made a list so she
wouldn’t forget what they were.

Things to get at the tack shop:

1. Brown paddock boots

2. Tan riding breeches (jodhpurs)

3. Brown riding gloves – to match my boots

4. Riding socks – with horses on them

5. If mom will let me – a sweat absorbent
T-shirt

When she became a more talented rider she’d ask her
mom to buy her tall boots and white breeches like Elise had.
Thinking of Elise made Hilary cringe with irritation. She always
had to be the center of attention, and all the younger students
looked up to her like she was a goddess. Hilary hoped they would
admire her when she became a skilled equestrian.

“We’re here, Hil,” said Karen,
grabbing her purse and getting out of the car. Hilary walked
eagerly into the store. It smelled of leather and newly polished
tack. She began searching for the items on her list. Hilary found a
nice pair of boots, breeches, and gloves, and tried them on at
least twice.






Around dusk, Hilary decided to visit Satan. She
didn’t know why she wanted to, but something kept telling her he
needed a friend.

Accompanying Hilary was a book on beginner riding
that Susan had suggested. She sat under the large oak tree next to
Satan’s paddock. As soon as she began reading aloud, Satan turned
and walked away to the far end of the paddock. Hilary didn’t let it
bother her, though, and continued as if he were right beside
her.

She didn’t know how long she read to him, but when
she finally set the book down it was nearly dark. “Wow, time flies
when you’re having fun, huh, boy?” she said, standing up and
brushing grass clippings off her jeans. “Well, goodnight, Satan.
I’ll see you in the morning.”

Hilary decided to make reading to
Satan a must for every day. I’ll tame this
horse if it’s the last thing I do.






Hilary was tidying up her desk when the phone in her
room rang. It was Susan, and she wanted to speak with Karen. “Is
your mom there?” she asked.

“Yes, she’s here,” Hilary said as
she hurtled down the stairs and handed her mother the phone. Hilary
went back up to her room and waited for Karen to explain why Susan
had called. Finally, after what seemed like hours, her mom tapped
quietly on her door.

“I’ve got some news for you, young
lady,” Karen said, entering and sitting down on Hilary’s bed. “The
girl who’s been riding Dolly everyday just left for summer camp in
the Poconos. Susan wondered if you want to lease Dolly so you can
ride her whenever you want. Would you like that?”

Hilary lost her breath but recovered quickly and
accepted Susan’s offer. All she had to do was be responsible for
Dolly’s grooming and stall, and she could ride all she wanted.

That night Hilary had another haunting dream. It was
just like the one she had before, except this time, it went
further. She had been reading to Satan, and just like before, the
horse walked over to her. Hilary got up and began stroking him on
his neck. Next, she climbed onto his back and smiled, reaching out
to pat Satan once more. Just as she did so, the black horse took
off through the night, and easily soared over the wooden fence.
Satan was moving so fast that Hilary couldn’t even see. The colors
were all blurred, and tears blinded her eyes as they galloped and
galloped. After what seemed like endless running, Satan slowed to a
trot and then a walk. Hilary quickly dismounted and ran from the
black horse. He chased her. She couldn’t get out of his way in
time, and just as in the first dream, his hooves darkened her
vision.







Chapter Seven






Then you must square your shoulders
to the horse, hunch them over and wait for the horse to come to
you,” Hilary read, glancing up to look at Satan. “Would you like to
do a join-up, boy?” she asked, knowing the horse would not respond.
Observing the expression on his face, she knew he didn’t want
anything to do with her. She moved slightly closer to the fence and
leaned against it, facing him. He stood at the far end of the
paddock glaring at her. She wondered whether he would ever accept
her presence. One day, she thought, staring at Satan. One
day.

Later, Hilary closed the book on riding basics and
headed for her house. As she passed through the thicket of trees
near her home she heard a horse nicker softly. Hilary swore her
heart skipped ten beats. She slowly turned around and, unable to
believe what she saw, stepped closer to Satan’s paddock.

Satan stood a little way from the
fence, staring at Hilary. Oh my gosh! He
wants me to stay. Hilary had dreamt of this
day for some time, but for some reason she didn’t know what to do.
Should she go over to him and try to pet him, or should she
continue for home? Without any more hesitation, the decision was
made. She would go home, so he would think about her and wish she
were still there. That way, when she visited him on the way to the
stables the next morning, he would be happy to have her company.
She would begin taking him carrots and sugar cubes and maybe even
apples. He would like that.

“Hey there, Satan,” Hilary greeted,
as she leaned over the fence the next morning. She’d had another
dream that night, but for the first time it hadn’t ended badly.
Hilary had simply read to the horse the whole time and stroked him
once or twice. Then it was over. That gave her more confidence for
her meeting with him today.

Satan glanced in her direction and
held her stare for a couple of minutes before looking away.
Well, that’s kind of an improvement,
she thought as she sat under the big oak and
opened her book. “And that’s definitely an improvement!” she said
quietly, watching Satan take a step toward her end of the paddock.
Not wanting to stop him from coming, she continued reading as
though the most remarkable thing hadn’t just occurred. Again he
stepped toward her. She couldn’t resist it any longer. She stood up
and called to him. That makes
three, she thought, counting the number of
steps he took in her direction. Knowing she shouldn’t push her
luck, she slid an apple under the paddock fence for him.

“See ya, handsome, I better get to
work.”

Hilary strode to the barn, anxious to begin her
chores. She figured she would take Dolly out on the trails around
twelve. It was going to be hot though, so she decided to take the
Woodland trail, which led to the very depth of the forest. It was
cool there, and she had never followed it all the way, but today
she would.

“Good morning,”
called a few kids in friendly greeting as they passed on their way
to lessons. Hilary smiled and proceeded to the south barn’s notice
board. Everyday she checked it and wrote down the stall numbers
that needed cleaning. Susan was right; she did have some lazy
boarders. Today, however, only five additional stalls would be
added to her list. Yes!

As she headed over to the east
barn, she saw someone hanging around Satan’s paddock. Hilary could
make out the figure right away. It was Jeremy, and he seemed to be
talking to Satan. But why?
Veering off her own trail, she headed over to see
what he was up to.

“Hey,” Jeremy said. “Nice morning,
isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it’s already hot,
though.”

“Yup,” he replied, turning back to
look at Satan.

Noticing Jeremy wasn’t too interested in starting a
conversation, Hilary turned to walk away. But then she remembered
what she’d really come here to ask. Tossing her hair from her
shoulder, she turned around and looked Jeremy square in the
eye.

“By the way, what are you doing
with Satan?” she asked, pulling herself up on the fence next to
him.

“I’m trying to make him my friend,
you know, tame him. He’ll come around some day.”

“Yeah, but your mom said that she
was gonna send him back to Mary if he didn’t come around soon,”
Hilary said, brushing a strand of loose hair from her
eyes.

“Well, it’s all up to me, really.
She just told me that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s my
decision.”

“Your decision to keep him? How
come it’s not your mom’s?”

“Because he’s my
horse! My mom gave him to me to train. She said he’d been ridden a
few times before but needed some work. Then, if I get him going, I
can ride him in the Junior Jumper’s Final this fall. That’s what
everyone’s training for now.” Hilary was dumbfounded.
Satan belongs to Jeremy?

“Why don’t you just ride Splash?”
Hilary asked.

“He can’t jump for his life. I’ve
had him for seven years, and he’s already sixteen. Plus he’s a
quarter horse, not an athletic sport horse,” Jeremy finished,
pointing to Satan in the far corner of the paddock. “And
he…”

“He ate it!” Hilary said aloud,
noticing that the apple she’d placed in the pen that morning was
gone.

“What are you talking about?”
Jeremy asked, staring at Hilary.

“Oh, just…nothing.”

“Okay, so anyway,” he continued,
“Satan is just the horse I need to compete in the Jumper’s Final.
The only problem is time. I won’t have enough time to work with him
because the finals are at the end of August,” he said, a frown on
his face.

Oh my gosh,” Hilary said, “that stinks.”

Jeremy nodded and turned to look at Satan once more.
The horse was at the far end of the paddock near the spot Hilary
had sat earlier that day. He was gazing in the opposite direction,
but Hilary sensed he was listening to their every word. “Well, I
better get to work,” she said. Jeremy nodded and continued
observing his horse.

As she was passing one of the lesson arenas, Hilary
paused to watch the students ride a course of jumps.

“Very nice, Nicole, just remember
to keep your eyes up and your heels down,” instructed Elise,
clearly frustrated with the younger students. “Now it’s your turn,
Stacy,” she said. Noticing Hilary, she stepped over to where she
was watching the lesson.

“Hi there, teaching lessons is
great, isn’t it? Oh wait, you’ve never had the pleasure of doing
so,” she smirked, flashing her straight, white teeth. “Well, I am a
fabulous teacher, so I could teach you how to teach.”

“Maybe some other time. I’d better
get back to work,” Hilary responded, beginning to walk
away.

“Suit yourself, Hilary, but you’re
being rather foolish. It’s not like you have much to do,” Elise
taunted. “I think you just don’t want to be out in the
heat.”

Hilary started to defend herself, but Elise cut her
off. “So in that case…” she began, smiling, “why don’t you come
swimming with me at the creek. You know, a little one on one time.
It’ll make up for us getting off to such a bad start.”

Hilary doubted anything could ever make up for their
“bad start” together, but, as she was in no position to pass up
friends, she accepted Elise’s invitation.

“Great. I’ll see you around
one-thirty by the creek on the Woodland trail,” and with that Elise
swung her long, golden hair over her shoulder and returned to her
lesson. “What a great round that was, Nicole. You looked very
balanced.” The little girl rolled her eyes, obviously realizing
Elise hadn’t caught a glimpse of it. Hilary stifled a
giggle.

Back in the stable, she tackled her
chores. It was hot now, so Hilary looked forward to
swimming. Darn,
she thought, wiping her salty face, I need
my bathing suit. Hilary jogged back past
the main barn toward her house. She slowed to a walk when she
passed Satan, who was pacing the fence near the large oak tree.
Seeing the moving figure startled him, and he cantered to the
center of the corral. Hilary continued to her house and ran
upstairs to her room. She grabbed her bathing suit and pulled her
hair down from a soggy bun. After quickly brushing it, she slapped
sunscreen on her face and tugged her bathing suit on under her
riding clothes. She had to admit she was looking forward to making
up with Elise. Maybe she isn’t so bad
after all.

“See ya,” Hilary called to the
vacant house as she rushed out the door.







Chapter Eight






Dolly was a placid horse. She walked calmly along the
path doing everything Hilary asked. She never spooked or tried to
snatch a bite of grass, and she obeyed all the commands Hilary gave
her. During the previous lesson, Susan had allowed her to trot.
Everyday that followed, Hilary had gotten better at the bumpy,
two-beat motion. Now she barely even bounced. Overall, she had
become much more accustomed to the feel of a horse beneath her,
especially if that horse was Dolly.

Hilary heard voices up
ahead. So we’re finally here,
she thought as she rounded the bend. She saw Lady
and Splash tied to a large tree branch. Great, so Jeremy is here, too, she
thought, uncertain if it was a good thing or a bad thing. She
dismounted, wound Dolly’s reins around a limb near the other
horses, and tried to figure out where Elise and Jeremy had gone.
She heard a soft voice mutter something behind a boulder. At a
snail’s pace, she climbed up the rock and, careful to stay hidden,
peeked through the brush. She saw Elise and Jeremy sitting in a
large pool of water splashing each other playfully.

“Don’t be silly, Jer, you know I
can’t beat you.”

“You never know, you look like a
fast swimmer,” he replied, a smile spreading across his handsome
face.

“You’re just
trying to butter me up so I will race you. And you know I don’t
like to race whether it be a horse race or a foot race,” Elise
said, pulling her hair back from her face and twisting it around
her fingers. Jeremy laughed at her. Hilary was just about to
announce her arrival when she glanced over at the horses, who were
getting restless. When she looked back at Jeremy and Elise, she
changed her mind. No way will I join them
now. Their lips were touching lightly, and
Elise’s hand was wrapped around Jeremy’s neck. They were
kissing!

Hilary was angry, feeling sure that Elise had
invited her up here just to make her jealous. And if the truth be
told, she had succeeded. Hilary hurled herself down from the rocks
and sprinted over to Dolly. She untied the mare, climbed into the
saddle, and pushed Dolly into a fast trot. As the anger subsided,
Hilary realized she was cantering.

“We’re cantering, Dolly,” she
exclaimed, trying to move with the motion of her horse. It was an
amazing feeling. The light breeze caressed her tired face, and the
quiet thump, thump, thump, of Dolly’s hooves helped Hilary to stay
in rhythm with the horse. She held herself in jumping position as
Susan had taught her to help strengthen her leg muscles. When she
returned home, Karen took her to buy her own set of tack at the
Lewisburg Saddlery. She chose a flashy bridle and saddle, each rich
chocolate in color, and a matching girth.

“Despite my little run-in with
Jeremy and Elise, it wasn’t a half-bad day. Dolly was great and I
got to canter,” Hilary explained to Satan that evening as she sat
under the oak.

He stood, as usual, at the far end of the paddock,
but unlike every other day, he watched her and even looked curious
at Hilary’s gabbling. “But I’m sure Elise only invited me so I
would see the two of them together. On second thought, how about I
don’t talk about that? Here you go, boy.” Hilary reached into a
duffel bag and rolled an apple into the paddock, careful not to
spook the horse. It stopped about two feet from him. He snorted and
backed away.

Hilary had finished the book on
basic riding and borrowed another one, The
Rider’s Seat, from the lounge. She began to
read but kept a close eye on Satan to see if he’d eat the apple.
After five minutes or so, he stepped tentatively forward and took
the apple in his mouth. Hilary stopped reading aloud and watched as
he ate it. Foam from the juicy fruit frothed around his muzzle, and
she laughed out loud.

“Silly boy, Satan,” she said as she
picked up the book and continued reading. Satan seemed to listen
the whole time and even came to stand in the center of the paddock.
When she finished, she told him all about the happenings in her
life until it seemed that she had nothing further to tell her new
friend.

“It’s getting dark, boy. I have to
go home, okay?” she said, picking up her books and taking one last
look at the stallion. She smiled to herself and started toward the
house. Her mother’s car pulled in the driveway.

“Hi, Mom,” she called
out.

“Hello, Hil. You
can congratulate your brother; he just won his baseball game.”
Karen smiled, opening the door to the house and heading in. “We’re
going out for dinner tonight so wash up.” Sam scampered in behind
her, leaving Hilary alone. She turned back and looked at Satan. He
had his neck pressed against the fence closest to her house as
though he wanted to follow her. Hilary’s heart leapt.
He wants to be with me! I have to stay with
him.

She dashed up the porch and flung open the front
door. Immediately she skidded to a halt. Slowly, she sauntered down
the hall and into the kitchen.

“Mom, I don’t feel well. I’m tired,
and I think I’m dehydrated,” she fibbed, trying her hardest to look
ill.

“You don’t look well, Hilary.
You’re pale. Maybe you should stay home,” Karen said, putting her
hand to her daughter’s forehead, “although you’re not
feverish.”

Hilary frowned, “Oh, but I want to go.”

“No, dear, I think you should stay.
I’ll bring back some soup for you. Now go on up to bed and get some
rest. And drink plenty of water.”

Hilary watched from her bedroom window as Karen and
Sam settled into the Nissan and drove out of sight. She shifted her
gaze from the driveway to Satan’s corral. Pacing up and down the
fence line nearest the Thompsons’ house, the horse looked lonesome.
Hilary rushed down the stairs and grabbed some apples from the
kitchen. She made her way to the paddock.

“I’m here, boy,”
she cooed, rolling an apple under the fence. For the first time
Satan didn’t snort, and he didn’t back away, nor did he hesitate to
consume the apple. After he was finished, he stepped toward Hilary,
probably looking for more food. She was leaning against the rail
fence, and Satan nervously sniffed her hair and then her clothes.
He blew warm air out of his nostrils. Hilary talked to him quietly
before making her first attempt to pet him. She slowly pulled her
hand out from under his nose and reached out to caress his face. He
backed away nervously, but when Hilary didn’t attempt to get any
closer to him, he stepped nearer once again, and pressed his nose
into the palm of her hand. This time he let her stroke his face and
then his neck. She couldn’t believe her luck! After a few more
minutes of petting him, she headed to the house.
I want to end on a good note. 







Chapter Nine






Hilary visited Satan each morning, treating him to an
apple and a few pats. In the evening, careful to let no one see,
she read aloud from a book on riding, talked of her day, and
stroked him all over. Later in the week she entered his paddock. He
didn’t try to hurt her at all and didn’t avoid her either. He
followed Hilary around like a little puppy in need of
attention.

So far, she had been lucky. Karen normally ran
errands in the afternoon and picked Sam up from his sports, so she
wasn’t aware of Hilary’s taming sessions. Nor was Susan or anybody
at the stables, for Satan’s paddock was nestled away from the
commotion of the farm.

However, many of the students hung around Satan’s
paddock, admiring his beauty and wishing they could ride him. They
had made it part of their daily routine to go say, “Hi,” to him
each morning. It was strange to Hilary that he still stayed as far
away from them as possible. Apparently he would only let Hilary
near him. That caused her to bubble with joy. Maybe she was being
selfish, wanting him only for herself, but after all, it was she
who had worked to earn his trust.

In her lesson, Susan viewed Hilary’s progress in
posting and rewarded it by letting her canter. It wasn’t bad for
what Susan thought was Hilary’s first time. Hilary had been unable
to resist practicing Dolly’s canter in the fields.

On Saturday, the barn was packed with people, for
riding camps had started. Elise was aiding Susan in teaching some
of the lessons, so she rarely had time to give Hilary trouble,
although she had antagonized her for a few minutes on Thursday.

“I saw you spying on Jeri and me
the other day,” she’d said as she passed Hilary in the barn, “at
the creek, you know. You just better keep your distance. I’m
warning you. I know you like Jeremy; all the girls here do—even at
school. He and I are the most popular couple in our
grade.”






Hilary sat in the field with Satan
thinking back on all her troubles with Elise. Why does she have to be such a pain? Does she think I’m a
threat or something?

Hilary pondered this for some time before she went
about stroking Satan. She slid her hands gently over his delicate
face, legs, and back, getting him accustomed to her every touch.
After this process, she looked around to make sure no one was
watching. Out of her duffel bag, she took a soft, leather halter
that belonged to Dolly.

“This should fit you,” she said,
entering the small paddock. She rubbed the halter all over Satan’s
body until he didn’t quiver at its touch. Then she allowed him to
sniff it and fed him a carrot as she held the halter under his
muzzle. “Good boy,” she murmured as she slipped the halter snuggly
behind his ears. Satan didn’t seem to notice.

Hilary pulled a lead rope from the bag and clipped
it to the bottom of the halter. She walked forward in an effort to
teach Satan to follow. She didn’t even have to tug on the line to
get the trusting horse to follow her—he just did. But Hilary
realized that Satan would follow her whether she had a lead rope or
not. So she tried tugging on it and, as though she had fired a
shot, Satan threw his head in the air. “Easy, boy, settle down
now,” she soothed, stroking his head. She resumed by applying the
tiniest bit of pressure on his halter, and before long, he followed
her calmly once again.

After a few more minutes of training, a light
flickered on in the main barn. A black figure, silhouetted in the
bright light, ran toward her. Not wanting whoever it was to see
what she was doing, she ripped off Satan’s halter and shoved her
things into the bag. She took off for the house.

As she was running, she realized
how imprudent it was to go straight to her own home. Satan watched
her leave and whinnied as she closed the front door behind her.
Inside, she found her mom, dad, and Sam eating dinner at the table.
Her sudden entrance alarmed them all, and Karen leapt from her seat
and looked her straight in the eye. Oh
boy. 

“Where have you
been, Hilary Lee Thompson?” Karen demanded. Hilary cringed at the
sound of her middle name. Her mom only said that when she
was really angry.
“Your father and I have been worried sick!”

“I know, Mom, I’m really sorry but
I wanted to…chat with Susan for a while and tell her how things are
going with Dolly,” Hilary lied, doing her best to look sincere. She
realized she’d been doing a lot of fibbing lately, but rationalized
that it was for a good cause and therefore okay, though it didn’t
feel quite right.

“Well, all right, but you’ll have
to eat your food cold because we’ve been waiting forever.” Karen
sat down and began eating her corn-on-the-cob. Hilary nodded and
moved her plate to the microwave oven.

That night she was awakened by a
sudden thud from outside. What on
earth? she thought. Jumping up, she peered
at the ground below her windowsill.

“Satan!” Hilary
shrieked.







Chapter Ten






Someone stood, arms waving, in the center of Satan’s
corral. Hilary stampeded down the stairs, her shoulder-length hair
streaking behind her. She had to find out why this person was
antagonizing the stallion and put a stop to it.

She wore only a cream-colored slip
which she wore on nights when her pajamas no longer suited the
weather. Her thin legs covered the dewy ground with hasty strides
as the tears that welled in her eyes became hot and painful.
Who was doing this to Satan? And why?

Hilary reflected on the previous
evening when she had seen a dark figure coming toward Satan and
her. Then another recollection seeped into her mind; the night she
saw Satan jump the fence. Was someone
trying to hurt him? And will he jump the fence again?
Hilary brushed these thoughts aside as she reached
the fence and launched herself over the top post.

“What are you doing?” she hollered,
brushing her wavy hair out of her face. Her bare toes found
traction on the dirt-covered paddock, and she surged toward the
person standing in the middle. She tried to decelerate, but she
only skidded over some dry grass and slammed into the
figure.

“What the—!” the person grunted and
hit the ground with a thump. Hilary, unable to keep her balance,
fell on top of him.

“Hilary?” he asked, sounding
horrified. She looked down at Jeremy and pushed herself away from
him in disgust.

“What are you doing to Satan?” she
gasped, as Jeremy sat up and stared her in the eye.

“He’s my horse, Hilary. Why don’t
you tell me why you crashed into me? You trying to save my horse
from his owner?” he finished, a smile creeping over his face like
the Cheshire Cat.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t know it was
you,” Hilary blurted, looking at Satan in the far end of the
paddock. He was lathered in sweat and breathing heavily through his
flaring nostrils. “But what are you doing to him?”

“A join-up. Ever heard of
one?”

“Of course I’ve heard of one. What
do you think I am, an idiot?” she replied swiftly, boiling with
anger.

“Whoa, whoa now. Take a chill pill.
It was only a question, kid.”

“Would you stop calling me a kid?
I’m the same age as you, I’m sure.” Hilary was really mad
now.

“Yeah, I bet you are. Now cool it;
you’re going to wake up the whole state of Tennessee,” Jeremy
breathed. “So, let me get this straight, you thought I was trying
to hurt Satan?”

“Yes, actually, I did. Why, is
there something wrong with me?”

“No, no,” Jeremy said quickly, “but
I assure you, I was only trying to befriend him through a join-up.”
He laughed and pointed to the horse huddled in the corner. “As you
can see, it’s not going too great.”

“Yes, I can see that. If I were
you, I would stop trying to do this join-up thing with Satan.
You’re scaring him even more,” Hilary said as she started toward
the horse.

But then she realized she couldn’t let Jeremy know
she’d been trying to tame his horse. He would probably be furious,
especially if he knew how much Satan already trusted her. She
turned around and looked Jeremy straight in the eyes.

“Leave him alone,” she said, and
with great effort, she went back to her home.






Hilary groomed Dolly at the barn early the next
morning. It was another hot day, and she wanted to get her ride in
before the real heat set in. It was Monday, and she had devised a
weekly schedule the night before for what she should do in her
rides each week. Today, according to her schedule, she planned to
do trotting exercises in the main grass ring.

Hilary warmed up the Appaloosa by walking her around
a few times. Then she picked up a rising trot, doing her best to
maintain her balance. She practiced circles, figure eights and even
serpentines, following Susan’s instructions.

After about an hour, Hilary led Dolly back to the
barn. She hosed the mare off and returned her to her stall. She
went to the notice board in the front of the barn to see which
stalls needed cleaning. Before she had a chance to scan through the
list, Hilary saw brochures pinned to the board and picked one
off.






Millbrooke Stables’ Summer Horse Show

Saturday July, 16th: $15 per class

As Hilary read the schedule for the
various classes, a smile spread across her face. But the sixteenth
was right around the corner. Will I have
enough time to prepare? What classes should I enter? I’ll have to
ask Susan, she thought, already
anticipating the event.

Realizing how parched she was, Hilary headed for the
lounge to get a glass of ice water. There, she spotted Jeremy and
Elise on the sofas talking to Susan.

“He was great last night, too, Mom,
he even let me pet him a couple of times,” Jeremy said as he sipped
ice tea. Hilary knew he was referring to Satan, and he was
lying.

“Good, I’m so happy. I guess we
won’t be giving him back to Mary after all then, will we? She
called a couple nights ago and said, if all is well, you can keep
him. You know she cares about you a lot, Jer. She’s like some fairy
godmother, giving you that horse,” finished Susan, patting Jeremy’s
knee and standing up. “I’m going to ride Lotto. I’ll see you
later.”

Hilary was surprised that none of
the kids in the lounge jumped up to follow Susan.
Don’t they want to watch her ride? I sure
do. Hilary darted after Susan.

“Susan, may I watch you ride?”
Hilary called across the aisle.

“Well, Hil, I don’t normally let
the students watch me ride—it’s a bit distracting. I try to ride in
the indoor, where all is calm and cool,” Susan said,
smiling.

“Okay, that’s fine,” Hilary
responded, feeling a little put out.

“But you know, I am jumping today,
and it would be a good learning experience for you. So why don’t
you come along? Just don’t tell the other students,” she
laughed.

Hilary nodded, surprised by Susan’s exception to the
rule. As Susan tacked Lotto, Hilary began mucking out his stall and
loading it with fresh straw. When the horses stayed in all day,
they made their stalls quite dirty, but Hilary found it relaxing to
clean as she could easily let her mind wander. When Susan was
ready, the trio walked into the indoor arena located in the center
of the property. Hilary gasped as she stepped into the large ring.
There were jumps standing at least five feet high throughout the
whole arena. She sat in the bleachers, sipping from a water bottle
she’d brought along.

“We have horse shows in here during
the winter. It works out wonderfully. You should set one of the
jumping classes as a goal for you and Dolly,” Susan said as she
pulled herself gracefully into the saddle. “Speaking of which, did
you see the pamphlet for the summer show I set out in the main
barn?”

Hilary nodded. “I’ve been meaning to ask you what
classes I should enter,” she said. “It looks like fun.”

“It is—for the riders at least!
It’s a lot of work on my part, quite honestly,” Susan said, as she
walked Lotto out to the track. “But the students always have a
great time. It’s one of the highlights of the summer.” Looking back
at Hilary, she added, “I’d say you and Dolly should shoot for the
walk-trot-canter class.”

Hilary nodded but was soon
completely mesmerized by Susan’s riding ability. Everything looked
so simple when she walked, trotted, and cantered Lotto around the
ring. Susan was so relaxed in the saddle that Hilary could tell she
was more than just a good rider; she was a star. Lotto jumped every
fence with room to spare. He was powerful in all his moves, and
Susan was a skilled rider. Hilary wanted to be just like
her. When I finish taming Satan, we will
jump, too, Hilary thought.

Thinking about Satan made her face
light up. But the brightness soon dimmed as she remembered what
Jeremy had told his mom earlier that day. Did Susan actually believe Jeremy’s made-up story? He was
totally faking it. Hilary thought it over
for a while then decided she’d figured it out. Jeremy must want
Satan so badly, he made up that story to keep his mom from
returning the horse. Like Hilary, he made up lies in order to keep
Satan safe. She hoped it wouldn’t come back to bite them. Jeremy
wanted Satan’s trust. So did she. Just that morning on her way to
the barn, she read the little stallion a short chapter out of a
book. Then she gave him carrots and a few pats. She would try to
spend more time with him in the evening when no one was
around.






When Hilary finally finished her barn chores, it was
late afternoon. She decided to get some items from the stables to
present to Satan. She borrowed a small pony saddle, which was
lighter than her own. She was surprised and relieved when the
little girl didn’t ask why she wanted her saddle. She grabbed an
old pad and some apples. Now she was ready to begin Satan’s evening
training session.

When Hilary reached his paddock,
she remained on the outside of the fence as she read
Breaking the Young Horse, which she’d borrowed from Susan’s collection. The dark horse
stood next to the fence near her. After fifteen minutes of reading,
she stood up and handed him an apple. He took it gingerly and
rubbed her hand for more. She laughed as she climbed the fence into
the paddock.

Hilary began by massaging his legs and body to
remind him of her touch. She knew she couldn’t start real training
until dark for fear of people from the barn watching. So while she
waited for time to pass, she went back to her book. When it was
dark enough that she could begin working with Satan, Hilary led him
around the small corral with a halter and a lead rope. Next, she
rubbed his back until she felt he wouldn’t mind the pad. As she
placed it on his back he turned around and eyed her suspiciously.
She just laughed and continued working.

Within twenty minutes, Hilary had the tiny saddle
resting on Satan’s back. He didn’t seem to mind one bit. Hilary
thought he was enjoying the attention. She soon came to the
conclusion that someone must have put a saddle on him before, but
she also concluded that it must not have ended well. Why else would
a horse be so afraid of people? Thinking back to Hilary’s first day
in Tennessee and her first time seeing Satan, she recalled the old
lady, Mary, talking about a man named Robert. Hilary was sure Mary
told Susan that he’d ridden the mustang.

Nevertheless, Hilary wanted to take things slowly.
Her understanding of horses was growing, and she knew she mustn’t
rush her training with Satan. And so, after leading him around the
paddock a few times, she decided to end the session.







Chapter Eleven



Why don’t we begin with a nice rising trot around the
ring? Make sure you are soft with your hands, and your heels remain
down and quiet,” Susan called as Hilary trotted Dolly around the
outdoor arena.

Hilary felt like a very classy
rider. That morning her mom had signed and delivered Hilary’s entry
for the show, and it seemed like all the lessons from Susan were
really starting to pay off. Hilary cantered, practicing circles and
straight lines. Susan told her she had her basic balance down pat,
but she still needed to work on swinging her hips in the motion of
Dolly’s movement. Susan also told her to borrow a book
entitled, Cantering for Beginners,
from her collection.






Hilary saddled Satan with her own new saddle, that
evening, because she felt he had graduated to a more substantial
one. She began as she normally did, reading a chapter from a book,
and then rubbing the horse’s body and legs. Next she placed the pad
on his back and then the saddle. Finally she fastened the girth and
walked Satan around the paddock.

He walked quietly behind her, his head held low. He
didn’t do one thing wrong, so, after five minutes, Hilary untacked
him. She planned to head to her house and have some dinner, but
Satan had other ideas. As she climbed the fence, he grabbed her
shirt with his teeth and gave it a tug.

“Satan!” squealed
Hilary, hopping down from the fence and smiling. “You want me to
stay don’t you?” Satan bobbed his head playfully, as though he were
nodding a reply. She scratched him on the head, which he enjoyed
for a minute before pulling away and prancing to the other end of
the paddock. He looked back at her and tossed his head once
more. He wants me to play with him!
Hilary laughed and skipped after the mischievous
mustang.

They must have played for at least an hour. It was
the funniest game you could play with a horse. When Hilary would
catch up with Satan, he would throw his head into the air and
canter after her. At first she was startled by his playfulness, but
she soon learned he didn’t mean to hurt her. She was sorry when it
was time to say goodnight.






The day of the farm show quickly arrived. Hilary went
to the stables early that morning, retrieved Dolly from her
pasture, and spent a long time grooming her to make sure she
sparkled with cleanliness.

The rest of the students were hard at work, too.
Everyone was animated as they bustled around readying their mounts
for the competition. Bright smiles shone on their faces, even
though they confessed to butterflies fluttering in their stomachs.
Susan ran the registration desk where all the riders received their
numbers and riding times.

Hilary began to feel butterflies, too, as her first
class loomed closer. She warmed Dolly up just as she would for a
regular lesson, but when the loud speaker crackled, she brought
Dolly to a halt.

“Class number
five is to ride into the arena at this time. I repeat: Class number
five to the ring at this time.” Hilary’s heart leapt. Her first
class was the walk-trot equitation. She was feeling pretty
confident until she reached the ring. There were at least fifteen
horses in the class. I’ll be lucky if the
judges even notice me, thought Hilary as
she took her place on the rail. As she scanned her competitors, she
realized that she was a few years older than the rest. That thought
brought back the butterflies. What if they
all beat me? I’ll be so embarrassed. 

Before her nerves could overcome
her, the announcer called out, “Walk please, all walk.” Hilary
tried her best to keep a bright smile on her face, as Karen had
advised her to do, and worked her hardest to look in good form. She
saw her mom smiling from the side of the ring and quickly looked
away. I have to concentrate.

“Trot, please,
all trot.” Hilary picked up a posting trot and sunk her heels as
deep as possible. After a few minutes the announcer told the group
to reverse directions at the trot. Then they were asked to come
back to a walk and face the judge. Oh
great, here come the ribbons. Hilary
thought back on her performance. It wasn’t the best she’d ever
done, but it surely wasn’t the worst.

“Honorable mentions go to numbers
forty-two, thirty-nine, ninety-five and twenty-two.” That was
Hilary’s number. Twenty-two. She hadn’t even received a ribbon.
Gloomily, she walked Dolly out of the ring and back to the warm-up
area. After a few minutes Karen came bounding up to her and said,
“What a terrific job you did, honey. That was outstanding.” Karen
was clearly trying to make her feel better.

“Thanks, Mom.” Hilary smiled,
amused by how hard her mom was trying. “I’ll see you in a few
minutes, okay? My next class is number seven,
walk-trot-canter.”






Hilary rode Dolly into the ring, determined to do
better. She put on a big smile and sat up nice and tall. Her trot
work was all right, but her canter was better. She swung easily
with Dolly’s movement and tried her best not to bounce. When the
class was completed, she was certain she placed in the top
three.

“Tenth place goes
to number twenty-two, Hilary Thompson, riding That Darn Dolly.”
Hilary couldn’t believe it. She thought she had done so well in
that class, yet she placed last. At least
I didn’t get an honorable mention, she
thought, trying to smile. Most people would be discouraged if they
basically lost both classes, but Hilary was determined. She wanted
to make Susan proud to be her instructor, and, one day, she would
show all those people how good she really was.

But right now, Hilary just wanted to see Satan. She
didn’t want to hang around the barn any longer. As soon as she
completed her chores, she left for his corral. She saw him pacing
the fence below her window and was immediately overcome with joy.
Just seeing his familiar black figure was enough to heal her
deepest wounds. However, the horse show must have really upset him,
for he was covered in a light sweat.

“Easy now, Satan. I’m here, boy.”
Hilary soothed, climbing the paddock fence and stroking the nervous
horse. She began by massaging his muscles in an effort to ease the
tension. Then she patted his neck and left for the house. She would
have to wait until evening when the stables weren’t so
overrun.

After the sweltering sun had set, Hilary made her
way to Satan once more. She placed the halter over his ears and led
him around the paddock. Once he was completely settled, she put the
saddle pad and then the saddle over his back. Next she fastened the
girth and made it as tight as it would allow. Satan didn’t like
this much, she could tell, but he stood perfectly still. She then
allowed him to follow her at his own free will. They walked around
for ten minutes before she untacked him, having decided they should
end their session. “Good night, boy. I’ll see you later.”

In bed, Hilary’s thoughts drifted back to her old
life, so far away. It was like she was a whole new person now that
she had horses in her life. It gave her something to strive for.
When she had checked the messages from Ali and Joy earlier that
night, she felt no real urge to call them back. Of course she
would; it was just that things were working out so well for her at
her new home. She was spending much more time outdoors and away
from the computer. Back in Delaware, she had turned on her computer
as soon as she got home from school. She spent the rest of her day
sending Instant Messages to all her friends. Thinking back on those
days, Hilary realized how much she had grown up in just the past
few weeks.

But her old memories soon escaped her, and she was
left with images of Satan. Unable to think of anything else, she
decided she would return to him later that night when no one could
observe the session. She would teach him to carry a rider.







Chapter Twelve






At midnight Hilary’s alarm broke the peaceful
stillness. She silenced it quickly, not wanting to wake her family,
and scrambled out of bed. She put on her old jeans and boots and
tied her hair back into a messy ponytail. She sped down the winding
stairs, being careful not to hit the squeaky parts. Once she was
safely outdoors, she looked for Satan in the small enclosure. He
stood near the large oak tree as though he knew she would come.
When he saw her, he gave a nicker of welcome and tossed his head
into the air. Hilary made her way to the fence and slowly slipped
between the boards and inside.

She began this session as she had all the others.
Once Satan was tacked up, except for the bridle, she led him to the
fence. First, Hilary leaned some of her weight onto the saddle, as
she had seen demonstrated in a book. She gradually increased the
load until her whole body was draped across the horse’s back. Satan
didn’t seem to mind, yet he was curious about what she was
doing.

“Easy now, babe.” Hilary smiled, as
he turned his head around to nibble her back. She could hardly
believe Satan was allowing her to ride him—well, almost. It was
only a matter of time before she could actually spread her legs and
squiggle into the saddle.

Satan scooted himself away from the fence to face
Hilary, with her body draped over his back. She shrieked,
remembering her terrifying dreams. Instead of dropping to the
ground, Hilary instinctively swung her right leg over the saddle.
As soon as she did, she regretted it. Satan, however, remained
calm. He turned his head to observe the frightened girl, as if it
had been his intention all along. Hilary broke out in silent
laughter although she still quivered with fear. She had been scared
out of her wits, and all Satan wanted was to see what she was
doing.

The next morning was Sunday, Hilary’s day off. She
decided to get up early and ride Dolly before the heat settled in.
On her way to the stables, she stopped and greeted Satan with a
grin and an apple. Hearing voices coming from the barn, Hilary
headed over to fetch Dolly and go for a ride.

She noticed a few kids getting ready for the Sunday
lessons in the main barn as she headed to Dolly’s field. When the
old Appaloosa mare spotted Hilary, she lifted her head from grazing
and ambled away. Hilary ran after her and clipped the lead rope to
the halter. She decided to go on a soothing trail ride to relieve
herself and her mount from the stress of yesterday’s show.

As she rode along the earthen path, a voice
interrupted the peace of the forest. “Hi there,” it said, belonging
to none other than Jeremy. He had just come down a nearby trail on
Splash. He rode his horse beside Dolly. “I heard you did awesome in
the farm show yesterday,” he commented.

Hilary smiled weakly as they rode out into a field.
“You must have heard wrong; I did horribly,” she admitted, looking
at Jeremy and laughing. “I got an honorable mention and a tenth
place ribbon.” Jeremy smiled, but for once, didn’t laugh at
her.

“You may think it’s bad, but
really, for your first show and all, it’s pretty good,” he replied.
She shrugged. As they pushed their horses into a trot, Jeremy said,
“You mind if I ride with you? Elise isn’t coming back from Steven’s
farm until Tuesday.”

“Sure, I don’t
mind at all,” Hilary answered, surprised at his question. Since she
came to Millbrooke Stables, she hadn’t ridden with anyone. Sure,
she followed a few kids on the trails once or twice, but she’d
never had the pleasure of riding with a friend. Trying her best to
look good, Hilary urged Dolly into a steady, rolling canter. Jeremy
did the same, but looked about a million times better.
No, maybe two million,
Hilary thought.

The two teenagers rode for at least an hour before
they stopped for lunch. They talked a lot about school and what
subjects they preferred and excelled in. They told stories of
experiences they’d had with not-so-favorable subjects and the
teachers who taught them. Jeremy told Hilary how he learned to ride
and all about the horse shows he’d attended. He said it was almost
as though he were born on a horse. He rode all the time and was
trained by not only his mom, but his dad, too. Hilary wondered if
his father still rode; she’d never seen him around the barn.

As if reading her mind, Jeremy said to her, “My dad
left when I was about five. He said he needed time to think his
life over and decide if it was what he really wanted. My mom and I
never saw him again.”

Hilary saw the hurt look in his eyes, and not
knowing what to say, walked along in silence for a while.

“So, I hear Elise is off training
with some hot shot,” she said, breaking the silence and waiting for
details.

“Yeah, she and Lady are really
good, you know. And Steven Myers, well, he’s the top show jumper
around, so where else would you send Elise? It was weird, though,
because she wasn’t even excited to go. I helped her load up, early
Tuesday morning, and she acted as though it were just another day
at the barn.”

“How far away is Steven’s place?”
Hilary asked.

“That’s the thing—he’s about twelve
hours from here so she should be thrilled at the chance to even go,
you know? But hey, I don’t understand girls anyway so…” he
responded, trailing off at the end.

“Why is she going to train with him
anyway? Is there some show? Your mom said something about
that.”

“Well, as I said, she and Lady are
great at jumping, so they need a professional to prep them for the
Championships, which are in a couple of months. First they went to
a series of shows that qualified them for the big one, the East
Coast Jumping Final. That’s the one coming up and the others took
place this spring,” Jeremy said. “I’ve heard you can just skip the
qualifiers and enter like it’s a normal show. But all the good
riders go to the qualifiers anyway, so they can prove to everyone
how good they are. You should ask my mom more about it. It’s all a
little hazy to me.”

Hilary felt a pang of jealousy. Deep down she envied
Elise and wished she was the one training for some huge
championship. She asked, “So, are you still thinking about taking
Satan?”

“Are you kidding me? Of course not,
there’s no time. And even if there was, I’m all talk and no do, if
you know what I mean. But sure, it’d be awesome to compete against
some of those great junior jumpers, but it isn’t really my dream.”
He paused. “It was more my mom’s, and I just kind of went with the
flow.”

When Hilary and Jeremy returned to the stables they
went to their different barns to unsaddle their mounts. “Come on,
girl,” coaxed Hilary, leading the drained horse to the wash stall
at the end of the main barn. So much for an easy ride.

Hilary enjoyed spending time with
Dolly. She liked riding, but she also loved the time she spent
caring for the horses. She supposed Satan gave her that sense of
happiness because he had improved so much under her training. He
was the real reason she continued to ride and improve. She could
picture a perfect image of her riding him in the East Coast
Finals. Oh how great it would be,
Hilary thought as she scraped the cool water off
Dolly’s coat to get all the sweat out.

When Hilary returned to her house around noon, her
mother and father were just leaving. “Oh, there you are, honey. We
figured you went to ride. In fact we were on our way to pick you
up,” Karen said, opening the car door and putting some bags in the
front seat. “Your dad and I were about to head over to the
neighbor’s house just down the street. We’ve been planning for a
couple weeks now to get together, but this is one of the first days
your dad’s had off. We kind of want you to come, dear. Brenda has a
daughter, and I think she might be around your age. You’d probably
have some fun.”

“Sure, why not? I’ll come,” Hilary
said, smiling. “I’ll get changed.” Hilary knew her parents were
surprised at how easy-going she’d been lately. At her old home they
would’ve been lucky to get her out of the house at all.

After riding in the car for a total
of four minutes, the Thompson family pulled into a large driveway
lined with immense poplar trees. In front of an average-sized
house, a small swimming pool glistened in the summer’s intense
heat. Sam would like that,
Hilary mused, knowing how much he liked to swim. A
girl, who appeared to be her age, stepped out of the house and
interrupted Hilary’s thoughts. She was pretty, with short blonde
hair, and bright green eyes. She walked to the car and waited for
Hilary to open her door.

“Hi, I’m Amanda. I’m glad you
came.”

“Well, hello, Amanda. I’m Karen,
this is my husband James, and here is Hilary, our daughter,” Karen
said. Hilary really disliked it when her mom introduced her to
people. She had a mouth and could just as easily do it
herself.

“Hey,” Hilary said, instinctively
rolling her eyes at Karen. Amanda saw and stifled a giggle. Hilary
sensed that she and Amanda would become great friends.







Chapter Thirteen






Come with me. I’ll show you my room,” Amanda said,
leading the way through the house to a room lined with horse
pictures. “Well, here it is.” “You ride?” Hilary asked, viewing the
pictures that hung on the wall.

“Yeah, I ride at Millbrooke
Stables.”

Hilary laughed, “I ride there, too, Amanda. I have a
summer job there as well.”

“Really? I’ve never seen you
there,” Amanda said.

“Well, I’ve only been riding since
school let out. And come to think of it, I haven’t seen you
either.”

“Aha, mystery solved then. I just
got back from vacationing with my mom and dad,” Amanda explained,
taking a seat on her bed and motioning for Hilary to do the same.
“We went to France to visit my aunt and uncle for a few weeks. It
was awesome. Have you traveled much?”

“No, I wish. I haven’t been out of
the United States. I consider myself lucky, though, because my
friend, Joy, up in Delaware, has never set foot on a plane,” Hilary
said.

“You were good friends with Joy,
weren’t you?”

Hilary asked, “How did you know?”

I can tell by the way you just said her name…as
though you miss her. I bet it would be hard moving from the place
you knew and grew up in,” Amanda answered.

“Yeah, it was kind of hard, but I
really like it here in Lewisburg, especially having the barn right
next door to my house,” Hilary said.

It was evening when Hilary finally left Amanda’s
house. They made plans to meet at the barn the next day and go on a
trail ride. Amanda told Hilary about her horse, Silver Dollar.
Silver was fresh off the track, meaning she was recently a
racehorse. Amanda was training her all by herself. She’d only owned
the thoroughbred mare for two months, and still had a long wait
before she would be able to show her, but she assured Hilary that
Silver was well worth it.

When Hilary got home, she grabbed
an apple and set out for Satan’s pen. It was nearly dark so she
figured it was safe to begin her training session. Thankfully,
Karen and James didn’t notice her leaving the house, for they were
watching their favorite television show. Perfect, thought Hilary.

She gave Satan a decent grooming with the brushes
she brought home a few days earlier. He sparkled before Hilary
tacked him up. Then, just like the other night, she practiced
leaning her body’s weight on his back. Before long she sat in the
saddle. She praised him and decided to take a few chances with her
little mustang tonight. Hilary tightened the grip on her legs and
clucked her tongue.

“Walk,” she said. Satan hesitantly
stepped forward. At the sound of Hilary’s cheerful voice, he took
another few steps, seeming to understand what she wanted, and
continued to walk until told otherwise. There was no practical way
to steer him though, so Hilary used the weight of her body by
moving it to one side of the saddle and then the other.
Astonishingly, the horse obeyed each command she gave
him.

When Hilary dismounted and began
untacking Satan she saw his ears drop and a sad look come over his
eyes. Hilary, however, was bubbling with pride. I trained that horse.

Hilary, over here!” called Amanda, trying to get her
attention. Hilary looked around, squinting into the newly risen
sun.

“Oh, hey! I didn’t see you,” Hilary
called back, running over to the south barn where the boarders kept
their horses.

“Ready to ride?” asked Amanda,
smiling.

“Yeah, I was just grooming Dolly,”
Hilary answered. “Are you going to ride Silver?”

“No, no, she still can’t go out of
the ring. It would be way too overwhelming for her. I’m taking
Carrousel, Susan’s four-year-old. I helped her work him a lot last
summer, so she lets me take him out on hacks now,” Amanda
explained. “I just had to clean Silver’s stall.”

“Hey, that’s my job!” Hilary joked
as each girl parted to tack up her mount.

They rode out to the prairie path, which led through
a long field of corn. They didn’t plan to stay out long but somehow
lost track of time. They chatted as they took small canters and
long trots. Hilary had begun to develop quite a good seat and was
proud to show it off.

Amanda was a very good rider. Like Elise, she had a
knack with horses, but a totally different style. Amanda allowed
the horse to move underneath her instead of nagging at him the
whole time. That was where she and Elise were different. Elise was
a chore to be around, while Amanda was a charm.

When the two girls returned to the stables, it
seemed as though they had known each other all their lives. Amanda
helped Hilary do her chores. When finished, they decided to go
swimming at Amanda’s house. “We can walk to my house. It’s not
quite two miles,” Amanda suggested, as Hilary followed her out of
the east barn. As they walked along the side of the road Amanda
asked, “Hey, Hil, do you know who that black horse is?”

“That’s Satan. He arrived while you
were away. He’s Jeremy’s, and everyone thinks he was
abused.”

“Where did they get him?” Amanda
asked as she watched the horse from the road.

“Some lady named Mary. She didn’t
do anything to him—that was probably the previous owner.
Apparently, she didn’t have the guts to work with him, so she gave
him to Susan. Then Susan gave him to Jeremy, because he’s looking
for a new horse.”

“Splash is getting a bit old, I
suppose.”

“It’s not that he’s so old; it’s
that Jeremy’s outgrown his abilities. At least that’s what he told
me.” Hilary wondered whether she should tell Amanda about her
training sessions with Satan. It was hard for her to keep something
this important from Amanda, because it already seemed like they
were best friends. She didn’t have anyone to confide in, now that
Joy and Ali weren’t a big part of her life. Maybe she would call
Joy tonight and tell her about Satan. But for now, she decided to
keep her meetings with her mustang a secret from Amanda.






It was a beautiful night. The full moon hung low in
the sky making everything easy to see. Hilary followed the training
schedule she’d made by first grooming Satan. Next she began rubbing
his back where he enjoyed being scratched. After a few minutes she
placed the saddle on his back and tightened the girth. She tied the
rope on both sides of his halter and led him over to the fence.
Tonight, she didn’t have to practice leaning on Satan, for he had
become accustomed to her on his back.

“Good boy,” Hilary said as the calm
horse stepped obediently away from the fence and began walking
around the paddock. Sometimes she would ask him to halt, then step
back into a rhythmic walk. For the next five minutes she repeated
this process until she felt sure Satan was ready to trot. She
tightened her grip on the lead rope and squeezed slightly with her
slender legs.

“Trot, boy.” He
walked faster then stepped into a two beat gait. Hilary
giggled. What a good boy he
is!

Suddenly Satan skidded to a halt and wheeled his
muscular body around. He stampeded back to the far end of the
paddock with Hilary hanging on. It was just like the dreams she had
experienced. Thoughts whirled through her brain with a mixture of
pictures and sounds. Could those dreams have forecast Hilary’s
future? Would Satan jump the fence? Would she fall? The terrifying
thoughts vanished when she realized the horse had stopped.

Stunned that she was still alive, Hilary looked
around. Yep, all was quiet, and Satan was still inside his corral.
She glanced down at him. He looked very calm, but he stared
suspiciously in the direction of the stables.

“It’s all right, Satan. We’re
fine,” she breathed, praying for her words to be true. She decided
she really better dismount before the horse did something weird
again. But just as she was swinging her leg over the saddle she
stopped herself. If she dismounted, she might never ride Satan
again for fear that her dreams were actually coming true. Thinking
back to Susan’s books on horse training Hilary remembered she must
never end a ride on a bad note. So she settled herself back in the
saddle. Still shaking slightly, she asked Satan to walk forward. He
did as he was told, then backed up a few steps and raised his head.
Hilary followed the startled horse’s gaze and gasped, horrified at
what she saw.







Chapter Fourteen






One of Hilary’s worst nightmares had come true. Next
to the fence at the far end of the paddock stood Jeremy. “Hilary,
what on earth are you doing?” he yelled, climbing over the fence
and walking slowly toward the horse. Hilary jumped off Satan just
in time, as he went up on his two powerful hind legs and struck
violently at the clear night’s air.

“What the—!” Jeremy began, taken
aback by the horse’s sudden violence. Although Satan had been
slightly agitated with Jeremy lurking in the shadows, it surprised
Hilary when he reared up. She kept a tight grip on the rope and
eased the horse back to the ground.

“Easy now, easy.” Once Satan stood
safely on his four legs, Hilary undid the girth and yanked the
saddle off his back. She gave him a quick pat as he tore off to the
other end of the paddock. Hilary wasn’t any more thrilled about
Jeremy’s sudden appearance than the horse was. “You know better
than to run up on a wild horse like that! I can’t believe
you.”

“And I cannot believe you, Hilary!”
Jeremy said, yelling now. “Who gave you the right to ride my horse,
huh? Was it me? Was it my mom? No! You should’ve never touched
Satan,” Jeremy exclaimed, thrusting his arms into the
air.

“For your information, Jeremy, I’m
helping you,” Hilary said, looking him in the eye and crossing her
arms. “If it weren’t for me this horse would still be
unrideable.”

“He
is unrideable,” Jeremy
hollered back. “You’re the only one who can ride him, so does that
make him automatically broke?”

“Yes!” Hilary
shouted, throwing her arms in the air.

“That was a rhetorical question,
and the answer is no. You being the only one to ride, much less get
near him, does not mean Satan is broke. Normal horses these days
don’t give a damn about who rides them,” Jeremy sputtered before
taking a deep breath.

“Well, some horses do, and Satan is
one of them,” Hilary added, once again crossing her
arms.

“Let me tell you something, and
listen very, very carefully,” Jeremy began, pointing his index
finger at Hilary. “You haven’t been around horses your whole life;
therefore, you don’t know anything about them. Heck, you’re not
even a good rider!” Hilary was silent for a minute, before she
finally spoke.

“You’re right,” she said simply,
climbing out of the paddock and taking a seat under the old oak
tree. “I mean, what good can reading every horse book in the world
do for me if I don’t have the experience like you and Elise and
even Amanda?” Hilary asked as her eyes welled up with tears. Jeremy
hopped over the fence and took a seat beside her under the
tree.

“You’ve read all my Mom’s books,
and I think they really helped you.”

Hilary couldn’t hold back her tears any longer.
“Helped me? So I really am a bad rider,” she said, covering her
face with her hands.

“No, no, you’re not. I mean, I just
said that…because…I don’t know why. But you’re not bad. It’s true,
you’ve only ridden for a short while, but you’ve already improved
so much,” Jeremy admitted, awkwardly pulling her hair back from her
face. “Look, Hil,” he said, tapping her shoulder. She glanced at
Jeremy’s distressed face and felt her frown disappear. He was
trying so hard to comfort her but just didn’t know how. “Listen,
the real reason I’m so mad is because…because I’m jealous of you,”
he finished, looking relieved to get it out. He continued when
Hilary had nothing to say. “I just wish it was me, you know, riding
Satan. You trained him and I admit he is a trained horse now,” he
said. Hilary’s frowning mouth relaxed slightly, and she looked up
into Jeremy’s eyes.

“You really mean that?”

“Yeah, I do. And you want me to let
you in on a little something?” Jeremy asked, not waiting for a
reply. “My mom said last night that if I cannot train Satan in a
week, he’ll go back to Mary.”

Hilary’s jaw tightened, and she sat up straighter
against the tree. “Well, what are you going to do?”

“You know, Hil, if you help me
train this horse, since you’re the only one he trusts, my Mom will
let us keep him,” he said. “So…?” he prompted.

“So, I don’t know,” Hilary
pouted.

“What do you mean you don’t know?”
Jeremy exclaimed. “Then we can both ride him all the
time.”

“You mean you’ll get to ride him
all the time,” she corrected. “Why should I help you if there’s
nothing in it for me?” She wasn’t a greedy person, but this was a
big deal. She loved Satan and wished he was her own.

Jeremy was quiet for a moment. “If you don’t help
me, I’ll tell my mom what you’ve been doing, and she’ll kick you
out of the stables,” Jeremy told Hilary. If she didn’t comply with
Jeremy’s plan, Satan would go back to Mary, and then who knows
where he’d end up. Hilary couldn’t let that happen.

“I guess I have no choice, do I?”
Hilary mumbled with a surly stare at Jeremy. Jeremy shook his head
and looked over at Satan.

“So, you’re the training expert
now,” he complimented her, somewhat jokingly. “Where do we
begin?”

“We won’t be doing anything
tonight. Satan’s tired. But first I need to get some things
straight,” Hilary said, thinking carefully. “You won’t tell Susan
if I help Satan learn to trust you?”

“And train,” Jeremy corrected,
nodding his head.

“Yeah, whatever. So that’s it then,
nothing more?”

“Well, sort of,” Jeremy said,
straining his neck out like a turtle. “You see, you can’t tell
anyone you helped me train him. We’re going to pretend it was all
me—who trained him, I mean.”

“What! Are you kidding? Not only do
I have to help you train a horse I can never ride, but I can’t even
take credit for it?” Hilary spluttered, unable to believe her ears.
The deal sucked. She was proud of herself for the work she’d done
with him, and it was hard enough already that she couldn’t tell
Susan. She knew she’d probably be kicked out of the barn, but
wouldn’t Susan be a little proud of her?

“I know it’s not fair, but there’s
no other way. Come on, Hilary, please?” Jeremy pleaded.

“Fine, but I can’t believe I’m
doing this for you,” she murmured, scarcely loud enough for him to
hear.

“Wahoo! I knew you’d agree, Hil!”
Jeremy whooped, smiling broadly. “Just think; wouldn’t it be ironic
if I actually get to the Championships on Satan? And imagine if I
beat Elise! Ha-ha, that would be a funny sight. Can you imagine the
look on her face?”

Hilary rolled her eyes in disgust. She grabbed her
saddle and turned toward the house.

“Hey, where are you going? Aren’t
we going to make up a secret schedule on when we’re going to
train?” Jeremy asked, jumping up and running after
Hilary.

“We’ll do that tomorrow,” she said
flatly.

“Well, at least let me give you my
number,” Jeremy said, grabbing a pad of paper Hilary had used to
write out Satan’s training schedule and running after her. “In case
we ever have to coordinate a time to meet.”

Hilary snatched the paper from Jeremy and left the
boy standing at her front door.







Chapter Fifteen






Sorry I was kind of a drag today, Hil,” Amanda
apologized, “I’m just not that into shopping.”

Earlier that morning the two girls had gone on
another relaxing hack in the woods. After riding, Amanda helped
Hilary with her daily chores. When they were finished, Karen had
picked them up, Hilary practically dragging Amanda behind her, and
headed for the mall. Surprisingly, it was almost as big as the
Christiana, back in Delaware.

It was Hilary’s first time shopping since she had
moved, and she couldn’t wait to set her foot in American Eagle.
“Amanda, you have to come with me; it’ll be so much fun!” she’d
pleaded earlier that morning.

But for some reason, once Hilary started browsing
her favorite stores, she found herself not as enthralled as she
once had been. No longer did she feel the need to try on every pair
of jeans. Nor did she snatch a skirt while strolling by a display
and say, “Do you think this would look good on me?” Shopping used
to be fun with Ali and Joy, but on that particular day, Hilary
found she’d rather be back at Millbrooke with the horses.

The one catch Karen had bestowed upon them was that
they take Sam along and help him buy some new clothes. Hilary had
grudgingly agreed, and to her astonishment, she didn’t mind Sam’s
company. She and Amanda took him to the stores he wanted to visit,
and Hilary even bought him an ice cream cone. Was she becoming a
softie for her brother? Lately, she and Sam hadn’t gotten into a
single argument.

In the lounge that morning, before Hilary went
riding with Amanda, she and Jeremy had put together their training
schedule for Satan. Every morning at five they would meet in his
paddock. They would begin the first few sessions by letting Jeremy
earn Satan’s trust. “Trust is the first thing a horse and rider
must develop,” Hilary had told him. “If you don’t have that, you
don’t have anything. After a couple of days when I’m certain you
two trust each other, we’ll progress to the hands-on work. I will
allow you to groom him and rub his favorite spots, but that’s it,”
she’d explained, feeling rather superior as head trainer. “After
two days of that I will allow you to tack him up, but not ride him.
Then you’ll easily be able to sit on him, and before we know it,
you’ll be popping over cross rails.” Jeremy said he didn’t have any
objections to Hilary’s time-line of training, but he made it quite
clear that he wanted to ride his horse soon.






Hilary met Jeremy in Satan’s corral at precisely five
the next morning. It was cool, and the birds were just beginning
their morning rituals. First Hilary greeted Satan with the usual
apple and a pat. She spent a few minutes soothing the horse, who
was already worked up with Jeremy watching from the fence. When she
felt he was comfortable, she walked toward the fence where their
observer stood. Satan followed her a few yards then put his head up
in the air, ears alert, and blew a nervous snort, his eyes on
Jeremy.

“Easy, it’s just Jer, boy,” she
said, walking back to him. Hilary realized she would have to move
gradually to get him accustomed to Jeremy’s presence.

After a quick hour, Hilary and Jeremy walked off to
the stables to begin some chores. They were both slightly
disappointed that Satan had maintained his distance from Jeremy the
whole session, refusing to focus, even when Hilary tried to calm
him.

“He just hates other people,”
Hilary said, confused. “I thought, now that he’s trained and
everything, he wouldn’t mind. I mean, I know he’ll learn to love
you one day, but how long will it take? We haven’t got months if
you still want to go to the champs.”

“I really would like to go. Have
you seen the legs on that horse? He looks like he could jump the
moon,” Jeremy added as they entered the east barn.

“He jumps like he could jump the
moon, too. I saw him jump out that one night and...” Hilary paused
and looked over at Jeremy. “I saw what I saw, and I know you think
I’m insane.”

“No, you’re not insane. I’ll admit
it now that we’re training him together. It’s true, he did jump
out—but you can’t tell my mom,” he added hurriedly.

“Okay, I won’t. But how did he get
back in?”

“I was so lucky. See, I was trying
to do one of those join-up things, and he got scared and started
running around the paddock. Then he just jumped out. I ran and
opened the gate so I could try to herd him back in. Before I knew
it, a car came blazing down the street and spooked him, and he
galloped back into the corral. As I said, it was the luckiest thing
that’s ever happened to me.” Jeremy laughed just thinking about it.
“I was so scared he was going to get hit by that car. Imagine what
my mom would have said.”

“Wow!” Hilary grabbed a pitchfork
and began cleaning Lotto’s stall. What if Satan really had run out
into the road? Hilary’s life would be so different. She hoped
nothing like that would ever happen to Satan.

“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow
morning. I’m going to a football game tonight in town,” Jeremy
said, patting Splash and heading out of the barn.






Hilary and Jeremy were dismayed at the little
progress Satan made during the week. Although he no longer quivered
when Jeremy stood near him, he still hadn’t accepted the boy
petting him. Both teens were certain he would improve, but it
hadn’t happened so far, and now it was getting late.

“All right, Jeremy, let’s see you
handle Satan,” Susan said as she stood up from a chair in the
lounge one Saturday morning. “I’ve wanted to see you work with him,
but I’ve just been too busy with everything around
here.”

Hilary and Jeremy exchanged horror-struck looks.
What were they going to do?

“Yeah, sure, Mom,” Jeremy said,
eyeing Hilary. Hilary knew Jeremy had been fibbing to his mom about
Satan’s progress. What would Susan do when she realized her son had
been dishonest? “I have an idea,” she whispered through clenched
teeth as she and Jeremy headed toward Satan’s field. “Leave it to
me.”

As the three of them neared the paddock, a few
lesson kids trailed behind, eager to watch the black horse in a
session. Hilary and Jeremy sank back in the line while she murmured
her plan to him. He nodded in agreement. By the time they reached
the fence, it was all settled.

“And since I have trained him so
well, I’ll even let Hilary show you how docile he is,” Jeremy said
as the group of observers settled by the fence. “Not only is he
perfect with me, but he’ll let other people handle him. I think
that’s saying something about how well I trained him.”

Hilary slipped through the fence and went over to
Satan, who looked wary on the other side of the paddock. She prayed
for everything to go smoothly and hoped he wasn’t startled by the
crowd.

“Hey,” she said, patting him on the
neck. Susan smiled and hugged Jeremy beside her, murmuring what a
fabulous job he had done.

“There’s more, Mom, look,” he said
in an effort to stop Susan from strangling him. His mom smiled
again as Hilary picked up each hoof and then led him around the far
end of the paddock.

“You’ve done a fantastic job, Jer,”
Susan said. Hearing a door slam, she turned around. “Oh, look,
Elise is back! Keep up the good work!” Susan and the rest of the
students hurried over to the main barn to welcome Lady and Elise
home. Hilary and Jeremy each let out a long breath.

“Thanks, Hil, that was a close
one,” Jeremy smiled, leaving Hilary and following the others.
Hilary stroked Satan and fed him a sugar cube. Maybe he really had
improved, for he hadn’t seemed too bothered by all the people who
had watched him. Hilary smiled to herself as she headed over to
greet Elise.

That night Hilary rode Satan. Using her saddle, she
walked and trotted around the corral, praising him every few steps.
She couldn’t believe what a fast learner he was. Even if he had
done all of this before, Hilary had started from square one after
whatever had gone wrong with his previous rider. And just a week
earlier, she had only been leaning a little of her weight on his
back. Now look what they were doing!

When she was finished, she went inside to call
Amanda. The two of them had planned a sleepover, and Hilary had
forgotten all about it until now.

“Hello?” Amanda answered in a
cheery voice.

“Amanda, it’s me.”

“Hil, I was wondering when you’d
call!”

“Yeah, sorry, I was still outside,”
Hilary said, leaving it at that.

“That’s okay. So are we still on
for tonight?”

“I am if you are. My mom says it’s
fine.”

“Great, I’ll see you in five
minutes or so?”

“Sure, see you
then,” Hilary finished, hanging up the phone. Oh no! She thought,
I forgot all about Jeremy!

Immediately, Hilary picked up the phone and dialed
his number. She explained that she and Amanda had planned a
sleepover, and therefore, she would be unable to work with him and
Satan the next morning.

“I really wish I could tell her
though. It’s so hard to keep a secret from a good friend. I don’t
think she’d pass it on if I did tell her,” Hilary said to
Jeremy.

“No, you can’t tell anyone, and
neither can I, okay?”

“Fine, fine. So I’ll see you
tomorrow night then?”

“Yeah, I’ll probably see you at the
barn first though,” he said. Hilary heard a knock at the door
downstairs.

“Listen I have to run—I’ll see you
sometime tomorrow.” She heard a click at the other end of the line
and went running downstairs to let Amanda in. Sam had already done
so, however, and was questioning Amanda in the living
room.

“Hey, Amanda, sorry about him.”
Hilary pointed to Sam. “He gets excited when I have friends
over.”
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