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Great Expectations

“Wow! Nightingale’s turned into a gorgeous horse!” Nancy Drew exclaimed. She and her best friend, Bess Marvin, were standing in the center aisle of the barn at Fox Hollow Farm. An attractive young woman, her blond hair pulled back in a short ponytail, was leading a chestnut mare toward them. The horse’s reddish-brown coat gleamed, and her muscles rippled.

“And what a sweetie pie,” brown-eyed Colleen Healey said, ruffling the mare’s mane. The blond girl, who lived with her parents on the small horse farm, had been friendly with Bess and Nancy in high school.

“I really lucked out when I bought her as a yearling,” Colleen added. She halted the horse in front of Nancy and Bess. Ears pricked forward, Nightingale stared curiously at the two girls. Then she nuzzled Bess’s hand with velvet-soft lips.

“No wonder we haven’t seen you in a while,” Nancy said as she stroked Nightingale’s white blaze. Nancy was casually dressed in jeans and sneakers. The eighteen-year-old’s strawberry-blond hair fell below her shoulders. “Training your horse and going to all those shows must really keep you busy.”

“Too busy,” Colleen agreed with a sigh. Then she smiled. “At least that’s what Phil would say.”

Colleen had been dating Phil Ackerman ever since the girls had graduated from high school. Phil was a junior in college, so Nancy and Bess didn’t know him well.

“Phil and I haven’t had much time together lately,” Colleen went on. “Actually, I haven’t had much time for anything but riding, so I’m glad you two were able to come by this morning. It’ll be fun having lunch together again. Plus, I want you to get to know Phil better. Because . . .” She hesitated and looked down at the toes of her paddock boots.

Nancy gave her a curious glance. “Is something wrong between you guys?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” Colleen said quickly. “It’s just that I’ve got some big decisions to make, and I guess I need advice from old friends.”

“That’s us,” Bess said brightly. She wore checked stirrup pants and a bright red top. Her black flats were already covered with dust from the tanbark particles in the aisle.

Colleen handed Nancy Nightingale’s leather lead line, then bent down and picked up a brush from a tack box by the open stall door. “Seems as though things weren’t nearly as complicated back in high school,” she said.

“Want to talk about it?” Nancy asked.

Colleen nodded. Just then, the sound of tires crunching on gravel made the girls turn their heads toward the barn door.

“I wonder who that is,” Colleen murmured as she walked down the aisle. “This place has been like Grand Central Station. Gloria Donner, a local trainer, showed up here at the crack of dawn.” Colleen looked outside and groaned. “It’s the San Marcoses. I told them not to come.”

Puzzled, Bess looked at Colleen. “Who are the San Marcoses?”

“Oh, they own a big horse farm in Florida,” Colleen explained. “Diego San Marcos and his daughter, Marisa, are in Illinois for the Midwest International Horse Show, which starts Sunday.”

“That’s tomorrow. Aren’t you showing there, too?” Nancy asked as she led Nightingale up the aisle and stood next to Colleen.

“Yeah, but not until the last three days,” Colleen replied. “Marisa’s showing all week. They came a day early to let their horses get settled from the long drive.”

The San Marcoses’ silver Mercedes halted under a big oak tree.

“Looks like they’re rich,” Bess said from behind Nancy.

“Boy, are they,” Colleen said under her breath. “And they’d do anything to get their hands on Nightingale.” She reached out and grabbed the mare’s halter protectively.

“Ah, Colleen!” a large man with thick black hair called as he climbed from the car. “There you are, señorita. And there’s the beautiful Nightingale.”

“Hi, Colleen!” A pretty girl of about fifteen bounced from the other side of the car. She had her father’s thick black hair, but not his Spanish accent.

“Nightingale!” she squealed when she saw the horse. Running up, she took the mare’s head between her hands and planted a big kiss on the horse’s nose.

“Hi, Marisa, Mr. San Marcos,” Colleen said in a formal voice. “I’d like you to meet two of my friends, Nancy Drew and Bess Marvin.”

Diego took Bess’s hand in his and, raising it to his lips, kissed the back. “Enchanted.”

“Likewise.” Bess blushed.

Before he could do the same to Nancy, she took his hand and gave it a firm shake. “Nice to meet you, Mr. San Marcos.”

“I just couldn’t wait to see Nightingale,” Marisa told Colleen. “So I made Daddy drive me all the way up here.”

“But it was my pleasure,” Diego said. Taking the lead line from Nancy’s hand, he led Nightingale into the sunlight.

Nancy glanced over at Colleen, who smiled as if to say it was okay. It seemed Mr. San Marcos was used to having his own way.

“Whoa, my beauty,” Diego crooned to the mare. Nightingale halted. Arching her neck, she gazed curiously around her. Her white socks looked as though they’d been painted on her legs, and her copper-colored coat gleamed like a new penny.

“She is more perfect than I remember,” Diego commented. “You have done a good job getting her ready for the show. Though if she were my horse—”

“But she isn’t,” Colleen interrupted. Smiling politely, she stepped forward and took the lead line from his hand. For a second Mr. San Marcos looked surprised. Then he bowed his head in a small nod.

“Not yet, anyway!” Marisa exclaimed. “Have you made up your mind, Colleen?” she asked eagerly.

“No, not yet, Marisa.” Colleen shook her head. “I told you I’d make my decision after the show.”

Marisa’s face fell. “Is there anything we can do to change your mind?” she asked hopefully. “I’d love to take Nightingale back with us right now.”

“No,” Colleen said firmly. Nancy wondered if Marisa was going to make a scene. The young girl acted as if she was used to getting her way, too. But Marisa’s face immediately brightened.

“I understand,” she said. “It would be a hard decision for me to make, too. Can we see you school her?”

Colleen checked her watch, then looked over at Nancy and Bess. “Is that all right with you guys? We still have plenty of time before we meet Phil at the restaurant.”

“Fine with me,” Nancy said. “I’d love to see you ride.”

“Me, too,” Bess said. “As long as we’re not late for lunch. I’m getting hungry.”

Colleen laughed. “Still the same old Bess. Nancy, maybe you can help me tack up.”

Fifteen minutes later Colleen was trotting Nightingale in a large ring behind the barn. Nancy, Bess, and the San Marcoses leaned on the top rail of the ring to watch the duo.

“Oh, Daddy, look at Nightingale move,” Marisa said with undisguised admiration. “She practically floats. And her stride! I can’t wait till she’s mine.”

Nancy looked sideways at the young girl. Marisa sounded awfully sure she was going to own Nightingale. Not that Nancy could blame her for wanting the mare. Even her untrained eye could tell that the horse was exceptional.

Quickly she glanced over at Diego San Marcos, who was standing beside his daughter. His brows were drawn together in a serious expression. Abruptly he turned and smiled politely at Nancy, but there was a cold, calculating gleam in his dark eyes.

“Are you a rider, Miss Drew?” he asked.

Nancy shook her head. “Just for fun.”

“I want to see Nightingale jump!” Marisa called.

Colleen nodded and turned Nightingale toward a crossbar. As the pair smoothly jumped it, Nancy thought horse and rider made a great team.

“Bravo!” Marisa clapped her hands, then turned to Nancy and Bess. “You should have seen Nightingale at the Columbia Classic Grand Prix. She was spectacular. It was her first grand prix, and she placed third.”

“Wow,” Bess said, impressed. Then she frowned in confusion. “So what’s a grand prix?”

Marisa shot her a look of amazement. “Why, it’s just the ultimate jumping class!”

“Grand prix means ‘great prize’ in French,” Diego explained without taking his eyes off Nightingale. Colleen was heading the mare to an “in and out”—two fences so close to each other that the horse had only a stride in between them.

“The grand prix involves the highest fences,” Diego continued. “Usually they’re about four to six feet tall.”

Bess whistled. “Wow. I’d be scared to death.”

“Colleen’s been really smart with Nightingale,” Marisa chimed in. “She’s taken it slow with the mare’s training. Last month was Nightingale’s first grand prix, but her performance showed everyone she’s going to be the horse to watch at the Midwest International.”

Colleen rode over to the fence and dismounted. “Show’s over,” she said with a grin.

“Come, Marisa,” Diego said. “We’re stopping at Gloria Donner’s barn to see a young horse she has for sale.” He nodded toward the girls. “Nice meeting you, Miss Drew and Miss Marvin. And Miss Healey, we will see you at the show. You and”—he paused a second, his gaze resting on Nightingale—“your lovely horse.”

“Yes,” Colleen said politely, but Nancy could tell she was uncomfortable. “And good luck, Marisa.”

“You, too,” the young girl said.

In silence the three friends watched as Diego and Marisa walked past the barn to the drive. Father’s and daughter’s heads were close together, as if they were in earnest conversation.

Colleen let out a sigh of relief. “Whew. I’m glad that’s over with.” She loosened Nightingale’s girth and led her toward the gate.

“They sure seemed interested in buying Nightingale,” Bess commented as they all walked back to the barn.

Nancy nodded. “That’s for sure. Marisa acts as if she already owns her.”

“I know.” Colleen halted Nightingale inside the barn and began to pull off her saddle. “And Diego’s so polite, but I don’t know. I get these strange vibes from him.”

“It seems as if he’s used to getting what he wants,” Nancy said.

“And what he wants is Nightingale,” Colleen said grimly. She checked her watch. “I’ll tell you the whole story on the way to lunch. We have an hour before we meet Phil. I’ve got to cool off Nightingale. She already has hay, so it’ll just take a minute.”

After Colleen finished her chores, the girls walked to the small ranch house. Nancy and Bess had sodas while Colleen took a quick shower and changed clothes. When she emerged from her bedroom, she was wearing a bright green jumpsuit and flats. Her blond hair was hanging free on her shoulders.

“Ready to go?” Colleen asked. “I’ve just got to turn Nightingale out into the pasture.”

“I’ll come with you,” Nancy volunteered.

Bess offered to pull her Camaro around while the two girls went to the barn. Colleen turned into the small tack room for a lead line. Nancy went to Nightingale’s stall and leaned over the half-door.

“Hey, girl,” she greeted the mare. Nightingale was standing in the middle of the stall. Her head was down, and she was breathing so hard her sides were sucked in.

Nancy frowned. Something wasn’t right. As Nancy turned to call for Colleen, Nightingale suddenly staggered sideways and fell to her knees. Then, with a loud groan, the mare rolled onto her side.
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Poison Words

“Colleen! Come quick!” Nancy hollered as she threw the latch on the stall door. “Something’s wrong with Nightingale!”

Lead line in hand, Colleen dashed from the tack room. Pushing past Nancy, she went into the stall and kneeled next to the mare’s head. Abruptly Nightingale rose up on her front legs, then struggled onto all four. She twirled restlessly in a circle.

Colleen jumped back into the aisle just in time. “Looks like colic,” she said breathlessly. “I’ve got to try and keep her calm. Will you call the vet, Dr. Hall? Her number’s over the phone in the house.”

Nancy nodded and ran from the barn. Bess was waiting in her car. When she saw Nancy rush past, she rolled down the window. “What’s wrong?” she called, but Nancy had no time to explain.

Ten minutes later Nancy had contacted the vet and was back in the barn, standing next to Bess. Colleen was leading Nightingale up the aisle toward them. The mare’s neck was soaked with sweat, and she stumbled when she drew closer to the girls.

“I told the vet’s office it was an emergency,” Nancy told Colleen. “The receptionist said the vet would be here as soon as possible.”

Colleen nodded, but her face looked white and drawn.

“I thought colic was just a stomachache that babies get,” Bess said, frowning.

“Yes, but it’s more serious in horses,” Colleen explained. “When a horse’s stomach gets upset, the pressure builds inside and can cause the intestines to twist.”

Bess wrinkled her nose. “That sounds painful.”

Colleen nodded. “So painful the horse can go into shock. That’s why I’m trying to keep Nightingale moving. If she thrashes around in her stall, it might increase the risk of injury.”

“Anything we can do?” Nancy asked, worried.

Colleen shook her head as she headed back down the aisle. “Just keep an eye out for the vet.”

Fifteen long minutes later a dusty pickup rattled up the drive. Colleen led Nightingale into her stall to wait for the veterinarian. Dr. Hall, a tiny woman about forty years old, bustled inside.

“Let’s take a look at you, Nightingale,” the vet said as she dug into her medical bag. Nancy and Bess watched from the open stall door.

“Breathing’s accelerated.” Dr. Hall put a stethoscope in her ears and listened to the mare’s heart. “So’s the heartbeat.” She placed the end of the stethoscope on the horse’s flank, the area where the back leg met the body. “Lots of gurgling and rumbling in the intestines. Looks like your diagnosis was right, Colleen.”

Bending down, Dr. Hall rummaged around in her bag and pulled out a big syringe. “First we’ll give her a pain reliever and tranquilizer to calm her down.”

The doctor plunged the needle into Nightingale’s neck. Bess sucked in her breath, but the mare didn’t seem to feel the shot. Nancy looked up at Colleen. Her friend’s eyes were misty.

Dr. Hall gave Colleen’s shoulder a pat. “Hang in there. We’ll pump some mineral oil in her, and your baby will be as good as new.”

Colleen sniffed and wiped her tears on her shirtsleeve. “I wish I knew what happened. She was cool when I put her in the stall. She had some hay left from this morning, but that’s all.”

“Could’ve been anything,” Dr. Hall said. “Maybe something she ate.”

As the shot took effect, Nancy could see that Nightingale was beginning to relax. The mare’s breathing slowed, and her eyelids drooped.

“Let’s see if that helps,” Dr. Hall said to Colleen. “I’ll stick around for a while. Before I leave, though, I want to check out your feed. Maybe we can find out what did this to Nightingale.”

Colleen patted Nightingale reassuringly, then unsnapped the lead line. Reaching down, she grabbed an armful of hay and carried it out of the stall. Nightingale gave a big sigh, then hung her head as if she were sleeping.

Colleen spread the hay on the floor of the aisle. While Dr. Hall put away her supplies, Nancy kneeled down and searched through the hay.

“Look at this,” she said, holding up a green weed with three-inch-long leaves. “This isn’t dry like the rest of the hay.”

“Let’s show it to Dr. Hall,” Colleen suggested. The three girls walked outside to the doctor’s pickup.

“That’s your culprit,” Dr. Hall said after they’d handed it to her. “Bouncing bet.”

“Bouncing bet?” Bess repeated. “That sounds like a dessert.”

Dr. Hall laughed. “It would be the last dessert you’d want to eat for a while,” she said. “Bouncing bet is a very poisonous weed. It won’t kill you, but it gives you a pretty bad stomachache. Unfortunately, it grows wild around here.” She shook her head as though puzzled. “Though why it’s in Nightingale’s hay, I couldn’t say. If it had been cut in the field and baled with the rest of the hay, it should be dry.”

Nancy nodded in agreement. “It almost looks as if someone cut it fresh. Look. The bottom of the stalk was severed with something sharp, like a knife.”

“That’s crazy!” Colleen exclaimed. “Why would anyone want to poison Nightingale? It must’ve gotten in there by mistake,” she added quickly.

“Then you’d better check all your bales of hay before Nightingale eats some more,” Dr. Hall said firmly.

Nancy glanced at Colleen. Her friend was staring at the ground, but her cheeks were flushed. Did Colleen know something she wasn’t telling them?

Dr. Hall checked Nightingale one last time. “She seems to be resting comfortably. The tranquilizer lasts for about an hour. If she’s at all restless or in pain when she comes out of it, call me—pronto. I’ll stop by this afternoon.”

After the doctor had left, Nancy turned to Colleen. “I’ll help you look through the other bales.”

“Me, too,” Bess offered.

Colleen sighed. “You and Dr. Hall are probably right, Nancy. Someone must have put the weed in Nightingale’s hay.”

“But who would deliberately want to hurt your horse?” Bess asked.

“The San Marcoses were here long enough to throw something in the stall,” Nancy said. “And you mentioned that some trainer visited earlier. What did you say her name was?”

“Gloria Donner.” Shaking her head, Colleen slowly began to walk down the aisle. “I can’t believe the San Marcoses or Gloria would be involved. I mean, they have no reason. If someone wanted Nightingale, why would they put her in danger? I’d say it was just an accident, except . . .” She hesitated.

“Except what?” Nancy prodded gently. “Did something else happen to Nightingale?”

Colleen nodded. “Last week, when I went into the barn one morning, she was wandering loose in the aisle.”

“Couldn’t she have gotten out of her stall by mistake?” Bess asked.
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