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For my aunt, Kate Maple,

whose deep love for animals,

especially horses and dogs,

knows no bounds 
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LIBBY THE RIDER
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Libby Thump wished for a blue ribbon. A satin royal blue ribbon with a rosette and the words “First Place” written in gold lettering. There was going to be a horse show in three weeks and that’s exactly where she hoped to win one. Libby was excited because Sal, who owned High Hopes Horse Farm, was supposed to tell her today if he thought she was ready to ride in the show.

She sat on the floor of her bedroom trying to pull on her left boot. “Come on,” she said impatiently, but it wouldn’t budge. She’d grown an inch since last summer and the riding boots that had been handed down from her sister were beginning to get tight. She yanked off the extra pair of socks that she’d always worn and pulled on a pair of thin ones. It did the trick and her foot slipped into place. She jumped up and reached for her riding helmet, when something caught her eye.

Libby tilted her head and squinted at one of the many drawings of Sal’s retired show horse, Princess, she’d taped to the wall. She suddenly noticed for the first time there was something wrong with the way she’d drawn the white mare and grabbed an eraser and pencil off her table to fix it.

“Libbyyyyyyyy!” her mother called to her. “Please walk the dog!”

“In a minute!” Libby called back. Margaret gazed up at her and wagged her tail expectantly. Libby got the leash—the drawing would have to wait—but as she turned to leave she caught a reflection of herself in the mirror. There were the same long dark braids, dark eyes, and oval face, but in her boots and jeans and quilted vest she looked like a real rider! Libby wondered what her fourth-grade teacher from last year would think of her now. Libby remembered what Mrs. Williams had written on Libby’s report card the last day of school.

Libby needs to apply herself. Sometimes she does not pay attention or follow directions as well as she should. Libby needs to live up to her potential!

Back then Libby wasn’t even sure what potential was. By now she had memorized the meaning of the word: “something that can develop or become actual.” Libby knew just what that “something” was, too; she was a rider! It was what she was meant to be. She just hoped that she had the potential to someday become a really good rider. She thought she could feel it in there, just itching to get out!

Sure enough, a lot had changed since Mrs. Williams’s class. Throughout the fall and all winter Libby had been riding Princess, and she was even learning to jump.

Libby moved her face closer to the mirror. She sucked in her cheeks and tried to imagine what she would look like when she was grown up. Would she be a really good rider by then? Did she have what it would take?

“Libbyyyyy!” her mother called again.

Libby glanced at the clock on her night table. “Oh my gosh!” she cried, and raced out of the room with Margaret scrambling behind her. “Laurel! Laurel!” Libby pressed the leash into her sister’s hands. “I’ve got a lesson—I don’t want to be late—just this once, please? Thanks!”

Libby tore out of the house. Her sister stamped her foot and yelled, “Libbyyyyyy!”

Libby pretended she didn’t hear and ran as fast as she could through the park to the path in the woods. She never stopped till she stood in the grassy field on top of the same hill as in the pictures that she’d covered her bedroom walls with. “Princess! Come on, girl!”

Below the horse nickered and soon there was a thunder of hooves. The white mare’s mane whipped in the wind as she galloped up to meet the girl. She skidded to a stop and nudged Libby’s pocket for a carrot.

Libby jogged down the hill and Princess followed behind like an enormous dog. There was the smell of damp earth and new grass. All winter Libby had been looking forward to spring and now it was finally here. She breathed in deeply and sighed. The sky was blue and the air was just beginning to have the first hint of warmth.

At the gate she grabbed the halter and slipped it over the mare’s nose. “This has to be our best lesson yet, Princess!” Libby knew that she would have to ride extra-specially well this day in order for Sal to think that she was good enough to compete in the horse show.

As soon as they entered the barn Brittany poked her head out of a stall where she was tacking up Summer, the horse she always rode. Libby’s and Brittany’s moms were best friends and that had automatically made Libby and Brittany best friends since they were babies. They’d had a “misunderstanding” last year, but now Libby was glad they were best friends again.

“Lesson today?” Brittany asked.

“Yep!” Libby grinned as she passed.

At the end of the aisle was one of Sal’s boarders, Mr. McClave and his horse, General George. “Hi, Mr. McClave!” Libby shouted.

The old man paused from brushing off his horse. “All ready for your lesson?”

“All ready!” Libby answered, and secured Princess to the cross ties. She hurried to the tack room.

A blond curly-haired woman in jeans and hacking boots bustled down the aisle with several flakes of hay that she threw into stalls. Emily was Sal’s wife and helped him run the stable.

“Hi, Emily!” Libby called to her.

“Libby!” Emily called back. “Sal will be right out!”

“Great!” Libby grabbed her saddle and bridle and felt the butterflies in her stomach that were always there right before she was to have a jumping lesson. She still couldn’t pass by the photos in the tack room of Sal riding the big white horse over the gigantic fences without getting goose bumps. Now here she was, Libby Thump, jumping Princess herself.

She was so anxious to get out to the ring that it was all she could do to take the time to pick out each of the mare’s hooves and then brush her off and tack her up. Libby’s fingers nervously fumbled with the snaps on her riding helmet. All ready, she led Princess down the aisle.

She wanted everything to go well this afternoon.

Brittany poked her head out of Summer’s stall again, “Watch out for Saddleshoes!”

“Oh no!” Libby groaned.

“Oh yes!” Brittany said.

Outside Libby could see that Brittany was right. There was Saddleshoes. With his dazzling white legs, brown spots on his neck and rump, and a handsome blaze down the front of his face Saddleshoes was the best-looking pony around. But . . . as far as Libby was concerned he was also the worst pony there ever was.

Libby entered the ring careful to steer Princess far away from him, for he could deliver a mean kick. Suddenly there was a gust of wind and Saddleshoes spooked to the side. Somewhere the sound of a tractor started up and he shied and tried to buck.
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    His rider, Kate, was eighteen and small for her age, which was why she was still able to ride a large pony. She was also a talented and fearless rider and the only one who could control Saddleshoes.

    Throughout all of the pony’s shenanigans Princess remained quiet and steady. She paid absolutely no attention to Saddleshoes when he flattened his ears at her.

    Kate gathered her reins and headed him toward a fence. Libby walked Princess around to the far corner of the ring to get out of the way. The spotted pony leaped off at a ferocious speed. Libby could barely look. Kate tried to hold him. He raised his head and fought her with every stride but somehow he met the fence perfectly. He could jump beautifully, but Libby knew that before Kate bought the pony from Sal, when other kids rode Saddleshoes, it was a completely different story. He would rush his fences only to slam on the brakes at the last minute. A “dirty stop,” Sal called it, because the pony did it so quickly and for no reason.

    “Good boy!” Kate praised him, and leaned over to pat his neck.

Libby frowned. So far this afternoon was not going at all the way she’d wanted it to. She could just see stupid Saddleshoes charging right in front of Princess as they tried to jump a fence, or worse, kick her if she got too close—you just never knew with that pony. He was unpredictable. Libby looked around for Sal and hoped that he would make them leave, when she noticed a lone girl leaning on the fence. She was standing next to a short, squat, dark-haired woman—probably the girl’s mother. There were always kids—mostly girls—hanging around the barn, but Libby had never seen this girl before. She had a solemn, oblong face, long poker-straight light brown Alice in Wonderland hair with bangs across her high forehead. The girl’s stern expression reminded Libby of the kind she’d seen on adults right before they were about to tell her not to do something.

As Libby went by, the girl said, “I like your horse,” in a surprisingly shy tone of voice.

“Thanks, but she’s not mine,” Libby replied.

Kate and Saddleshoes jumped over another fence and Libby held her breath. It made her so nervous to watch him. He went for Kate because she was a fantastic rider, but he stopped or tried to run away with every other kid Libby had ever seen try to ride him. She didn’t know why he was so bad. All Libby knew was that she was glad she didn’t have to ride him. Libby wished again that Kate and Saddleshoes would leave the ring. She didn’t want them to ruin her jumping lesson today of all days.

What Libby didn’t know was that one of her worst fears was about to come true.
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LIBBY’S WORST FEAR COMES TRUE
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Shorten your reins, Libby!” Sal entered the ring. With his craggy, weathered face and jet-black hair he always reminded Libby of a pirate. Libby saw him walk to the center with the familiar limp he’d been left with from the riding accident he’d had jumping Princess years ago. Libby shortened her reins and sat up a little taller. She glanced around to see where Saddleshoes and Kate were.

“Libby! Pay attention!” Sal called out to her. Libby did her best now to concentrate. Sal asked her to circle, and he was real stickler about the size and shape of each one. “Look in the direction that you’re going, Libby!” Libby looked over her shoulder to the center of the circle. “Good!” He sounded happier. She had to do transitions: go from a trot to a walk, then halt, then back to a trot.

“Canter,” Sal said after she’d been trotting for ten minutes. Princess had a canter that was easy to sit to and Libby hardly had to do anything to circle her around the ring.

“Trot!” Sal ordered. “Get in your jumping position.”

Libby had already practiced this many times on Princess since she first started to learn to jump in the fall. In the beginning it had been hard to stand in her stirrups while Princess was trotting. Libby had grabbed the mane to balance herself and to keep her seat from falling back into the saddle, but over the months she had gotten better at it. Now it was easy.

“Keep your weight in your stirrups, Libby!” Sal reminded her and began to place some poles on the ground that he called “cavaletti.” “Turn left and trot over the poles.”

Libby’s jumping lessons always started with cavalettis. Princess was a pro and trotted right through them, lifting her legs a little higher in an even tempo.
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Sal next put a small crossbar after the poles. Princess hopped over it easily. Libby knew what would come next—another fence after the crossbar to create what was called an in-and-out.

“Alternate turning left and right after the jump,” Sal ordered. Libby was still only allowed to trot at this point in the lesson but she knew she would start to canter fences soon, and that was her favorite part. She posted over the poles on the ground, and Princess took a stride, Libby leaned forward, and they jumped the “in,” then the mare took another stride and jumped the “out.”

“Good job!” Sal said. Libby grinned. She and Princess were doing really well today. She couldn’t wait to canter the fences!

“Make a circle at the canter and come over the brush box,” Sal directed. “Get her in straight. . . . Good!”

Princess always came into her fences at the same speed, which made it easier for Libby to tell exactly where the mare was going to take off. Libby knew she needed to stay balanced in the saddle and concentrate on her position: keep her head up, her heels down, and her back straight.

“Keep her at the canter, now,” Sal said. He gave her several fences to jump, making sure that she had turns and changes of direction. This was the same sort of course that Libby would have in a horse show. As she jumped each fence Sal helped her. “Make a wider turn, Libby,” he warned. “Keep your hands down. . . . Look up!” Libby knew the lesson was almost over.

“Okay, now come over the gate!” Sal said.

Libby came around the corner, one . . . two . . . three . . . jump! Princess took off over the fence, they were up in the air, and it was like flying!

“There’s my good little jockey!” Sal praised Libby, and she grinned from ear to ear. Sal didn’t hand out compliments too often, but when he did Libby loved it because she knew he really meant it and that she had ridden well. He called her into the center of the ring.

It had gone exactly the way Libby had hoped it would. Sal had to think she was ready to ride Princess in the show in a few weeks. She would win a blue ribbon—maybe even a championship!

Kate walked Saddleshoes over to join Libby and Sal. Libby marveled that she had forgotten that they were even in the ring!

But there was something wrong. The older girl looked down; her shoulders sagged as she stroked the pony’s neck. Had Libby been so caught up in her jumping lesson that she’d missed something? What had the awful pony done now? Had he stopped with her at a fence? Had he shied? Or tried to run away with her? Had Kate finally had enough? Libby knew she would have had enough a long time ago. Saddleshoes gave Libby a dirty look as if he knew she was thinking bad thoughts about him.

“Libby, hop off Princess for a minute. I have a surprise for you,” Sal said.

“A surprise?” Libby hesitated and then dismounted.

Sal whispered mysteriously, “You’ll see.”

Kate got off the pony. “So I guess this is good-bye, Sal.” Her voice sounded a little sad.

“Are you leaving?” Libby said incredulously.

“I’m going down south to spend some time at my aunt’s farm,” Kate said.

Sal smiled. “It’s a great opportunity.”

“I’ll have the chance to ride lots of different horses,” Kate added. Everyone knew that instead of going right to college Kate had taken a year off to see if she wanted to pursue a career in riding horses.

Libby was sorry to see Kate go but she wasn’t a bit sorry to see her pony go. “You’re taking Saddleshoes, right?” It was hard for her to not sound excited at the prospect of Saddleshoes leaving.

“Not right now,” Kate said. “If everything works out I’ll come back at some point and take him down there to stay with me.” Kate exchanged a knowing look with Sal. “In the meantime he’ll be in good hands.” Then Kate did something that was probably the worst thing that could ever happen: She handed the reins to Libby.

Libby froze.
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    Sal laughed. “Kate has decided—and I agree—that you should ride Saddleshoes.” Kate stood with a big smile and an outstretched hand, offering Libby the reins while Libby hung on to Princess’s reins with all her might. “But—but, what about Princess?”

    Sal took Princess from Libby and she could have sworn that Princess gave her a worried look. She couldn’t help feeling as though the ground beneath her very feet had just dropped out from under her and she was free-falling to some terrible place.

    “Princess can’t take a lot of work, Libby, you know that.” Sal smoothed the mare’s forelock as he spoke. “She’s getting old, and all this jumping is going to eventually make her lame.”

    Dark clouds were forming in the west and the wind suddenly switched direction. When Libby looked, the strange girl who’d been leaning on the rail at the end of the ring and her mother were gone. The beautiful spring day had vanished. Libby shivered.

    “You need a horse you can jump more often,” Sal said firmly. “And the best part is that while Kate’s away it’ll be like having your own pony—just what you’ve always wanted.”

Libby reached out a hand to pet Saddleshoes. He laid back his ears at her and a tingle of dread slithered up her spine.

“You’re going to learn a lot from this pony,” Sal said confidently.

Libby turned to Kate. “But no one can ride Saddleshoes except you.”

“And you,” Kate said good-naturedly. She linked her arm in Libby’s.

Libby bit her lip—she had to ask, “How do you do it, Kate?”

“He taught me how.” Kate stroked the pony’s neck.

“Saddleshoes?” Libby didn’t believe it.

Sal nodded. “Some of the most difficult horses—and ponies—make the best teachers.”
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PROJECT BLUE RIBBON
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The sun was going down and Libby zipped her vest up to her chin. How could so much change in just the blink of an eye? She kicked a stone out of the way as she led Princess back to her paddock. “Just when everything was going so well,” Libby muttered.

She slipped the halter off Princess and looked into the mare’s eyes, which seemed to say, I’m old, Libby, you knew this day would come. Libby put her arms around Princess’s neck, closed her eyes, and hugged her. She had known the day would come. In fact when she first came to High Hopes Horse Farm, Princess was just turned out in the field all the time. Libby had cleaned her up and Sal had agreed to let her ride the horse, but he had told her right from the start that Princess couldn’t take a lot of work. Libby knew she’d feel absolutely awful if Princess had gone lame while she was riding her—best to stop before that happened.

“Sal is right, girl. We can’t do anything that will hurt you.” Libby leaned over and ran a hand down one of the horse’s front legs. She could feel the lumps and bumps Princess had accumulated from all the hard work of showing and jumping, which only confirmed that Sal was right.

She scratched behind the mare’s ears. “Besides, you’ve already won hundreds of blue ribbons. I’ll bet you don’t feel like you need any more, do you?” Libby fed Princess the last carrot from her pocket and turned to go.

The horse followed Libby up the hill to the post and rail fence. She reached out her nose and Libby kissed it. “It’s okay, girl, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” She didn’t want Princess to know how disappointed she was, but as soon as Libby got home she marched into her room, dug through her backpack, and found the beaten-up old notebook that she brought with her everywhere. On the cover in blue glitter she had written:

PROJECT BLUE RIBBON

In it she had charted her progress toward the one goal that she’d had since the first day she rode the big white jumper. Written on the first page was:

Win a blue ribbon

on Princess!!!

Libby sat cross-legged on her bed and leafed through all the pages of days leading up to this one. There was the first time, when she’d written all about how she’d cantered Princess; the first time she’d trotted over a pole on the ground; and the first time she’d trotted over a real jump.

Libby’s eyes welled up with tears because she couldn’t believe that her days of riding Princess were really over and that she would now be faced with riding the worst pony on earth.

It wasn’t fair.

•  •  •

That night it was a normal Sunday. The TV was on and everyone was gathered in the family room eating pizza. Libby picked at her food, sighed, and fed Margaret bits of pizza until her father finally said, “That’s enough, Libby. You’re cleaning it up if that dog gets sick.”

Libby’s mother looked at her with concern. “Don’t you feel well, honey?”

“I’m fine,” Libby said in a voice that sounded anything but.

Mrs. Thump got up from her chair and placed a hand on her daughter’s forehead. “You don’t seem to have a fever.”
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Laurel smirked. “Big test tomorrow? Square dancing? What?”

Libby took a deep breath, exhaled loudly, and broke the news to her family. “Sal said I’m not going to be able to ride Princess, that she can’t take a lot of riding and jumping anymore.”

Libby’s parents weren’t surprised. “Honey, you knew that Princess was getting on in years,” her father said sympathetically.

Libby closed her eyes and nodded. She had known, but that didn’t make it any easier. She began to explain. “You know Kate and Saddleshoes?”

Laurel answered, “She’s that really good rider who bought Sal’s crazy brown-and-white pony.” Laurel had taken riding lessons all last summer while Libby watched, but she had stopped when school started up. She still went over to the barn occasionally to talk to Emily, though she rarely rode anymore. She was more interested in clothes and boys these days. “That pony is nuts!”

Libby stared at Laurel and tried to convey with her eyes for her sister to, Zip it! Then she talked fast in the hopes that her parents hadn’t picked up on Laurel’s comment. “So, Kate is going to her aunt’s farm to ride for a few months, and while she’s gone I’m—um, in charge of Saddleshoes.”

Laurel’s eyes popped open wide and she mouthed the words, To ride?!

Her parents had seen. Libby looked up at the ceiling in exasperation at her sister. If her parents knew of Saddleshoes’s awful reputation they might not let her ride him—then she’d have no horse to ride at all.

“Saddleshoes is nuts?” Libby’s mother sounded worried.

Libby quickly came to Saddleshoes’s defense. “He’s not nuts—he’s just a little . . . um, frisky.” Libby turned to her sister. “Right, Laurel?”

“Right, right . . . not nuts—frisky,” Laurel said, her eyes down.

Libby nodded, relieved that her sister had finally caught on. She waved her hand. “I can handle him—and besides, while Kate is gone it will be just like having my own pony.”

“Well that’s . . . wonderful,” Mrs. Thump said a little hesitantly. “As long as you’re sure he’s safe to ride.”

“I can totally handle him,” Libby said confidently. “And you know the old saying. . . . ‘Never look a gift pony in the mouth.’ ” Everyone laughed and seemed to relax.
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