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Fireworks

“Are we there yet?” I leaned forward. The seat belt held me back.

“Two more blocks,” said Seth.

Seth is my stepfather. I am Karen Brewer. I am seven years old, and sometimes I am impatient. Especially when I know good things are about to happen.

Tonight a good thing was about to happen. It was the Fourth of July, and my little-house family and I were going to see fireworks at the football field at Stoneybrook High. I love fireworks!

When we arrived at the high school, Seth parked the car. I scrambled out ahead of Mommy, Seth, and my little brother, Andrew. (He is four going on five.)

“Please wait for us, Karen,” said Mommy.

“Mommy, Mommy!” I cried. “I see Hannie and Nancy by the bleachers. May I go sit with them?” Hannie Papadakis and Nancy Dawes are my two best friends. We call ourselves the Three Musketeers. We do almost everything together.

Mommy said, “Okay, but do not wander around. Seth and Andrew and I will be sitting over here. Please come find us when the fireworks are done.”

“Okay!” I said.

Hannie and Nancy and I found seats in the front row. Hannie had brought popcorn and Nancy had gotten some cotton candy. I had forgotten to ask Mommy if I could buy something to snack on. But Hannie and Nancy both shared with me. That is because we are best friends.

“Four more days,” said Hannie.

I knew what she meant. “I cannot wait,” I said, bouncing on the bleachers. In just four days the Three Musketeers were going to sleepaway pony camp for a whole month.

“Are you sure Camp Happy Trails will be all right?” asked Nancy. She looked worried. “I have never been on a pony before.”

“It will be fine,” I said breezily. Overhead, a big rocket burst into a million red twinkling lights. “Oooh, look at that one!”

“Pony camp will be fun, Nancy,” said Hannie. “We will ride ponies and take care of them. We will feed them apples and brush their coats.”

“And we will go swimming and do arts and crafts,” I added. “You will see. You will have a great time.”

Nancy did not look so sure. A great big boom made her jump. A yellow starburst lit the sky.
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“Drama camp would have been fun,” said Nancy. “We could have put on plays and dressed up in costumes.”

“We can put on plays anytime,” said Hannie. “But we do not always get to ride ponies.”

“You are right,” I said. “Even though I have Blueberry, I have not ridden him much.” Awhile ago, my dad had bought me my very own pony. He lives with a nice family, the Gales, about half an hour away. I visit him whenever I can. “Anyway, Nancy,” I went on, “you like Blueberry.”

“I know,” said Nancy. “But pony camp is for a whole month. I will miss my family.”

Four rockets shot up at the same time. They streaked through the dark sky. One by one they exploded in bursts of red, yellow, green, and blue.

“Ooh,” said Hannie.

“We will be having so much fun, we will not even think about our families,” I told Nancy. “I am not worried about it, and I have two families to miss.” (I will explain about my two families in a minute.)

“I guess that is true,” said Nancy.

“Of course it is,” said Hannie. “Pony camp, here we come!”





[image: image]


My Two Families

Two days later I was packing a trunk in my room at the little house. This is a good time to explain about my two families. I have told you about Mommy and Seth and Andrew. They are my little-house family. (Along with Rocky, Seth’s cat; Midgie, Seth’s dog; Emily Junior, my pet rat; and Bob, Andrew’s hermit crab.)

I also have a big-house family. A long time ago, I lived in the big house with Mommy, Daddy, and Andrew. Then Mommy and Daddy got divorced. Andrew and I moved with Mommy to the little house, not far away. Mommy married Seth Engle, so he is my stepfather. (I guess Rocky and Midgie are my steppets.)

Daddy kept the big house, since he had grown up there. He got married again, too, to Elizabeth. She is my stepmother. She has four kids of her own. Sam and Charlie are old. They go to high school. Kristy is thirteen, and she is a very wonderful stepsister. David Michael is seven, like me, but he does not go to my school.

Also at the big house is Emily Michelle, who is my two-and-a-half-year-old adopted sister. She came from a country called Vietnam. Finally there is Nannie, my stepgrandmother. She came to live in the big house to help take care of all the people and all the pets, too. The pets are Daddy’s old cat, Boo-Boo, and Shannon, who is David Michael’s puppy. Shannon weighs more than I do now. She is gigundoly huge.

At the beginning of July, Andrew, Emily Junior, Bob, and I had gone to the little house. In August we would go to the big house for a month. That is how we do it. Back and forth.

Know what? I have two of lots of things. Two mommies, two daddies, two families, two houses, two dogs, two cats. But that is not all. I also have two bicycles (one at each house), two stuffed cats, two pieces of Tickly (my special blanket), two best friends, and even two pairs of glasses. Blue ones for reading, and pink ones for the rest of the time.

That is why I made up special nicknames for Andrew and me. I call us Andrew Two-Two and Karen Two-Two. It is easy to see why.

But I was telling you about my packing. Mommy had gotten a trunk for me to take to pony camp, since I would be gone a whole month. So far I had packed Goosie (my little-house stuffed cat), Tickly, eight books from my summer reading list, my portable CD player, all of my CDs (I have seven), my Rollerblades, my Junior Pictionary game, my jump rope, a deck of cards, Hyacynthia (my best doll), a picture of my little-house family in a frame, a bag of leftover Easter candy, and my hairbrush. The trunk was starting to look pretty full.

Someone knocked on my door. “May I come in?” asked Mommy.

“Sure,” I said.

Mommy looked into my trunk. “Hmm,” she said. “I think you might need a little help packing. Where are you going to put your clothes?”

Clothes!? Oops.

“And you will need things like toothpaste and shampoo,” Mommy pointed out.

It is a good thing I had Mommy to help me. Just then the phone rang, and Mommy answered it. After a few minutes she came back.

“That was your father,” said Mommy. “He said that the people who board Blueberry are moving. They can no longer take care of him.”

“Oh, no!” I cried. “What are we going to do?”
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The Blueberry Solution

We had an emergency family meeting. Mommy, Seth, Andrew, and I sat around the kitchen table. Andrew and I drank some milk, and Mommy and Seth had iced tea. We all ate cookies.

“What will we do about Blueberry?” I asked.

“Give him to a zoo?” suggested Andrew.

“I do not think a zoo will want him,” said Seth. “Blueberry is a pony, not a zebra.”

“We could paint stripes on him,” said Andrew.

“Maybe we could put him in the garage at the big house,” I said. “There would be plenty of room if everyone parked their cars on the street.”

“I am sure your dad wants the garage for the cars,” said Mommy. “Besides, ponies need to live in the country.”

I thought and thought. “Let’s find another family for Blueberry to live with,” I said.

“Your father has already considered that,” said Mommy. “But how can he find another family? He cannot just call up people from the phone book.”

Andrew giggled at the thought of Daddy calling people he did not know, to ask them if they could board a pony.

“I know, I know!” I cried. “Blueberry is a pony. I am going to pony camp. Maybe Camp Happy Trails needs another pony. I bet Blueberry would love Camp Happy Trails.”

“That is a good idea,” said Seth.

“I will call your father right now,” said Mommy. “Then he can call the camp and ask them if they can board another pony.”

I crossed all my fingers while Mommy called Daddy. I tried to cross my toes, but my sneakers were too tight.

Daddy thought it was a good idea also. Now I would just have to wait for him to call the camp.

Mommy and I spent the rest of the afternoon packing my trunk. I packed shorts and T-shirts and underwear and swimsuits and socks and extra socks and long jeans and three sweatshirts and a bunch of scrunchies for my hair. I also packed the books from my summer reading list, ten postcards with stamps on them, Goosie, and a bunch of bathroom things, such as shampoo and toothpaste and soap.
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The more I thought about camp, the more excited I felt. I pictured myself galloping along on a pony with my hair blowing in the breeze. I would race across hills and fields. I would leap over streams and fallen trees. I would feed my pony and take good care of him or her. Best of all, Hannie and Nancy would be right there with me. The Three Musketeers would do all of those things together. Maybe our three ponies would be best friends, too.

Finally Daddy called back. Mommy answered the phone. I hopped up and down around her with my fingers crossed.

“I see,” said Mommy. “Okay. Hang on.” She handed the phone to me.

“Yes, yes?” I cried.

“Hi, sweetie,” said Daddy. “Good news. Camp Happy Trails has room for Blueberry.”

“All right!” I said. “Thank you, Daddy. I know Blueberry will be happy there.”

“The Gales will deliver Blueberry to the camp in about three weeks,” said Daddy. “So he will arrive while you are still there. I am glad you thought of this solution.”

“Me, too!” I said. “I cannot wait to see Blueberry at camp. It will be so special to have my very own pony there.”

“Okay,” said Daddy. “I will call you again before you leave, to say good-bye.”

“Okay. ‘Bye, Daddy.” I hung up the phone. “Mommy, Blueberry will be at camp! I bet I will be the only camper there with her very own pony.”

Mommy laughed. “Maybe not,” she said. “There might be a few others, too. But it will be fun to have Blueberry there.”

“Oh, I just cannot wait until the day after tomorrow,” I said. “How will I get through the next two days?”
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Pony Camp, Here We Come!

Somehow (I do not know how) I got through the next two days. Then Mommy, Seth, Andrew, and I piled into Seth’s car to drive me to camp. Camp Happy Trails was an hour away from Stoneybrook, Connecticut, which is where I live.

“I wish I were going to pony camp,” said Andrew.

“You are too little,” I said. I was not trying to be mean. It was the truth. “Besides, this camp is for girls only. Just girls and ponies.”

“You will be gone a whole month,” said Andrew. He sounded as if he might cry.

“I will write you lots of postcards,” I promised. “And you will be very busy, helping Mommy take care of Emily Junior. Do you remember where her food is?”

“Yes,” said Andrew.

“Will you take her out and play with her?”

“Yes.”

“Will you give her fresh water?”

“Yes.” Andrew still looked sad.

“Your mommy and I have planned fun things to do while Karen is away,” said Seth.

Andrew looked a little more cheerful. I wondered what kind of fun things they were going to do. But I did not have much time to wonder — because soon I saw the sign for Camp Happy Trails.

“There it is!” I said, pointing. “Right there!”

Seth turned at the camp sign, and we drove through a large wooden gate. Camp Happy Trails was beautiful. There were many trees and huge open fields of grass. We drove down the long driveway. At the end was a low, white, wooden building. A sign said LODGE HOUSE. Near the lodge house was a tall pole with an American flag flying from it. In the distance I could see several enormous fields surrounded by wooden fences. In the fields were ponies.

Seth unloaded my trunk. I carried out a small duffel bag. Suddenly I realized I would not see Mommy or Seth or Andrew for a whole month. I would not see my room or Emily Junior.

Mrs. Moggy, the camp director, came out to meet us. Mommy asked her about phone calls and mail. My eyes felt hot and itchy. Andrew sniffled.

“Karen!” someone shouted.

I looked up and saw Hannie and Nancy leaning against a fence. “Hi!” I yelled back. I whirled around and kissed Mommy and Seth and Andrew good-bye. Then I ran to the other two Musketeers.

“Are you ready for the best month of your life?” I asked.

“Yeah!” Hannie said, slapping me a high five. “I have been looking at the ponies. I wonder which one will be mine.”

We were standing beside a big fenced-in pasture. Sprinkled throughout the pasture were many ponies. Some were small. Some were medium-sized. Some looked almost as big as horses. They came in all colors: spotted white-and-black, brown, chestnut, black, and tan. A couple looked like palominos, with deep tan coats and pale blonde manes. I decided a palomino would look perfect with my own blonde hair, blue eyes, and freckles.

“Um, you guys?” said Nancy. She pointed to a smaller riding ring. We ran to the ring. Inside, several older girls were already riding ponies. The girls wore real riding pants (which we later found out are called jodhpurs) and little hard hats that looked like black baseball caps with short visors.

While a counselor called out instructions, the girls rode expertly in a circle. Some even led their ponies through small jumps.

“Uh-oh,” said Nancy. “That looks way too hard. I have never even been on a pony before. There is no way I can ride like that. Not in only a month.”

“It looks so fun,” said Hannie. “I cannot wait. I hope we go riding today.”

“Do not worry, Nancy,” I said. “I have not ridden very much, either. But we will learn how in no time. You will see. I know you will love it.” But inside I was not so sure. These girls were older. They rode really well. Would I be able to ride like that?





[image: image]


Camp Happy Trails

After we watched the ponies awhile, Mrs. Moggy showed my friends and me where we would stay. There were ten different cabins. We were in Black Beauty Cabin. Inside were nine beds. We grabbed three all in a row.

Our counselor, Diane, introduced herself. She seemed very nice.

“Your trunks will be dropped off soon,” she told us. “In the meantime, you can make up your beds. The bathrooms are in the back of the cabin.”

I started to make up my bed.

“Hi, guys,” said a voice by the door.

“You must be Caitlin Combs,” said Diane, crossing her name off a list. “Welcome to Black Beauty Cabin.”

Another girl came in, and Diane checked off her name: Tamisha Hopper. Then Amy Brooks and Becky Chen came in. Finally, our last cabinmate arrived.

“I’m Betsy Olerud,” she said shyly.

“Hi, and welcome,” said Diane. “In a few minutes we will go to the mess hall and have lunch. After that there is orientation in the pavilion. Then you guys will have your first riding lesson. You will get to pick your ponies, and we will decide what level you ride at. You will probably all be beginners, but if you work hard, you may be intermediates in a few weeks.”

“I cannot wait to pick my pony,” said Hannie.

“Me neither,” I said. “I want a palomino.”

Diane laughed. “We have to match you up with the right pony for your riding experience and your personality. It might not be a palomino.”

“But it might,” I said hopefully.

Diane smiled at me, and I decided I liked her a lot. “Yes, it might,” she agreed. “Now, let’s go have lunch.”

*  *  *

We ate lunch at long tables in the mess hall. Mess hall sounds like a yucky name for a cafeteria, but it was not at all yucky inside. We ate chicken-salad sandwiches, a cup of soup, an apple, and two cookies each. Yum!

After lunch was orientation. Hannie and I were so excited, we could hardly sit still. Nancy looked unsure. But I knew she would start to feel better soon.

The pavilion was a great big room with a cement floor. On the floor were lines for foursquare, shuffleboard, and hopscotch. Three Ping-Pong tables were against one side of the room. There was also a little room called the canteen, where you could buy sodas and candy and ice cream. I loved the pavilion.

At orientation the counselors introduced themselves and talked about what we would do at camp. I was interested in just one thing: riding.

“I am glad they have swimming here,” said Nancy. “And arts and crafts. I cannot wait for the campfire sing-along tonight.”

“When do we get to pick our ponies?” asked Hannie impatiently.

Diane, our counselor, overheard her. “Right now!” she said.

Outside, Diane and another counselor, Shannon, led us to one of the big riding rings. (I did not tell her that my brother has a dog named Shannon back at home.)

“This riding ring is for beginners and the younger intermediates,” explained Diane. “The other rings are for older intermediates and experts. Now, let’s get each of you matched up with a pony.”

There were about twenty intermediate girls, who were eight, nine, and ten years old. They stood apart from us beginners.

“They act like we have cooties,” whispered Hannie.

I put my nose in the air. I would show those intermediates!

Since most of them had been to this camp before, they knew the ponies already. Diane and Shannon let each intermediate pick which pony she wanted. Then Shannon led them in a walk around the ring.

There was still a group of ponies standing patiently. I saw the one I wanted: He was not too big, and he had a soft tan coat and a pale blonde mane and tail. I crossed my fingers and hoped that no one else would pick him first.

I jumped up and down and waved my hand, but Diane asked Betsy to step forward.

“You are a beginner, aren’t you?” asked Diane.

Betsy nodded shyly.

“I think you and Daisy will be a good team,” said Diane.

Shannon helped Betsy up onto a shaggy-coated black pony with round, dark eyes. Then Diane matched Hannie with a medium-sized pony with a pale gray coat and dark gray speckles. His name was Dusty. Hannie climbed up happily, and I gave Diane a thumbs-up.

By now I felt as if I were going to fall apart if I did not pick my pony soon.

“Okay, Karen,” said Diane. She had read my mind.

“The palomino, the palomino,” I begged, hopping up and down.

“Hmm,” Diane said. “His name is Diablo. That means devil in Spanish. I think he might need a rider with a little more experience.”

“No, no, I can do it,” I said. “Diablo is the one I want. Pleeease. He is so beautiful.”

“Well, okay,” said Diane. “You can always switch if he does not work out.”

“Yes!” I cried. Shannon helped me onto Diablo’s back.
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Here are some of the first rules we learned at Camp Happy Trails:

Rule #1: Always make a little noise when you approach a pony. Do not sneak up from behind.

Rule #2: Always get on and off a pony (or horse) from the left side. Never the right side.

I held the reins just like Shannon showed me. My legs curved around the pony’s sides. My feet were in the stirrups. Diablo took a step forward. I was riding!
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The Intermediates

That night after dinner, everyone at camp gathered around a campfire in the middle of the playing field. Besides about eighty campers, there were fourteen counselors and Mr. and Mrs. Moggy. We roasted marshmallows and made s’mores and sang songs.

“So far, pony camp is excellent,” said Hannie.

Nancy bit into a s’more. “I hope we go swimming tomorrow,” she said through a mouthful of crumbs. “Do we have to go riding every day?”
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“Nancy!” I said. “Of course. This is riding camp.”

Hannie and I giggled. Nancy made a face.

Diane had first matched Nancy with Buttercup, who was very sweet and gentle. But Nancy thought Buttercup was too tall. Then Nancy tried Peaches. But Peaches was too jumpy. Finally Diane put Nancy on Mellow Yellow, who was a very small, fat pony with a bright golden coat. Mellow Yellow was about a hundred years old. The only way to get her to move was to grab her bridle and drag her along. Nancy liked Mellow Yellow. But she was still afraid.

“Dusty is so wonderful,” said Hannie. “He is just perfect. I think he likes me, too. Do you like Diablo?”

“Um,” I said. The truth was, Diablo was the most beautiful pony. But he was not the nicest or the friendliest. And he wanted to do what he wanted to do, not what I wanted him to do. But he looked really great. I did not want to give him up. Once he got used to me, he would probably like me better. “Sure,” I told Hannie. “Diablo is terrific.”

“One thing that is not terrific is the intermediates,” said Nancy.

I nodded. We had been at camp only one day, and already I knew that the intermediates were snobby. They looked down on us beginners. A couple of them had snickered when Diablo would not go to the left like I asked him to do. And one girl, Mary-Grace Welles, had made fun of Nancy for riding Mellow Yellow. When Nancy tried to get Mellow to go forward and Mellow just stood there, Mary-Grace had said, “Hi ho, Silver, away!” loud enough for us all to hear. And another girl, Casey Winters, had whispered, “Get a bike!”

“But we can work really hard and move up,” said Hannie. “Then we will be intermediates.”

“I think we should get back at them,” I said. “Maybe we could sneak into Misty Cabin and short-sheet their beds.” I wiggled my eyebrows and tried to look sneaky.

Nancy grinned. “That is just the kind of thing you do at camp,” she said. “My daddy told me about the summer camp he went to when he was little.”

“Did your daddy go to pony camp?” asked Hannie.

“No.” Nancy sighed. “I am the first one in my family to go to pony camp.”

“Maybe tomorrow they will let us trot in the ring,” said Hannie. “Instead of just walking.”

Nancy looked horrified. “Oh, I hope not!” she said. “I did not think the ponies would be so big or so fast. I am not ready to trot.”

Hannie and I looked at each other and laughed. Some of the ponies were kind of big, but none of ours was. The biggest ponies were for the experts — the eleven-and twelve-year-olds. Even Diablo was not very tall. And Mellow Yellow was so short that when Nancy sat on her, Nancy’s feet almost touched the ground!

“I do not think you have to worry about Mellow going too fast,” said Hannie, trying not to smile. “I do not think she would trot even if you waved a carrot in front of her nose.”

“Well, I hope not,” said Nancy.





[image: image]


Camp Days
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Let’s Go, Diablo

“Okay, campers,” called Shannon. “Today we will practice posting.”

I groaned. I was sitting on Diablo in the beginners’ riding ring. Hannie and Dusty were next to me. Nancy and Mellow Yellow were at the end of the line. (They always went last so they would not hold anyone up.)

Posting is very hard. It is when you stand up in the stirrups and sit down in the saddle in time to your pony’s trot. If you do it right, trotting is easier. If you do not do it right, it is a pain in the bottom. And I mean that.

Beginners are allowed to walk or trot their ponies. No cantering or galloping. (A canter is faster than a trot and slower than a gallop.) When I had signed up for pony camp, I thought we would do a lot of galloping and jumping. I love going fast. But they do not let beginners do that.

“Hannie, would you lead, please?” asked Shannon.

(Hannie led our class a lot. She did everything right.)

Hannie smiled, and urged Dusty to the front. Then they turned and began to trot in a big circle along the fence. Hannie made posting look easy.

I tried to steer Diablo after Hannie. I clicked with my mouth. I touched my heels to his sides. He did not move. I clicked louder. I touched my heels again. Diablo turned to look at me. The sun was very hot. Everyone in class was waiting.

“Diablo, let’s go!” I said. I pressed my heels into his sides. Diablo lurched forward, and I almost fell off. I grabbed his mane and the reins and hung on. Diablo trotted quickly around the ring and practically ran into Dusty. I was so busy holding on that I could not even think about posting!

Finally, I managed to pull back on the reins a little bit, and Diablo slowed down. Everyone else was posting. Except Nancy and Mellow Yellow. Shannon led them in a little circle in the middle of the ring. Nancy was saying, “Not so fast.”

Just then a group of intermediates rode past our riding ring. (They had been on a short trail ride through the woods. I wanted to go through the woods, too, but beginners were not allowed to do that yet.)

“Diablo can tell he has an amateur on his back,” said Mary-Grace Welles. “When I rode him, he always did exactly what I wanted him to do.”

Boo and bullfrogs, I thought. I stuck out my tongue at her.

“Look at the Wimpketeer,” said Jody Barrow. She pointed to Nancy in the middle of the ring. “They should get her a rocking horse.” Most of the other intermediates laughed. I felt so angry. It was not Nancy’s fault she was scared of riding.

“Well, maybe I will let Nancy ride my very own pony, Blueberry,” I said, sticking my chin out at Mary-Grace.

“There is no pony named Blueberry here,” said Mary-Grace.

“Not yet,” I said. “But there will be. In about two weeks my own pony will come live here for good. Once Blueberry gets here, I will not have to ride Diablo, and Nancy will not have to ride Mellow Yellow.”

“You do not have your own pony,” said Jody. “You are making it up.”

I shrugged. I pretended I did not care whether they believed me or not. “You will see,” I said. “Blueberry is coming in two weeks, and he is the most perfect pony in the world. He is much nicer than any of these camp ponies.”

Mary-Grace and Jody frowned and rode away with the other intermediates. Nancy grinned and gave me a thumbs-up sign. I felt a little bit guilty. The camp ponies were all very nice. I did not enjoy riding Diablo much, but he was not mean. I hoped his feelings were not hurt.

“Come on, Diablo,” I said, clicking my mouth. “Let’s try to post again.”

*  *  *

After class Nancy and I decided to go swimming. Hannie trotted by on Dusty.

“We are going to the pool,” I said. “Hurry and put Dusty away so we can change.”

“No thanks,” said Hannie. “I am going to ride some more with Shannon and Gretchen.” Gretchen was one of the nicer intermediates. My eyebrows rose up.

“You do not want to go swimming with us?” I asked.

“Maybe later,” said Hannie. She patted Dusty’s neck.

“Boy, Karen shut up Mary-Grace,” Nancy told Hannie. “She said that — ”
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“Tell me about it later, okay?” said Hannie, and she posted off to catch up with Shannon and Gretchen.

Nancy and I stared at each other.

“Well!” said Nancy.
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The Trail Ride

The next morning at the flagpole, Mrs. Moggy made an announcement.

“Two exciting events are coming up, campers,” said Mrs. Moggy. “This weekend is the all-camp overnight trail ride. We will pack sleeping bags and ride a trail deep into the woods. Then we will have a cookout and a sing-along, and spend the night under the stars.”

“All right!” said Hannie.

I wiggled with excitement. Finally I would be able to ride my pony out of the ring! Yea!

“The other event is the annual end-of-camp gymkhana,” said Mrs. Moggy. “A gymkhana is a field day of competitions. We will compete in riding events against Camp Red Pines, from across the lake.”

“Oh, boy!” said Hannie. “I wonder what events we’ll compete in.”

I was not sure I would be ready to compete in any event. But I did not say so.

“I cannot wait for Friday,” said Hannie, giving a little hop. “It will be so great. The Three Musketeers, together on a trail ride.”

I nodded. Hannie was right. This was just what the Three Musketeers needed to pull us together again. And I was sure Diablo would behave better on a real trail. He was probably as tired of the riding ring as I was!

“You know what else?” I said. “This will be the perfect chance to get back at those snobby intermediates. Maybe we should put itching powder in their sleeping bags.”

Hannie giggled. “I think Gretchen is nice,” she said. “And so are Amanda and Lauren.”

“Yes, but the others are mean,” I pointed out. “Maybe we can sneak up on them while they sleep and tickle their noses with little twigs.”

Nancy did not say anything.

“What is wrong, Nancy?” I asked. “Aren’t you excited about the trail ride?”

“No!” she said. “It sounds awful. Being on Mellow Yellow every day for forty-five minutes is bad enough. But on an overnight ride? In the woods? Forget it!”

“I do not think they will let you stay in our cabin by yourself,” I said.

“You probably will have to come with us,” Hannie agreed. “It will be so fun — you will see. The Three Musketeers will stick together. We can pretend we are pioneers, heading west. Like in Little House on the Prairie.”

“Well, I will be a pioneer in the little cabin by the lake,” said Nancy firmly. “I am not going. Mellow Yellow might run away through the woods. I might fall off. I might get lost. Mellow Yellow might decide to jump over a huge log. I cannot do it.”

Hannie and I looked at each other. From what I had seen of Mellow Yellow, I did not think any of those things would happen. Probably Mellow would have to be pulled along the trail by her bridle. I decided Nancy needed to get used to the idea. By Friday she would change her mind. I was sure of it.

*  *  *

“I cannot believe this,” Nancy moaned on Friday afternoon. Mrs. Moggy had said that Nancy had to go on the trail ride. Hannie and I had helped her pack that morning, but we could not cheer her up.

“It will be great,” said Hannie, buckling on Dusty’s saddle. “Riding cross-country like this will be good practice for the gymkhana.”

“Maybe Mary-Grace will fall into some poison ivy,” I said.

Shannon helped Nancy get on Mellow Yellow. (Hannie and I no longer needed help getting on our ponies.)

“Is your sleeping bag tied on tightly?” asked Shannon. “Did you bring sunscreen and bug spray?”

Nancy nodded miserably and climbed onto her pony’s back.

Ahead of us, Mrs. Moggy and the expert riders from Secretariat Cabin led the way. Then came the intermediates, then us beginners. Nancy and Mellow were second to last. Shannon rode behind them, so she could urge Mellow forward if she needed to.

And we were off — just like pioneers!
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Into the Woods

Riding through the woods was much more fun than riding in the ring. Diablo seemed to like it, too. We rode single file along a narrow trail. The sunlight grew dimmer as we rode deeper into the forest. We were surrounded by pine trees and oaks and maples and sycamores. Soon I could not see the camp when I looked back.

“Isn’t this great?” said Hannie, turning around in her saddle.

“Yes,” I said. “This is the best thing about camp so far.” To tell you the truth, up until then I had been a teensy bit disappointed. Riding in circles in the ring was not very fun, day after day. But a trail ride was a real adventure. We saw wildflowers and birds and butterflies. Some campers sang songs as we rode. Diablo was being very good, walking carefully along the trail. I felt so happy, I thought I might melt. Hannie looked as if she felt the same way.

But one of the Musketeers did not. Nancy was unhappy, even though Mellow was going only about one mile an hour. I heard Shannon urge Mellow forward, again and again. Ahead of us, some of the intermediates snickered.

Hannie slowed Dusty a little so we could talk. “I’m wondering what I should compete in at the gymkhana,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

“I have not thought about it,” I said. “I am not sure if I am good enough to do anything.”

“Of course you are,” said Hannie. “There is a relay race. You and Nancy and I should be a team.”

I looked at Hannie. “Hannie,” I said, “there is no way Nancy could be on a relay team. Not on Mellow Yellow.” Secretly I thought I would not be good on a relay team, either. I did not trot very well on Diablo.

Hannie looked surprised. I guess she was so good at trotting on Dusty that she did not realize that Nancy was not.
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Ahead of us we heard laughing and splashing. Soon we came to a clearing with a small, shallow stream running through it. The stream was not much wider than a swimming pool. The water was clear, and I could see pebbles on the bottom. Two of the counselors had stopped their horses in the middle of the stream so they could watch us cross. The water barely came up to their horses’ ankles.

“Oh, boy!” said Hannie. She touched her heels to Dusty’s side, and they walked quickly through the stream. Hannie laughed and watched the water splashing around Dusty’s legs.

I worried that Diablo might suddenly decide to head upstream. But he did not. We walked across the stream behind Hannie. I patted Diablo’s neck. “Good boy,” I said.

When I looked back at Nancy, Mellow Yellow was standing still. She would not step into the water.

“Tap her sides with your heels,” said Shannon.

“I do not want her to go in the stream,” said Nancy.

I gently pulled on Diablo’s reins until he stopped walking. Then I gave a little tug on the left side. Diablo turned to the left, just like he was supposed to do. Now I could see Nancy clearly.

“Come on, Nancy,” I called. “The stream is very shallow. It is fun to walk through. You do not want to fall behind.”

“It is okay, Nancy,” said Shannon. “Just click your mouth and gently tap her sides with your heels.”

Nancy did. Mellow Yellow stood there.

One of the counselors, Jan, rode her horse alongside Nancy and took Mellow’s bridle in her hand. She pulled Mellow gently into the stream. Then Mellow started to walk across by herself, so Jan let go.

Nancy sat stiffly in the saddle.

In the middle of the stream, Mellow stopped again.

“No, Mellow!” cried Nancy. “Keep going! Cross the stream!”

“It is okay, Nancy,” said Jan. “I will come — ”

But Nancy panicked and pushed her heels hard into Mellow’s fat sides. Mellow was surprised, and she leaped forward.

Nancy tumbled off into the water.
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The Campsite

I gasped and put my hand over my mouth. Nancy sat in the middle of the shallow stream.

Shannon jumped off her horse and helped Nancy up. Jan caught Mellow’s bridle and held her. Mellow turned around and stared at Nancy. From where I sat, it looked like Mellow was thinking mean thoughts about Nancy.

“Are you okay?” I called.

Nancy looked as if she might cry. She was sopping wet from her jeans to her boots to her T-shirt. Her hair was dripping. She nodded.

Shannon helped Nancy wade through the stream. “Here, I will give you a leg up onto Mellow,” said Shannon.

“I will not get on that pony,” said Nancy firmly.

*  *  *

And Nancy did not. Jan, on her own horse, held Mellow’s reins and led her along the path. Shannon let Nancy ride with her on her horse. When the intermediates saw that, they giggled.

I heard Casey Winters say, “Watch out for Mellow — she’s wild. They should have called her Thunderbolt.”

Nancy’s face flushed, but she did not say anything. She was too miserable.

By the time we reached our campsite, I was very, very ready to get off of Diablo. If you have never ridden a pony for four hours, you might not know that after awhile your legs and bottom start killing you. When we finally stopped and tied our ponies to nearby trees, I could barely walk.

“Ohhh,” I moaned as I took off Diablo’s saddle. “Everything hurts soooo much.” I put the saddle on the ground and took off Diablo’s blanket. We each had to rub our ponies down with cloths to help them cool off. They were not allowed to drink water until they were cool. (It could make them sick.) I moaned while I rubbed Diablo. He nibbled on the grass by his hooves. He did not care if I moaned.

Nancy did not want to rub down Mellow Yellow, but Shannon told her that she had to do it.

“It was not Mellow’s fault that you fell into the stream,” said Shannon. “She is still your pony, and you must take care of her.”

Nancy bit her lip and nodded.

After that, things got better again. We all went swimming in the stream (another part of the stream that Nancy had fallen into). The water was so, so cold, but it felt good. I had been hot and sweaty and sore. The water cheered me up.

By then we were starving. For dinner we ate hamburgers and hot dogs and chips and fruit and potatoes baked in the fire. Then we roasted marshmallows and ate watermelons that we had chilled in the stream. When dinner was over, I lay on my back and moaned some more.

“I am soooo full,” I said. “I cannot move.”

Hannie and Nancy and I lay next to each other. We watched the stars popping out into the night sky. Nancy had been quiet since we had reached the campsite.

“So, guys,” said Hannie. “You have to help me decide what to do in the gymkhana. It is only two weeks away.”

I wished Hannie would stop talking about the gymkhana. “Just do what you are best at,” I said.

“But I might be an intermediate by then,” said Hannie. “Should I try the steeplechase? Would cantering be fast enough? Intermediates are allowed to canter.”

I sat up and stared at her. “An intermediate!” I said. “Cantering! What are you talking about?”

“I thought I told you,” said Hannie. “I am going to take the test to be an intermediate.”

“You did not tell us!” I said. I crossed my arms over my chest. “You have not said one word about being an intermediate.”

“Oh,” said Hannie. “Shannon says I can take the test tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!” I cried. “But, Hannie, if you are an intermediate, we will not have all our classes together. Nancy and I will still be with the beginners.”

“Hmm,” said Hannie.

“What about the Three Musketeers?” I went on. “What about all for one and one for all?”

Hannie frowned. “I want to canter,” she said. “I want to start jumping.”

Well. I did not know what to say. I wanted to jump and canter, too, but I was not ready. Hannie was. Why couldn’t she wait for me to catch up? I turned to Nancy.

“What about you?” I asked.

“I will not be in the gymkhana at all,” said Nancy. “Not if you paid me a million, billion, trillion, kazillion dollars.”

It was dark out now. I could see fireflies flitting around the woods. Everything was all messed up. We were not sticking together. We were not the Three Musketeers.
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At Camp Again

I was a little worried about sleeping in the woods. But it was easy. I crawled into my sleeping bag and closed my eyes, and the next thing I knew, it was morning. Nancy and Hannie and I had put our sleeping bags next to each other, but we did not talk before we went to sleep.

Mrs. Moggy and the counselors made a wonderful breakfast of bacon and eggs and pan bread (which did not have to bake in an oven). There was juice and cold milk. I had seconds of everything.

Then it was time to get back on our ponies. Nancy did not want to ride Mellow Yellow. But she could not ride double with someone the whole way, and she could not walk the whole way, either. In the end, she sat on Mellow, and Diane held Mellow’s bridle and led her. The intermediates snickered a lot.

I did not want to get on Diablo again, either. I was still stiff and sore from the day before. Shannon gave me a leg up and I moaned loudly. I felt as if my legs were going to fall off. When I turned to tell Hannie how I felt, she had already trotted down the trail to be with the others. Hmph, I thought.

You know what? When I first got on Diablo, I did not know how I would make it back to camp. But after awhile I felt much better. Riding actually helped my legs be less stiff and achy.

Finally, just before lunch, we arrived back at Camp Happy Trails. In the barn, I tied Diablo next to Mellow Yellow. Nancy was already brushing Mellow’s coat, getting off all of the trail dust.

“You are not angry at your pony, are you?” I asked. I began to brush Diablo’s coat.
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“No,” said Nancy. “I do not mind taking care of her. I know she is a nice pony. I just do not like riding. Not as much as Hannie does. Not at all.”

Down the barn aisle, Hannie was finishing grooming Dusty. She was talking to Gretchen (the nice intermediate), and they laughed. I frowned. Later this afternoon, Hannie was going to take the test to be an intermediate. Then the Three Musketeers would really be split up. Unless Nancy and I passed the test, also. I looked over at Nancy. There was no way she could pass the intermediate test. What was I going to do?

After Diablo was cleaned up, I put him in his stall and gave him hay and water. He whinnied happily. He was not a bad pony, I thought. But he needed a more experienced rider. An intermediate rider.

The lunch bell rang, and everyone finished quickly and ran outside. Hannie smiled and waved at Nancy and me, then raced off without us. I waited for Nancy to put away her grooming things.

We were the last two to walk out of the barn.

“I hope Hannie saved places for us at our table,” I said.

“Oh, who cares?” replied Nancy. “She is not a Musketeer anymore.”

I felt very sad to hear Nancy say that.

As we passed the last stall by the door, a pony pushed her head over her gate. She was medium-sized with a dark red coat and a white star on her forehead. Her sign said RUBY.

She neighed gently at us and blinked her large, dark eyes.

Nancy smiled and went over to her. “Hello,” she said. “How come no one is ridding you?”

Ruby neighed again. I peeked through her stall gate.

“Boy, is she fat,” I said. “This is the fattest pony I have ever seen. She is too round to ride.”

Timidly, Nancy put out her hand and patted Ruby’s velvety nose. Ruby nudged Nancy’s hand.

“She is very sweet,” I said.

“Yes,” agreed Nancy. “She is very gentle and quiet, like Mellow Yellow.” Nancy sighed. She patted Ruby’s nose one more time. Then we went to lunch.
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Nancy’s Decision

After lunch (Hannie had saved us two places), it was quiet time.

I was worn out from our trail ride. I lay on my bed and closed my eyes. Hannie and Nancy lay on their beds, too.

“I cannot believe you are joining the intermediates,” said Nancy.

“I cannot believe you do not like pony camp,” said Hannie. “Pony camp is the best thing ever.”

“I do not think so,” said Nancy. “In fact, I have decided to go home.”

I leaped up. “What?” I cried.

Nancy sat up. “I am going to ask Diane about going home early. I do not have to stay here the rest of the month. I do not have to be in the gymkhana. I can just call Mommy and ask her to come get me.”

My mouth dropped open. “Nancy! You cannot go home early! You are a Musketeer! Musketeers do not give up. I know you do not like riding. Maybe you need a different pony. Maybe when Blueberry comes — ”

“No,” said Nancy. “I want to go home.”

“You are not even trying to like pony camp,” said Hannie. “You decided not to like it before you even got here.”

Nancy bit her lip and frowned. Then she flopped down on her bed and buried her face in her pillow.

Maybe this is it, I thought sadly. Maybe this really is the end of the Musketeers.
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Intermediate Hannie

During free period that afternoon, Hannie took the intermediate test. Nancy went to the arts-and-crafts shack. What did I do?

I decided to take the intermediate test, also. If Nancy was really leaving camp, then I wanted to be with the other Musketeer. I did not feel like riding Diablo again, but I got him ready. Anyway, Hannie and Dusty were already in the ring.

Shannon stood in the middle of the ring. Two other beginners were also taking the intermediate test.

“Hannie,” Shannon called. “Please walk Dusty to the left. Then do a figure eight.”

Hannie clicked her mouth and touched her heels to Dusty’s sides. She tightened her left rein a tiny bit. Dusty turned to the left, just like he was supposed to.

Then Shannon asked Hannie to trot around the ring, posting. Hannie stopped right away when Shannon called, “Stop!”

“You have passed the test,” said Shannon. “You and Dusty did a terrific job. Congratulations. Hannie Papadakis, you are now an intermediate.”

Hannie looked so happy that I wanted to cheer. But I did not. I had to take the test next, and if I failed, we would be separated. And it would be Hannie’s fault.

“Karen, please lead Diablo to the center of the ring,” said Shannon.

I clicked my mouth and touched my heels to Diablo’s sides. Diablo took one step forward and stopped. I clicked again and shook the reins a little. Diablo walked to the right. I pulled on the reins to make him stop. Then I tapped my heels against his sides to make him move straight ahead. He broke into a trot. Uh-oh.

My test did not get any better. In the end, Shannon shook her head. “I am very sorry, Karen. But I think you need to stay in the beginners’ class for awhile longer.”

I nodded. My cheeks felt hot. Everyone had seen me fail. I did not look at Hannie as I rode Diablo back to the barn. Old meaniemo Diablo, I thought. But inside I knew that it was not really his fault. A better rider would know how to get him to do what she wanted him to do. I could not wait for Blueberry to arrive at camp.

It was still free period, so I headed over to the arts-and-crafts shack. Some girls were working on macramé halters for their ponies. Some girls were painting pottery. I decided to work on my bead bracelet. It was the third one I had made. I had been planning for me, Nancy, and Hannie to wear them. Now I guessed I would give one to Mommy and one to Elizabeth and one to Kristy.

I sat down on a bench. I opened a package of blue beads.

“It would be a shame to let one bad thing ruin your whole month at camp,” I heard Diane say.

I peeked over the window ledge. Nancy and Diane were sitting on the ground below me with their backs against a wooden post. I did not mean to eavesdrop. But they were sitting and talking right there.

“I do not like riding. And Mellow dumped me in the stream,” said Nancy.

“Sometimes it takes awhile to get used to riding,” said Diane kindly. “Until you feel used to it, it is hard to like it.”

“I will never get used to it,” said Nancy. “I want to go home.”

“I understand,” said Diane. “When I was your age, I came here for the first time, too. I thought I wanted to learn to ride, but when we started classes, I did not like riding at all. I was scared of my pony. I did not want to fall off. Everyone seemed to ride better than I did.”

“Really?” asked Nancy. “But you are a great rider.”

“Now I am,” said Diane. “But when I started, I was the worst rider in camp. When my group went on the trail ride, my pony went too close to a tree and scraped me off her back. I fell in a patch of poison ivy. It was awful. The next day I was covered in red spots. I was so miserable. The intermediates called me Itchy Di for the next two weeks.”

“Oh, no,” said Nancy. “What did you do?”

“Well, I never wanted to ride again. I wanted to go home. I called my mother and asked her to come get me, but she could not. So I had to stay at camp.”

“So what happened?” asked Nancy.

“I quit riding for a few days, until my poison ivy was better. During those days, I still had to take care of my pony. I groomed her and walked her for exercise. I fed her and cleaned her hooves. And you know what? I really got to know her, as if she were a friend. Once I knew her better, I wanted to try riding her again.”

“And you did,” guessed Nancy.

“Yes. I still was not the best rider in camp, but I was not embarrassed anymore. By the end of camp, I was much happier.”

“Hmm,” said Nancy.

“Maybe we should go over to the barn right now and say hello to Mellow Yellow,” said Diane. “You do not have to ride her. But we could say hello to her, as if she were our friend. Okay?”

“Okay,” said Nancy.

I jumped to my feet and put my beads away. Maybe I should say hello to Diablo.
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Ruby Needs Help

I ran fast and caught up with Nancy and Diane.

“I failed the intermediate test,” I told them. “Hannie passed it.”

Nancy rolled her eyes.

“That is too bad,” said Diane.

“Well, Blueberry will be here by the end of the week,” I said. “I am sure I will ride better on him.”

Inside the barn it was cool and dark. We headed for Mellow’s stall, but a noise stopped us. It was Ruby, in the first stall. She was stamping her feet and whooshing her breath out hard. We stepped closer to take a look.

“What is she doing?” asked Nancy.

Ruby rolled her eyes and snorted. She shook her head hard. She did not look anything like the quiet, gentle pony we had seen earlier.

“There is something wrong,” I said. “She has turned mean.”

Nancy and I backed away from the stall.

“No,” said Diane. “You do not know Ruby. But I do know her, and I am sure she has not turned mean. This is Ruby’s way of asking for help. She is trying to tell us something.”

“What is it?” asked Nancy softly.

I still did not trust Ruby. But Nancy stepped closer again.

“She is trying to tell us that it is time for her baby to be born,” said Diane.

“Her baby!” said Nancy. She looked surprised. “A baby pony?”

Diane laughed. “Of course. Not a baby elephant!”

Ruby snorted and shook her head. She looked very fierce to me. I did not know what to do.

“Oh, my goodness,” said Nancy. “My mommy had my baby brother not long ago. She needed a doctor. I will run and tell Mrs. Moggy to call a doctor.”

“Good thinking,” said Diane. “I will wait here with Ruby.”

I sat far away on a bale of hay. Diane stepped closer and talked softly to Ruby. Soon Ruby put her head over her stall gate. Diane stroked her head and said nice things to Ruby.

Nancy ran back, red-faced and panting.

“The vet is on her way,” she said, gasping. “She will help Ruby have her baby.”

“Thank you very much, Nancy,” said Diane. “You did the right thing.”

Nancy beamed. She stayed close to Diane while she tried to soothe Ruby.

*  *  *

The vet came right away. She was tall, with red hair.

“So,” she said, striding into the barn. “I see Ruby is finally ready to have her surprise foal.”

“Why is it a surprise foal?” asked Nancy.

“Ponies and horses usually have their foals between January and May,” explained the vet. It is unusual for a foal to be born now. But Ruby will be fine. Now, I need a bucket of hot water.”

Diane fetched the water. When she returned, Nancy stayed right by Diane in the aisle. The vet went into Ruby’s stall. I could not see anything, even when I moved a little closer. Nancy was very happy and excited.

“A baby foal!” she said, bouncing up and down a little.

“It’s a beautiful filly,” announced the vet after awhile. “And Ruby is fine.”

“A filly is a girl foal,” explained Diane. “A colt is a boy foal.”

“May I see her?” asked Nancy.

Nancy and I crept forward. Ruby’s stall gate was open. Ruby was resting on the straw, licking her baby.

“Oh, she’s so, so cute,” whispered Nancy. “Look how tiny and perfect she is.”

The foal was very small — about as big as Shannon the puppy at home. (Shannon is a gigundo puppy, though.) She was dark red, and her coat was wet. She had a very sweet baby face, with large, dark eyes and long eyelashes. Her little hooves were curled under her. Ruby licked her coat briskly, drying her off and cleaning her up.

Nancy sighed happily next to me.

“She will try to stand soon,” said Diane. “By this evening she will take her first steps. In a few days we will put a tiny halter on her, to get her used to it.”

Nancy wrinkled her forehead. “If I go home, I will not see what happens to the foal,” she said.

“That is true,” said Diane.

“Maybe I better stay,” said Nancy softly.

“I will tell you what,” said Diane. “You may take three days off from riding, although you must still groom and feed Mellow every day. During riding classes you may visit Ruby and her foal. Okay?”
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“Okay!” said Nancy. She looked happier than I had seen her in a long time.

I sat on my hay bale by myself. Hmph, I thought. Hannie is a good rider. Nancy is good at taking care of horses. Here at pony camp, I am not much good at anything.
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The Lonely Musketeer

I took riding classes with the other beginners, and tried hard to be a good rider for Diablo. Sometimes Hannie’s new class used the same ring as mine. Hannie and Dusty practiced cantering and jumping small obstacles. Cantering looked like fun. But I was not ready to canter on Diablo.

I counted the days until the Gales would drop off Blueberry. I had not seen him in awhile. I knew he would be twice as beautiful as the camp ponies. I pictured myself riding him into the ring. Only a few other girls had brought their own ponies. I bet even Mary-Grace Welles would be jealous of my gigundoly beautiful Blueberry.

In the meantime, Nancy spent her riding classes and her free periods in the barn. She was not allowed to touch Ruby’s foal yet, but she watched her a lot. Mrs. Moggy had named the foal Surprise, but everyone called her Prize. Every day Nancy gave me updates on what Prize was doing. She was already scampering around the stall.

One day during quiet period, Diane came over to my bed. Hannie was reading a book about horses. Nancy was writing a letter home. I was being my usual lonely Musketeer self.

“Karen,” said Diane. “The gymkhana is in eight days. We are starting to plan the schedule of events. I need to know what you are going to do.”

“I am not sure,” I said. “I have not really thought about it. I am still only a beginner. All the really fun things are for better riders.”

“Hmm,” said Diane. “Do you think you could ride Diablo around the ring with the other beginners?”

I thought about it. My little-house family was coming for the gymkhana and Parents’ Day. They would be watching me. Then I remembered that Blueberry was coming. “I will ride Blueberry around the ring. I am sure he will not let me down.”

“Okay,” said Diane. “I will put you down for the beginners’ exhibition. If there are other things you want to do, just tell me. We need people to help decorate the stands and the ring, and to help in other ways.”

“All right,” I said. “I will think about it.”

Diane talked to the other girls in the cabin. I already knew that Hannie was going to be in a relay race and in a steeplechase and perform some other small jumps. Nancy was going to lead Ruby in our special camp parade. Prize would probably walk with Ruby, if she were ready.

If only we were putting on a play, I thought. I am excellent at being in plays. But no one comes to a gymkhana to see a play about ponies. I turned over on my bed. Pony camp was almost over, and I still did not fit in anywhere.
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Blueberry Arrives!

Blueberry arrived the very next day. I had just finished putting Diablo away after a riding class when I saw the Gales’ truck and horse van pull into the yard.

“Blueberry! Blueberry!” I shouted.

Hannie and Nancy heard me, and they came running. They had visited Blueberry with me several times. I knew they would be glad to see him.

“Hello, Mr. Gale!” I cried. Mr. Gale smiled and waved at me. He walked around to the back of the horse van to let Blueberry out. Finally came the moment I had been waiting for. Mr. Gale put down a wooden ramp and led Blueberry down it. Mrs. Moggy and Shannon and several other campers had gathered around to meet the newest camp pony.

“Blueberry!” I rushed forward and threw my arms around his neck. “Oh, I am so glad you are here.”

Blueberry remembered me. (I am sure of it.) He whickered softly into my hair and nudged his nose against me. I hugged him again.

Then I heard someone giggling. I turned around and saw Mary-Grace Welles and Casey Winters. They pointed at Blueberry and giggled again.

I put my hands on my hips. “What is so funny?” I asked.

“This is Blueberry?” said Mary-Grace. “The way you talked about him, I thought he was really special.”

“He is really special!” I said. “He is perfect!”

“Earth to Karen,” said Casey. “Just look at him. The only pony he might be better than is Mellow Yellow.”

“Yeah,” said Mary-Grace. “Maybe.”

I stepped back and looked at Blueberry. I had not seen him in several months. He was older than most of the camp ponies. He was a little smaller, too. His coat was fuzzy and dusty from the trip. To tell you the truth, he did not look fabulous.

But he was still very sweet. He gently nudged me again with his velvety nose. I knew it was not his fault he did not look like the young, fancy ponies. I still loved him. And I knew I could help him look better.

*  *  *

“First we’ll shampoo him,” said Shannon briskly. She had helped me get Blueberry settled in his stall. Now she was helping me fix him up.

“Shampoo him? With real shampoo?” I asked.

“With special horse shampoo. The Gales took good care of Blueberry, but he could use some sprucing up,” explained Shannon.

So we shampooed him. It was like washing a car, except cars do not move or whicker into your hair. Then we rinsed him with a hose. We scraped off most of the water with a special tool, then dried Blueberry with rough towels. He already looked very fresh and clean, and he smelled good, too. We went to work with brushes and currycombs and smooth cloths. Tons of old hair came off him.

“I bet Blueberry has never been so clean,” I said.

“I bet you are right,” said Shannon.

Blueberry looked beautiful. His coat was sleek and shiny, and so smooth and clean that he gleamed. I had brushed his mane and his tail until they were silky. Then I had braided pink ribbons into them. He looked like he was ready to lead a parade.

“He is gigundoly gorgeous,” I said happily.

“He looks great,” said Gretchen. She was leading her pony to his stall. “I have never been able to braid my pony’s mane. Will you show me how?”

“Sure,” I said.

“How did you get his coat so shiny?” asked Tamisha. “I wish I could get my pony’s coat so shiny.”

“It was easy,” I said. “I can show you how to do it.”

“What about me?” asked Hannie. She had just walked up with Dusty. “Will you help me braid Dusty’s tail for the gymkhana?”

“Yes,” I said. I hugged Blueberry again. I felt very happy. I had found something I was good at: making ponies beautiful. Now I knew what I would do for the gymkhana. But I kept it a secret.
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All for One and One for All

“Please pass the ketchup,” said Hannie.

Nancy slid the bottle down the table. The three of us were sitting together at lunch. We were all talking again.

“What color ribbon should Dusty wear?” asked Hannie.

Nancy and I thought about it.

“Yellow,” said Nancy.

I nodded. “Yellow would look great against his coat.”

“I need to make a fancy bow for Ruby’s halter,” said Nancy. “I will make it today in arts and crafts.”

“I will help you,” I said. “I am on the decorations committee.”

“Dusty and I will go over jumps almost a foot high,” said Hannie.

“Wow,” I said. “Your parents will be very impressed.”

We sat and ate our lunch together. Each of us had found a way to do something for the gymkhana — something she was good at. Even though the Three Musketeers were not totally, exactly the same all the time, we could still stick together. We could still be friends forever.

“I have something for you two,” I said after lunch. I pulled out the three bead bracelets I had made. I gave one to Hannie and one to Nancy. I put on the last one. “These are special Three Musketeer bracelets,” I said.

“They are beautiful,” said Hannie.

“I will wear mine forever,” said Nancy.

We smiled at each other. The Musketeers were back!
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Parents’ Day

The next week flew by. You know what? I had been planning to ride Blueberry in the beginners’ exhibition. But I had forgotten something. Blueberry was too old to ride.

But I did not care. Blueberry was happy at pony camp anyway. And by now Diablo was used to me, and I was used to him. I decided to ride Diablo.

All that week, the decorations committee worked hard. I decided I was a much better decorations-maker than I was a pony-rider. I made colorful banners and posters and big cutouts of ponies and roses and other flowers. I blew up balloons and tied them to the fences of the riding ring.

During riding class I practiced hard. I spoke firmly but kindly to Diablo. I let him know I meant business. I tried to treat him like a friend. I think it helped. Usually he did what I wanted him to. (Not always, though.)

The day before the gymkhana (and Parents’ Day), Shannon said, “Karen, your riding is one hundred percent better. Good for you. You are almost ready to be an intermediate.”

I felt very proud. I think Diablo felt proud, too.

In my spare time I helped the other girls decorate their ponies. We shampooed and dried and brushed them. We rubbed their coats until they shone. I showed everyone how to braid manes and tails with ribbons.

Shannon had showed me a secret way to make a pony look extra special. I decided to use it on Blueberry, and only on Blueberry. I could not wait.

By Parents’ Day, Camp Happy Trails was ready for the gymkhana.

It was the last day of camp. The Three Musketeers ate camp breakfast one last time. We cleaned up our cabin. We passed inspection one last time. In fact, we got a “Neatest Cabin” certificate.

Soon our parents arrived. I was very happy to see Mommy and Seth and Andrew. I had missed them a lot. We hugged and kissed each other. Then I said, “Come with me. I will give you the grand tour.”

I showed my little-house family Black Beauty Cabin. I showed them the mess hall and the arts-and-crafts shack. I had painted a picture for them. Andrew was impressed with our swimming pool. “We have a swimming pool and a lake,” I told him.

Then I gave them a tour of the barns. I introduced them to Diablo, Dusty, and Mellow Yellow. My family was glad to see Blueberry.

“He looks terrific,” said Mommy. “You have done a very good job with him.”

“Thank you,” I said.

They loved seeing Ruby and Prize. Prize was already bigger and stronger. She ran around Ruby’s stall, kicking up her hooves.

Then it was time for the gymkhana to start. It would have two parts: The first part was just for our camp. The second part was the contest against Camp Red Pines from across the lake.

After Mommy, Seth, and Andrew got settled in the stands, I ran back to the barn. It was time to get Blueberry ready for the parade. It was time for my secret surprise.
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The Gymkhana

First the expert riders showed off in the ring. They performed jumps and made their ponies do fancy steps. (This is called dressage. You say it like this: dress-AHJ.) Then the intermediates showed their jumps. Hannie made Dusty do a series of turns and walks and trots. She was very good.

In the barn, I got Blueberry ready.

“Now you wait here,” I told him. “I will be back to get you in ten minutes.”

It was time for the beginners’ exhibition. I saddled Diablo and rode him into the ring along with the other beginners (except for Nancy). We told our ponies to go left, to go right, and to stop. Diablo did everything. At the end we lined up and waved to the crowd. I saw Mommy and Seth and Andrew waving at me and clapping. I was very proud of Diablo — and of myself. My riding had gotten much better.

Then it was time for the all-camp parade. Instead of riding Diablo, I had decided to lead Blueberry. Nancy would lead Ruby, with Prize staying close to her side.

“Ready, campers?” asked Mrs. Moggy.

“Ready!” we shouted.

It was a huge parade. All of the ponies had been decorated and brushed and fancied up. (I had helped with a lot of them.) Everyone oohed and aahed when Nancy led Ruby and Prize out.

I led Blueberry by his bridle. Hannie looked at Blueberry. “Oh, my gosh,” she said. “How did you do that?”

I smiled. “I will tell you later.” On Blueberry’s left hindquarter, there was a checkerboard pattern in his coat! It looked like light and dark squares.

This was my secret surprise. Blueberry was the only pony at camp who had a beautiful design. This is how I did it: I took a big piece of cardboard and cut squares out of it. Then I brushed Blueberry’s hindquarter flat, flat, flat, until it shone. Then I put the cardboard pattern over his coat and brushed the hair in the other direction with a wet brush. The squares were made by some of his hair lying flat and some of it standing up. It looked excellent.

I marched along in the parade, and Blueberry trotted with me. I could tell he was proud of how he looked.

Then Mrs. Moggy spoke into a microphone. She awarded ribbons to campers for such things as best rider, best jumper, best swimmer, or most helpful.

Then she awarded a ribbon to Hannie, for making the most progress with her riding. Nancy and I clapped hard and shouted, “Yea!”

Nancy got a ribbon, too, for helping Ruby have her baby. Hannie and I clapped even harder.

Then I got a ribbon for helping the campers get their ponies ready for the parade. I stepped up and took my ribbon proudly. Hannie and Nancy clapped for me and shouted, “Yea!”

The Three Musketeers had all gotten ribbons. Yea for us!
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*  *  *

After lunch came the contests against Camp Red Pines. Nancy and I were not in any of them, so we sat with our families in the stands. We cheered loudly whenever Hannie rode Dusty.

I was waiting for one thing: the intermediate steeplechase. A steeplechase is a race with some jumps in it. Hannie had been practicing hard. Nancy and I crossed our fingers.

“Please let Hannie win,” I whispered.

“Please do not let Mary-Grace win,” Nancy whispered.

It was very exciting. Hannie cantered Dusty along a path set out in a large field. She jumped every jump perfectly. I held my breath. Once I thought Mary-Grace was going to pass her, but she did not. Once I thought a rider from Camp Red Pines was going to get in the lead, but she did not.

Then Hannie crossed the finish line. She had won! Nancy and I jumped up and down and screamed and hugged each other.

Hannie got a first-place blue ribbon.

Mary-Grace and Jody and Casey did not look too happy. But Gretchen and some other riders congratulated Hannie.

In the end, Camp Happy Trails won the gymkhana by two points.

There was a big party under the trees in the main field. We ate cake and watermelon and cookies and ice cream. Hannie and Nancy and I and our families sat together.

“Blueberry looks wonderful, Karen,” said Mommy. “I know he will be very happy here.”

I nodded. “Yes. He will be able to see people all the time now.” (Blueberry likes people more than he likes other ponies.)

“I am so proud of your riding, Hannie,” said Mr. Papadakis. “You have come far in just a month.” Hannie beamed.

“And Nancy was very brave when Ruby was having her baby,” I said.

“Good for you, Nancy,” said Mrs. Dawes. “I am glad you won a special ribbon.”

Hannie and Nancy and I sat together under the shade of the tree. Soon we would head back to Stoneybrook. But right now we were happy to be the Three Musketeers at pony camp.

*  *  *

“Is that everything, honey?” Mommy asked me. Seth had loaded my trunk and my duffel into his car.

“Yup,” I said.

The Daweses and the Papadakises were ready to leave, too. We had said good-bye to Mrs. Moggy and to Diane and Shannon. I had said a special good-bye to Blueberry. I promised to visit him soon. I had also hugged Diablo and told him good-bye. I felt very sad to be leaving Camp Happy Trails.

“Well, see you guys next year,” said a voice.

Hannie and Nancy and I looked around. It was Mary-Grace Welles and Casey Winters.

I put my hands on my hips. “What?”

Mary-Grace smiled. “I said, see you next year. You guys will be intermediates next year — all of you. And we will still be intermediates, too. We can hang out together.”

Well, my mouth almost dropped to the ground.

“What do you mean?” asked Nancy.

“Because,” said Casey patiently. “We will all be intermediates. We will need to stick together against the beginners.”

“Intermediates always tease the beginners,” Mary-Grace said cheerfully. “It is a camp tradition.”

“You are kidding,” I said.

“Nope. But you guys took it pretty well,” said Mary-Grace. “When I was a beginner, an intermediate made me cry. Well, see you next summer!” She gave a friendly wave, and they headed off.

The Three Musketeers stared at each other. Then we started laughing. I did not know if we would be back next summer. I did not know if we would tease the beginners. But I did know that the Three Musketeers would always stick together, no matter what.
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