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To Grandpa and Uncle Lavih

Thanks for the new wheels!
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About Hollywood

Hollywood is a twenty-five year old palomino grade horse (grade means mixed breed). He’s ridden English and Western and mostly does trails because he’s getting older. He got his name because he’s as handsome as a Hollywood star, and he used to be a favored school horse because of his lovely, cheerful disposition. Hollywood loves everyone!
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1 - No Barn, No Way
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“Come on, boy,” Ben said encouragingly. He pulled on the leadrope, but the large black horse attached to the other end dug in his hooves and refused to move.

“It’s going to rain,” the boy explained. The horse cocked an ear toward Ben, but the look in his intelligent brown eyes made it clear that he had no intention of setting hoof in the barn. Ben sighed and trudged toward the indoor arena.

The horse ambled along peacefully next to him, nudging Ben’s arm with his nose as if to say ‘sorry’.

His good friend Sidney skipped up to them. “Getting ready for our lesson?” she asked. Her wavy light brown hair was trapped in a ponytail, and her T-shirt was a very quiet (for Sidney) pink. 

“Yeah, but Panther still won’t go in the barn so I’m tacking up in the arena,” Ben explained. 

He’d been riding the gorgeous Canadian horse for a couple of months and usually got him ready in the paddock where Panther lived, but the coming rain had prompted him to seek shelter this time.
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“Oh no!” Sidney exclaimed when they got to the indoor arena. “Some boarders are riding.” Boarders rented stalls for their horses at Dragonstone Stables, and they had full use of the arena when there were no lessons – Ben wasn’t supposed to disturb them.

A light drizzle had started, making Panther’s long, heavy mane frizz. Ben shook his own straight brown hair out of his eyes and stared at the horse in frustration.

“Why do you have to be so difficult? Do you want us to look like drowned rats?” he demanded.

Sidney giggled. “Come on, help me with Scout and I’ll help you with Panther after.”

They went back to Panther’s paddock and turned him loose again. He trotted over to his hay and started munching, not seeming to notice that the drizzle had turned to rain. The kids ran into the barn, laughing and shaking water out of their hair.

Ben got Scout, a cute pinto horse, out of his stall and started grooming him while Sidney got his tack – the saddle and bridle. Their best friend VeeVee was already hard at work brushing a horse that was cross-tied in the aisle.

“How’s Izzy today?” Ben asked, referring to the roan horse.

“Shiny,” VeeVee said. Her fluffy blond hair looked almost electric in the dampness. Ben grinned. Answers from VeeVee were never quite what you expected.

After getting Scout ready they went to retrieve Panther. Sidney brought him to the indoor arena and Ben followed, staggering slightly under the weight of the tack he was carrying.

“Sorry, there’s a lesson starting soon,” Ben explained to the boarders.

They stood in the middle of the arena and Ben scraped as much water as he could off the horse before saddling up. Then Sidney dashed off to collect Scout while Ben walked Panther around, doing his best to stay out of the boarders’ way.

A few minutes later Julie strode in. She owned Dragonstone Stables and was Ben’s trainer. She was a kind woman with curly dark hair, but her normal easy smile was missing that day.

“Ben, you know you’re supposed to wait for me before going into the arena,” she said.

“But I didn’t get on,” Ben pointed out. He was still walking next his leased horse.

“That’s not the point. That horse over there is green and easily spooked,” she said, pointing to a rangy chestnut, “and I’m responsible for your safety.”

“Okay, I’ll wait next time.”

Sidney, VeeVee and Ben had their riding lessons together, since they were all at about the same level. They could walk, trot, canter and jump a bit, but they weren’t cantering whole courses of jumps yet. After their lesson the girls went back to the barn, but Ben had to stay in the indoor arena. Julie helped him take off the saddle and bridle, and held Panther while Ben brushed the horse and picked out his hooves.

“Did you try taking him into the barn?” Julie asked.

“Yes. He still won’t go,” Ben answered sadly.

Julie carried Panther’s things back while Ben hurried through the rain with the horse jogging beside him. After turning Panther loose in his paddock, Ben dashed into the barn, happy to find the dryness and relative warmth of the tackroom. Sidney and VeeVee wandered in and the kids began cleaning tack. It was a good rainy day activity.

“Maybe Panther will go in the barn next time,” Sidney said encouragingly as she wiped off a muddy girth.

“I don’t think so,” Ben said. “He’s gotten so good about everything else, but it’s like he won’t even try to go in the barn.” 

“Way too scary,” VeeVee proclaimed. Ben and Sidney looked at her expectantly. “When Panther lived with his mom he was free outside. Then, when his people died and his mom got taken away, he was locked in the barn for weeks, remember? Then the strange men came and brought him to a new place. Maybe in his head the barn’s all mixed up with the bad things.”

“You’re probably right,” Ben agreed. He was both relieved to understand, and sad for the horse.

Julie nodded. “In any case it’s fairly normal for Canadians to live outside year-round; they’re a very hardy breed and they can withstand our harsh Quebec winters better than most horses. But even Canadians need some form of shelter from the wind, and that paddock he’s in doesn’t have any.”

“Weren’t you planning to build a run-in shed for him?” Sidney asked.

Julie sighed. “We don’t have the money. After the fire most of the insurance money went to buy Will a new truck and tractor.” Will was Julie’s husband. He ran a snow-removal business and his machines, along with Panther’s paddock, had burned in a fire not long before.

“What are we going to do?” Ben asked. “He’s going to freeze in the winter, and I can’t tack up outside when it’s raining or super cold out.”

“Let me think about it. In the meantime, you keep working on getting him in the barn,” Julie said.

They were just finishing up when Austin wandered in. He was Ben’s friend, and although he didn’t ride he had taken to hanging out at the barn with them.

“Hey,” Austin greeted them. They all did a double-take.

VeeVee spoke first. “In the old days they used coal for that,” she informed him. 

Austin looked at her blankly for a minute, and then his face lit up with sudden understanding.

“Oh! You mean my hair. Yeah, my sister’s grounded for a month because she dyed it. It was totally worth it,” he explained with an impish grin. His shaggy curls, normally bright red, were now jet black. It wasn’t the first time his hair had changed; Ben remembered that when he’d first met Austin the boy’s hair had been short and blond. It seemed as though his sister might have a future as a hairdresser.

“You’re coming over, right?” Ben asked. Austin nodded, and Ben’s mom pulled up soon afterward. She stayed in the car and gave a short honk, not wanting to get wet.

“Hey, I already had a shower!” she protested as the boys jumped into the car and shook their wet hair.

When they got to Ben’s house the kids dried off before going to let Mocha out of her cage. The small brown bunny hopped over to each one of them in turn and bumped them with her nose.

“That’s a bunny kiss,” Ben explained. “It means she likes you.”

“I like her too,” Austin said. He sank onto the floor to pet the rabbit. “So what’s going to happen with Panther? Will you still be able to ride him during the winter?”

“I don’t know. It’ll be a lot harder if he doesn’t have some kind of shelter.”

The boys played for a while. Mocha joined in some of their gentler games, but when they got loud she ran and hid under Ben’s bed, her little nose twitching in disapproval.

“You know, my dad’s really good at building stuff,” Austin said as they made their way downstairs for a snack. “I’ll bet he could help Julie build a run-in shed.”

“That would be great. Then all we need is money to buy the materials,” Ben said.

“How much is that?”

“I have no idea, but I’ll ask Julie, and then we can have a fundraiser!” Ben said excitedly.

“Great!” Austin agreed. “And Sidney and VeeVee can help us come up with a plan.”
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2 - The Planning Stages
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At recess on Monday Ben found Austin, Sidney and VeeVee already sitting under the trees in their favorite meeting spot. 

“So, like we were saying, we need a plan to raise money to build Panther a shelter,” Ben began.

“Our plan worked out pretty well last time, when we saved Panther,” Sidney interrupted. “I like doing good deeds! We should form a club. A doing-good-things club.”

Austin wrinkled his nose. “That sounds boring.”

“How about a pony club?” Ben suggested.

“An awesome pony club!” Sidney chimed in.

“The Awesome Possum Pony Club,” VeeVee said decisively. They all high-fived each other.

“Okay clubbers, anyone have ideas for making money?” Ben asked.

“VeeVee and I made these really cool bracelets. Maybe we can sell them,” Sidney said. She held up her wrist to show a multicolored band of braided thread and beads.

“I don’t think I’m going to be much good at making bracelets,” Austin said. “I practically failed art last year.”

“How can you fail art?” Sidney said, laughing. “Anyway, it doesn’t have to be all bracelets. We can make necklaces and rings and stuff too.”

“Yeah, because I’ll be sooo much better at making those,” Austin said, rolling his eyes.

“I’ll try,” Ben said gamely. “Let’s all meet at my house after school and we’ll get started.”

But Ben had forgotten one important thing about having friends over: he had to ask his mom first. And he didn’t get to do that
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