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        To all children young and grown

        who have ever loved a horse.

      

      

      

      
        
          [image: Cailey Armstrong with Stardust]
        

        Cailey Armstrong with Stardust

      

      

      
        
          [image: Quote image 1]
        

      

      

      
        
          [image: Girls on fence]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was the worst thing that could have happened. Lindsay could hardly believe the news. She climbed the fence to join her two younger sisters, Cailey and Stacey. They stood on the bottom rail of the paddock fence, arms resting on the top rail as they watched Stardust eat her hay.

      “Stardust needs a blanket to survive the winter,” Lindsay said.

      Her sisters quickly turned to look at her, panic in their expressions. “What! Are you sure, Lindsay?” Cailey gasped.

      Lindsay continued. “Just look around. It’s only October, and the trees are nearly bare. The weatherman said this winter is going to be really cold. All the horses at the barn will need blankets and extra care. That’s what Carina just told me.” Carina was one of Lindsay’s best friends.

      Stardust was the small, snowy-white, twenty-eight-year-old pony the sisters loved with all their hearts. Stardust did not have a thick winter coat of hair like the younger horses to protect her from the cold nights yet to come.

      “Isn’t there a blanket at the barn small enough to fit her?” Cailey asked. She was the middle sister at ten years old and the practical one. Good at math and problem solving, she saw their pony’s need for a proper blanket as a puzzle that needed to be worked out—and soon!

      “I hope so, but we need to ask Karen to find out for sure,” twelve-year-old Lindsay said.

      “What are we going to do? We can’t let Stardust freeze.” Tears welled in Stacey’s eyes.

      Lindsay moved closer to Stacey and gave her a little nudge. “Don’t cry, Stacey. We’ll figure something out. We won’t let anything happen to Stardust.”

      The news of a rough upcoming winter was hard to imagine on this warm, sunny fall afternoon. The girls quietly took in the sounds of robins chirping and horses munching their hay. A bubbling creek ran through one of the grassy fields. An old red barn was used to store hay and riding equipment. The horses lived outdoors but had access to a simple covered shelter. This was a happy, peaceful place for horses and people alike.

      The three sisters shared the same fears about Stardust and the winter season. She was really old, even by pony standards. The veterinarian had told them Stardust’s teeth were well worn and chewing was harder for her. She couldn’t compete for food with the other horses at the barn, so she was fed separately. The vet did say Stardust had a sparkle in her big brown eyes and clearly enjoyed all the attention and love the girls gave her. If it was love she needed, they had much to give. If love required a blanket for winter, they would find a way.

      Cailey used her fingers and counted quietly. Eleven weeks until Christmas. As the holiday approached, the nights would become very cold. Not much time to find a way.

      After begging their parents for a horse last year, their dream had come true. The girls’ parents had found an opportunity to lease Stardust. Karen, a family friend, offered her aging schooling pony, Stardust, to the family as a lease. This type of arrangement meant the girls had signed an agreement, paid ten dollars and shaken hands to the terms.

      The parents were supportive and agreed to pay for boarding Stardust at Karen’s farm. The girls understood that caring for an animal was a big responsibility.

      They promised to:

      
        	Shovel the manure in the small outdoor paddock where Stardust lived.

        	Groom Stardust each day, brushing her and picking her hooves.

        	Ride her only under supervision and not leave the farm.

        	Spoil her with love—and not too many treats.

      

      “Hey, let’s get our chores done now. Then we can find Karen to see if there is a blanket at the barn that fits Stardust,” Lindsay said. Lindsay was fairly certain there was no blanket in the barn that would fit Stardust, although she hoped against hope that she was wrong.

      “Good idea, Lindsay,” Cailey said, then turned to her young sister. “Worrying won’t solve this problem, will it, Stacey?”

      Stacey wiped her tears away and nodded in agreement. She was typically a silly, happy eight-year-old with a big toothless grin.

      Lindsay and Cailey hated to see her so sad and tried to get a smile out of her. Stardust joined the girls. She came up from behind and put her heavy pony head on Stacey’s shoulder, hoping for a treat. Stacey laughed as Stardust began to search her pockets. Luckily, the girls always had a carrot or lump of sugar handy. Stardust soon found her reward—a carrot!

      “Okay, girl, you got what you were looking for. It’s time for your grooming,” Stacey said as she hung on to Stardust and covered the pony’s muzzle with kisses. Looking down, Stacey noticed a rip in her pocket—where the carrot had been!
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      It was Lindsay’s turn to clean the paddock where Stardust spent her time when she was not grazing in the pasture. Shoveling manure was nobody’s favorite job, but the sisters took turns, knowing it was important for their pony to have a clean place to live.

      Cailey grabbed the groom box and halter to give Stardust her daily grooming care. She spoke gently as she put the halter on the dusty little pony’s head, then tied Stardust to the hitching post using a quick safety release knot. Early on, Cailey had taken the time to explain to Stacey the importance of this step. The little sister was impressed that once the knot was properly tied, it could be released with one quick tug.

      Running a hand down Stardust’s left leg, Cailey cupped Stardust’s hoof in her left hand while she cleaned it with the hoof pick in her right hand.

      “Be good for Cailey, sweet girl,” Stacey said firmly. She praised Stardust for standing still and softly stroked her neck.

      Next, Cailey and Stacey used a curry comb, beginning at Stardust’s head and using circular strokes to loosen all the dirt and mud on their pony’s body. They worked from head to tail just like they learned in the Pony Club Manual. The two girls used stiff dandy brushes to lift away the loose hair and dirt to bring out the shine in her white coat.

      Cailey smiled as she observed Stacey carefully stuffing long horse hairs from the brush she was using into her back pocket. Cailey knew her little sister planned to leave the hair for the birds to build their nests. Cailey also knew Stardust should not be losing hair but growing a warm winter coat.

      Stardust turned her soft, sweet eyes to look at the girls, as if to smile. The girls paused to admire their grooming. They each hugged the little mare’s neck to say goodbye. Stardust, in turn, blew softly against them with her velvety muzzle.

      Stacey removed the halter so Stardust could return to her hay. Of course, Stardust found the nearest muddiest dirt pile to roll in first! After a good roll in the mud, Stardust stood and shook herself a bit. Stacey spoke quietly to Stardust while giving her ears a good scratch.

      Cailey interrupted Stacey’s long goodbye to Stardust. “Don’t forget to put the groom box away. And remember, we need to talk to Karen before Mom picks us up.”

      Just then, Lindsay came up with the wheelbarrow and said, “I’m done.” She gave Stardust a hug and a kiss goodbye and whispered, “We won’t let you down, girl.” She turned to her sisters. “Are we ready to talk to Karen?”

      Karen, the barn owner, listened to the girls and their concerns. She agreed Stardust needed a blanket. Unfortunately, nothing at the barn fit her. Karen offered them a few catalogs with horse supplies, saying how she wished she could do more.

      “Perhaps your parents will be able to help,” Karen suggested.
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      The girls thanked her and said their goodbyes. Their mom had just pulled up to drive them home. As they headed to the van, they talked about how likely it was that their parents would be able to afford to give them money for a blanket for Stardust. They agreed the likelihood was low. Mom was only working part-time, and extra money was simply not there. The girls decided this was a matter they needed to figure out themselves. Their parents had supported them in their dream to have a horse. The girls wanted to prove they were responsible. They would find a way.
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