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CHAPTER

1

Ride ’Em, Cowboy

It was Tuesday.

Tuesday was the meeting day for Pee Wee Scout Troop 23.

The Scouts poured out of cars.

Others jumped off their bikes.

They scrambled up Mrs. Peters’s front steps.

“Have I got a surprise today!” said their leader.

The Scouts loved surprises. They followed Mrs. Peters down the basement steps to their meeting room.

“What is it?” asked Roger White, tipping his chair back on two legs. “Is it something we’ll like?”

“You’ll love it!” said their leader.

“Roger is going to tip over backward,” whispered Molly Duff to her best friend, Mary Beth Kelly.

Just as she said that, there was a loud crash.

Roger was on the floor. His chair was on top of him.

After Mrs. Peters helped him up, she said, “Remember when we got our Good Manners badge? What was one of the rules we learned then?”

“Don’t chew with food in your mouth,” shouted Tim Noon.

“Don’t eat ice cream with a fork,” cried Tracy Barnes.

Mrs. Peters frowned. The Scouts laughed.

Rachel Meyers’s hand was waving.

“Yes, Rachel,” said Mrs. Peters.

“Raise your hand when you want to talk,” said Rachel. “And don’t tip on chairs.”
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“Smart aleck,” said Roger to Rachel, rubbing his arm where it had hit the floor.

“That’s right,” said their leader. “Tipping on chairs can lead to accidents. It could be a bad accident,” she added, frowning at Roger.

“Roger’s such a show-off,” said Mary Beth. “He does that to get attention. He probably fell on purpose.”

Mary Beth was right, thought Molly. Once at a wedding he told Molly that they were married. He put a toy ring on her finger and called her Mrs. White. That was scary. Molly didn’t want to be married. Not yet. And certainly not to Roger. If she married someone in the Scout troop, it would be Kevin Moe. Molly liked Kevin. Kevin had plans. He wanted to be mayor when he grew up.

“Who knows what holiday is coming?” asked Mrs. Peters.

“Christmas?” said Tim.

All of the Scouts burst into laughter. Tim turned red.

“It’s summer!” shouted Rachel. “How could it be Christmas in summer?”

Roger made a make-believe snowball and threw it at Tim.

Some of the other Pee Wees said “Ho ho ho!” like Santa Claus.

“Anyone can make a mistake,” said Mrs. Peters, tapping on the table for silence.

“Do you know, Molly?” asked their leader.

Molly’s hand wasn’t up. But she knew that even teachers could call on you sometimes when your hand wasn’t up. It was a trick to make sure you were listening.

“The Fourth of July?” asked Molly.

“That’s right!” said Mrs. Peters. “It’s the birthday of our nation. And my good news is that the rodeo is coming to town for the holiday!”

The Scouts cheered. “Yeah!” they all shouted.

“What’s a rodeo?” asked Lisa Ronning.

Some of the other Scouts looked puzzled too.

Rachel’s hand was waving. “Can I tell them, Mrs. Peters?” she said.

Mrs. Peters nodded.

“A rodeo,” said Rachel importantly, “is a roundup. Cowboys and horses come and do fancy riding and they lasso calves and ride bulls and get thrown off and there are contests and food and stuff.”

“Real horses are coming?” asked Sonny Stone.

Sonny used to be Sonny Betz until his mother married the fire chief and now he was Sonny Stone. His mother was the assistant troop leader.

“No, dummy, artificial horses!” said Roger.

“There will be real horses,” said Mrs. Peters, giving Roger a warning look.

The Pee Wees began to gallop around the room, pretending they were on horseback.

“Neeiigh,” said Kevin, making a horsey sound through his nose.

“Giddyap!” shouted Kenny Baker, slapping his knee. Kenny was Patty Bakers twin brother.

“We never had a rodeo in town before,” said Molly.

“I’m scared of horses,” said Mary Beth. “They’ve got such big faces.”

Molly tried to remember if she’d ever met a real horse. She had seen pictures of horses. Lots of pictures in her farm books. And she had seen horses in movies. Big brown horses with their hair flying in the breeze.

“They are big,” said Molly. “I think they are very tall.”
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“Horses smell,” said Lisa. “They smell like the circus.”

“The circus smells like popcorn,” said Mary Beth. “I think they smell like the animal barn at the state fair.”

“They smell wonderful,” said Rachel. “My cousin has a horse of her own.”

Molly was glad that Mrs. Peters held up her hand again for quiet before Rachel could brag about knowing her cousin’s horse.

“Horses are intelligent, sensitive animals,” she said. “This is a perfect chance for you all to get to know about them firsthand. I have more news. The rodeo star, Mr. Glen Cooper, has asked us, the Pee Wee Scouts, to participate in the Fourth of July rodeo parade! We will all get to ride down Main Street on horseback!”

The whole Scout troop was stunned. They stared at Mrs. Peters.

The Pee Wees on horseback?

Molly began to feel a familiar feeling in her stomach.

It wasn’t the flu but it was close. It was a scary feeling.

It came when she had to do something that she wasn’t sure she could do. She had had it when she had to earn the Baby-Tending badge, and she had no baby to tend. All the other Scouts had brothers and sisters or at least relatives. Molly was an only child.

She had had the feeling when she had to skate and her skates were too tight.

And now she had it because she had no idea how to ride a horse. She had a feeling everyone in her troop would ride down Main Street but her.

“Now for the rest of the news!” said Mrs. Peters.

Was there more horsey news, thought Molly?

“I thought this was the perfect opportunity for our troop to get our Horseback-Riding badge!” smiled Mrs. Peters. “The perfect chance for us to study horses and learn to ride.”

It was worse than she thought! Not only did she have to ride a horse down Main Street so everyone could see her when she fell into the gutter, but now everyone would get a badge but her! This made the Baby-Tending badge look as easy as apple pie.

Rachel’s hand was waving.

“Yes, Rachel?” said their leader.

“I took horseback-riding lessons,” she said. “I can ride with a saddle, or bareback. I’ve got jodhpurs and everything. If you like, I can lead the parade.”

Rat’s knees! thought Molly. Rachel could twirl a baton. Rachel took ballet lessons. What couldn’t she do?

“That’s good news,” said Mrs. Peters. “That means you can help some of the others who have never been on a horse.”

“I’d be glad to, Mrs. Peters,” said Rachel.

“Have you ever been on a horse?” whispered Molly to Mary Beth.

“Once,” she said. “At my grandpa’s farm. But I don’t like horses. I’m afraid of them.”

Rat’s knees. Even Mary Beth had been on a horse. Her best friend. Everyone was talking about horses. And everyone was telling about how they galloped and trotted all over the place.

“I think some of them are lying,” said Lisa. “I’ll bet Sonny Stone can’t ride a horse.”

Lisa must be right. Sonny still had training wheels on his bike and he was seven years old.

But that didn’t help Molly.

Was it possible to put training wheels on a horse?

She would have to think of something.

She wasn’t going to be the only one without a Horseback-Riding badge!
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