


Chapter	One
The	moment	Natalie	saw	him,	it	was	love	at	first	sight.	He	gazed	back	at	her
with	his	expressive	dark	eyes.	It	felt	as	if	she’d	been	waiting	for	him	all	her	life	…

He	tossed	his	head	and	whinnied	anxiously.	Natalie	hurried	forward	and	took
his	 lead	 rope	 from	 Liz,	 a	 volunteer	 from	 the	 Sugarberry	 Animal	 Shelter.	 She
noticed	a	gold	nameplate	gleaming	on	his	leather	halter:	Tango.

“What’s	 his	 story?”	Natalie	 asked	 Liz,	 reaching	 up	 to	 stroke	 the	 horse’s	 long,
elegant	neck.	He	was	big—at	least	sixteen	hands—with	a	splashy	brown-and-white
coat	and	a	thick	black-and-white	mane	and	tail.

That	would	make	him	…	Natalie	 tried	to	picture	the	chart	of	American	Paint
Horse	coat	patterns	from	her	Horse	Breeds	of	the	World	book.	A	bay	tobiano,	she
remembered.	 Paints	were	 a	 pretty	 common	 breed	 in	Texas.	 Lots	 of	 kids	 on	 the
junior	barrel-racing	circuit	rode	them.	The	farm	even	had	another	Paint,	Picasso,
who	had	been	rescued	from	a	neglectful	home.

But	unlike	many	of	the	animals	that	came	to	Second	Chance	Ranch,	this	horse
looked	healthy	and	well	cared	for.	In	fact,	he	was	gorgeous.

Liz	 seemed	 to	 sense	 Natalie’s	 surprise.	 A	 college	 pre-vet	 student	 who
volunteered	at	the	shelter,	Liz	had	delivered	animals	to	the	ranch	before.	“I	know.
Not	your	typical	rescue,	right?”	she	said.	“But	we	got	a	call	a	few	weeks	ago	from
somebody	who	saw	this	guy	wandering	in	the	woods	on	the	road	near	Ingotts’.”



Natalie	 shuddered.	 Ingotts’	 Farm	 was	 well	 known	 for	 buying	 up	 horses	 and
cattle	as	cheaply	as	possible	and	auctioning	them	for	a	profit.	Many	of	the	animals
there	ended	up	going	to	slaughter.	Second	Chance	Ranch	had	saved	horses	from
Ingotts’	before.	Natalie	only	wished	they	could	rescue	them	all.

“But	 how	 did	 a	 horse	 like	 this	 end	 up	 there?”	Natalie	 wondered	 out	 loud	 as
Tango	lowered	his	head	to	sniff	at	Autumn,	the	calico	barn	cat	who	thought	it	was
her	job	to	greet	every	new	visitor	to	the	farm.

“Beats	me,”	 said	Liz,	 resting	her	hand	on	 the	gelding’s	muscular	hindquarters.
“Most	of	them	are	in	a	pretty	sad	state	by	the	time	they	get	to	Ingotts’.	The	folks
there	claimed	that	this	guy	belonged	to	them,	but	they	couldn’t	come	up	with	any
papers	or	proof.	So	he’s	been	living	at	the	shelter	for	the	last	few	weeks.	But	as	you
know,	we	just	don’t	have	the	facilities	to	keep	horses	long	term.	Luckily,	this	guy’s
got	a	clean	bill	of	health	from	our	vet—nice	manners	too,”	she	added,	smiling	as
she	watched	Autumn	rub	her	head	against	the	curious	horse’s	nose.

Then	she	glanced	down	at	her	watch.	“Shoot,	I	was	supposed	to	pick	up	a	pony
in	Sassafras	Springs	half	an	hour	ago.	You	need	a	hand	with	this	guy	first?”

“Thanks,	 but	 I	 don’t	 think	 so,”	 said	 Natalie.	 “My	 sisters	 are	 getting	 his	 stall
ready,	and	my	dad’s	around	somewhere	 in	case	there’s	any	trouble.	Tango	seems
pretty	calm,	though.	Not	like	that	mustang	you	brought	us	a	few	months	ago!”

Liz	smiled.	“I	know	he’ll	be	in	great	hands	here.	And	as	always,	call	if	you	need
anything!”	The	young	woman	gave	Natalie	a	quick	wave,	then	got	into	the	cab	of
the	Sugarberry	Animal	Shelter’s	pickup	truck,	with	its	paw-print	logo	on	the	door.
Soon,	the	truck	and	trailer	were	rattling	down	the	ranch’s	long	driveway.

“Hey,	Natalie!”	Her	nine-year-old	sister,	Grace,	appeared	in	the	doorway	of	the
big	oak	barn	across	the	yard.	“The	stall’s	all	ready	for	the	new	horse.	I	used	three
wheelbarrows-full	of	shavings	so	he’ll	have	a	nice,	soft	bed	if	he	wants	to	lie	down
after	his	trip.”

“Looks	like	you	got	most	of	the	shavings	on	yourself,”	said	Natalie,	laughing	at
the	sight	of	her	sister’s	jodhpurs	and	T-shirt	covered	in	a	dusting	of	woodchips.

Grace	combed	through	her	long	blond	hair,	and	a	shower	of	them	rained	to	the



ground.	“Yeah,	 the	wind	was	kind	of	blowing	 in	my	direction	between	 the	 shed
and	the	barn,”	she	admitted.

Natalie	led	Tango	into	the	barn,	where	Grace	showed	her	to	the	prepared	stall.
The	 fluffy	 shavings	 were	 piled	 high,	 and	 there	 was	 a	 fresh	 flake	 of	 hay	 in	 one
corner.	Natalie’s	other	sister,	Emily,	hung	a	brimming	bucket	of	water	from	a	hook
on	the	wall.

Emily	let	out	a	little	gasp	of	surprise	when	she	saw	the	new	horse.	“Oh,	he’s	so
pretty!	What’s	his	name?”

“Tango.	At	least,	that’s	what	his	halter	says,”	said	Natalie.

“Is	he	friendly?”	she	asked,	hesitating	before	reaching	out	to	pat	him.

“Seems	to	be,”	said	Natalie.



Emily	 stroked	 the	 horse’s	 soft	 nose.	The	big	Paint	 snuffled	her	 affectionately,
like	he	had	with	Autumn,	then	nibbled	at	the	end	of	her	blond	ponytail.

“That’s	not	hay,	silly,”	said	Emily	with	a	giggle,	pulling	her	hair	free.

It	was	a	good	thing	Grace	and	Emily	wore	their	hair	differently.	A	lot	of	people
had	 trouble	 telling	 them	 apart	 otherwise.	 Although	 Natalie	 had	 no	 difficulty
knowing	which	of	her	twin	sisters	was	which,	they	had	fooled	everyone	at	school
once	by	switching	clothes	and	hairstyles	for	a	day.

But	you	couldn’t	spend	much	time	around	Grace	and	Emily	without	seeing	the
differences	between	them.	Emily	was	as	careful	as	a	cat,	while	Grace	was	as	bold	as
a	 leaping	Labrador.	Still,	 they	had	both	changed	a	 lot	 since	 they’d	been	adopted
into	the	Ramirez	family	three	years	ago.	Emily	was	more	willing	to	try	new	things,
and	Grace	had	learned	to	stop	and	think	before	acting—sometimes.

Speaking	of	sisters	…

“Where’s	Abby?”	 asked	Natalie.	At	 twelve	 and	 a	 half—the	 oldest	 of	 the	 four
girls—Natalie	 did	 her	 best	 to	 keep	 the	 others	 out	 of	 trouble	 between	 the	 time
when	they	got	out	of	school	and	their	mother	got	home	from	Sugarberry	Animal
Hospital,	where	she	was	a	veterinarian.	Their	dad	worked	around	the	ranch,	but
he	was	often	out	running	errands	or	busy	with	a	million	other	things.

“She’s	 in	 the	kennel,	of	 course,”	 said	Emily.	 “You	know	 she’s	not	 crazy	 about
horses	like	we	are,	and	she	can	hardly	tear	herself	away	from	Cocoa’s	puppies.”

Natalie	wasn’t	surprised.	Abby	spent	pretty	much	every	spare	minute	with	the
ranch’s	rescue	dogs—and	even	more	now	that	Cocoa	the	cocker	spaniel	had	given
birth	to	six	adorable	puppies.

That	 reminded	 Natalie	 to	 update	 the	 Second	 Chance	 Ranch	 blog	 later	 that
night.	 The	 puppies	 wouldn’t	 be	 old	 enough	 to	 adopt	 for	 another	 month,	 but
hundreds	of	people	had	followed	the	story	of	Cocoa’s	rescue	from	an	abandoned
building	scheduled	for	demolition.	They	were	sure	to	be	curious	how	she	and	her
puppies	were	doing.

Right	now,	though,	Natalie	needed	to	get	Tango	settled	into	his	new	home.	He



followed	 her	willingly	 into	 the	 stall.	 The	 other	 horses	were	 outside,	 where	 they
spent	all	day	and	sometimes	clear	nights	roaming	the	farm’s	fifty	acres	of	pasture.

Natalie	 slipped	off	Tango’s	halter	 and	 stepped	back.	He	circled	 the	 stall	 a	 few
times,	 pawing	 at	 the	 deep	 bed	 of	 shavings.	 Then	 he	 craned	 his	 head	 high	 and
whinnied	 loudly.	 Natalie	 heard	 a	 distant	 reply	 from	 one	 of	 the	 horses	 in	 the
pasture.

“He	seems	a	little	restless,”	said	Emily.

“Can’t	we	let	him	out	to	run	around	with	the	herd?”	asked	Grace.

“We	don’t	know	how	he’ll	act	around	other	horses	yet,”	said	Natalie.	“We	can
let	him	out	later,	when	Mom	and	Dad	are	around.”	Natalie’s	parents	trusted	her
with	a	lot	of	responsibility	for	the	animals,	and	she	tried	to	think	carefully	before
making	any	decisions.

Grace	 looked	disappointed,	but	Emily	nodded	 in	agreement.	They	watched	as
Tango	 circled	 once	 more,	 then	 lowered	 his	 head	 with	 a	 sigh	 and	 grabbed	 a
mouthful	of	hay.

“Anyway,	 thank	you	for	getting	his	 stall	 ready,	but	now	it’s	homework	time,”
said	Natalie.

The	 girls	were	 allowed	 to	 ride	 and	 help	 in	 the	 barn	 for	 an	 hour	 after	 school.
Then	it	was	study	time	until	dinner.

Emily	 put	 away	 the	 wheelbarrow,	 hung	 up	 her	 pitchfork,	 and	 headed	 inside
without	argument.	Grace	hung	over	the	half-door	of	the	stall	and	watched	Tango
eating	his	hay.

“The	pattern	of	his	coat	looks	like	a	map,	doesn’t	it?”	she	said.	“I	wonder	if	he
was	 treated	badly	by	his	 last	owners,	 like	Picasso.	But	he’s	 got	 such	a	nice	halter
with	his	name	on	it,	so	I	guess	someone	loved	him	once.	Do	you	think	we	can	ride
him?”

Grace	had	a	habit	of	asking	more	questions	than	anyone	could	answer	at	once—
especially	when	she	was	supposed	to	be	doing	something	else.

“Look,	he’s	got	shavings	 in	his	tail	already,”	she	went	on.	“Our	teachers	barely



gave	us	any	homework	today,	so	I’ll	just	give	him	a	quick	grooming	before—hey!”
she	cried	as	Natalie	pried	her	off	the	stall	door.

“Tomorrow,”	said	Natalie.	“Right	now,	you	need	to	study	for	your	math	test.”

“How’d	you	know	I	have	a	math	test?”	she	demanded.

“Emily	said	so.”

Grace	sighed.	“Of	course	she	did.”	She	made	a	face	and	then	trailed	reluctantly
off	toward	the	big	white	farmhouse.

Natalie	lingered	for	a	moment	outside	of	Tango’s	stall.	It	was	her	night	to	cook
dinner,	and	she	needed	to	make	sure	Grace	actually	did	her	homework	and	Abby
hadn’t	 gotten	 so	 wrapped	 up	 with	 the	 puppies	 that	 she’d	 forgotten	 her	 other
chores.	But	it	was	hard	to	tear	herself	away	from	the	new	horse.	Grace	was	right—
his	coat	did	look	like	a	map	of	a	mysterious,	unknown	land.

Natalie	wished	 her	 best	 friend,	 Sophia,	were	 here	 to	 see	Tango.	 Sophia	 loved
horses,	but	she	had	moved	to	Boston	six	months	ago.	They	still	talked	and	texted
as	much	as	they	could.	But	it	was	hard	to	keep	up	with	half	a	continent	between
them.

Natalie	 whistled	 a	 few	 notes.	 Tango	 looked	 up	 from	 his	 hay	 and	 stepped
forward	 to	 sniff	 at	Natalie’s	 outstretched	 hand.	 She	 smoothed	 his	 long	 forelock
out	of	his	eyes,	revealing	a	perfect	white	star	in	the	middle	of	his	chestnut	forehead.

Natalie	had	outgrown	her	old	pony,	Rockette,	 last	 year.	 She’d	 sold	her	 to	 the
family	 of	 an	 eight-year-old	 girl	 who	was	 already	 winning	 a	 lot	 of	 junior	 barrel-
racing	prizes	with	the	quick	 little	mare—just	 like	Natalie	had	done	since	she	was
eight.

Natalie	had	been	hoping	to	find	a	bigger	horse	to	show	this	summer,	but	none
of	the	rescues	that	had	come	to	Second	Chance	Ranch	since	then	seemed	like	the
right	fit.	And	Natalie	didn’t	want	to	buy	a	fancy	show	horse	and	take	up	space	that
could	be	used	to	help	an	animal	in	need.

But	Natalie	was	sure	that	Tango	would	be	as	wonderful	to	ride	as	he	was	to	look
at.	She	could	already	picture	herself	on	him,	galloping	down	the	chute	of	a	rodeo
arena	and	circling	the	barrels	at	lightning	speed.



Natalie	gave	Tango	a	final	pat,	then	switched	off	the	lights	and	headed	for	the
house.	 It	 really	 did	 seem	 like	 she’d	 finally	 found	 the	 dream	 horse	 she	 had	 been
waiting	for.



Chapter	Two
“Is	 it	spicy?”	asked	Emily,	 sniffing	 cautiously	 at	 her	 bowl	 of	 steaming	 chili.
Natalie	 loved	 fiery	 food	 and	 so	did	Grace,	 but	 the	 other	 sisters	weren’t	 so	 crazy
about	it.

“Shouldn’t	 be	 too	 bad,”	 said	Natalie	 with	 a	 grin.	 “I	 only	 used	 two	 habanero
peppers	and	one	ghost	pepper	this	time.”

Abby	dropped	her	spoon.	“Natalie!”	she	wailed.	“I	can’t	eat	this.”

“I	think	your	sister’s	kidding,”	said	Mr.	Ramirez,	raising	an	eyebrow	at	Natalie.

“Yeah,	Abby,	I	was	just	joking,”	Natalie	said	quickly.

Ten-year-old	Abby	was	on	the	autism	spectrum.	She	was	super	smart	and	very
literal.	She	didn’t	usually	get	sarcasm.	Sometimes	it	was	hard	to	resist	teasing	her,
but	Natalie	didn’t	want	her	to	be	too	upset.

“The	only	spices	I	used	were	garlic,	oregano,	paprika,	and	a	tiny	bit	of	red	chili
powder,”	she	assured	her	sister.

Abby	picked	up	her	 spoon	again,	 looking	 relieved.	 “That’s	 good,”	 she	 said.	 “I
didn’t	 want	 to	 have	 to	 eat	 a	 peanut	 butter	 and	 jelly	 sandwich	 for	 lunch	 and
dinner.”

Even	though	Natalie	would	have	loved	to	have	used	more	than	a	pinch	of	chili
powder,	she’d	wanted	to	make	a	dish	that	everyone	would	enjoy.	Dinner	was	often
the	only	time	in	the	Ramirez	family’s	hectic	day	that	all	of	them	were	in	the	same
place	at	once.	And	since	they	were	all	eating	from	the	beautiful	pottery	plates	that
Natalie’s	abuela	had	made,	 it	 sort	of	 felt	 like	she	was	there,	 too,	even	though	she
lived	in	New	Mexico.

The	family	tradition	was	that	everyone	went	around	the	table	at	dinner	and	told
a	 little	 bit	 about	 their	 day.	Tonight,	Mr.	Ramirez	went	 first.	 “I’m	 glad	 that	we
seeded	 those	 fifty	 acres	next	 to	 the	big	pasture	 for	hay,”	he	 said.	 “It	was	a	 lot	of
work,	but	the	price	of	round	bales	has	nearly	doubled	this	year.	We’ll	save	a	lot	of
money	this	winter	by	feeding	the	horses	hay	we’ve	grown	ourselves.”



As	she	got	older,	Natalie	realized	more	and	more	how	expensive	it	was	to	keep	a
place	like	Second	Chance	Ranch	running.	The	family	organized	fundraisers	several
times	 a	 year,	 and	 sometimes	 they	 got	 money	 from	 government	 grants.	 But	 her
parents	still	tried	to	keep	costs	down	however	they	could.

Lately,	a	lot	of	their	donations	had	come	from	people	online	who	had	seen	the
Second	Chance	Ranch	website	and	blog.	Natalie	was	usually	the	one	who	updated
the	website,	 and	 she	 felt	proud	 that	her	pictures	 and	writing	were	making	a	 real
difference	for	the	ranch.

Natalie’s	 thoughts	 were	 interrupted	 by	Mrs.	 Ramirez’s	 funny	 story	 about	 an
escaped	cat	at	work.	Then	she	took	a	second	helping	of	chili,	which	Natalie	noted
with	satisfaction.	When	she’d	first	started	making	dinner	once	a	week,	she	hadn’t
exactly	 been	Top	 Chef	 material.	 There	may	 have	 been	 a	 few	 scorched	 pots	 and
possibly	one	tiny	visit	from	the	fire	department	…

But	since	she’d	started	following	her	abuela’s	handwritten	recipes	and	calling	her
grandmother	if	she	had	any	questions,	Natalie’s	cooking	had	gotten	a	lot	better.

She	noticed	that	Emily	wasn’t	eating	much,	though.

“Too	spicy?”	Natalie	asked.

“No,	it’s	good,”	Emily	said	softly.	“I	guess	I’m	just	not	that	hungry.	I	had	kind
of	a	frustrating	day.”

“Me	too,”	said	Grace.

Mrs.	 Ramirez	 shushed	 her	 and	 said	 it	 was	 Emily’s	 turn	 to	 talk.	 “Why	 was	 it
frustrating?”	she	asked	Emily.

“Because	Braden	Parker	borrowed	my	colored	pencils	without	asking	during	art
class,	and	he	broke	one.”

“Which	 color?”	 asked	Abby,	who	 had	 somehow	 separated	 the	 corn	 from	 the
ground	 meat	 from	 the	 kidney	 beans	 in	 her	 bowl	 of	 chili	 and	 was	 eating	 each
ingredient	one	by	one.

“Turquoise,”	said	Emily	with	a	sigh.

“That’s	a	bummer,”	said	Abby.
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