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Tucker and the Hustle Trail
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Chapter 1: The Mustang Dust Devil
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The spring roundup parade was a blur of swirling dust and the rhythmic thud of hooves on cracked asphalt. Twelve-year-old Shelly O’Reilly leaned against the sun-baked brick of Murphy’s Feed & Tack, the air thick with the sweet scent of hay and the sharp tang of manure. But all Shelly could smell was the sting of being left behind. Every kid she knew seemed to be either perched proudly on a saddle or waving from the curb at their mounted friends. Except for her.

A sudden burst of laughter and the jingle of bridle bits drew her eye. Over by the Sul Ross Rodeo Arena, a group of girls her age were dismounting their ponies, their chatter echoing in the afternoon heat. Leading the pack was Paisley McCoy, her helmet gleaming like polished silver, her chestnut gelding, Champ, prancing beneath her like a show horse. Shelly’s jaw tightened. Paisley always looked like she’d just stepped out of a magazine, her boots never dusty, her horse always perfectly groomed.

Her phone vibrated in her pocket. It was a video call from Leslie. Shelly swiped to answer, her best friend’s bright, slightly fuzzy face filling the screen. Leslie was lounging on a purple beanbag chair in a room that screamed “new bedroom.” Through the window behind her, a sleek, dark bay horse grazed in a pasture so green it looked fake.

“Shelly! Hey! Did you see me in the parade? Rocket was a total rockstar!” Leslie’s voice was bubbly, a hint of Oklahoma drawl already coloring her words.

“Yeah, Les, I saw you,” Shelly said, trying to sound enthusiastic, but her voice felt as flat as the Texas plains. “Rocket looked... seriously fast.” Seriously fast was an understatement. Rocket looked like a black lightning bolt compared to the tired trail horses around Alpine.

“He is fast!” Leslie exclaimed, reaching out to scratch Rocket behind the ears. “Dad says we might even try some speed events. It’s totally different here. Way more horse crazy.”

A pang of something hot and sharp – okay, fine, it was jealousy – twisted in Shelly’s gut. “That’s... awesome, Leslie.”

Leslie’s eyebrows shot up. “You okay? You sound kinda down.”

Shelly sighed, pushing a stray strand of sun-bleached brown hair out of her eyes. “Yeah, well, guess what? Maria finally got that old Appaloosa from her uncle. Now everyone has a horse. I’m officially the last horse-less wonder in our entire friend group.” She watched as Paisley effortlessly tightened Champ’s girth, chatting with Maria, who was astride Patches, the aforementioned grass-muncher. “It’s like I missed the memo.”

Leslie was quiet for a beat. Then, her eyes widened. “Wait! I saw this ad online. Someone near Alpine is selling a horse trailer. Maybe you could convince your dad to get it? Then you’d be all set for when you do get a horse!”

Shelly snorted. “A trailer? Leslie, Dad thinks horses are just four-legged money vacuums that specialize in broken bones.” She could practically hear his deep voice echoing in her mind. “Shelly-bean, horses are for folks who have too much cash and not enough sense.”

“But if you had the trailer,” Leslie persisted, “then when you find the perfect horse...”

“It’s not gonna happen, Les,” Shelly said, the frustration bubbling up like heat rising off the blacktop. “Dad’s got his mind made up. Unless...” A tiny, rebellious spark flickered in her chest. “Unless I could earn the money myself.”

Leslie’s jaw dropped, then a huge grin spread across her face. “Seriously? You’d actually do that?”

Shelly nodded, the spark igniting into a full-blown flame of determination. “Yeah. I’m sick of feeling like the odd girl out. I’ll figure out a way. Just watch me.”

“You know I’ll be your internet research guru!” Leslie declared, already looking like she was mentally scrolling through online horse listings. “We can check out prices, see what kind of horses are around there. So, what kind of awesome money-making schemes does Alpine have for a future equestrian superstar?”

Shelly squinted at the busy scene around her. Kids were licking drippy snow cones, their faces sticky and bright. Adults were catching up, their laughter carried on the dry West Texas wind. “I’ll come up with something,” she said, a new resolve hardening her gaze. “Shelly O’Reilly is getting a horse, even if she has to wrangle every stray goat in Brewster County to do it.”
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Chapter 2: Goat Chaos and Hay Fever
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Shelly’s plan to become a self-made equestrian mogul hit a snag the next morning: nobody seemed to be clamoring to throw money at a twelve-year-old girl with a vague promise of hard work.

Her first attempt involved sweet-talking Mrs. Henderson, her neighbor whose prize-winning petunias were legendary. Mrs. Henderson, a woman whose words were as sharp as her gardening shears, peered at Shelly over her reading glasses. “Girl, you look like a tumbleweed in a tornado. You’d flatten those petunias faster than a West Texas dust storm. Try old Mr. Peterson down the road. He’s got goats. Lots of ‘em.”
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