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CHAPTER 1



Lucky Prescott looked through old family photographs, lingering on one of her mother that was taken at the Miradero rodeo arena. Her mother, Milagro, true to her name, had been a miracle on a horse. Despite all the years gone by, Lucky still felt sad when she thought about her mother. Lucky flipped to the next photograph. It was her favorite. Her mother and Jim Prescott—Lucky’s father—stood by baby Lucky, who sat on a swing in the backyard of their cozy old house. They’d all looked so happy before everything changed.


Lucky put the stack of pictures back on the dresser and sat on the windowsill of her bedroom at the Prescott mansion, where she’d lived with her grandpa and aunt Cora for the past ten years. From atop her perch, Lucky could see guests in fancy attire walking up to the front door of the house. She heard their laughter mingling with the sounds of a band playing. Kids raced toward an ice cream stand, tripping over one another to be first in line.


Lucky wished, more than ever, that she wasn’t stuck inside. She felt isolated and lonely.


She swung one of her legs out the window and shelled peanuts, piling them nearby for Bob, her lone friend at the Prescott mansion. Her friend sniffed at the snacks from a distance. “Come on, who’s a good squirrel?” she said, holding out a peanut to him. “Come on. They’re your favorite.” The squirrel approached Lucky’s open hand timidly.


“Fortuna Esperanza Navarro Prescott. Lucky! Where are you?” Aunt Cora burst into the room in her party dress. Bob the squirrel scurried away in a panic.


“Oh, Bob!” Lucky said. She drew the curtain closed over herself, trying to hide from Aunt Cora that she was hanging out a window.


“Lucky, proper ladies do not hang out of window ledges,” Aunt Cora said. She whipped open the drapes, unimpressed by Lucky’s idea of a hiding place. Lucky rolled her eyes and slumped.


“Proper ladies also get to go to amazing fun parties,” Lucky muttered.


“This is a bit more important than an amazing fun party. Do I need to remind you of what happened at the last event?”


“Mistakes were made.”


“Mistakes indeed!” Aunt Cora took a moment to compose herself. “You’re not missing anything besides—”


“Cake?” Lucky interrupted. She drew the curtains around her again in frustration and defiance. “Other kids? Fun?”


“Lucky…,” Aunt Cora said.


But Lucky did not hear her. All she heard was trumpeting coming from the backyard.


“An elephant? Come on!” Lucky could not believe it.


Aunt Cora sighed as she pulled the curtain open again. “I know it’s hard to understand. Part of being a Prescott is not always having what you want, but doing what’s best for the family,” she said.


Lucky whipped the drapes closed again. Aunt Cora whipped them open. Her mouth pursed, and her eyebrows knitted together in disapproval. Lucky could see that Cora was done playing. “Now come down from there and finish your math lesson. If this new tutor of yours has one more nervous breakdown…”


Aunt Cora held out her arm. Lucky took it and Aunt Cora pulled her away from the window ledge. Lucky sat down at her desk and flipped open the math book while Aunt Cora tidied the room. Lucky sighed. Aunt Cora walked back to her and placed a hand on Lucky’s shoulder in a sympathetic gesture.


“If a train traveling twenty-five miles per hour leaves the station at eight AM…,” Lucky recited from her book. “Ugh, when will I ever need to know this?”


“Cora? Cora! Show yourself!” Grandpa called from outside the room. He sounded just as determined as Aunt Cora. Before Cora could respond, he rushed into Lucky’s room wearing an impeccable black suit and a loose tie. “Cora! This is an emergency!”


Aunt Cora nodded. She reached for the tie around Grandpa’s neck and tied it in a neat knot. It was the finishing touch.


“Oh no, too tight!” he exclaimed. “Just think of it: from railroad baron to governor. And why? Because…” He looked at Lucky expectantly. Lucky sighed.


“Prescotts never give up,” Lucky and Grandpa said in unison. With that, the adults exited, looking over their shoulders as they did so. Lucky didn’t have to wonder why. She could hear them start to whisper just outside her door.


“Are you sure we shouldn’t put a lock on that door?” Grandpa asked nervously. The voices faded.


Lucky might as well have been in a cage. She looked out the window again with longing.


Fancy carriages came and went, dropping even more guests off at the front door of the Prescott mansion. Grandpa and Aunt Cora stood at the entrance, looking as formal and poised as ever. They welcomed each of their guests to the Prescott for Governor campaign event.


“Welcome, all! The caviar has been brought in from across the pond,” Grandpa bragged.


“You’ve got my vote,” one of their visitors said.


“I’ll run the state as firmly as I run my own home,” Grandpa said, exuding confidence.


Lucky opened her book and tried to focus on her work. “If a train has to stop every hundred miles to refill water, at what time will the train get to the first water stop?” Lucky mumbled through her math problem. She was interrupted by a slap at the window. She rushed over and threw the curtains open. Bob was back! He jumped inside onto the sill, staring at Lucky and looking sweet.


“Hello, Bob! So nice of you to return, sir,” Lucky said.


Suddenly, Bob jumped from the windowsill to Lucky’s desk to the dresser. Lucky gasped. He made his way through every surface in the room, knocking over Lucky’s books and anything else that got in his way.


“Bob! We talked about this! Bob, you’re betraying my trust!” Lucky tried to reason with him, but Bob tore past her and ran up the wall, toward the bedroom door. With a single push, the door flew open and out ran the squirrel.


Uh-oh, Lucky thought. Maybe we really should get a lock for that door.


Lucky rushed after Bob. He ran across the banister lining the landing, and Lucky chased closely behind. She hardly noticed the downstairs ballroom that was beautifully set up for the big event. Her eyes didn’t linger on the decorations, the bandstand, the champagne, the cake, or anything else.


“Bob, no. No, come back. Come on, Bob!” Lucky yelled.


But Bob did not stop. The squirrel dodged Lucky and scampered over to a pulley holding Grandpa’s official campaign portrait.


“Aunt Cora’s gonna kill me!” Lucky cried.


Bob ran up the pulley rope. Lucky lunged for him, grabbed onto the rope, and swung out like a trapeze performer. She grazed the portrait, accidentally tearing it on contact.


“Whoops. Sorry, Grandpa!” Lucky said to the portrait.


She fixed her eyes back on Bob. She was ever so close. His beady eyes widened. Lucky grabbed at the squirrel, but her hand closed one second too late. Bob jumped, gliding down, down, down toward the party below.


“Oh great, you can fly now?” Lucky said.


She swung down after Bob toward the center of the room. She swept across the tables, hanging upside down and knocking over candles and champagne bottles. Bottle corks popped like fireworks, rocketing across the room. But Lucky didn’t let go. She was finally close to Bob again. He was just a few inches away. Still upside down, she grabbed an ice bucket from the table, ready to catch him.


“Now I’ve got you!” she said.


“Senator Popham, wait until you try the cake,” Grandpa’s voice said. Lucky heard Aunt Cora gasp.


Lucky turned to see Grandpa, Aunt Cora, and a group of his esteemed guests standing in the doorway. She was in for it now.


“Hi, Grandpa!” Lucky waved, sheepishly. The floor-length curtains behind her erupted into flames from a candle she had knocked over. The kitchen staff rushed into the room with pots full of water to put out the fire.


“Mistakes were made?” Lucky said, turning red.


Grandpa looked about the same color, ready to explode. Before he could say a word, his portrait came crashing down in front of him. Bob the squirrel came flying from across the room. Splat! He landed right on Grandpa’s face.


“Ahhh!” Grandpa yelled.


With a click and a flash, a photographer captured the moment in an instant. Lucky hoped this would soon be no more than another memory to add to her collection of family photographs.
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CHAPTER 2



Lucky sat across from Aunt Cora. She listened to the chug chug of the Prescott Express Train and glanced out the window at the sun-drenched sky. A first-class cabin afforded them privacy, but Aunt Cora didn’t look up for talking. Instead, she stared at a newspaper in horror. The headline on the front page read SHOULD PRESCOTT GIVE UP? They’d published the photo of the squirrel plastered on Grandpa’s face across the spread.


“Front page is good, right?” Lucky said.


“Usually.” Aunt Cora looked as if she might faint.


“I mean, if anyone can pull off a squirrel on his face, it’s Grandpa. He’ll speak to us again eventually, right? Once—you know—his face heals?”


“Grandpa just needs some peace and quiet to get his campaign back on track. We can go home at the end of summer,” she said.


“Why so long?” Lucky had gone from prisoner to exile.


“Why? Because the mansion is still somewhat underwater, along with most of my fondest childhood memories,” Aunt Cora admonished. A few pots of water had not been enough to control Lucky’s “mistake.”


“I said I was sorry,” Lucky said for the millionth time. Her million-and-first apology was interrupted by the cabin door opening. A lady with a little growling dog stood there.


“Mr. Twinkles, what are these people doing in our cabin?” the woman, whom Lucky assumed to be Mr. Twinkles’s owner, said. The little dog yapped in response.


Aunt Cora corrected her. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry but you must be mistaken. This is—” The little dog yapped again before Aunt Cora could finish. The woman shut the door with an angry slam.


Lucky laughed. “Mr. Twinkles! Did you see his little tie? He looks like he’s all ready for the theater or something. Wait, do they have a theater where we’re going?” She opened the window, trying to catch her breath. She looked out at a vast but very empty landscape. There was nothing but dirt and even bigger piles of dirt as far as she could see. “Or a library? Or a zoo? Or anything?”


The newspaper Aunt Cora was holding blew into her face. She stretched toward the window. “Let’s keep the outside”—she managed to close the window—“outside, shall we?”


Lucky sighed. She pulled her feet up onto the seat and hugged her knees. She tried to get a little more comfortable in the stiff cabin.


“Feet!” Aunt Cora corrected her instantaneously. “We may be spending the summer in the wilderness, but we are not wild animals.”


Lucky sighed again. She put her feet back onto the floor and slumped back into her chair. A small ball of apprehension and nervous energy formed in the pit of her stomach.


“What’s it even like in… Miradro?” She stumbled over the Spanish word that was the name of the city she’d been born in. Spanish was Lucky’s first language, and while Aunt Cora had always made sure Lucky had an opportunity to practice it with her tutors at the Prescott mansion, those tutors didn’t have the best accents. Lucky wished she could remember her mother’s voice instead—cooing to her and singing her Mexican lullabies.


“Miradero,” Aunt Cora corrected.


“What am I supposed to call him?” Lucky said, voicing the worry that had been on her mind for days.


“Well, you can call him Dad! Or Father. Or Jim.”


Lucky tried it on for size. “Jim. Hello, Jim. How have the last ten years been, Jim?” It felt awkward rolling from her tongue. It just didn’t quite fit. The ball in her stomach was getting bigger.


She could see the sympathy in Aunt Cora’s softening gaze. “Oh, honey. It wasn’t easy for him after your mom died. Something broke in your father. And he…”


“Why didn’t he come with me?”


“Sweetheart, he was alone in the wilderness with a baby. He did what he thought—well, what we all thought—was best.”


The door opened again. A mustachioed passenger looked in. “Oh! This isn’t the bathroom!” he said in a drawl.


“I beg your pardon!” Aunt Cora clutched her hand to her chest.


The man quickly shut the door, and Lucky tried to stifle more giggles.


“Really, Lucky.” Aunt Cora sniffed.


The door opened again. Aunt Cora had had enough.


“This is a private cabin!” she said in a voice louder than usual.


This time it was the train conductor. Lucky recognized him from when they’d boarded the train. He closed the door quickly in surprise. Then, after a moment, he tentatively reopened the door and stuck his head back in. “Sorry. Dining car closes in five minutes,” he explained before closing the door again.


“Well. I believe it is time for some tea. Don’t move,” Aunt Cora said, composing herself. She stood and made her way out the door.


“The next stop is Miradero!” Lucky heard the conductor call from somewhere down the hall.


With no Aunt Cora there to chastise her, Lucky opened the window. Despite the barrenness of it all, there was something alluring about the landscape. Lucky stuck her head out and took a deep breath. The wind pulled the blue bow right out of her hair.


“Oh no!” Lucky lunged after it, but it was beyond the reach of her hands. Her eyes followed the ribbon as it got lost in the breeze. That’s when she saw him and forgot all about her ribbon.


“It’s a wild horse!” Lucky exclaimed.


A buckskin-colored mustang with a black mane galloped close to the train, running parallel to the tracks. Every so often he was partially obscured by the rocky hills that came into view. Lucky was mesmerized. She had never seen anything with such strength and power. The majestic creature raced unfettered across the open plain. He wasn’t racing them. He was racing himself with the abandon of something truly free. Lucky gasped at the realization.


The train curved, bringing Lucky closer to the mustang. She was suddenly taken aback by the rumble of what must’ve been dozens of hooves. An entire herd of wild horses appeared in the distance. They were following the mustang.


“Whoa!” Lucky said.


The alpha horse caught up with the train. He was now outside Lucky’s window. He looked at her. The proximity of the horse awakened something inside Lucky, and she laughed in amazement.


“This is so cool,” she said to herself. The train turned another corner and she began to lose sight of the mustang.


“Oh no!” she said.


Lucky burst from her cabin and dashed down the train corridor. She pushed past the other passengers as she ran through the public train car, tracking the horse’s every move through the large windows. She tripped on the snakeskin boot of a sleeping cowboy.


“Ow, hey—” the cowboy said, opening his eyes.


“Oh, sorry!” Lucky said.


She smacked another sleeping cowboy as she ran by, waking him, too.


“Hey, what’d you do that for, Handlebar? You know I have trouble sleeping,” the second cowboy said, hitting the guy next to him.


“Hey. Huh? Wha—are we there? Get your elbow out of my face, Walrus,” Handlebar, a very strong-looking man, said. Walrus, the second cowboy, scuffled with Handlebar.


“Hey. What did I tell you about my private space, Walrus and Handlebar? Boss, he’s bothering me again!” said another, very thin, cowboy.


“Shut up, Horseshoe. Fix your mustache,” the first cowboy said. Lucky guessed that he was the boss from his tone of authority.


“Excuse me,” Lucky said.


She didn’t have time for this. She shifted her gaze to the horse and took off again. Lucky threw open the doors leading to the connector platform. She was out of breath, but she kept going. She moved to enter the next car but saw Aunt Cora sitting inside. Lucky ducked and tried to determine her next move.


She didn’t want to say goodbye to the horse just yet. If she couldn’t continue through the train, she would just have to go around the outside of it. Lucky climbed onto the side of the train, the wind whipping around at twenty-five miles per hour. At least that’s what her math problem had said; it felt much faster than that. Lucky couldn’t help thinking that this was probably what being in a tornado felt like. She held on to the train tight and locked eyes with the horse. He was close enough to touch now.


Lucky heard Aunt Cora’s voice and remembered that her aunt was just inside the train car. She looked through the window and saw Aunt Cora standing by the pastry tables.


“Cake, mmhmm, let’s see. Chocolate. Lemon. Ooh! Coconut—” Cora reached for a pastry, but Mr. Twinkles’s owner beat her to it.


“Oh, you are such a good boy! Yes, you are. Yes, you are!” the woman said, putting the plate on the floor for Mr. Twinkles.


Aunt Cora looked momentarily indignant before selecting another pastry. She took a bite just as she noticed Lucky out the window. Aunt Cora spit out her mouthful of cake and screamed, the cake hitting Mr. Twinkles’s owner right in her face. Aunt Cora opened the window and leaned out for a better look.


“Lucky! Oh! Lucky!” she cried.


Lucky sidestepped the length of the train car, jumping onto the platform and through the door of the next car to close the gap between her and the magnificent horse. She bolted down the corridor, knocking over more passengers in her haste to reach the back of the train before it was too late.


“Oh! Whoops! Woo-o, whoops! Oh, oh, oh!” Aunt Cora said as she ran to catch up with Lucky. The little dog chased after her, yapping angrily. He nipped at her heels. “You wicked little dog.”


“Mr. Twinkles! Down, boy!” his owner called.


Lucky finally made it to the caboose and moved through it to the very back end of the train while holding tightly to the railings. She looked up and saw the herd of horses led by the mustang running closely behind the train.


“Whoa!” she said.


She leaned over the railing and reached for the horse. She stretched her fingertips as far as they would go. She was eye to eye with the horse now. Their eyes connected. Was this what freedom felt like?


The train hit a bump in the tracks. Lucky slipped. She closed her eyes, bracing herself for the fall, but a hand pulled her back to safety. She looked up. It was the first cowboy she’d tripped over.


“Hey, hey, whoa! Watch yourself there, princess. You’ll make someone real unhappy if you go diving overboard like that. You best just stay away from them wild horses, all right?” he said with a wink.
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