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To Olivia, Sophie, and Riley Kate




Chapter 1
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“HEY, YOU GUYS IN THERE?”


Willa looked at her brother, Ben. “It’s Chipper,” she whispered. “You want to do it?”


Ben looked at the bucket above the door. The bucket was half full of water. A string was tied to its handle. The string was in Ben’s hand. He had been using it to play with New Cat.


Ben chewed his lip. Chipper Starling was his new best friend. Ben and Willa had lived on Chincoteague Island for only a few weeks. Ben thought for a few seconds and nodded at Willa.


“Yeah, we’re here, Chipper. Come on in.” Willa was at the back of the barn, out of the way.


As soon as Chipper poked his head in the tall double doors, Ben gave a yank. It could not have worked better. The water fell on Chipper, the bucket fell on the ground, and laughter filled the air.


“Got you back,” Ben said.


“That was a good one.” Chipper wrung out his shirt. New Cat, who also got wet, was licking the unwanted water from her fur.


“Nice job!” Willa gave Ben a high five. Chipper did the same.


Willa smiled when she saw the two boys laughing. She was glad her brother had found a friend who shared his sense of humor. Even better, Chipper had a sister. His sister was the same age as Willa, and she loved horses and other animals. How lucky could Willa get?




[image: Images]




It was funny, because Willa had not felt lucky when they had first moved. She had missed Chicago and her friends. She had not known if Chincoteague, with all its sand and salty air, could be home.


Even though their mom had grown up on the island, Willa and Ben had not spent much time in the little beach town. It was a big change for the whole family. They had left the city and a small apartment and now lived in a big Victorian house with three stories and a wraparound porch.


“You guys should come over to our place,” Chipper said. A drip of water streamed from his forehead down his cheek. “Sarah wants to show you something, Willa. She sent me to tell you especially.”


“Really? What is it?”


“I’m not allowed to tell.” Chipper shrugged. “She was too excited, but she’s stuck at home with Bess.”


Bess was Sarah and Chipper’s little sister. They had to watch her sometimes while their mom worked. Willa rested the broom in the corner. “You guys go ahead. I’ll tell Mom and Dad.” As she walked to the house, Willa tried to figure out what could be so exciting. Why wouldn’t Sarah at least offer a hint? Willa could think of only one thing that was that exciting to her.


Willa watched her brother and Chipper shuffle down the drive, kicking up dust and sand on their way. She skipped up the porch steps and wiped the dirt off her freckled knees. “Mom, Dad?” she called. “I’m going over to Sarah’s!” She headed down the hallway and, no surprise, found them both in the kitchen. Their old kitchen had room for only one person at a time, but this kitchen was four times that size. It needed to be. It would have to feed a lot more people when the family’s bed-and-breakfast opened.


The Dunlaps had never run a hotel—or a restaurant—before. But Ben and Willa’s dad had been a chef for years, and their mom liked a challenge. The family had agreed on Misty Inn as a name. Misty was a famous pony that had lived on Chincoteague long ago.


Willa glanced around the kitchen. It looked like Dad was already cooking for a whole hotel. Bowls of tomatoes, jars of spices, and mounds of chopped peppers covered the counter. “It’s kind of early to be making dinner, isn’t it?” Willa asked.


“He’s trying out chili recipes,” Mom said as Dad dumped some red powder into a steaming pot.


“I’m entering the Greater Chincoteague Chili Cook-Off,” Dad explained. “And I plan to win it.” He took a tiny taste from a large wooden spoon. “This is my second batch today.”


Willa looked at the large clock above the stove. It wasn’t even ten in the morning. “So, can we go to the Starlings’?” she asked. “Sarah has something to show me.”


“Of course,” Mom said. She smiled at Willa from the other side of the laptop. “I’m just trying to find furniture for the guest bedrooms today. Not very exciting.”


Even though Mom said that, Willa knew her mom loved that kind of stuff. In the new house, Willa and Ben got their own bedrooms. Their parents would share one, and then there were three left over. The extra rooms would be for guests, and Mom wanted the beds and dressers to look old and stately.
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Willa knew these things were fun for her parents. But she couldn’t stay there another second. A surprise was waiting for her at the Starlings’ house. But what?
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“Wow, another horse?” Willa couldn’t believe it. The Starlings already had one horse in their pasture, along with a couple of goats. Of course, a horse had been the one thing that Willa had thought of when Chipper said “exciting.” Willa couldn’t even imagine having one horse in her backyard, let alone two.


“Her name is Buttercup,” Sarah said, rubbing the new horse’s velvety muzzle. “Once she’s settled in, Dad will use her for the pony swim and all that.”


Sarah’s dad was one of the island’s saltwater cowboys, which meant that he had the special job of helping with the roundups of the wild ponies on nearby Assateague.


From Chincoteague, Assateague looked like a little wisp of land before the great big open ocean. The small island was the home of two herds of wild ponies—ponies whose ancestors had escaped a stormy shipwreck hundreds of years before. They’d been taking care of themselves ever since.


Thinking about the wild ponies reminded Willa of Starbuck, the beautiful buckskin pony at her grandparents’ nearby farm. Willa and Ben’s grandma was a vet and had once run an animal rescue center on the island. Recently, a neighbor had left Starbuck at Miller Farm because the pony’s owner could no longer care for her.


Willa and Ben were more than happy to look after Starbuck, but Grandma Edna felt that healthy animals did not need to be there. They needed to find new homes—forever homes.


“If your dad is going to use Buttercup for roundups, what about Sweetums?” Willa asked. She reached out to give the older horse a steady pat on his shiny black coat.


“That’s the best part,” Sarah said. “Dad knows how much I love Sweetums, so he’s going to let me ride him more. He might even let me ride Sweetums in the carnival parade.”


“No way!” Willa said. Chincoteague’s Summer Extravaganza had rides, game booths, and tons of tasty food. The parade was on a Saturday morning and went straight through the town. It was for the local horses and pets, as well as some old cars and unicycles. Willa and Ben had heard all about the silly costumes people wore. It sounded like their kind of fun.
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