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Maddie Phillips sat cross-legged on her bed. Pennies, nickels, dimes, quarters, and a few crumpled bills were spread across the quilt. An empty jar lay on its side next to her.

Maddie leaned forward, counting. “Seventy-six, seventy-seven, seventy-eight, seventy-nine…thirty-six dollars and seventy-nine cents.”
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Maddie put her chin in her hand. She blew a curl off her forehead with an unhappy sigh. Thirty-six dollars and seventy-nine cents was not even enough to buy a saddle. Much less a horse.

Maddie looked out the window. From her bedroom she could see an old barn and a fenced paddock. She could see fields overgrown with weeds and a little pond ringed with reedy horsetail plants.

“Horsetail Hollow,” Maddie muttered. “Some name for a farm with no horse.”

When her parents had told her they were moving to an old farmhouse in the country, Maddie thought her dreams had finally come true. She had imagined chickens and goats and a big vegetable garden. But most of all, she’d imagined a horse.

It would be a beautiful chestnut, maybe, or a shining blond palomino. She would name it Lucky or Wild Rose, and it would come running when she called. She would pet its soft nose and feed it carrots and apples. Maddie could see it so clearly in her mind.

But nothing had turned out the way she’d imagined. The farmhouse was very old. The roof leaked. The porch sagged. There were mice in the attic and weeds in the garden. Every day, Maddie’s parents worked hard to fix it. They patched and painted. They hammered and sanded. They weeded and mowed. They seemed even busier now than they had been when they lived in the city.

And there was no time—or money—for a horse. The only animal was a grumpy goat named Ramsey that had come with the place.

But Horsetail Hollow had everything a horse could want. It had a barn and a pasture—and now it had Maddie! She had read every horse book. She’d watched every horse movie. She’d spent three summers at Sunny Stables Horse-Riding Day Camp. At nine, she was practically a horse expert! She knew she was destined to have her own horse.

She just had to figure out how.

Maddie jumped as the door to her room burst open. Her six-year-old sister, Evie, walked in, wobbling in a pair of high-heeled shoes. She was dressed in a blue satin gown and elbow-length gloves. A plastic jeweled crown sparkled atop her dark brown curls.
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“Let’s play Princess!” Evie exclaimed. She spied the coins and bills on Maddie’s bed. Her blue eyes widened. “Ooh! Treasure!”

“It’s not treasure. It’s savings.” Maddie scooped up the money. She stuffed it back in the jar and screwed the lid on tight.

“You missed one.” Evie picked up a penny off the floor. She handed it to Maddie.
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Maddie put the penny in her pocket. “Evie, you know the rule. You’re supposed to knock,” she grumbled.

Evie knocked on the open door. “Come on. Please, Maddie? I’ll let you wear my crown.”

“No thanks,” Maddie said.

“I know! I can braid your hair.” Evie went to her and started to loosen the band on Maddie’s long, dark ponytail.

“Evie, stop!” Maddie pushed her hand away. Evie liked to try fancy hairstyles that turned Maddie’s hair into a tangled mess. Maddie preferred her ponytail. It was simple, but at least it was neat.

Evie folded her arms. “Will you read to me, then?”

Maddie sighed. “Not now. I’m busy.”

Evie looked around the tidy bedroom. “Doing what?”

“I’m going to the barn.” Maddie liked the old barn. The hayloft was a good place to daydream.

“Can I come?” Evie asked.

Maddie thought about it. Mom was working in the home office. Maddie could hear the keyboard going clickity-click. Dad was hammering somewhere in the house.

If she said no, Evie might make a fuss. Then the clicking and hammering would stop. And their parents would probably give them chores.

“Okay,” Maddie agreed. “But you have to wear real shoes.”

“Be right back!” Evie raced from the room.

She returned a minute later, wearing sneakers. A thick, heavy book with a worn cover was tucked under her arm.

“What’s that?” Maddie asked.

Evie gave her a dimpled smile. “Fairy tales. Just in case you change your mind about reading.”

“Don’t count on it,” said Maddie.

They made their way out the back door and across the yard. On the way to the barn, they passed Ramsey’s pen.

“MAAAH!” the old goat bleated. He lowered his horns and rammed the gate.

Both girls jumped. Ramsey looked pleased. His greatest joy was hitting things with his head.

“I hate it when he does that,” Evie said.

“Just be glad he’s on the other side of the fence,” said Maddie.

When they got to the barn, Maddie pulled open the big wooden door. Inside, it was dark and quiet. Beams of sunlight peeked between the boards. The wooden floor creaked under their feet.

A burst of flapping overhead made Maddie jump. But it was just a pair of barn swallows, disturbed from their nest.

One side of the barn held some rusty farm equipment. The other side had a row of stalls. Maddie knew they’d once held horses. She’d found grooming brushes among some old tools that had been left behind.

Maddie walked over to the stalls and peeked inside. Maybe she would find a horseshoe to hang on her wall for good luck. But the stalls were empty except for some dusty-looking straw on the floor.

“What’s up here?” Evie said behind her.

Maddie turned. She saw the hem of Evie’s skirt disappearing up the ladder to the hayloft.

“Careful, Evie!” Maddie went to the ladder and climbed up after her.

The loft held a few rows of stacked hay bales. More loose hay was piled on the floor.

Evie climbed onto a stack of hay bales and jumped. She landed on her bottom in a pile of hay.

“Try it, Maddie!” Evie said. “It’s like jumping into clouds.”

It did look sort of fun. Maddie climbed onto a stack of hay bales and jumped. She plopped into a pile of hay, landing next to Evie.
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Evie held up the book of fairy tales. “Now will you read to me?”

Maddie sighed. “Okay, one story.”

Evie chewed her lip, thinking. “Rapunzel,” she said at last.

Maddie turned to “The Story of Rapunzel.” “‘Once upon a time, in a faraway kingdom, a princess was born with magical golden hair. And she was called Rapunzel….’”

As Maddie read the part about the witch kidnapping the baby Rapunzel, Evie scowled. When she read how the whole kingdom searched for the princess, to no avail, Evie’s brow furrowed with worry. No matter how many times she’d heard it, Evie never tired of the story. She hung on every word as if Rapunzel were her own dear friend.

Maddie, on the other hand, couldn’t read fast enough. She rushed through the words, quickly flipping the pages. Fairy tales bored her.

“‘And she might have stayed lost forever, were it not for a thief, who happened upon the tower in the woods,’” Maddie read.

She paused. In the picture, four palace guards on horseback chased the thief through the woods. Maddie gazed longingly at the white horse with a cream-colored mane. She would love to have a horse like that.

Evie poked her. “Keep reading.”

“And the prince found Rapunzel, and he rescued her from the tower, and they all lived happily ever after. The end.” Maddie snapped the book shut.

“Maddie!” Evie wailed. “That’s not how it goes!”

“Read the rest yourself,” Maddie said. “You already know it by heart.”

Leaving Evie in the hay, Maddie got up and walked over to the open hayloft door. The door was like a big square window cut out of the side of the barn. From here, she could see the whole farm and the surrounding woods.

Not far from the barn, Maddie spied something she’d never noticed before: a little roof peeking up above the high, overgrown grass.

“What’s that?” she wondered aloud.

“What’s what?” Evie asked, coming over to see.

“There, by those trees.” Maddie pointed.

“It looks like an itty-bitty house,” Evie said.

“I’m going to see what it is.” Maddie headed for the ladder, and Evie scrambled after her.

When they got there, Maddie saw the roof didn’t belong to a house. It sat above an old well. The well looked like something out of Evie’s fairy-tale book. It had a round stone wall and a wooden bucket. The shingles on the roof were covered in moss.
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“A wishing well!” Evie cried, running to it.

Maddie rolled her eyes. “It’s a real well, Evie. Farms have those kinds of things.”

A few rotted wooden boards covered the opening. Maddie moved them aside. She peered down into the darkness, but she couldn’t see the bottom. The well was very deep.

Evie set the book of fairy tales on the low stone wall. She leaned her elbows on the side and looked down, too.

“Careful, Evie. Don’t lean so far.” Maddie pulled her back from the edge.

“I wish I had a penny so I could make a wish,” Evie said.

Maddie remembered the penny in her pocket. She was about to hand it to Evie. Then she hesitated.

Why should Evie have it? Maddie thought. Evie never saved anything.

And didn’t Maddie have a wish of her own? A big wish?

Maddie had never believed much in wishing. It couldn’t hurt to try, though. She held out the penny to make it.

But Evie thought Maddie was giving her the penny. She reached for it, and their fingers touched.

The penny tumbled from their hands. It fell down, down, down and landed in the water with a faint plop.

“Evie!” Maddie turned to her sister, annoyed. She couldn’t even make a wish without Evie butting in!

“Oops,” Evie said.

They both looked down to where the penny had disappeared.

“Oh, well,” Maddie said with a sigh. “It was only a penny.”
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