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  Chapter 1
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Bright sunshine poured through the windows of Good Shepherd Community Church, warming the right side of Sofia’s face. Her eyelids drooped, but she forced her eyes open, hoping Pastor Amy wouldn’t notice her drowsiness. 
Sofia and her friends Olivia and Ryan were in middle school, so they were expected to stay in the sanctuary for the entire worship service, including the sermon. Pastor Amy’s booming voice and energetic movements usually held Sofia’s attention, but she’d found it difficult to sleep last night, and she’d left the house before sunrise. The horses had to be fed, and the stalls mucked out whether or not she was sleepy.  
Ryan jiggled his legs, causing the pew to vibrate with his twitchy energy. Olivia glared and tapped his foot with the bottom of her crutch. Sofia glanced up at their mother, Pastor Amy, wondering if she ever scolded her twins for their behavior during the worship service. If she did, Sofia hadn’t witnessed it.
She looked across the aisle to her great-grandfather. Grampy’s eyes were closed. He was either praying or napping. She suspected it was the latter.
Pastor Amy grinned at the congregation, most of whom still appeared to be awake. She invited them to pray with her, which meant her sermon was ending and they’d be singing one last song before they could go downstairs and socialize. Sofia hoped Grampy would hold off on his snoring for another minute or two.
At Pastor Amy’s invitation, Sofia rose to her feet to join the church members in song. She struggled to follow the unfamiliar tune, hating the sound of her high, wispy voice. Thankfully, Olivia belted the words, drowning out everyone within a twenty-foot radius. 
When the worship service was over, Olivia grabbed Sofia’s arm. “Mrs. Smith made peanut butter cookies for the coffee hour. We better hurry downstairs and get our share before the Sunday School kids take them all.”
“I’m on it.” Ryan grinned before turning and sprinting down the side aisle ahead of the grownups.
“You’d better save some for us!” Olivia shouted at his back. It would take her three times as long as her brother to make it down the stairs and into the fellowship hall. She leaned on her crutches. “Aren’t you coming?”
“I want to say hello to Mrs. Smith.”
“Good luck with that,” Olivia said, glancing at the line forming around the elderly woman. “I’ll save you some cookies if Ryan doesn’t eat them all before I get there.”
Sofia nodded. Though her mouth watered at the thought of Mrs. Smith’s peanut butter and chocolate kiss cookies, she wanted to check how Mrs. Smith was doing first. She’d only returned home from the nursing home a few days ago, and her cat, Pumpkin, was still living in Sofia’s bedroom.  
Mrs. Smith was speaking with a group of similarly elderly ladies when she spotted Sofia waiting for her turn to greet her. “Sofia,” her voice rang out. “The angel who saved my life.”
Sofia’s cheeks grew warm, but she smiled as she approached Mrs. Smith. “I didn’t save…”
“You most certainly did. If you hadn’t found me on the floor and called for help, I’d be with Jesus in the sweet hereafter instead of in church with you and these lovely ladies.” Mrs. Smith threw her arms around Sofia and kissed the top of her head. “Mmm. Your hair smells of horses.”
“Sorry.” Sofia stepped away from Mrs. Smith’s embrace. “I didn’t have time to take a shower this morning.”
Mrs. Smith laughed. “You and I both know horse smell is the best aroma in the world. How is that lovely palomino of yours?” 
“Sundance is doing great. And Anika is giving me a jumping lesson tomorrow.”
“Ah. Your new horse-crazy friend.” Mrs. Smith grinned. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
“Like jumping over picnic tables? Or cars?” Sofia giggled. She still had a difficult time imagining the elderly Mrs. Smith as a reckless teenager jumping her horse, Patches, over everything in sight. “I think we’re going to practice with cross rails. Boring, I know.”
“Remember, baby steps.” Mrs. Smith put her arm around Sofia’s shoulder. “I know a wise, young horse trainer who has had splendid success with this method.”
Wise, young horse trainer. Sofia’s chest warmed at Mrs. Smith’s compliment. The barn owner, Stephanie, had taught her about taking baby steps, but it had been Sofia’s patience and persistence that had helped Sundance to regain his confidence.
“I made your favorite cookies,” Mrs. Smith said. “You’d better get one before they’re gobbled up.”
“Thanks.” 
Sofia hurried down the stairs to the fellowship room and tried to push past a group of elementary-age kids who crowded around the snack table. A plate containing fragments of crackers and three slices of cheese sat beside a bare platter. Mrs. Smith’s cookies were gone.
Ryan tapped Sofia’s shoulder and whispered, “Come with me.”
She turned and followed him into Pastor Amy’s office. Olivia sat behind her mother’s desk, holding a paper plate with several peanut butter and chocolate kiss cookies.
“I can’t believe you…” Sofia glanced at Ryan. “How many did you take?”
Ryan grinned. “Our fair share.”
Olivia offered the plate of cookies to Sofia. “Three for each of us. Ryan already ate his, but I was polite enough to wait for you.”
“You swiped nine cookies?” Sofia shook her head at Ryan. That seemed a bit more than a fair share. 
“Uh, ten, actually.” Ryan wiped his mouth. “But Mrs. Smith made a lot. And if I hadn’t taken them, the Sunday school kids would have.”
Sofia bit into a cookie, feeling slightly guilty, but not guilty enough to return the others to the empty platter in the fellowship room.
“So,” Olivia said through a mouthful. “You’re going to ask Jess whether we can ride Magic and Rosie, right?”
Sofia held back an eye roll. Olivia had asked her this question at least a dozen times since she’d told her that Mom’s boyfriend, Jason, had a sister who owned two horses. Jason had ridden Jess’s Percheron-cross, Black Magic, on a trail ride with Sofia and her horse Sundance, but she hadn’t met Jess, or her horse, Rosie, yet. “I already told you I would.”
“Yeah, but since you’re going to her house after church, I just wanted to make sure you don’t forget.”
This time Sofia really did roll her eyes. “There’s no way I’m going to forget.” How could she, with Olivia and Anika bugging her constantly? 
“Are you going to eat your other cookies?” Ryan asked Olivia.
“You’ve already had four.” Olivia narrowed her eyes and snatched a cookie from the plate. She crammed it into her mouth. “If you keep eating like that, you’ll get too fat to ride.”
Ryan frowned and patted his stomach. “Maybe I don’t care about riding.”
“You’re just a big, fat chicken.” Olivia smirked. “Bok. Bok. Bok…”
Sofia glared at Olivia. Why did she have to be so mean to her brother? He’d fallen from Sundance less than two months ago. He’d even missed the first few days of school while he recovered from hitting his head. Sofia didn’t blame him for being afraid to get back on a horse. She held out the plate of Mrs. Smith’s cookies. “You can have one of mine.”
Ryan shook his head and walked away.
Sofia’s heart pounded as she considered confronting Olivia. How many times had she ignored her friend’s hurtful comments to Ryan? Fifty times? A hundred? More? Ryan was Sofia’s friend, too. She put the paper plate back on Pastor Amy’s desk. “Why do you do that to him?”
“Do what?” Olivia took another bite of her cookie.
“Say mean things to him. Make him feel bad.”
Olivia shrugged. “He’s my brother. That’s what sisters do. He knows I’m just teasing him.”
Sofia took a deep breath before responding. “I’m not sure he always sees it that way. I think you hurt his feelings sometimes.”
“What? About being a chicken?” Olivia jutted her chin. “He’s gotta toughen up. Get back on a horse. The sooner he does that, the sooner he’ll conquer his fears. Which is why you need to ask Jess if he can ride Magic. You said that horse is bombproof. Exactly the horse Ryan needs. And I can ride Rosie.”
Sofia sighed. “I’ll ask.”

      [image: ]Mom jumped to her feet when Sofia and Grampy walked through the door. “You’re late.”
“Humph.” Grampy’s bushy, white mustache fluttered. “It’s the same time we always get home from church. Which you’d know if you didn’t sleep in every Sunday morning.”
Sofia held back a grin. Mom was usually in her pajamas when they returned, but today she wore a form-fitting black dress, heels, and makeup. She’d swept her long, blonde hair into a fancy updo Sofia had seen movie actresses wear, but didn’t know what was called. Olivia probably would. Sofia usually wore her thick, tightly curled dark hair in a ponytail, and when it was especially unruly, she topped it off with a baseball cap. Horses didn’t care what her hair looked like. 
But Mom did.
“Honey Bear.” Mom sniffed. “You didn’t take a shower after mucking out the stalls?”
“I didn’t have time before church.”
Mom groaned. “But you knew we were going to Jason’s house afterward. You can’t go smelling like a barn.”
“But we’re going to visit Jess’s animals,” Sofia protested. “What’s the point in showering and getting all dressed up if we’re going to walk through Jess’s barn?”
Grampy chuckled.
“You stay out if it,” Mom said.
Grampy raised his hands in mock surrender before picking up the newspaper and settling down in his favorite chair. 
“Don’t get too comfortable. We need to leave in a few minutes.” Mom sighed. “I just want you to look nice. And smell nice. Jason’s been working hard all morning in the kitchen, and wants to impress you and Grampy.”
Grampy looked up from the paper. “He’s already impressed me with the seafood paella he made us a couple of weeks ago. What is he cooking today?”
“He says it’s a surprise.”
“Hopefully Sofia didn’t ruin her appetite at church, eating all of Mrs. Smith’s cookies.” Grampy laughed.
Sofia’s eyes widened. How did Grampy find out?
“Honey Bear, please tell me you didn’t.” Mom shook her head.
“I…uh…” Sofia glanced at Grampy, who winked at her. “I better take a quick shower.”







  
  Chapter 2
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Sofia tugged at her wet ponytail. It smelled of lavender shampoo, the same kind Gramma Lisa used. If she had to wash off the horsey scent, she might as well be reminded of her grandmother. She hadn’t seen Gramma Lisa since the middle of August when she’d dropped off Sundance. They’d talked on the phone a few times since then, but Sofia missed her and her Morgan mare, Delilah. 
“Can’t we take Grampy’s Subaru?” Sofia pleaded when Mom jingled the keys to her new-to-her vehicle, which Sofia and Grampy secretly referred to as the Rusty Rocket. Mom had purchased the old relic from her coworker at Ray’s Variety a few days earlier. Sofia knew nothing about cars, but Grampy explained to her that at one time, in the very distant past, the faded red Mazda had been a speed demon, tearing up the road with youthful exuberance. Now, however, the once-proud engine wheezed and sputtered as if burdened by the weight of memories from its glory days. Sofia doubted whether it would make it through the winter.
“Stop complaining and get in,” Mom said. “I don’t want to be late.”
The Rusty Rocket bounced over a pothole as they turned left onto a narrow road. They drove past the stubbly remains of a cornfield, the crop long since harvested and the stalks chopped down. The engine strained as the car struggled up a steep incline.  
Grampy drummed his fingers against the dashboard, as if urging an exhausted racehorse to make it over the finish line. He let out an audible breath when they finally crested the hill. 
“Jason lives way out in the middle of nowhere,” Sofia said as they passed a field dotted with black and white cows.
“It’s only fifteen minutes from town.” Mom glanced at her through the cracked rear-view mirror. “And we’re almost there.”
Town. Sofia smiled. Two months ago, Mom had complained about moving to a small Maine town. She’d called the residents country bumpkins. If Grampy’s house was in the country, Jason’s must be out in the sticks. Not that Sofia minded. Jason said he lived near miles and miles of trails. Trails where he and his sister rode Magic and Rosie. Trails where she could ride Sundance.
“He lives there.” Mom pointed ahead and to the left at a tan ranch-style house. 
So, Jess must live across… “Hey, I see Magic!” Sofia craned her neck to the right as they passed a pasture and an old barn at the bottom of a hill. The huge, black Percheron-cross nibbled grass beside a smaller Appaloosa who must be Rosie. 
Mom pulled into Jason’s short driveway. She’d barely turned off the sputtering engine when a woof, followed by a string of high-pitched barks, sounded from the backyard. A moment later, two dogs barreled down the driveway. 
“Einstein! Harriet!” A woman’s voice called after them.
A yellowish colored dog—some sort of lab mix?—slowed at the sound of her voice, but the smaller one bounded forward, leaping at the car. 
“Harriet, get back here!” the woman yelled.
The side door of Jason’s house flew open, and Mom’s boyfriend ran down the steps. “Come on, you silly dog.” 
Harriet yipped and jumped at the car again.
Jason grinned at them before scooping the squirming dog into his arms. “It’s safe to come out. She’s just excited. All bark and no bite.”
Sofia hurried out of the Rusty Rocket and ran to Jason. “She’s adorable! I love Boston Terriers.” She rubbed her hand over the dog’s pointy, black ears and giggled at her bulging eyes and flat face.
The yellow dog trotted toward Jason and Sofia, his wagging tail causing his entire body to shimmy with excitement. A red-headed woman jogged after him. “Come here, Einstein.”
Einstein ignored her command and bumped his nose against Sofia’s leg. “Don’t be jealous. You’re cute, too.” She bent to pet him.
“Sorry about my dogs,” the young woman said, holding out her hand. “I’m Jess.”
“Nice to meet you.” Sofia was about to shake hands with Jason’s sister when she realized her own hand was covered with dog drool. She wiped it on the tan pants Mom had insisted she wear instead of her usual jeans. Thankfully, Mom, who was stepping out of her car, didn’t appear to have noticed. Sofia glanced at her leg. At least it didn’t leave a green stain, like Sundance’s slobber would have.
“Hey, Babe. You look gorgeous.” Jason approached Mom, grinning. Harriet still wriggled against his chest. “Want a doggie kiss?”
Mom stepped back. “I’m good, thanks.”
Jess smiled at Mom. “Hi, Mandi. I’m so glad you could bring Sofia and your grandfather. Mr. Richardson?”
Grampy nodded. “You can call me Bill.”
“Bill. Thanks so much for coming.” Jess brushed dirt from the front of her bright orange fleece jacket. “Jason’s been busy working in the kitchen. I was just out back, stacking some wood. I didn’t realize this was a dressy sort of affair.”
“Even if it was, you wouldn’t be caught dead in a dress.” Jason barked out a laugh before releasing Harriet, who jumped up against Sofia’s leg, leaving a streak of mud. She couldn’t help noticing that Jason wore a plaid flannel shirt and jeans with a hole in the left knee. Hardly dress-up clothes.
“You really do look amazing,” Jason said to Mom. He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her on the lips. “I’ll change into something nicer before we eat. But first, Sofia and Mr. Richardson need the grand tour.”
“You really can call me Bill,” Grampy said.
“Yes, sir, Mr. Richardson.”
Grampy chuckled. “Fine. Call me anything you like, as long as you don’t call me late for dinner.”
“Good one, Mr. Richardson.” Jason reached for Mom’s hand. “Come on inside. The meal isn’t ready yet, but I’ve put some appetizers on the table. Just don’t let Jess’s dogs inside, or they’ll gobble them up before you have a chance to try one.”
“Just like Mrs. Smith’s cookies.” Grampy fixed his gaze on Sofia.
“I only ate three,” she muttered.
While similar in size and layout to Grampy’s house, the inside of Jason’s appeared more spacious and much less cluttered. Jason’s floors were hardwood rather than wall-to-wall carpet. And unlike the mismatched old furniture at Grampy’s, Jason’s living room had a couch and two armchairs covered in the same creamy-white fabric. A large television was mounted on the wall.
“Help yourself.” Jason pointed to a fruit platter on the coffee table. “I’ll be right out with the shrimp tarts.”
Sofia speared a strawberry with a toothpick and popped it into her mouth. Weren’t tarts something you ate for dessert? Why put shrimp on them? 
Jason returned, carrying the plate of shrimp tarts. Jess snatched one before he put it on the table. “These are the best,” she said, and crammed the entire thing into her mouth.
“Try one, Sofia,” Jason urged. “Before Jess eats them all.”
Sofia examined the pastry shell and the pink shrimp tail poking out from the top. “What’s the stuff inside?”
“Cream cheese and cocktail sauce. Puts hair on your chest.” Jason grinned.
Sofia rolled her eyes, but couldn’t help smiling at Jason’s now familiar teasing. The first time he’d told her this, he’d been referring to Moxie, the most disgusting soda she’d ever tasted. “As long as it tastes as good as your seafood paella.”
“Even better. I promise.”
“Mmm, he’s right.” Grampy licked his fingers.
“Jason’s a brilliant chef.” Mom reached for a tart. “I don’t know why he doesn’t do this professionally.”
Sofia took a tentative bite. The pastry flaked on her tongue. It was good. She grabbed a second one.
Jess helped herself to two more shrimp tarts. “Hey, Jason, how much longer before dinner’s ready?”
“I think it will be another half hour,” he called from the kitchen.
“Want to make a quick trip to my place and see the menagerie?” Jess asked.
Sofia wasn’t sure what a menagerie was, but if it had anything to do with Magic and Rosie… She jumped up from her chair. “I want to come.”
“I’d love to see the animals,” Grampy said.
Mom smoothed her dress and glanced at her high heels. “I’ll stay here and keep Jason company.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Einstein and Harriet danced around Sofia’s legs as she and Grampy followed Jess across the road. Jess’s long driveway sloped downhill, with a strip of electric fence winding along to the right of it. From the other side of the fence, Magic and Rosie nibbled on the sparse, patchy grass. 
Grazing next to sixteen-two hand, draft-sized Magic, Rosie looked more like a large pony than a horse, though Sofia realized she must be around the size of Sundance, about fifteen hands. The red roan Appaloosa looked up from the grass. White hairs frosted her rump. The rest of her coat was an almost equal mixture of white and chestnut-colored hairs, though her legs were more solidly chestnut. She swished her thin, reddish tail. 
Jess whistled. Magic’s head shot up, and his ears pricked forward between his thick forelock. He stared at Jess and the others, unblinking, while Rosie appeared to ignore them.
When Jess reached into her pocket, however, Rosie nickered and trotted toward the fence. The mare eagerly gobbled the horse treat from her outstretched hand. 
Magic arrived a few moments later, his eyes fixed on Jess’s pocket.
“Want to give him a cookie?” Jess handed the treat to Sofia.
“Sure.” Sofia reached over the fence, careful not to brush her sleeve against the electrified wire. Magic’s upper lip flapped against her palm.
The dogs circled Jess, who laughed and reached into her other pocket. “You two are such pigs.”
The corners of Grampy’s mouth twitched under his bushy mustache. “So, did you just happen to load your pockets with treats this afternoon?” he asked, “Or is this more of an everyday occurrence?”
“I like to be prepared.” Jess chuckled as Harriet licked her fingers. “Jason thinks I spoil them too much. But then, he’s the one putting on this dinner to impress you.”
“He’s already impressed me with his cooking,” Grampy said. “And he’s a nice young man. I’m so glad Mandi has—”
“Tell me about Rosie,” Sofia interrupted. She knew it was rude, but a conversation about Mom and Jason’s romantic relationship was the last thing she wanted to listen to. If Mom had to date someone, she was glad it was Jason and not Paul, or one of the other boyfriends she’d been with over the past few years, but thinking about him kissing Mom made her skin prickle.
“We call her the Sassy Appy.” Jess scratched Rosie’s neck. The mare leaned against Jess’s hand and lifted her head. “She’s not as sassy now as when I bought her, but she still likes to let us know she thinks she’s in charge of this place. She even pushes Magic around.”
“How long have you owned her?” Sofia asked.
“I got her as a two-year-old filly, just after Jason and I bought this place. So that must have been eight years ago, after I graduated from college. We were getting this big, old barn, and it wasn’t right to keep Magic alone. Plus, I wanted Jason to ride with me. On Magic, that is, not on his ATV. I broke Rosie to saddle, like I did with Magic.”
“You and Jason own this place together?” Grampy asked, sounding surprised.
“Yeah. Jason insisted I graduate from college, first, even though he didn’t go. He was always telling me what to do.” She laughed. “He still is. And he’ll be mad at me if we don’t get back when dinner’s ready. Can I show you the rest of the animals?” Jess turned away from Rosie and headed down the driveway. The mare followed from the other side of the fence. 
Sofia rubbed Magic’s forehead before jogging after them. Mom couldn’t afford a house, let alone two houses and a barn. Did this mean Jason and Jess were rich? Jason didn’t drive a fancy car like Anika’s mother, and he acted nothing like Mom’s snobbish former fiancé, Paul. She couldn’t think of a polite way to ask, so she settled on a different question. 
“Jason says you have a miniature donkey?” Sofia hadn’t seen one in the pasture.
“Tootsie.” Jess continued walking without slowing her pace. “I keep her in a paddock behind the barn. I don’t think Rosie and Magic would hurt her on purpose, but…”
“I get it,” Sofia said. “There are two mini horses where I board Sundance. Stephanie keeps them separate from Sundance, too.”
Jess nodded. “Snickers and Kit Kat. They’re so adorable.” 
Sofia’s eyes widened. “You’ve met them?” 
“I saw them at horse shows a long time ago. Back when Stephanie’s kids were showing. They must be grown up now.” 
“Grace is in college,” Sofia said. “She’s the leader of the Mini Whinnies. That’s the horse club I’m in.”
Jess whirled back to face Sofia. “No way! I remember the Mini Whinnies. Stephanie led it. And Grace was just a little kid in pigtails, but she won everything with Kit Kat. Every class! And now she leads the club and you’re in it?”
“Kit Kat still wins everything. At least she did at the horse show we went to in August.” 
This was the perfect opening to ask the question her friends had been pestering her about for the past two weeks. It had seemed like a simple request, but as she followed Jess and Grampy down the hill toward the barn, Sofia’s insides churned. Would she come across as demanding as Olivia and Anika? But if she didn’t ask, they’d complain until she did.
Sofia took a deep breath. “Jason mentioned you might let my friends from the Mini Whinnies come over and ride sometime.”
“He told me.” Jess led them around the side of the barn. “He said you share your horse with them. Are they really your friends, or are they just using you? Because I know what it’s like when you get a horse. All of a sudden people you barely know want to become your best friend just so they can get some free rides.”
“No, it’s not like that.” Sofia felt like she’d just been punched in the gut. “They’re my real friends.” At least, I think they are.
Jess ran her fingers through her strawberry-blonde, shoulder-length hair. “I just wanted to be sure before I agreed. Maybe you can bring them after school this week. I get out of work early on Wednesdays. I should be home by three.”
Anika and Olivia would be thrilled. Would Ryan? At least she knew he wasn’t friends with her just because she had a horse. 
Sofia and Grampy followed Jess to a fenced-in paddock about the size of Snickers and Kit Kat’s. Tootsie’s enormous, shaggy ears swiveled toward Jess. The donkey’s nostrils flared. She opened her mouth and sucked in a breath, like she was yawning.
“Cover your ears,” Jess warned.
Sofia and Grampy flinched when the tiny donkey brayed. Picture books and songs claimed donkeys said “heehaw”, but the noise coming from Tootsie’s gaping jaws sounded more like a trumpet blast mixed with a lion roaring and goose honking, punctuated by breathy squeaks. Just when Sofia thought Tootsie was finished, she brayed again.
“That’s her way of saying hello,” Jess said.
“Quite a greeting,” Grampy said.
Tootsie swished her bristly tail and approached the fence. She was about the size of Snickers, though her neck was skinnier and her belly rounder. 
“Are mini donkeys like mini horses?” Sofia asked. “Can you do the same things with them? Like drive or go over jumps?”
“Some people drive them, but mostly they’re just cute pets. They’re also great guard animals. If Tootsie sees anything out of the ordinary, she lets us know.”
“I bet you can hear her all the way from Jason’s house.” Sofia chuckled.  
Grampy gestured toward a pair of brown and tan floppy-eared goats at the far side of the paddock. “When are they expecting?” 
“Never. They’re boys.” Jess laughed at the expression on Grampy’s face. “But you’re right. They look like they’re about to give birth to twins. Or triplets. Billy the Kid and Vincent Van Goat are the fattest goats in the history of the world.”
Grampy shook his head. “You’re not kidding. They’re wider than they are tall.”
“Believe it or not, they’re on a diet. They belong to our Great Aunt Betty, who spoiled them rotten. She’s ninety-two and isn’t able to take care of them anymore, so Jason and I took them under our wing in September.”
“What’s the other goat’s name?” Sofia asked. The cinnamon-colored goat’s ears stuck out from the sides of his head. He was shorter than the other two, stocky, but not pregnant looking.
“Weaselface. Weasel for short.” Jess snorted. “Jason named him after my ex-boyfriend.”
Sofia giggled, thinking Weaselface might be a good nickname for Mom’s ex-fiancé, Paul.
“You and Jason are quite close,” Grampy observed. 
“We are.” Jess scratched behind Tootsie’s ear. “I don’t know how much he’s told you about what it was like growing up. Dad died when I was thirteen, and Mom… I’ll just say it was hard for her to handle her grief. If it hadn’t been for Jason, I don’t know what would have happened to me. He’s kind of like my dad, big brother, and best friend all rolled up into one person.”
“He told me he took you to a lot of horse shows, but I didn’t realize your father…” Sofia swallowed. Her own father had abandoned her when she was three and a half years old, but at least he hadn’t died. She’d grown up knowing nothing about him or her Dominican-American family until a few months ago, when she’d received a birthday card from her grandmother, Abuela. A few weeks later, a second letter arrived from a woman named Daniella, claiming to be her stepmother. Daniella and Sofia’s father were expecting a baby together. It was a lot to process. 
Sofia pushed aside her conflicting thoughts about her father. “That must have been really hard.”
Jess nodded. “But I had Jason, and he helped me to buy and take care of Black Magic. There’s nothing like training a young horse to keep your mind occupied.” She patted Tootsie’s rump. “I haven’t introduced you to the chickens, but I think we’d better get back to the house. We don’t want to be late.”
Jason greeted them at the top of the hill, wearing a bright yellow apron over a blue dress shirt and a red tie. He waved both arms, beckoning them forward. “Hurry, hurry. I don’t want to serve you cold lasagna.”
Grampy panted for breath and wiped his hand across his forehead.
“Oh, no! Mr. Richardson.” Jason hurried to his side. “That’s a steep climb. I should have driven you back in the truck.”
Grampy shook his head. “Are you implying I’m too old to walk up a hill without assistance?”
Jason’s cheeks flushed. “No, Mr. Richardson. Of course not.” 
Sofia glanced at Grampy, whose mustache twitched. “He’s just teasing you, aren’t you, Grampy.”
Grampy made a humphing sound and crossed his arms. “I’ll let it slide, seeing as you made dinner for us.”
Jess laughed. “I definitely did not get the memo about this being a fancy affair. Can I take five minutes to change? I’ll bring Harriet and Einstein home so they won’t beg.” Without waiting for an answer, Jess turned back down the hill. Einstein bounded after her, his thick, yellow tail wagging joyfully. Harriet’s paws remained cemented to the ground. 
Jason flicked his arm toward his sister’s house. “Go on, you silly mutt.” 
The Boston Terrier looked up at Sofia with her bulging eyes. “I can take her back,” Sofia said. 
“She’ll head home as soon as we go inside. The spinach lasagna awaits.”
“Spinach?” Sofia’s nose wrinkled.
“Puts hair on your chest.” Jason winked.  
“In that case,” she said, “I’d better give it a try.”







  
  Chapter 4
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Sofia’s mouth watered as she took a second bite of the lasagna. The green stuff must be spinach, but the combination of herbs and cheeses hid the taste of it, or at least she thought it did, since she couldn’t remember eating spinach before. 
Jess sat beside her and across the table from Grampy. She’d pulled her hair back with a gold-colored barrette and was now wearing a rumpled green sundress. “Hey, Jason. Remember Allison? My friend from college?”
“The girl who owns that monster Thoroughbred? How could I forget her?” Jason rubbed his arm.
“Thor bit him,” Jess explained, “though it served Jason right for hitting on Allison.
“I did not.” Jason patted the top of Mom’s hand. “I’ve only ever had eyes for this lovely lady.”
Jess snorted in a most unladylike manner.
Jason’s cheeks flushed nearly as red as his beard. “Okay, but that was before I met Mandi.”
Sofia glanced at Mom’s frowning face before pivoting her focus to the slice of homemade garlic bread resting on her plate. She’d rather not know what Mom might think about Allison or the other women Jason liked before meeting Mom. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t dated other men in the past. 
“She called right as I was leaving my house,” Jess continued, as if nothing had just happened. “Allison’s cousin bought a boarding stable and lesson barn in Ellsworth. It’s only twenty minutes from Acadia
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