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Carmen Epona Lake

MERRICK ACADEMY

SEMPER INCEDENDO SEMPER DOCTRINA
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Dear student,

––––––––
[image: ]


We are pleased to announce that our admissions board has reviewed your application and chosen to accept you to Merrick Academy's prestigious equestrian-centered high school program. This is one of the country's most exclusive schools, and we have decided that you will make a great addition to the school's student body.

With our academic and extracurricular programs, we believe that you will have a once in a lifetime opportunity to challenge yourself. Our teachers are prepared to help you accomplish any goals you set.

Congratulations! We look forward to meeting you in the fall for the upcoming academic term.

Thank you for choosing to apply to our program.

Sincerely,

––––––––
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Ramona Terry

Principal, Dressage Coach
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Danica grabs some mane with a few fingers. She urges Thor, her small but powerful dark horse, forward to the upcoming jump... Three, two, one... and on the last stride, Thor leaps up with the power of a rocket ship.

Danica is thrown so far up his dark, massive neck that she just barely manages to stay in the saddle. Upon landing from the meter high oxer, Danica loses her left stirrup and desperately clings to Thor as she regains her balance. She wiggles her foot against the horse’s side until her toes slip back into the stirrup. The dark bay gelding slows from the hand gallop to a steady trot with understanding.

"That was awful. Come over here," Danica's trainer, Lawrence, yells to her from the arena fence on the west side. She trots over to the tall instructor with an apologetic smile on her face. Lawrence is practically almost level to her height standing from the ground to where she sits in the saddle. Danica halts in front of him and waits for the inevitable criticism. Thor's breathing is quick but recovers at a rapid pace due to his incredible fitness. 

Lawrence begins to pull the stirrup leathers and stirrup irons off Danica's saddle, which will require her to use her own strength to balance without something for her feet to grip. She groans in response. "Again? It's bad enough that I never get to use stirrups for dressage practice."

Lawrence laughs as he circles around Thor to grab the leather and iron from the opposite side of the saddle. "Well, I wouldn't take your stirrups away if you didn't constantly depend on them. If you want to succeed at Merrick Academy, you're going to have to ride better than that. The nation's best coaches will be watching you at every competition this school year. They will want to see if you have what it takes."

Danica asks Thor to begin walking in a circle around Lawrence. She pushes the gelding forward to prepare for the return to the jump course. She looks at her coach with eyes sparkling with optimism. "I am looking forward to that. But I'm also not rushing to the Olympics any time soon. I just want to look forward to staying in one place for four years. That's never happened before."

Her whole life has been spent in temporary living situations. People have come and gone from her life every few weeks or months. A full year in one location was rare. Danica's dad is a movie director, and her mom is a model, so their gigs required a lot of travel. Sometimes they were all in the same place together, as a family, and other times she was only with one parent. She spent most of her days with her private tutor, Jessica. They would work on school assignments while mom or dad finished a twelve-hour shift.

Now that Danica is fourteen and beginning her freshman year of high school, everything is changing. Dad's changing it up from movies to TV, and a recent pilot episode he directed got approved for continuous filming. So now he is leaving for Canada to produce a show about the Wild West. Her mom is going on a long-term modeling tour throughout Europe. She will walk the runways and posing for advertisement shoots in Paris, Milan, London, Barcelona, and every other major city. 

Danica's parents agreed that instead of her accompanying either of them long term or splitting time on two different continents, she would remain in the USA at Merrick Academy. It is the most prestigious equestrian boarding school in North America, hiding away just outside of Salem, Massachusetts. Many kids would probably dislike the idea of sitting in a boarding school while their parents did exciting jobs in amazing places. However, Danica is excited to have a place to call home for a good amount of time. Plus, the school is in an area full of history, which means there will be a lot of opportunities for exploration.

Lawrence's voice interrupts Danica's thoughts about her new school. "Okay, pick up a trot. Get Thor's energy back up. Good. Okay, make a large circle here. Let's do the outside line, to the purple oxer, and then roll back to blue oxer. From there, take the first jump in the diagonal line and bend it to the green skinny jump, then another bending line to the purple vertical. Finish with the blue vertical bending to brown skinny. Got it?"

Danica paints the course into the air with her finger as she trots around the jumps. She repeats it a few times in her head as she visualizes the course. She slows Thor to a walk. "I think you're trying to kill me! That course is way too technical."

"What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger! And you need to practice your technique. We can't have you risk falling at a show in front of potential sponsors again." Lawrence adjusts the brown skinny jump to three feet high. The highest jumps were only about a meter high. They are small jumps compared to what Danica jumps at competitions, but this course would be hard without her stirrups.

"Okay. I'm ready." Danica hates riding without stirrups, but the mention of her last fall motivates her to prove herself again. Lawrence grabs the camera from the fence and starts recording as Danica urges Thor into a working canter. They record all practices so Danica can review her riding later. 

Thor's ears perk forward in excitement. But because Danica has no stirrups, she effectively deepens her seat into the saddle and controls the canter as she turns to the first line. It is a straightforward line from a one-meter-high rising oxer to a .90 meter vertical seven strides away. Danica and Thor sail over them with ease.

The horse and rider come through the next corners with slow, short strides. They turn to the next oxer, a purple parallel oxer. As soon as Thor lifts his legs for take-off, Danica turns to look to her right at the blue oxer in the other outside line. 

In six clean strides, they arrive at the blue oxer and jump a bit too close to the jump. They struggle but still manage a nice enough jump arc that Thor clears the obstacle with ease. Perks of having a high performing Irish Sport Horse include a horse willing to jump everything without hesitation.

Danica can always depend on him to get her through a round. In return, Thor entrusts her to take care of him through grooming him with his favorite curry comb, lots of hugs and kisses in his stall, and an infinite supply of molasses cookies.

The next part of the course is by far the most difficult. Two bending lines with a skinny jump in the middle of it. Before they approach the black vertical, Danica guides Thor with determination and collects his stride. They turn mid-air to get the correct angle to the skinny jump. Most jump poles are ten feet or twelve feet long. But the skinny jumps in this course are only five feet long.

In five strides, they arrive at the skinny jump, and again Danica looks immediately to the next jump. In just three strides, Danica and Thor get to the purple vertical that is part of the diagonal line. They stray to the right of the vertical because Thor's stride is too big to adjust more in that short time, but they make it work. 

At this point, Danica's legs are burning. She appreciates the way Lawrence makes her work hard. But no stirrups over a course like this and on such a big and powerful horse is Mission Impossible. The memory of falling at the last show pops back into her head. She clings to the expensive saddle leather with sore legs and a fear of failure. Just two more jumps left and then it's over.

Thor speeds up and leans around these next two corners. Danica leans back hard and wraps her legs around his belly to support herself. There may only be one turn left in the course, and the distance allows enough strides to make it feasible without bouncing out of her tack. But Danica still worries about making it to the end. 

Over the blue vertical, Danica looks at the brown skinny jump to her right. She pushes her heels down to prepare for the inevitable. Thor tries to pull the reins out of her hands, but she prepares and lifts her hands as an immediate reaction to the horse’s pulls. They find the distance to the last jump at the same time, completely in sync. Three, two, one. It is an intimidating jump, only a few feet wide, with fake rocks at the base of it and the poles designed to look like thick branches. But together they clear it, and Danica allows Thor to speed up slightly as they turn back to the arena fence. 

They canter into a large circle, roughly half the arena, and slow to a big trot, then a softer trot, and finally a walk. Thor stretches his head long and low. He boldly expresses that he is proud of himself and happily relaxes after proving how amazing of a horse he is. 

Lawrence stops the recording and lowers the camera. "Just do that with stirrups and you will definitely make it onto the Olympic team before your eighteenth birthday."

Through heavy breaths, Danica laughs. It was far from her best ride, but she accepts that her riding has improved since the start of summer. "If only I could ride like that with stirrups. I'm going to cool him down now. I'm exhausted."

"That’s fine. We're all done for this ride, at least. I need to go to the dressage court for Sasha’s lesson. Why don't you and Thor go for a trail ride along the creek for your cool down? I'll put your stirrups in the tack room." Lawrence picks up the stirrup leathers, and the irons bounce against each other. The chimes of the stirrups carry through the air as Lawrence walks toward the dressage arena.

Danica nods and walks toward the creek. It is only 7:30 am, so the air is cool and comforting. Horse and rider plod along to the soft thud of horseshoes rising and falling out of the sand. They listen to the gentle flow of the creek and the songs of the birds flying above them. 

When they return to the barn, Danica's mother is sitting in the office tapping her long red nails against her phone’s screen. Her mother looks up from her phone and calls out to the teen. "Dani! I spoke to Lawrence, and he said your ride went fantastic this morning. Sorry I missed it. Did you enjoy it?"

Danica nods and wipes beads of sweat from her forehead. "It was a lot of fun. The course we finished with was very technical, and I did it all without stirrups."

Danica's mother, Claire Huxley, glances at her phone as a notification lights the screen. "Well, that is just lovely, Dani. I'll have Lawrence send the video to the team coaches over at Merrick Academy. They will certainly place you on the varsity team after watching a round like that."

"I don't think they'll just place me on the varsity team like that without still doing tryouts... But anyway, I need to get on Topaz now. Linzie, Stephen, and I have a group dressage lesson." Danica's mother begins to walk to the dressage court to talk with Lawrence. Meanwhile Danica goes to Topaz, her other horse, in the crosstie area. It is starting to get quite warm, as August mornings in Los Angeles typically are.

She speaks with the grooms, reminding them that both of her horses will be seeing the chiropractor later today. Then she mounts Topaz, who is much taller, darker, and stronger than Thor. The horse’s coat shines black as the night, and the short hair shows off his defined muscles.

Linzie and Stephen are already mounted and walking laps around the barn while Sasha’s private lesson finishes up. The two friends see Danica swing her leg over Topaz in a smooth mount.

"Danica! Come join us on our walk." Linzie waves Danica over and the three friends walk side by side. 

Stephen gestures at their clothes. "Hey, look, we all match!" And they all do match outfits quite nicely. Danica wears a light blue long-sleeved sporty polo shirt with grey breeches. Linzie wears a short-sleeved polo shirt of the same color with the same grey breeches. And Stephen wears a t-shirt in a slightly darker shade of blue with almost identical breeches to Danica and Linzie. It is common for them to match, as the barn colors include blue and grey. But most days, they wear tan or white breeches. 

Danica sighs. "I can’t believe this will be the last time we have matching outfits or even a lesson together. I am going to miss you guys! I wish you could both go to school with me!"

"I still can't believe you want to go. I mean, who wants to go to boarding school? I could never be okay with being at school all day every day," Stephen says. He shortens his reins an inch. His voice fills with disgust and boredom as if school discussions should be avoided.

Danica glances down at Topaz’s shiny dark coat and pulled mane. "I've never been able to stay in one place for long, you know that. And if I do well, I could go to the Olympics."

Linzie scoffs at that answer. "I've never heard of anyone going to the Olympics because of boarding school. It's just a bit far-fetched to me. But hey, if it works out, then that would be awesome! Personally, I think you're crazy not to join your mom in Europe. And Jessica's been your tutor for so long. Won't it be weird to go to a school campus for the first time, like, ever?"

She does have a point. Danica had never actually been to school before. She had only ever been privately tutored for as long as she can remember. She has required a tutor because of the constant travelling for her parents’ work demands. And while she would be sad to miss out on travelling Europe or just spending time with either of her parents, she also loved school. That may be odd for a fourteen-year-old, but it was true. 

Everyone tells Danica that she could go to the Olympics, but she also wants to learn everything that school has to offer. Maybe during or after the Olympics, she could even go to college. College is expected of her eventually, but the Olympics are a far rarer opportunity.

Linzie, Stephen, and Danica continue to chat until Claire completes her lesson. Then the three teen riders all enter the dressage court. Lawrence welcomes them all in with a wave. "Alright, let's get warmed up here. I want all of you to extend the walk and really get these horses moving."

While horses and riders warm up, Danica can feel muscle soreness kicking in from the morning's jumping lesson. It makes it harder for her to keep her legs in place by the girth. Of the three students in this lesson, Danica is the only one who competes in Three Day Eventing. Stephen is competing in fourth level dressage this year. Linzie competes in third level dressage but is searching for a horse to go further with. 

Danica enjoys riding with them. She rides at a Preliminary level in Eventing, but she enjoys riding at higher levels for individual events for jumping and dressage. Lawrence says she should not worry about advancing since she is barely a freshman in high school. There is still plenty of time to compete at the upper levels.

The three horses walk with energy and power. Sweat glistens on their necks and hindquarters, and they breathe steadily from the varied warmup routine. It is time to work on the tests.

Stephen removes his helmet for a minute, revealing curly blond hair that is damp with sweat. He dumps water from his reusable water bottle onto his hair to help himself cool down. Lawrence calls for Linzie to begin her test. Stephen and Danica stay in the shade by the viewing area where the parents sit. 

Linzie asks, "Should I do third level test A or B today?"

"Do test B. I want to make sure you did your homework and memorized it." Lawrence leans on the white arena fence directly behind the C marker. This is where the judge's booth is located on a dressage court at competitions. 

Linzie squeezes her horse, who picks up a trot. "Of course! I started memorizing it as soon as you signed me up for this weekend's horse show."

After Linzie's nearly perfect ride-through, Danica begins her Prelim Eventing dressage test. Three-day Eventing tests are a little different than traditional Dressage ones. The expectations at each level are a bit different. Otherwise, the training is the same. The Eventing tests specifically prepare riders and horses for the jumping phases though. 

Danica enjoys dressage, even though many other Eventers do not like it as much as the jumping phases. The test she has been working on requires a lot of collection. She is happy about it because it helps her prepare for complicated combinations and sharp rollback turns in the jumping phases.

Collection also helps the horse become more supple. Topaz likes to rush the cross country jumps and gets stronger the longer the course is. So, practicing collection in dressage lessons makes the jump phases easier for both of them.

Thor is a little bit smaller and therefore nimbler, but Topaz is all power all the time, like a train going top speed. Danica cannot just put the brakes on and expect an immediate change. Both horses have competed through Advanced level though, so they know what to do.

Given that Danica is only fourteen years old, she simply lacks the strength and experience to get the horses under control to the level she needs to also compete at the Advanced level. That being said, she is extremely talented for her age, and she hopes to prove what she can do at her new school.

Lawrence calls out some adjustments. The instructions remind Danica that her legs are sore and filled with fire from the depths of stirrup-less Hell. When she completes her test, Stephen rides through his. Time passes at a rapid speed with each of the kids running tests, and soon the lesson is over. The three riders go for a walk to cool down the horses as soon as it is over.

Linzie's bright red hair streams down her back when she removes her helmet and hairnet at the crosstie area. Danica's mother approaches the kids while the other parents go to the office to chat. Claire says, "Stephen! That dressage test was simply fabulous. I wish we could be there this weekend to see you both compete."

The teenage boy blushes in surprise at the compliment, since Danica’s mother rarely watches the group lessons. "Thank you, Mrs. Huxley. Finn and I practice twice a day now. He's a better horse than I am a rider."

Claire shakes her head in disagreement. "Nonsense! All of you work so hard. I know you both have your competition this weekend, but your parents did say you are welcome to come over tonight. We are having one last little get together before Danica goes away to school."

After giving Topaz several molasses cookies and peppermints, Danica joins the conversation. "Yes! You both need to come over! It'll be really casual. Some pizza, ice cream sundaes, and dad's latest movie. You can both be home by ten o’clock, so you get plenty of rest for the show."

Linzie and Stephen both agree to come, and Danica goes with her mother to the car. As they drive out of the parking lot, Danica says, "You know, I am really excited to go to Merrick Academy. But it is going to be so weird not being here or with you or dad. Lawrence has been my trainer for years. And I'll miss Jessica."

Claire glances at her daughter with worry. "I know, there will be a lot of adjusting for you. And if you change your mind about school-"

"Not a chance, mom. It's time that I try going to a real school. And it could provide some unique options for me to make riding an actual career!" Danica is ecstatic to attend a real school. And high school especially is going to be a big change from private tutoring. She wonders if Merrick Academy is anything like the high schools in the movies her dad and her dad's friends produce. If it is, then it is going to be almost as terrifying as it is thrilling. 

Claire replies, “I suppose you will have some good mentors there.”

Danica nods with excitement. She follows all the coaches on social media already, as well as the Merrick Academy Equestrian account that features all of the riding disciplines they offer. “I will. They have so many great coaches. And I’ll get to take classes about horses! Stephen and Linzie don’t get to take Horsemanship class at their schools. But I’ll get to take it every semester.”

Danica and her mother discuss the girl’s upcoming school schedule at length for the remainder of the drive. “I know you’re worried about my training, Mom. But I’ve got this.”

“It’s not just about training, sweetie. You have a difficult courseload.” Claire turns onto the road where they live. Rows of large, modern mansions fill Danica’s view as she looks out the window. This street will not be her home anymore once she leaves for school.

“I know. I can handle it.”

Danica's mother glances at her with sad eyes, and her voice waivers. "I know that you're excited. It's just that we are going to miss you so, so much. We don't want you to think we are forcing you to go to boarding school."

As they pull into the driveway of the house, Danica orders the pizza. They park and walk through the front door and turn into Danica's father's office. Lewis Huxley is an average man in height and most other physical features. But he is far from average when directing is involved.

Currently, Lewis is preparing some director's notes for the first season of his newest project- his first TV show. The show, titled The Ransom Rustlers, is about a group of cowboys serving justice in the Wild West. While the plot seems rather cheesy to Danica, she knows that her father only picks projects that have serious potential. His name alone draws quite a bit of attention.

Danica approaches her dad and gives him a hug. "Hey, dad. We're getting ready for the party tonight. How's it going here?"

"Great! We're going to miss you though. I do have a surprise for you if you want to hear it." Danica's father’s eyes glisten in a similar way as to when he picks a new project or wins an award.

"Ohhh, please tell me!" Her eyes widen in anticipation of what her dad may say.

Lewis smiles at his daughter. "Do you remember when you applied for Merrick Academy? You did the tryout with the Eventing coach, Stephanie?"

Danica looks at her father with a slight frown. The question seems irrelevant to her. "Yeah..."

"Well, she is coming over tonight for the party. She is in town already to buy a horse. I thought it might give you a chance to discuss your goals before you arrive at Merrick and try out for the team."

Stephanie Smith is a well-known trainer. Long before she became a coach for Merrick Academy, she was on the United States Equestrian Team. She won several world championships on the team. She also won a few gold and silver medals as an individual. She can be a harsh trainer, but she produces champion riders and horses at her training barn.

"Oh my gosh, seriously? Okay, well I'm going to go get ready." Danica looks at the time. She notes that she has about an hour before the first few guests arrive, and then she runs up the stairs to get ready.
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