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The alarm clock on Melanie Goodwit’s narrow wooden desk buzzed at six-fifteen, a sound she had learned to silence before the second pulse. Her hand found the button in the dark, and she lay still for a moment, listening to the radiator’s first metallic click of the season. September cold had crept into the dormitory overnight, sharpening the air against her cheeks.

She sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. The floorboards were cool under her bare feet. Across the room, her riding clothes hung from a hook on the back of the door – breeches washed too many times, a polo shirt with the collar beginning to fray, and her boots set neatly beneath them. She reached for the left one first, turning it over in her hands. The leather was scuffed along the toe, a pale gray scratch that no amount of polish could hide, and the stitching near the ankle had been repaired twice. She ran her thumb across the worn spot, then set the boot down and began to dress.

Outside her window, the paddocks were still half in shadow. A single horse stood at the far rail, dark against the mist rising off the grass. Melanie paused with her braid half-finished, watching it. The horse did not move, and neither did she, not until the radiator clicked again and broke the stillness.

She pulled her hair tight and tied it off.

The corridor outside her room was quiet in the way old buildings are quiet – not empty, but holding its breath. Most of the other girls in her wing had suites with sitting areas and private baths. Melanie’s room was smaller, a single window facing east, a desk she kept clear of clutter, a bed she made every morning before anyone could see it unmade. She had learned early that neatness cost nothing.

In the dining hall, the smell of toast and scrambled eggs hung warm and low. A few students were already scattered at the long tables, their voices a murmur under the clink of cutlery. Melanie took a tray and chose a seat near the window, where the light was good and she could watch the door.

She did not have to wait long.

“Melanie! You’re up already. I knew you would be.” Charlotte Melough slid onto the bench across from her, honey-colored hair still damp from the shower, her smile wide and immediate. She set her tray down with a clatter. “I’ve been dying to tell you everything. The jumps, the courses, the other riders – oh, you should have seen the pony Penelope drew in the second round. A little bay mare with the most perfect bascule. I thought my heart would stop watching her go.”

“Tell me,” Melanie said, and she meant it. She did.

Charlotte launched into the story without preamble, her hands moving as she talked, sketching the shape of fences in the air. She described the warm-up ring at the Ocala Equestrian Center, the dust that hung in the Florida heat, the moment her pony’s hooves left the ground and the world narrowed to the next stride, the next distance, the next jump. Melanie listened, her toast growing cold on her plate, and let the words wash over her. She could see it – the white rails, the numbered courses, the ribbon table under the tent. She had read about Pony Finals in every back issue of the library’s equestrian magazines, had traced the photographs with her finger, memorizing the names of champions she would never meet.

“And then they called my number,” Charlotte said, her voice catching a little, still fresh with the thrill of it. “Third place. Third place, Melanie. My grandmother was watching on the livestream. She called me right after, and she sounded so happy. You know she’s been...” Charlotte’s sentence trailed off, and she looked down at her plate. “Well. It meant a lot.”

Melanie nodded. She did not know, not exactly, but she had noticed the way Charlotte’s voice changed whenever her grandmother came up, a softening and then a quick pulling back, like a horse shying from something in the grass.

Penelope Anderson arrived a few minutes later, setting her tray down with the careful precision she brought to everything. Her blonde hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, and her riding jacket – though there was no riding scheduled until afternoon – was a deep navy with subtle white piping, the kind of jacket that announced its cost without trying. She sat beside Charlotte and unfolded her napkin across her lap.

“Are you telling her about the show?” Penelope asked.

“I’m trying,” Charlotte said, grinning. “But I keep getting distracted.”

“The flight down was half the adventure,” Penelope said, turning to Melanie with the easy confidence of someone who had never had to wonder whether she belonged at a table. “Daddy chartered a plane – just a small one, but it had these leather seats, and the pilot let me sit in the cockpit before we took off. We landed in Ocala before lunch. The show grounds were enormous. And after the last round, we drove back to the Washington Country Club for dinner. Mother had reserved the private dining room. They served a chocolate torte with gold leaf on top. I thought it was ridiculous, but Daddy said it was a celebration.”

“Gold leaf,” Melanie repeated. She kept her voice light, curious. “Did it taste like anything?”

“Like chocolate,” Penelope said, and shrugged. “Expensive chocolate.”

Charlotte laughed, and Melanie made herself laugh too. It was not hard. Charlotte’s laugh was the kind that pulled you in, and Penelope’s stories, for all their casual extravagance, were not meant to wound. They were simply the truth of her life, offered without calculation. That was the thing about Penelope: she did not know what it cost to hear about chartered planes and gold-leaf desserts, because she had never needed to know.

Melanie took a bite of her toast. It was cold now, the butter congealed, but she chewed and swallowed and did not let her face change.

The dining hall was filling up around them. Sunlight had reached the windows, cutting long rectangles across the floor. Somewhere behind her, a girl was talking about her summer in the Hamptons. Another was complaining about the math placement test. Melanie let the noise settle around her like a coat she could shrug into, something that covered the quiet ache that had opened in her chest and was now spreading, slow and familiar.

She had spent the summer working at the Local Riding Academy, mucking stalls and filling water buckets and cooling out lesson horses in exchange for one ride a week on a borrowed pony named Scout. Scout was a sturdy gray gelding with a choppy trot and a habit of drifting left over fences, and Melanie loved him with a fierceness that surprised her. She had not told Charlotte or Penelope about the academy. She had not told them about the blisters on her palms, or the way her shoulders ached after hauling hay bales in the August heat, or the particular satisfaction of earning a ride that no one had handed her.

She was not sure she could explain it in a way they would understand.

“What about you?” Charlotte asked, turning to her. “Did you ride this summer?”

“A little,” Melanie said. “I worked at the academy. They let me ride one of the school ponies.”

“Which one?”

“Scout. He’s a gray. He’s not fancy, but he tries.”

Charlotte nodded, her expression warm. “That’s the most important thing. A pony who tries is worth ten who don’t.”

Penelope said nothing, but her gaze flicked to Melanie’s boots, visible under the edge of the table, and then away. Melanie saw it. She did not react. She had learned, over the past year, to notice these small glances without acknowledging them – the quick inventory her friends sometimes took of her clothes, her gear, the things she carried. They were not cruel. They were simply cataloging difference, the way riders cataloged a horse’s conformation, and Melanie had decided long ago that she would not apologize for what she lacked.

But she felt it anyway.

The bell rang for first period, and the dining hall emptied in a shuffle of trays and backpacks and last-minute gossip. Melanie walked with Charlotte and Penelope toward the main building, her boots clicking against the stone floor of the front hall. Photographs of past classes lined the corridor, rows of smiling girls in riding jackets, their ponies’ ears pricked forward. Melanie had studied these photographs during her first week at Foxcraft, searching for some sign that a scholarship student had stood among them before. She had not found one, but she had not stopped looking.

In the classroom, Melanie took her usual seat near the window. Charlotte sat two rows ahead, her notebook open to a blank page, her pen uncapped and ready. But as the teacher began the lecture – something about the causes of the American Revolution, the Stamp Act, the tea in the harbor – Charlotte’s hand stilled. She stared at the board, her expression distant, her pen hovering above the paper without touching it. Melanie watched her for a moment, then turned back to her own notes. She wrote the date at the top of the page and underlined it twice.

The morning passed in the steady rhythm of lessons. Melanie took careful notes, raising her hand once to answer a question about the Boston Massacre. The teacher nodded, and Melanie felt the small, private satisfaction of being right. It was not the same as clearing a fence, but it was something she could control, a skill that required no money and no pony and no one’s permission.

At lunch, Charlotte was quieter. She picked at her sandwich and did not mention Pony Finals again. Penelope was occupied with a conversation about the upcoming show schedule, which A-rated competitions her parents had already entered, which ponies she would take. Melanie listened, filing the names away in her memory: the Autumn Classic, the Capital Challenge, the Pennsylvania National. Shows she had read about. Shows she had never seen.

By the time the final bell rang, the September sun had warmed the campus to a pleasant gold. Melanie walked back to her dormitory room and changed into her riding clothes, the same breeches and polo she had worn that morning, the same boots with their scuffed toes. She pulled her hair back into a fresh braid and tucked the stray ends behind her ears.

The barn was a ten-minute walk from the main building, down a gravel path that wound past the paddocks. The air smelled of cut grass and distant hay, and the horses in the fields lifted their heads as she passed. Melanie felt her shoulders loosen with every step. This was the part of the day she carried with her through the long hours of class, the promise of it tucked into the back of her mind like a folded note.

She did not own a pony. She did not have a chartered plane or a country club dinner or a jacket with white piping. But she had this: the path, the paddocks, the horses turning toward her as she walked. And she had the dream, still unspoken, still distant, of standing someday in a show ring under the Florida sun, her number called, a ribbon pressed into her hand.

She pushed open the barn door and stepped inside, into the cool dimness and the smell of hay and leather and horse. The aisle was empty. A radio played softly from the tack room. Melanie walked to the cross-ties where Scout would be waiting, and for the first time all day, the ache in her chest quieted to something she could almost ignore.
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