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The gravel crunched under Melanie's boots before the sun had thought about rising. She knew the sound well by now, the particular grind of loose stone against worn rubber, and she knew the way the barn lights looked from the bottom of the drive, a smear of yellow against the dark that hadn't yet decided to be morning. The air smelled of hay and cold dirt and something sharper underneath, the ammonia from the stalls she hadn't cleaned yet. She pulled her jacket tighter at the collar and kept walking.

No one else was there. The parking lot sat empty, the gate still chained, and the only movement came from the swallows nesting in the rafters of the covered arena, their wings making small, restless sounds against the metal roofing. Melanie let herself in through the side door the way she always did, the one the barn manager left unlatched for her on mornings like this, and flipped the switch for the aisle lights. They buzzed before they came on, a sound that had become as familiar as the gravel, and then the barn opened up around her: the long row of stalls, the dark heads of horses turning toward the light, the soft shuffle of shavings under hooves.

She stopped at the feed room first. The bins were labeled in handwriting she recognized, some of it her own from the summer before, and she measured out grain into buckets with the kind of precision that came from doing it a hundred times. Three scoops for the big gelding in stall four. Two for the mare with the sensitive stomach. Half a scoop of the supplement that cost more than Melanie's winter coat, the one her mother had bought on clearance at the outlet mall and had never understood why Melanie needed something warmer. The horses ate while she worked, their jaws moving in steady circles, and the sound of it filled the quiet.

She moved to the stalls next. The first one needed mucking, the shavings dark with urine and the manure piled in the corner where the horse had stood through the night. Melanie worked the pitchfork into the bedding and lifted, and the weight of it traveled up through her arms and into her shoulders, a familiar ache that she had stopped noticing weeks ago. She wheeled the barrow to the manure pile and came back, and then she did it again, and then she did it again, and somewhere in the middle of the third stall she realized she had stopped thinking about anything at all. Her hands knew what to do. Her back knew how to bend. The work moved through her like water moving through a channel, and for a little while there was nothing else.

The horses watched her. They always did. The bay mare in stall seven, the one with the white sock on her left hind, turned her head to follow Melanie's progress down the aisle, and Melanie reached out and ran a hand down the mare's neck as she passed. The coat was warm and a little dusty, and the mare leaned into the pressure for a second before pulling away. Melanie had learned not to take it personally. Horses were like that. They gave you what they had and then they took it back, and you couldn't hold it against them any more than you could hold the weather.

By the time she finished the stalls, the sky outside the barn door had gone from black to gray to something paler, the color of dishwater, and the first birds had started calling from the trees along the fence line. Melanie stripped off her gloves and ran water from the spigot over her hands, and the cold made her fingers ache in a way that was almost good, a reminder that she was here and that the work was real and that she had done it. She was checking the water buckets in the last stall when she heard the sound of tires on gravel, and she looked up, and the morning shifted around her.

The van was black and polished and it pulled into the lot like it belonged there, which it did. Melanie watched it through the barn door, watched the way the morning light slid across the hood, and then the door opened and Charlotte stepped out. She was already wearing her riding breeches, the tan ones with the full seat that looked new even from this distance, and her hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail that didn't have a single strand of hay in it. Melanie looked down at her own jeans, the ones with the knee that had worn through last spring, and then she looked back at Charlotte, and the difference sat between them like a third thing, unspoken and unremarkable and completely, exhaustingly present.

"You're early," Melanie said, and her voice came out steady.

"So are you." Charlotte smiled, and the smile was the same one she always had, bright and open and without any of the weight that Melanie sometimes felt pressing behind her own. "Groom got the ponies settled last night. I wanted to check on them before school."

Three ponies. Melanie knew them by name: the gray mare, the bay gelding, the chestnut that Charlotte had ridden to a top-ten finish at Pony Finals the summer before. They were in the barn now, in the stalls that Melanie had not cleaned because Charlotte's groom had done it, had probably done it before Melanie had even woken up. She thought about her own stall, the one she had mucked for the lesson horse she rode twice a week, and she thought about the bridle in her dorm room, the old one with the replaced stitching that had belonged to her mother's cousin and that she had oiled until her fingers cramped. It was a good bridle. It was not a new bridle. It was not three ponies.

Another van pulled up, this one silver, and Penelope got out. She was wearing a vest over her riding shirt, a quilted one that looked like it had never seen a drop of sweat, and her boots were tall and polished and the leather caught the light in a way that made Melanie's own boots look like they had been through a war. Penelope's hair was blonde and it fell in a clean sheet down her back, and she walked toward the barn with the kind of ease that came from never having to wonder if you belonged somewhere. She didn't wonder. Melanie had never seen her wonder about anything.

"Nine ponies," Melanie said, and she meant it to sound like a joke, but it came out flat.

Penelope shrugged. "Four are at the trainer's. The others are here." She said it like it was nothing, like nine ponies was a number you could just have, and maybe for her it was. Melanie tried to imagine what that would feel like, to have nine ponies and not even think about it, to have a groom and a trainer and a mother who called the school office twice a week to ask about the ponies and the training schedules and your wellbeing. She tried to imagine it, and the image wouldn't hold, and she let it go.

The barn manager came out of the office then, a clipboard in her hand, and called the three of them over. "First A-rated show of the season," she said. "First week of October. It's a qualifier for next year's Pony Finals." She looked at Charlotte and then at Penelope, and her expression said what it always said, which was that she knew who mattered here. "You two will want to get your entries in early. Stalls fill up."

Melanie stood with her hands at her sides. The water from the spigot had dried on her skin, leaving her fingers cold and a little stiff, and she could smell the shavings on her clothes, the particular scent of pine and ammonia that never quite washed out. Charlotte was nodding, already talking about divisions and classes and which pony she would take, and Penelope was pulling out her phone to text her trainer, and Melanie was standing there, and no one was looking at her, and she understood that this was how it would always be. The work happened before the light. The work happened while other people were sleeping. And then the light came, and the vans pulled up, and the people who belonged here stepped out of them, and the work disappeared into the background like it had never happened at all.

She thought about Pony Finals. She thought about the top-ten finish that Charlotte had earned and the top-ten finish that Penelope had earned and the way both of them talked about it like it was a step on a ladder, a thing you did on the way to the next thing. She thought about the lesson horse she rode, the one with the stiff hock and the tendency to rush the jumps, and she thought about the bridle in her dorm room, the old one with the replaced stitching, and she thought about whether any amount of work could make up for the difference between three ponies and none, between nine ponies and a bridle that had belonged to someone else. She didn't know the answer. She wasn't sure there was one.

"Melanie?" Charlotte's voice cut through. "You're coming to watch the schooling session, right?"

"Yeah," Melanie said. "Of course."

She watched them walk toward the arena, Charlotte and Penelope together, their boots making small, clean sounds on the gravel, and then she turned back toward the barn. The stalls were done. The water buckets were full. The horses had been fed and the shavings had been raked and the work that she had done in the dark was finished, and no one would notice it, and that was fine. That was the way it worked. She pulled off her jacket and hung it on the hook by the feed room door, and then she reached into her back pocket and pulled out the diary.

It was small and leather-bound, the cover soft from being carried in her pocket for the past two weeks, and the pages were still mostly blank. She had bought it at the drugstore in town, the one with the rack of school supplies by the front register, and she had picked it because it was small enough to fit in her hand and because the leather reminded her of the bridle, of the way the old leather had taken the oil and softened under her fingers. She opened it now, standing in the aisle of the barn with the horses turning their heads toward her and the morning light coming through the slats in the walls, and she wrote the date at the top of the first page. September 12. And then she wrote nothing else, because she didn't know how to start, because the things she wanted to say were too big for the small pages and too sharp for the soft leather and because she was afraid that if she started writing them down she would never stop.

She closed the diary and put it back in her pocket. The barn bell rang, the first bell of the morning, and the sound of it traveled down the aisle and out into the yard and into the day that was just beginning, and Melanie picked up her bucket and went to fill the last water trough, and the work continued, and the morning continued, and she was still there.
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​Diary Entry: September 12
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The room was small. Melanie had known that when she arrived, had measured it in her mind against the bedroom at home, the one she shared with Emily, and had decided it was enough. A narrow bed with a blue coverlet, a wooden desk pushed against the wall beneath a window that looked out toward the paddocks, a wardrobe with a door that stuck if you didn't lift it just so. The radiator ticked and clicked in the quiet, and the light from the desk lamp pooled yellow on the wood, and the rest of the room sat in shadow.

She had left the diary in her pocket all day. Through morning classes, through lunch in the dining hall with its long tables and its clatter of trays and its conversations she half followed, through the afternoon when she sat beside Charlotte in history and Charlotte passed her a note folded into a tiny square that said nothing important but made her smile anyway. The diary had been there, a small weight against her hip, and she had not taken it out.

Now it was night. The dormitory had settled into its evening quiet, the sounds of other girls in other rooms muffled by the thick stone walls. Someone down the hall was running a shower. Someone else had a radio on low, a song Melanie didn't recognize drifting through the closed door. She sat at the desk in her pajamas, the ones with the thinning flannel and the elastic that had gone soft, and she opened the diary to the first page.

September 12. The date she had written that morning in the barn, standing in the aisle with the horses turning their heads toward her and the light coming through the slats. She had written nothing else then. She had closed the diary and put it back in her pocket and gone to fill the last water trough, and the day had continued, and she had carried the blank page with her through every hour since.

She took the pen from the desk drawer. A plain black pen, the kind that came in a pack of four from the drugstore. She held it for a moment, the plastic barrel cool against her fingers, and then she began to write.

Mom called tonight.

She stopped. The words looked small on the page, smaller than they had felt in her head. She read them again and then she kept going, the pen moving across the paper in her careful, rounded handwriting.

Mom called tonight and asked about Emily's gymnastics meet. She wanted to know if Emily had remembered to pack her grips and if the coach had said anything about her beam routine. She didn't ask about riding. She never asks about riding. I told her about the show in October, the A-rated one, and she said "That's nice, honey" and then she asked if I'd finished my math homework. Like it was the same thing. Like a horse show and
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