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The September air carried the particular smell of Foxcraft Manor School on the first day back: floor polish, old stone, and somewhere beyond the main building, the faint, sweet scent of hay drifting up from the paddocks. Melanie Goodwit shifted the strap of her bookbag on her shoulder and paused at the edge of the quad, where clusters of students in crisp navy blazers moved toward the main hall like flocks of well-dressed birds.

Her own blazer had been pressed the night before, laid out on her narrow bed in the dormitory room she'd moved into three days earlier because the bus schedule from her mother's apartment only ran on Wednesdays. She'd pressed it herself, standing over the ironing board in the empty common room while the radiator clicked and sighed. The fabric was soft at the elbows, the hem let down once already, the lining beginning to fray in a way she hoped no one else would notice. Around her, the other girls' blazers hung crisp and new, their pleated skirts falling at precisely the same angle, their leather shoes unscuffed.

She spotted Charlotte Melough first. Charlotte stood near the stone fountain at the center of the quad, her honey-colored hair catching the morning light, her head tilted back in laughter at something Penelope Anderson had just said. Penelope's blonde hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, her designer riding bag slung over one shoulder, and even from twenty feet away Melanie could see the gleam of new leather.

"Melanie!" Charlotte's voice rang across the quad, and she waved with the kind of easy enthusiasm that made other girls turn and look. "Over here!"

Melanie walked toward them, her shoes making a soft sound on the flagstones. She was aware, suddenly, of the way her bookbag hung, the way her hair was already escaping its braid, the small scuff on the toe of her left shoe that she'd tried to cover with polish the night before.

"You're back," Charlotte said, pulling her into a quick hug that smelled of expensive shampoo. "How was your summer?"

"Good," Melanie said. "Busy."

"Busy doing what?" Penelope asked, though her eyes had already drifted toward a group of older students crossing the quad, and her tone suggested the question was more reflex than genuine curiosity.

"Working," Melanie said. "At the Local Riding Academy. I've been mucking stalls and cooling out horses, mostly. They let me ride sometimes, after the lessons are done."

Charlotte's face brightened. "That's wonderful. You must be getting so much practice."

Melanie opened her mouth to explain that it wasn't practice, not really, that the horses she rode were the ones the paying students had already worked, tired and dull to the aids, and that she'd spent more hours with a pitchfork than in a saddle. But Penelope was already speaking.

"Pony Finals was incredible," Penelope said, the words spilling out as though she'd been holding them back and could no longer contain them. "We qualified in three divisions. Three. My father flew us down to Ocala on the jet, and we stayed at this resort with a pool and everything. Charlotte's pony was phenomenal in the medium greens."

"He was good," Charlotte said, but her voice had softened, and she looked down at her hands. "It was a good summer."

"Good?" Penelope laughed, a bright, practiced sound. "Charlotte, you won your over-fences class. You were champion in your division. That's not good, that's spectacular."

Melanie felt something tighten in her chest. She kept her face still, the way she'd learned to do during the long afternoons at the academy when the lesson girls climbed out of their mothers' Range Rovers in brand-new tall boots while Melanie scrubbed water buckets behind the barn. Champion. Over fences. The words landed in her stomach and sat there, heavy and cold.

"That's amazing," she said, and her voice came out steady. "Congratulations."

Charlotte looked at her then, a glance that held for just a beat longer than it needed to. Her smile flickered, something moving behind her bright, open features that Melanie couldn't quite read. Then it was gone, and Charlotte was nodding, and Penelope was already describing the course, the turns, the way the light had fallen across the ring during the victory gallop.

Melanie listened. She was good at listening. She'd spent years perfecting the art of standing at the edge of conversations, nodding at the right moments, laughing when the other girls laughed. She knew the names of Charlotte's ponies, the divisions they competed in, the trainers who traveled with them to shows in Florida and Kentucky and Virginia. She'd read about all of it in the magazines she checked out from the school library, the glossy pages filled with photographs of girls in shadbelly coats accepting ribbons while their ponies stood with ears pricked forward, gleaming and impossibly perfect.

"What about you?" Charlotte asked, turning back to Melanie. "Are you going to try to qualify this year? For Pony Finals?"

The question landed softly, without malice, and somehow that made it worse. Charlotte's face was open, genuinely interested, as though the answer were a simple matter of deciding and then doing, as though the only thing standing between Melanie and a spot at Pony Finals was a matter of will.

"I want to," Melanie said. "I've been saving. The academy lets me work extra hours on weekends, and if I can get enough ring time, maybe I can find a catch ride somewhere."

"A catch ride?" Penelope's eyebrows rose. "You mean riding someone else's pony?"

"It happens," Melanie said. "Sometimes owners need someone to show their ponies if their own kids can't."

Penelope's expression shifted, a flicker of something that might have been pity or might have been confusion, as though Melanie had just described a custom she'd read about in a book about a foreign country. "But how would you even practice? I mean, you'd need a pony to train on, wouldn't you? And a trainer to coach you?"

"I practice at the academy," Melanie said. "When I can."

The first bell rang then, a long, insistent peal that echoed across the quad and sent the clusters of students drifting toward the main hall. Penelope adjusted her bag on her shoulder and began walking, her polished shoes clicking on the flagstones. Charlotte lingered for a moment, her hand brushing Melanie's sleeve.

"I'm glad you're back," she said. "Really."

Melanie nodded. "Me too."

They walked together toward the main building, the old gray stone rising before them with its tall windows and ivy-covered walls. Inside, the front hall smelled of wood and paper, and the photographs of past classes lined the corridors, rows of smiling faces in matching blazers, girls who had walked these same halls and ridden these same paddocks and probably never once worried about the cost of a pair of tall boots.

Melanie found her locker in the junior corridor, third from the end, the metal door slightly dented and the combination lock sticking the way it always did. She worked the dial, listening to the sounds of the hallway filling up around her, the laughter and the slamming doors and the quick footsteps of girls who had spent their summers at shows and clinics and camps, who had trainers and trailers and ponies waiting for them in the barns beyond the paddock fence.

She thought about the Local Riding Academy, the way it smelled of hay and liniment and the particular dustiness of a place that had never been renovated, never been photographed for glossy magazines. She thought about the horses she'd cooled out in the late afternoons, their coats dark with sweat, their heads low and tired, the way they'd leaned into her when she rubbed their necks and told them they'd done well. She thought about the worn leather bridle hanging on the back of her dormitory door, the one that had belonged to her mother's cousin, the one she'd cleaned with neat's-foot oil until the cracks in the leather softened and the stitching lay flat and smooth.

The second bell rang, sharper than the first, and the hallway began to empty. Melanie pulled her schedule from her bag, smoothed the creased paper against her palm, and closed her locker. The metal door caught on its hinge, and she had to shove it twice before the latch clicked shut.

She walked toward her first class, her shoes quiet on the worn floorboards, and she did not let herself look back at the quad, where the fountain still splashed, and the September sun still fell on the flagstones where Charlotte and Penelope had stood. She kept her eyes forward, her shoulders straight, and she thought about the horses waiting at the academy, the ones who didn't care about blazers or bank accounts or the difference between a catch ride and a pony of one's own. She thought about the bridle on her door, and the way the leather had felt under her hands, and the particular sound a horse makes when it recognizes the person who has come to feed it.

The classroom door was open. She walked through it, found a seat near the window, and pulled out her notebook before the teacher had even finished writing the date on the board.
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​Lessons for a Dream
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The bus let Melanie off at the corner of Route 7 and the gravel lane that led to the Local Riding Academy, and she stepped down into air that smelled of dry grass and diesel exhaust. The bus pulled away, its engine whining up through the gears, and then the quiet of the late afternoon settled around her. She hitched her backpack higher on her shoulder and started walking. The gravel crunched under her sneakers, a sound she had come to associate with the particular kind of tired that lived in her calves by the end of a day like this one.

The academy sat at the end of the lane, a low sprawl of whitewashed barns and pipe-fenced paddocks that had seen better decades. The paint was peeling in long curls along the south wall of the main barn, and the roof over the feed room sagged just enough to catch the eye if you looked too long. But the horses were healthy, their coats gleaming even in the fading September light, and that was the part Melanie cared about. She turned into the yard and let the familiar smell of hay and shavings and warm horseflesh replace the diesel and the chalk-dust of Foxcraft Manor's classrooms.

Lila Meadows stood at the entrance to the main barn, a clipboard in one hand and a lead rope looped over her shoulder. She was somewhere in her thirties, lean and sun-browned, with short gray-streaked hair that looked like she cut it herself
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