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The bus let her off at the bottom of the long drive, because the driver said he wasn't authorized to take anything that size past the stone pillars, and Melanie had stood on the shoulder with her duffel bag and watched the taillights shrink to nothing before she turned around.

Foxcraft Manor School sat at the top of the hill like something from a magazine her mother would never buy. Gray stone, white trim, windows that caught the September morning and threw it back at her. The paddock fences ran along the eastern edge of the property, white rails that gleamed even from this distance, and beyond them she could see the dark shapes of horses moving in the early light. She had seen photographs in the brochure, of course. She had studied them until the corners curled. But the photographs hadn't included the smell of fresh shavings and saddle soap drifting down the drive, or the sound of hooves on cobblestone somewhere out of sight, or the particular way the air felt this high up the hill, thinner and cooler than the air she'd left at the bus station.

She picked up her duffel bag. The strap had torn halfway through last spring and she'd stitched it back with navy thread that didn't match the canvas, and the stitchwork held but it looked like what it was: a repair made by someone who couldn't afford to replace the thing that broke. She knew this because she'd spent the whole bus ride noticing it, running her thumb over the stitches, and then noticing herself noticing it, which was worse.

The main building's front hall opened around her as she pushed through the heavy door. Old stone, cool air, a desk near the entry with a woman behind it who looked up and smiled in a way that suggested she'd been told to expect a scholarship student and wasn't sure what to do with the information. Melanie gave her name. The woman consulted a clipboard and pointed her toward the dormitory wing, third door on the left, and Melanie walked down a corridor lined with photographs of past classes, girls in riding coats and girls with ribbons and girls standing beside ponies whose names had been engraved on brass plates beneath the frames.

Her room was small. A narrow bed, a wooden desk, a window that faced the paddocks. She set her duffel on the bed and stood at the window for a long moment, watching a bay pony crop grass along the fenceline, and then she unpacked what she'd brought: two pairs of breeches, one with a patch at the knee, the other without. Three shirts. The bridle wrapped in an old pillowcase, the one her mother's cousin had owned, the one she'd spent three evenings cleaning with neat's-foot oil until the leather had softened and the lighter stitching along the crownpiece had stopped looking like a scar and started looking like something that belonged to her.

And the helmet.

She lifted it out last. The velvet was worn smooth at the crown, and the harness had been replaced at some point, the stitching a slightly different black than the original. It wasn't a bad helmet. It met safety standards. It would pass inspection at any show she might someday enter. But it was not new, and it was not the brand the other girls wore, and she had known this even before she knew what the other girls wore, because she had spent enough time in the library magazines to understand that there were things that marked you, in this world, before you ever opened your mouth.

She set the helmet on the desk and left it there while she changed into her barn clothes.

The stable yard was louder than the drive had been. Voices carried across the cobblestones, grooms calling to each other, the clatter of hooves on trailer ramps, the sharp hiss of a hose somewhere. Melanie walked through the archway and stopped. Two horse trailers sat parked near the main barn, the kind with living quarters and custom paint and the names of farms stenciled on the sides in gold lettering. Grooms were unloading ponies from the first trailer, and from the second, and the ponies came down the ramps one after another, bays and grays and a chestnut with a white blaze that caught the sun.

A girl stood near the second trailer, directing the operation with a quiet authority that Melanie recognized before she understood why. Honey-colored hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, tall boots that had been polished to a shine that looked effortless, a vest in a deep navy that matched the color of the trailer's lettering. She held a clipboard and checked things off as the grooms worked, and she didn't raise her voice, but the grooms looked to her after each pony was unloaded, waiting for the nod that meant they could move on to the next.

Charlotte Melough. Melanie knew the name from the show results posted in the school's online newsletters, the ones she'd read at the public library because her mother's data plan didn't cover that kind of browsing. Top ten at Pony Finals. Multiple championships at A-rated shows. A string of ponies that would have made Melanie dizzy to count, and here they were, coming down the ramp one by one, each of them worth more than anything Melanie had ever touched.

A second girl emerged from the barn side, blonde hair cut in a smooth line that fell exactly to her shoulders, her riding coat still immaculate despite the heat and the dust. She called something to Charlotte that Melanie couldn't hear, and Charlotte looked up and smiled, and the blonde girl gestured toward the third trailer, the one still being positioned, and said something else that made one of the grooms laugh.

Penelope Anderson. Melanie knew that name too. Four or five ponies, depending on the season. Her father was a doctor, her mother was something in society circles, and the Andersons had the kind of money that didn't need to announce itself because it had already been announced, years ago, by everyone who mattered.

Melanie stood in the archway with her hands at her sides and watched them. The grooms moved around her without looking at her. The ponies, the beautiful ponies, were led past her into the barn, and she caught the scent of their coats, the warm animal smell of them, and her chest did something she didn't have a name for. It wasn't jealousy, exactly. Jealousy was a clean word, and this was not clean. This was a longing that had been with her so long it had worn a groove in her, like water on stone, and she had learned to carry it quietly because there was nowhere to put it down.

She found her assigned stall at the far end of the barn, past the wash racks and the feed room, in a corner where the light came through a high window and fell in a single shaft across the shavings. The stall was smaller than the ones near the front. The nameplate on the door was blank. A school pony would be assigned to her later in the week, the woman at the desk had said, something suitable for a beginner to intermediate rider, and Melanie had nodded and not said that she wasn't a beginner, that she'd been riding since she was nine on whatever horses the local academy would let her on, that she'd cleaned stalls and mucked paddocks and held horses for the farrier and done everything short of owning a horse of her own, because none of that would change what the school pony was or what the blank nameplate meant.

She found a pitchfork leaning against the wall and began to work. The shavings were fresh but not evenly spread, and someone had left a flake of hay in the corner that was already going dusty, and there was a cobweb across the water bucket that needed to be brushed out. She did these things one at a time, in order, and the work settled something in her. The pitchfork had a smooth handle, worn where other hands had held it, and the weight of it was familiar. She spread the shavings evenly. She pulled the dusty hay and replaced it with a fresh flake from the stack outside. She scrubbed the water bucket with the hose until the metal shone, and she did all of this without thinking about Charlotte Melough's ponies or Penelope Anderson's riding coat or the way the grooms had looked past her as if she were part of the architecture.

When the stall was clean, she stood in the doorway and looked at it. The shavings were level. The hay was in the corner, where it should be. The water bucket was full. It was not her stall, not really, and the pony that would stand in it was not her pony, and nothing about it belonged to her except the work she had put into it. But the work was hers. That was something.

She walked back through the barn, past the stalls where Charlotte's ponies stood in fresh bedding with their names on brass plates, past the tack room where Penelope's saddle sat on a rack with a monogrammed cover, and she didn't slow down. She didn't let herself look too long. She had learned, in the years since her mother had stopped looking at her the way she looked at Emily, that there were things you could want and things you could have and the space between them was where you lived, and you could either make a home there or you could let it eat you.

Her mother. Janice. Melanie had called her from the bus station, a quick call because the bus was loading and she didn't have much time, and her mother had answered on the fourth ring and said, "You're on your way, then," and Melanie had said yes, and her mother had said, "Emily has her meet this afternoon, so I'll be at the gym," and Melanie had said okay, and her mother had said, "Call me when you're settled," and then the line had gone quiet in the way it always did, the way that meant her mother had already turned her attention to something else. Emily's meet. Emily's routine. Emily's new leotard, the one their father had paid for, the one that had cost more than Melanie's bus ticket and her duffel bag and the stitching she'd done on the strap.

Melanie had stood at the payphone with the receiver in her hand and the bus idling behind her and had not cried. She had not cried because she was twelve years old and she had learned, somewhere along the way, that crying didn't change what was true. What was true was that her mother loved Emily in a way she didn't love Melanie. What was true was that her mother had come to her riding lessons twice in three years, both times because the academy had called to say she was behind on payment, and both times her mother had sat in the car and not watched. What was true was that Melanie had stopped asking her to come, because it was easier not to ask than to watch her say no.

She pulled out her diary. It was a small notebook with a blue cover, the kind you could buy at the drugstore for two dollars, and she had filled half the pages already with things she hadn't said to anyone. She sat on the edge of her bed, the window open, the sound of the stable yard still carrying up from below, and wrote.

First day. The school is beautiful. The barn is beautiful. Charlotte Melough has three ponies here already and Penelope Anderson has more coming. They have grooms. They have tack trunks with their names on them. I have a stall at the end of the barn and a helmet that used to belong to someone else.

She stopped writing. The pen hovered over the page. Outside, someone called a pony's name, and the sound of hooves answered, and the day went on without her.

I'm going to figure it out. I don't know how yet, but I'm going to figure out how to be here without all the things they have. There has to be a way.

She closed the diary and set it on the desk beside the helmet. The light through the window had shifted, the afternoon sun coming lower and warmer across the paddocks, and the bay pony was still grazing along the fenceline. She watched it for a long time, the way it moved, the slow rhythm of its head lifting and lowering, and then she looked at her phone, the cheap one with the cracked screen that she'd had since eighth grade.

No messages. No missed calls.

She set the phone down and went back to the barn, because there was still work to do and she didn't want to sit in the room any longer, waiting for something that might not come.
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Melanie walked the half mile from Foxcraft's main gate to the local riding academy along a road that narrowed from paved to gravel, her sneakers picking up dust that clung to the cuffs of her jeans. The afternoon sun sat low enough to stretch her shadow ahead of her, long and thin across the packed dirt. She had changed out of her school clothes in the dormitory and pulled on the same jeans she'd worn all summer, the ones with a pale worn patch on the left knee where the denim had gone soft. Her hands were clean. She'd washed them twice in the bathroom sink before leaving, scrubbing at the knuckles until the skin went pink, because she didn't want to walk into the academy smelling of nothing but soap and still look like someone who didn't belong there.

The academy barn came into view past a stand of scrub oak, a long low building with a roof that had faded from red to rust-brown and a side door that stood open to the afternoon. The air shifted as she got close. Hay dust, ammonia from the stalls, the sweet heavy smell of horse sweat that clung to the rafters and never quite aired out. It was a working barn, not a show barn. The stalls were painted a practical gray, not white, and the aisle was packed dirt, not swept concrete. Melanie had been coming here three afternoons a week since the start of term, and the smell
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