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The bus let her off at the bottom of the hill, same as last year, and Melanie Goodwit stood for a moment with her duffel bag cutting into her shoulder and looked up at Foxcraft Manor.

The main building rose against a September sky that was trying hard to be blue but hadn't quite committed. Gray stone, tall windows, the kind of old that meant money rather than neglect. She'd forgotten how quiet it was up here before the term really started, just the wind moving through the oaks and the distant sound of a horse whinnying from somewhere beyond the paddocks. The white fence rails needed paint in a few places. She noticed that now. She hadn't noticed it last year.

Her dormitory room was exactly as she'd left it in June, which meant it was small and faced the paddocks and smelled faintly of the neat's-foot oil she'd worked into her mother's cousin's old bridle the night before she first came here. The bridle itself hung from a hook by the window, the darker leather of the crownpiece showing where the original stitching had been replaced with lighter thread. Melanie set her duffel on the narrow bed and touched the bridle once, just the noseband, before turning to unpack.

She didn't have much to unpack. That was the thing.

By the time she made her way to the common room, voices were already bouncing off the stone walls. The front hall smelled the way it always did, floor wax and old wood and something floral from the arrangement on the desk that got replaced every Monday. Photographs of past classes lined the corridor, girls in riding coats and girls holding trophies and girls standing beside ponies whose names Melanie had looked up in back issues of the equestrian magazines at the public library.

Charlotte Melough spotted her first.

"Melanie!" Charlotte crossed the common room in about four strides, honey-colored hair swinging, and pulled her into a hug that smelled like laundry detergent and the particular shampoo Charlotte always used. "You're here early. I was hoping you would be."

"The bus only runs twice," Melanie said. "It was early or not at all."

Charlotte laughed, but it was the kind of laugh that ended a little too quickly, and Melanie noticed the way her friend's smile settled back into something quieter. Not unhappy, exactly. Just quieter than Charlotte's smiles usually were.

"How was your summer?" Melanie asked.

"Busy." Charlotte dropped onto one of the common room sofas, tucking her legs under her. "We were in Ocala for most of August. Pony Finals."

Melanie sat down across from her. "I know. I saw the results online."

"You did?"

"Top ten with Sport. That's huge, Charlotte."

Charlotte's face did something complicated. Pride, mostly, but there was something else underneath it that Melanie couldn't quite name. "It was good. It was really good. Sport was perfect the whole week. I mean, not perfect, but you know. As close as he gets."

"Tell me everything."

And Charlotte did. She talked about the warm-up ring at the Ocala Equestrian Center, how crowded it had been, how one of the ponies from Texas had spooked at a banner and nearly unseated its rider in the schooling area. She described the course, the bending line from fence four to five that half the division had trouble with, the way Sport had pinned his ears at the judge's booth but jumped clean anyway. Melanie listened and asked the right questions and let herself feel the genuine happiness for her friend, because it was genuine. Charlotte had worked for that top-ten finish. Charlotte deserved it.

But underneath the happiness was something else, a familiar tightness in her chest that she'd learned to carry without acknowledging. Charlotte had spent August in Florida, riding two ponies a day, working with a trainer whose name Melanie recognized from magazine articles. Charlotte's parents had flown down for the weekend to watch. Charlotte's mother had called the school office twice a week, same as always, to check on the ponies.

Melanie had spent August at Mill Creek, mucking stalls in exchange for one lesson a week on whichever school horse was sound that day.

"What about you?" Charlotte asked. "How was your summer?"

"Quiet." Melanie shrugged. "I worked at the barn a lot. My sister had a gymnastics meet in July, so we drove up for that."

"Emily, right?"

"Yeah. She placed third on beam."

Charlotte nodded, and Melanie could see her trying to find the right level of enthusiasm for a sport she knew nothing about. It was kind of her to try. It was always kind of her to try.

The common room door opened, and Penelope Anderson walked in.

Penelope moved the way she always did, like the air was supposed to rearrange itself around her. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and her riding clothes looked new, or at least newer than anything Melanie owned. But there was something different in the way she approached them, a hesitation that hadn't been there last spring. She stopped a few feet from the sofa instead of claiming her usual spot by the window.

"Hi," Penelope said. "Can I sit?"

Melanie glanced at Charlotte, who looked as surprised as she felt. Penelope didn't usually ask. Penelope usually just sat.

"Of course," Charlotte said, shifting to make room.

Penelope sat on the edge of the cushion, back straight, hands folded in her lap. "I saw your results from Pony Finals," she said to Charlotte. "Sport looked great in the videos."

"Thanks. Yours too. Both of them."

Penelope nodded, and for a second her composure cracked just enough to let something through. Satisfaction, maybe. Relief. "Sam was fifth in the medium greens. Lillybelle was eighth in the smalls." She said it carefully, like she was trying not to sound like she was bragging but also not trying very hard.

"That's incredible," Melanie said, and meant it, and hated how much it cost her to mean it.

"My dad flew down for the last two days." Penelope examined her fingernails. "He said it was a good investment."

Charlotte made a small sound that might have been sympathy. Melanie didn't make any sound at all. She was thinking about the word investment, about what it meant to have a father who could fly to Florida for a pony show and call it that, about what it meant to have four or five ponies waiting for you when you got home. Penelope had two ponies in the top ten at Pony Finals. Two. Melanie had a worn bridle and a scholarship and a mother who still asked, sometimes, if she was sure she didn't want to try gymnastics instead.

"What about you, Melanie?" Penelope asked, and her voice was almost gentle. Almost. "Did you show this summer?"

"No." Melanie kept her voice even. "I've been riding at Mill Creek. School horses."

"Oh." Penelope's face flickered with something that might have been discomfort. "Well, the school horses here are good. I mean, for school horses."

"They are," Melanie said.

The conversation moved on. Charlotte talked about the new pony her parents were considering, a Welsh cross her trainer had found in Virginia. Penelope mentioned that her mother was organizing a charity event at the Washington Country Club in October, something about junior riders and fundraising. Melanie listened and nodded and felt the familiar gap opening up beneath her, the space between what her friends could reach out and touch and what she could only watch from a distance.

But Charlotte kept glancing at her, little looks that said she was trying to include her, and even Penelope seemed to be making an effort, asking Melanie questions about the school horses and whether she'd met the new barn manager yet. It wasn't enough to close the gap. It was something, though.

After a while, Charlotte excused herself to call her mother. "She worries if I don't check in before dinner," she said, rolling her eyes, but her voice was thin in a way that made Melanie watch her leave the room more carefully than she might have otherwise.

Penelope stayed on the sofa, and for a moment neither of them spoke.

"Charlotte seems quiet," Penelope said finally.

"I noticed that too."

"Do you know why?"

Melanie shook her head. "She didn't say anything."

Penelope looked toward the door Charlotte had walked through. "Maybe she's just tired. Pony Finals is exhausting."

"Maybe."

But Melanie didn't think it was exhaustion. She'd seen Charlotte tired before, after long show weekends and early-morning barn chores, and this was different. This was the kind of quiet that had weight behind it, the kind that came from carrying something you didn't know how to set down. Melanie recognized the shape of it, even if she didn't know what filled it.

She filed the observation away and turned back to Penelope, who was still sitting very straight on the edge of the cushion, still looking like she wasn't quite sure she belonged on that particular sofa.

"It's good to be back," Penelope said, and it sounded almost like a question.

"Yeah," Melanie said. "It is."

And it was, mostly. The familiar halls, the smell of the common room, the view of the paddocks from her dormitory window. Charlotte's hug. Even Penelope's awkward, hesitant friendliness. It was good to be back.

But the gap was still there, wider than it had been in June, measured now in top-ten finishes and Florida flights and ponies whose names Melanie would never ride. She could feel it settling into her bones, the knowledge that wanting something badly wasn't the same as being able to reach it.

Later, after Penelope had gone to find her dormitory and the common room had emptied out, Melanie walked back through the front hall alone. The photographs on the walls watched her pass, girls with ribbons and girls with trophies and girls whose parents had paid for the lessons and the ponies and the show fees that turned wanting into having.

She stopped at the bulletin board near the main office. The school's equestrian calendar was pinned there, fresh for the new term, dates and divisions and qualifying shows listed in neat columns. Pony Finals qualifiers started in the spring. A-rated shows, the ones that counted, the ones that could get you there if you had the right pony and the right training and the right resources.

Melanie didn't have any of those things. Not yet.

She pulled a pen from her bag and wrote the first qualifier date on the inside of her wrist, small enough to wash off but dark enough to see.
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