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The room was small in a way that felt deliberate, as though the walls had been measured to fit exactly one person and her doubts. Melanie Goodwit stood just inside the doorway of the dormitory, her duffel bag still on her shoulder, and let her eyes travel across the narrow bed with its gray wool blanket, the wooden desk pushed against the wall beneath a window that faced the paddocks, the empty wardrobe with its door slightly ajar. The air smelled of old stone and something faintly floral, a cleaner that had been used on the floors before she arrived. She had seen larger closets in the catalogues her mother sometimes brought home from the discount store, the ones she flipped through while waiting for Emily's gymnastics practice to end.

She set the duffel down on the bed. The mattress gave a little beneath the weight, a soft protest, and she unzipped the bag with fingers that were still cold from the early morning drive. Her mother had dropped her at the front gate with a quick kiss and a reminder to call if she needed anything, the car already pulling away before Melanie had fully lifted her hand to wave. Janice Goodwit had a shift at the warehouse that started at seven, and there was no time for lingering. Melanie understood this. She had understood it for years.

The duffel held three pairs of jeans, two of them with knees worn thin enough that the light showed through when she held them up. Four shirts, one with a stain near the collar that she had scrubbed with dish soap until the fabric went fuzzy. A sweater the color of oatmeal, and socks rolled into tight balls, and underneath it all, wrapped in an old pillowcase she had taken from the linen closet without asking, the bridle.

She lifted it out carefully. The leather was dark and supple, aged to a deep brown that was almost black in the creases, and the stitching along the crownpiece had been replaced at some point with a lighter thread that stood out against the original work like a scar that had healed clean. She had spent the week before school cleaning it, working neat's-foot oil into every crack and fold until her hands smelled of it even after she washed them, until the leather softened and began to gleam. It was not a new bridle. It was not the kind of bridle that hung in the tack rooms of the girls whose trailers were pulling up outside even now. But it was hers, and it had belonged to someone before her, her mother's cousin, a girl whose name Janice had mentioned only once and then never again, a girl who had ridden and who had left this behind in a box in the back of a closet. Melanie had found it there two summers ago, and when she asked if she could take it, her mother had shrugged and said it was just gathering dust.

She placed the bridle on the desk. The window above it showed a slice of the paddocks, the white rails of the fence bright in the morning sun, and beyond them the first turning of the trees toward autumn, a few leaves already gone yellow at the edges. She could see the main building's stone front and the long drive that curved up from the road, and she could hear, even through the glass, the low rumble of engines.

She went to the window.

The first trailer was already parked, a silver custom rig with the Melough name stenciled along the side in letters that caught the light. Charlotte was on the ground, her honey-colored hair pulled back in a ponytail that swung when she moved, and she was pointing toward the stable block and saying something to the driver that Melanie could not hear. Two ponies had already been led down the ramp, a gray and a bay, both of them gleaming as though they had been polished, their coats catching the sun in a way that made them look wet. Charlotte reached up and patted the gray's neck, and even from this distance Melanie could see the easy way her hand settled there, the confidence of a girl who had done this a hundred times and never once had to wonder if she belonged.

The second trailer pulled in behind the first, this one a deep navy blue with chrome fittings that flashed when the driver turned the wheel. Penelope Anderson stepped out of the passenger side before the engine had fully cut, her blonde hair smooth and her posture straight, and she stood for a moment surveying the scene with the kind of stillness that Melanie had come to recognize. Penelope did not rush. Penelope did not wave. She waited for the driver to open the trailer door, and when her ponies came down the ramp, three of them, she touched each one briefly on the muzzle and then stepped back, as though the whole operation were a performance she was merely overseeing.

Charlotte looked up and saw Melanie in the window. Her face broke into a smile, and she lifted her hand in a bright wave, her whole arm moving, the kind of wave that expected nothing in return except acknowledgment. Melanie waved back. Penelope, following Charlotte's gaze, offered a small nod, the barest dip of her chin, and then turned back to her ponies.

Melanie let her hand drop. She stood at the window for a moment longer, watching the grooms lead the ponies toward the stable block, watching Charlotte jog after them with her ponytail bouncing, watching Penelope follow at a measured walk, her hands in the pockets of her jacket. The morning light was full and clean, and it made everything look sharp and certain, and Melanie felt something press at the inside of her chest, a feeling she did not name because naming it would have made it real. She thought of the bridle on the desk behind her, the worn leather and the replaced stitching, and she thought of the ponies in the trailers, each of them worth more than everything she had brought with her in the duffel bag. She thought of her mother's car pulling away from the gate, and of Emily at home with her gymnastics bag already packed, and of the scholarship that sat in the school office like a promise she had to keep.

The scholarship was the only reason she was here. She knew this with a clarity that had become as familiar as the feel of the bridle in her hands. Foxcraft Manor cost more than her mother made in a year, and the only thing that stood between Melanie and the life she had left behind, the public school and the weekends at the laundromat and the long afternoons waiting for Emily's practice to end, was a piece of paper that said she had earned her place. She had to keep earning it. She had to keep her grades up, had to keep her head down, had to be the kind of student they did not regret admitting. And she had to do it while sitting next to Charlotte Melough, who had never once had to worry about the cost of anything, and Penelope Anderson, whose father had bought her a new pony the way other fathers bought their daughters new shoes.

She turned from the window. The room was still, the bed still unmade, the duffel still half open on the blanket. She crossed to the desk and picked up the bridle. The leather was warm from her hands, and she ran her thumb along the crownpiece, tracing the line of the replaced stitching. It was not much. It was a thing that had been forgotten in a box, a thing that her mother's cousin had probably not thought about in years, a thing that had no place in the world of custom trailers and gleaming ponies and girls who had never once had to wonder if they deserved to be somewhere. But it was hers. And she had brought it here, and she had cleaned it, and she had set it on the desk where she would see it every morning when she woke up.

She set it down again, carefully, and then she went to the small mirror above the wardrobe and looked at herself. Her dark hair was already escaping its braid, the way it always did, and her brown eyes looked back at her with an expression she could not quite read. She tucked the loose strands behind her ears. She smoothed the front of her shirt. She took a breath, and then another, and then she opened the door and stepped out into the corridor.

The front hall of Foxcraft Manor was old stone and quiet, the kind of quiet that had been built into the walls over decades and could not be disturbed by anything as simple as footsteps. Photographs of past classes lined the corridor, girls in riding jackets and boys in blazers, their faces serious and their postures stiff, and the floor was gray flagstone that had been worn smooth in the center from all the feet that had passed over it. Melanie walked toward the main entrance, her sneakers making a soft sound on the stone, and she could hear voices now, Charlotte's bright and carrying, Penelope's lower and more measured, the sounds of the grooms and the drivers and the ponies being led into their stalls.

She stopped at the top of the steps that led down to the drive. The morning air was cool, and it smelled of hay and diesel and the faint, clean scent of the trees that lined the road. Charlotte was standing near the stable block, her hand on the gray pony's halter, and she was talking to one of the grooms with the kind of easy authority that came from knowing exactly what she wanted. Penelope was a little apart, her phone in her hand, her gaze on the screen. Neither of them had seen her yet.

Melanie stood on the steps for a moment longer. She thought of the bridle on the desk in her room, the worn leather and the replaced stitching, and she thought of the ponies in the trailers, and she thought of the year ahead, the classes and the shows and the long hours of work that would be required to keep her place here. She thought of Charlotte's wave, and Penelope's nod, and the way both of them had looked at her as though she were already part of their world, even though she knew, with a certainty that sat cold in her stomach, that she was not. Not yet. Not fully. Not in the way that counted.

She took a breath. She straightened her shoulders. She walked down the steps and into the morning light, and she did not look back at the window that framed her small room, the narrow bed, the bridle on the desk. She would work harder than anyone. She would prove that she belonged. And she would do it without letting the envy that curled at the edges of her heart turn into something that could swallow her whole.

Charlotte looked up and saw her. "Melanie! There you are. Did you see the gray? She's new. Daddy found her in Ocala last month."

"She's beautiful," Melanie said. And she meant it.

Penelope glanced up from her phone. Her gaze was steady, and her expression gave nothing away, but something in the way she held herself, the slight angle of her shoulders, the careful stillness of her hands, made Melanie think of a girl who was waiting for something she could not name. "You're here early," Penelope said.

"I wanted to get settled."

Penelope nodded, once, and then looked back at her phone. Charlotte was already talking again, about the gray's breeding, about the show in Ocala, about the Pony Finals qualifications she was hoping to earn, and Melanie listened and nodded and let the words wash over her, and she did not let herself think about the bridle in the drawer, or the duffel bag on the bed, or the long drive home that she would not make until the end of the term. She was here. She had made it. And that, for now, would have to be enough.
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​First Ride at the Barn
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The barn at six in the morning smelled the way all barns smelled, but Melanie had decided long ago that this one smelled better. Hay, grain, the ammonia sharpness of urine-soaked shavings waiting to be mucked, and underneath it all the warm animal scent of horses. She pushed the wheelbarrow down the aisle, the handles cold through her work gloves, and let herself breathe.

Her scholarship covered tuition and board, but not lessons. Not ring time. Those she earned here, at the Local Riding Academy, trading four hours of morning chores for one hour in the saddle. It was a bargain she had made without hesitation. She would have traded twice that.

The first stall belonged to a bay gelding named Tucker, who pinned his ears when she slid the door open but stood quietly enough while she forked the wet shavings into the barrow. She worked fast, the way she had learned to work when there was always more to do than time to do it in. Her mother said that about the house, about the bills, about everything. More to do than time to do it in. Melanie had stopped hearing it as a complaint and started hearing it as a fact.

By the time she reached the third stall, the routine had settled into her body. Fork, lift, dump. Fork, lift, dump. The rhythm left her mind free to drift, and it drifted, as it always did, to the same place. To the gray pony Charlotte had shown her the day before, the one Charlotte said had come from Ocala. To the way Penelope had looked at her, cool and measuring, as though Melanie were a piece of tack she had not decided whether to keep. To the bridle in her dormitory drawer, the one with the lighter stitching along the crownpiece, the one her mother's cousin had worn when she was a girl who rode.

She had not shown it to anyone. She was not sure she ever would.

The barn was quiet this early. The other working students would not arrive until later, and the boarders' horses had already been fed. Melanie finished the stalls, swept the aisle, and was filling the water buckets when she heard the sound of an engine. Not the rattle of the old pickup the barn manager drove. Something smoother.

She set down the hose and walked to the open doorway.

A dark SUV had pulled into the gravel lot, and behind it, a trailer. Not the kind of trailer Melanie's mother had driven once, the rusted two-horse that had needed a new tire every third trip. This one was custom, silver and sleek, with the Anderson name stenciled along the side in letters that matched the ones on Penelope's tack trunk.

Penelope climbed out of the passenger side first, her blonde hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, her breeches the kind that cost more than Melanie's entire duffel bag of clothes. She did not look toward the barn
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