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OUR FANTABULOUS ENTRANCE. NOT.






MY PARENTS’ SUV ROLLED INTO THE SCHOOL’S parking lot, past the imposing, ivy-covered wrought-iron gates. I had seven types of lip gloss in my purse and not one was Canterwood Crest Academy worthy. Peach and lime—too summery. Marshmallow and sugar cookie—too Christmassy. Reluctantly, I settled on strawberry.


“Mom,” I whispered, dabbing gloss on my lower lip—desperate situations really amp up my lip gloss addiction—“are you sure about this?” The rearview mirror caught my reflection. My naturally tan face was pale and I’d slathered on so many coats of lip gloss, my lips had turned cotton-candy pink. Oops.


“You’re going to be fine, Sasha. You were a great rider at Briar Creek!” Mom turned in her seat to look at me. She tucked a strand of golden-brown hair—the same color as mine—behind her ear.


I waved my hand toward the window. “This is not Briar Creek,” I said, “I’ll be lucky if I make the beginner team here.”


“You’re an excellent rider,” Dad said, pulling into a parking space and cutting the engine. “Don’t even talk like that.”


Parents are required to say stuff like that so they don’t ruin their kid’s self esteem. I’d seen an Oprah about it.


I tried one of those deep-breathing exercises from my yoga DVD. In May, when my acceptance letter had come from school, I’d taken up yoga. The thought of switching schools and riding for a new stable had been enough to give me major stress. But I couldn’t do any worse here than I had at UMS—Union Middle School—in my hometown of Union. Maybe I’d make real friends here. Breathe in, and then out. In, out.


“All right, Sash,” Dad said. “Let’s go.”


Reluctantly, I opened the door and took in the scene around me. Everything looked different, bigger somehow, than when I’d toured the campus in April. Beautiful stone buildings with climbing ivy, rolling green hills, lush trees with not one dead leaf to be found. And, best of all, a gorgeous, dark-lacquered stable ahead in the distance.


“Smile! Say hi to Grandma and Grandpa, honey.” Dad said, shoving his camcorder in my face. “This is Sasha’s first day of seventh grade. Wave to the camera, Sasha.”


“Dad!” I hissed. Oprah would so totally disapprove of this! I reverted to my yoga breathing. In, out. In, out.


He beamed. “Sasha’s first day at boarding school. I remember when—”


Oh, my God. “Dad! Stop filming!” I slammed my palm over the lens. “Not. Now.”


“Oh.” Dad lowered the camcorder and switched off the blinking red light. “Sorry.”


Mom read the instruction sheet for students coming to school with horses. “It says to unload your horse in this lot,” Mom said. “And follow the signs to the stable area.”


At least there were signs, since I probably wouldn’t remember the way after five months.


Dad put away the camcorder and helped me unload my horse. Charm pawed the trailer floor—eager to get out. He had been in the trailer for two hours.


Charm, with nostrils flaring, backed down the trailer ramp. “Please behave,” I whispered to him. He pranced in place and huffed as he eyed his new home. His chestnut coat glistened, his gold halter rings flashing in the sunlight. Charm was acting like a yearling instead of an eight-year-old gelding. I touched the tiny silver horse charm on the bracelet my parents had given me for good luck last night, our last night together before Canterwood.


“We’ll go park the trailer and find you in the stable when we’re done,” Mom said.


“You’re leaving me alone?”


“Oh, honey,” Mom said, squeezing my shoulder. “You’ll be fine. And we’ll be right back.”


“Promise?” I asked.


She nodded. “Promise.”


My slick hands could barely grip Charm’s lead line. Deep breath in, deep breath out. “Ready, boy?”


My lips felt dry. I dug in my pocket for my strawberry gloss and globbed more on. Together, Charm and I followed a sign that read STABLE, with an arrow that pointed down a grassy path. Iron signs directed riders to cross-country courses and trail riding paths. As we approached the stable, the familiar scent of horses, hay, and grain soothed me more than my breathing exercises or lip gloss ever would.


Wow, Canterwood is even more gorgeous than I’d remembered, I thought, surveying the gleaming paddocks. The lush grass looked as if someone had cut it with fingernail clippers. There wasn’t a clump of horsehair or a wisp of hay out of place. Even the stones around the bushes by the sidewalks looked polished.


This place made Briar Creek look like a dollhouse-size operation. I still couldn’t believe I’d been accepted to Canterwood and was about to start riding for their nationally recognized riding program!


Charm tugged me forward. “Easy,” I murmured.


Just then, a boom came from the parking lot. At the same moment that I realized it had just been a car backfiring, my hand shot out to grasp Charm’s halter. With a snort, he reared up toward the bright blue sky. The lead line seared my palms as it slipped out of my hands. I stumbled backward and made a frantic swipe for the end of the rope, but Charm bolted forward before I could grab it.


Oh, my God, this couldn’t be happening! In the distance, I could see Charm’s lead line dangling between his legs. He could seriously hurt himself if he got tangled in the rope.


“Charm!” I yelled, sprinting after him. He galloped toward a cluster of students and then swerved to avoid them. He flew by the paddocks and headed for the arena, his hooves pounding the ground in quick beats.




“Loose horse!” I screamed.


Charm’s ears swept back in fear. The whites of his eyes were visible, even from far away. Charm quickened his pace to a flat gallop. Thirteen hundred pounds of glistening chestnut zoomed around the grass.


“Here, Charm!” He slowed to a fast canter and turned toward a much darker chestnut Thoroughbred in the arena. The horse’s shoulder muscles rippled under his shiny coat. A slight girl with blond hair that peeked out from beneath a black velvet riding helmet was riding the Thoroughbred.


“Watch out!” I yelled to the girl. But if she heard me, she didn’t show it.


Charm flew past the Thoroughbred and knocked over a row of orange cones lined up on the outside of the arena. A cone tumbled right into the Thoroughbred’s path; he reared and stretched high into the air. For a second, it looked like he would tip backward onto the girl.


My breath caught. All I could do was stare. The girl flipped off her horse’s back and landed in the arena dirt.


Oh. My. God.


This was my worst nightmare.


“Charm!” I almost didn’t believe it when Charm finally slowed into a trot. I grabbed his lead line with shaking hands. His sides heaved and the whites of his eyes receded as he began to calm. I pulled him into the arena entrance, ignoring my burning palms. We ran over to the girl who hadn’t moved since her fall.


“Oh, my God, are you okay?” I asked. Charm stood still next to me and lowered his head.


“Where’s my horse?” the girl asked, her voice surprisingly strong for someone who had just had a serious fall.


“Right over there,” I pointed. “He looks okay,” I said, hoping that was true as I looked over to where he stood at the far end of the arena. The girl struggled to sit up.


“Wait,” I said. “Should you sit up?”


The girl wiped dirt from her eyes.


“What can I do?” I asked.


“Just help me take off my helmet.”


My trembling fingers unfastened her chin strap and I lifted the helmet from her head. “I’m so, so sorry. Please let me go get help.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a dark-haired girl duck under the fence and grab the Thoroughbred’s reins.


“Mr. Conner is coming, Heather,” she said, leading the Thoroughbred. Charm lifted his head to eye the new horse, who stood quietly and peered down at his rider.


“Thanks, Callie,” the blonde—Heather—said.


“Did you hurt anything?” Callie asked.




Heather wiggled the fingers on her left hand. “This arm.”


“Is Heather’s horse okay?” I asked Callie.


Callie’s dark brown eyes flickered over Heather and then toward me. She felt the horse’s legs. “I don’t feel any heat. Aristocrat seems fine to me.”


My old instructor, Kim, had taught me that, too. If Callie felt any heat, Aristocrat could have sprained or pulled something.


“Thank God,” Heather moaned. “We have a show in a month.”


“Thank you so much for grabbing him!” I said to Callie. “I can’t believe that happened on my first day!”


A tall man with thick, dark hair strode over. I recognized him immediately from the Canterwood Crest Academy website: Mr. Conner, my riding instructor. And he definitely wasn’t happy.


“What happened?” he asked, kneeling down to check on Heather.


“My horse got loose, sir,” I confessed, my voice shaky. “He spooked and I couldn’t hold onto him.”


“Who are you?” Mr. Conner asked, raising his eyebrows.


“Sasha Silver. I’m new this year.” I wondered if I would set a school record by getting expelled on my first day.




Mr. Conner felt Heather’s arm from her shoulder to her fingers. “Nothing feels broken. But let’s get you to the nurse, Heather, just to make sure.”


Heather clutched her right arm. “It hurts, Mr. Conner.”


Mr. Conner motioned to Callie. “Callie, please take Aristocrat back to the stable, untack him and be sure he’s fed.”


“Yes, sir,” Callie said. “I saw what happened. It really was an accident.”


I mouthed a silent thank you to Callie and she smiled in return before leading Aristocrat out of the arena.


“I’m feeling kind of dizzy,” Heather said. “Could I sit for one more second?”


“Of course,” Mr. Conner said, kneeling beside her. “Take a few deep breaths.”


What if she had head trauma? How could I tell Mom and Dad that in the ten minutes they left me alone, this happened? No way would yoga breathing be enough to calm them down if I got expelled my first ten minutes at Canterwood.


“Were you not taught how to control a spooked horse?” Mr. Conner asked. “You’re not here to learn the basics.”


I couldn’t believe this! First days were for good impressions. Charm and I had been practicing harder than ever lately. We’d worked all summer on form and jumping—sometimes thirty hours a week.


“It happened so fast,” I said. “I wasn’t able to catch him.”


Charm shifted his weight and his ears drooped. Mr. Conner helped Heather to her feet. When they started walking, I noticed she wasn’t clutching her arm anymore.


“I expect you and your horse to be on your best behavior for the rest of the week, Ms. Silver,” Mr. Conner called back over his shoulder.


I exhaled. “Noises like that never scare you, Charm,” I whispered. “What happened?” Charm blinked and gave me his trademark sad puppy eyes. “We caused trouble in our first fifteen minutes, boy. Not a good start.” He lowered his head. “It’s all right. Let’s go find your stall.”


Charm and I approached the stable entrance when a girl with curly hair asked, “New rider, right?”


I nodded. “I’m Sasha and this is Charm.”


“I’m Nicole Allen,” the girl said. She patted Charm’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it,” she whispered. “No one will remember this tomorrow.”


“Do you know where I should take Charm?” I asked her, recognizing an ally.




“I’ll show you,” Nicole said. Charm and I followed her into the stable.


I tried not to compare Canterwood to Briar Creek once I was inside the stable’s main aisle—it felt disloyal. But this place was even nicer than the National Equestrian Club we had visited in Washington, D.C.! The aisles here were wide, the stalls were enormous, and no one was riding in jeans. I almost did a double take when I saw “Charm” on the gleaming gold nameplate on the stall door. The box stall, with light wooden boards, looked brand-new.


“I’ve got to go practice,” Nicole said. “But I’ll see you later.”


Charm sniffed his new blue water bucket and lipped a few pieces of hay from the hay net. I fumbled in my pocket for my pink cell phone and pressed speed dial four.


“Hello?” Kim said.


“I haven’t even been here a full half hour,” I croaked into the phone. “And I’ve already humiliated myself.”


“No,” Kim said, her voice soothing. “What happened?”


“Charm got loose,” I said.


“Oh, dear,” Kim said.


“He spooked another horse and a girl fell.”


Kim gasped. “Was she hurt?”




“Yes. No! I don’t think so. She walked away on her own, but she was leaving for the infirmary.”


“That doesn’t sound too serious,” Kim soothed. “It’s only the first day. By tomorrow, something else will happen and no one will remember that Charm got loose. Believe me.”


“I don’t know,” I said, as Charm started to nose my boot. I couldn’t be mad at him when he looked so scared. He was new, too, and probably afraid of his new home. “Maybe I should have stayed at Briar Creek.”


“Sasha, I loved having you here, but I taught you everything I could. We both know you want to grow as a rider.”


“I know,” I said quietly.


“I’m so proud of you, Sasha. And you can call me anytime you need to talk. Okay?”


“Okay,” I agreed. “Thanks, Kim,” I added, and said good-bye.


Charm nudged my back and I threw my arms around him. “It’s going to be okay,” I soothed. “We can do this.” I reached under his jaw and tickled his hairy chin the way he liked. Charm flapped his lower lip up and down. It made a suction sound when it hit the top of his mouth. I laughed. “Thanks, boy. You always make me feel better.”




“Sasha?” Mom called from behind the stall door. “Wow! This is such a nice space for Charm.”


“I know, isn’t it incredible?” I asked.


Dad glanced at me sideways. “You look upset. Everything okay?”


If I was going to make it, I couldn’t be crying to my parents about every little thing. “Everything is fine. I’m just excited to see the dorms.”


“Let’s go, then!” Dad said.
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WINCHESTER A. BUTKIS HALL






I HAULED MY BAGS UP TO WINCHESTER A. Butkis Hall.


That’s right: Butkis. It was the worst hall name in history.


All of the halls were named after famous Canterwood graduates—Reynolds, Yule, and Hollis. Those names conjured up images of senators and stony college campuses. I had been stuck with Winchester A. Butkis residence hall.


“Need some help?” A girl with mousy hair peeked her head out of a room labeled DORM MONITOR’S HEADQUARTERS.


“Hi,” I said, “I’m Sasha. Are you the dorm advisor?”


“Yes, I’m Livvie Davis.” She had on a gray suit jacket and neatly pressed khaki pants. Her face, pale and smooth, would be even prettier with a dab of lip gloss. I looked around her immaculate office. A tin of newly sharpened pencils, a foot-high stack of paper and a black laptop filled the desk. A word-of-the-day desk calendar had a red circle around Friday and “move in” was written on the page. A clay jar with a “Just Study!” logo on the lid sat beside her lamp.


“That’s cute.” I said, reaching to touch the jar.


“Oh!” Livvie cried. “Don’t—”


I yanked my hand back and looked at her, surprised. Oops. Was I going to mess up everything today?


“My paper clips are in there,” Livvie said, as if that explained everything. She picked up the jar, set it down out of my reach, smoothed her sleeves, and smiled. “It took forever to arrange them by color and size.”


I started to laugh at her joke, but realized that she was serious. About paper clips.


“I’ll show you to your room. Your roommate, Paige Parker, moved in a couple of days ago. She’s probably around here somewhere.”


Paige and I had chatted on the phone two weeks ago. She was a seventh grader like me and it was her second year at Canterwood. Over the phone, Paige told me she knew exactly what we needed.




“Could you bring a microwave and minifridge?” Paige asked.


“Anything else?”


“I don’t mind bringing all of the important stuff,” Paige said.


Fingers crossed for a plasma-screen TV. “Like what?” I asked.


“Like lint brushes, a vacuum, bathroom cleansers, a good mop and broom. You know, things like that,” Paige said. “My last roomie was a rider, so I know what it takes to keep a room fresh and allergen free.” Her tone had been cheerful enough, but I’d wondered if she thought I was messy just because I was a rider.


Livvie led me toward my room, where Mom and Dad eventually caught up with us. Livvie dangled a silver key in front of my eye.


“Here is your dorm key,” she said. “I’ll be back in a little while to answer any questions about your orientation packet.”


My fingers clutched the rough metal.


I stuck the key into the lock and turned it. The room was beautiful—spacious, with polished wood floors and furniture. There were two big windows with a gorgeous view of campus over each of our beds. Paige’s bed, nestled under the second window, was directly across from mine. We each had a nightstand. Piles of books lined Paige’s stand. She was definitely a reader, just like me. Even the closets were huge! The soft beige walls looked as if they’d been painted yesterday.


A small coffee table in the center of the room had a vase of dahlias in the center. A few magazines were piled neatly on the table. Paintings of the Eiffel Tower and a blooming orchid made the walls pop. Paige must have done this.


Mom and Dad shuffled inside the dorm, arms laden with containers and bags of supplies. Dad placed some plastic trunks on top of my bed beneath a curtainless window.


Mom and I put away clothes while Dad sat on the bed and rested a minute from carrying all the heavy boxes. In the closet, Paige’s outfits hung neatly on the right side. My jeans and T-shirts looked a little sad next to Paige’s designer labels. Belted dresses, a box of pointy high heels and at least two dozen ballet flats of every color filled Paige’s half of the closet. My metal shoe rack with my tennis shoes, boots, and flip-flops looked shabby next to Paige’s shiny shoeboxes. My fingers skimmed the gold leather on one of the shoes. Size seven—like me. Maybe we could share! I knew Paige was from New York City—I hoped she wasn’t a Manhattan fashionista who would mock my clothes.


While Mom and I finished the closet, I unloaded my study supplies onto my desk. Pink and purple were my choice pen colors, but Dad made me bring a couple of boring black and blue ones in case rainbow colors weren’t serious enough for Canterwood. I hooked up my laptop and printer while Dad plugged in my electric blue desk light and stacked my notebooks next to the printer. It was looking more and more like my room.


“Excuse me, Silver family,” Livvie said, popping her head in the dorm. “Sasha, I wanted to take a second to highlight the major rules before your parents leave.”


“Okay,” I said, sitting on my bed beside Mom and Dad.


Livvie took my desk chair.


“You’ve all read over the rules in the orientation booklet, right?” Livvie asked.


We all nodded. There were so many rules. When I’d gotten my orientation booklet in the mail a few weeks ago, I’d beeen so excited! But the more I read, the scarier everything seemed. Classes were known to be superhard at Canterwood—it was one of the best schools in the entire state of Connecticut. Back home, I had report cards filled with As. I worried that it might not be as easy to get those As here.


Livvie smiled. “Great! Then you already know that no boys are ever allowed in the dorms, you have to go to bed by ten thirty, and you have to keep a log of your study time. A half hour of studying is required each night per class. You’ll turn in a study journal every Saturday.”


Mom and Dad smiled at each other.


I tried to pay attention to what Livvie was saying, but my mind, and my eyes, wandered. Outside my window, a cute guy with a Zac Efron shaggy haircut walked down the sidewalk toward the parking lot. His sunglasses were nestled casually on top of his head. He grinned and slapped palms with a guy who passed him. I almost fell off the couch watching him.


“Finally,” Livvie said, jarring me out of my ogling, “you’ll have to give me notice and get permission in advance if you want to do anything other than regular Canterwood-approved activities.” Livvie got up and shook Mom and Dad’s hands. “Come see me if you have any questions.”


“We will,” Mom said. “Thank you.”


“Let’s grab your spare riding boots from the car before we leave,” Mom said. My stomach dropped. I didn’t want to be reminded that they’d be leaving soon.


We left Winchester and in the parking lot, I spotted Heather a couple of cars away, standing next to a tall man.


“Your mother just told me about your report card!” the man, presumably her dad, yelled. His tone pierced my eardrums. He wore a suit. “Your grades will be better this semester or you’re going home.”


Heather glanced around. “I’ll do better,” she said.


Heather’s dad yanked open the door of his car, got in, and drove out of the parking lot. The SUV’s tires squealed and kicked up gravel.


Heather set her jaw and tilted her chin up.


“Hi,” I called softly.


She looked at me and turned quickly, hurrying away.


Dad grabbed my boots from the backseat and handed them to me. I wrapped him up in a tight hug. “Thanks,” I said.


“What for?” he asked.


“For being such a good dad.”


He let me go and put an arm around my shoulder as we started to walk back toward Winchester Hall.


“Well, this is it,” Mom said. “This is where we leave you.”




“I’m a little nervous,” I said. I tried to keep my voice even. I didn’t want to start crying. “It’s weird that you aren’t meeting my teachers like you always do.”


“It’s perfectly normal to be nervous,” Mom said, giving me a squeeze.


Dad’s hazel eyes searched my face. “Remember, we got that plan so we can text, e-mail, and talk on the phone anytime you need us. And you’ll be coming home for a long weekend soon.”


“Right,” I said. I thought of my cozy bed and familiar school back home. It was getting harder to stand there, knowing they were about to leave. I could already feel the heat behind my eyes. “Three weeks.”


Mom gave me a final hug. “You’ll be fine. We love you.”


“I love you, too.”


With a final wave, I turned back to my dorm room.
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HOT BOY POSTERS AND MAC ’N’ CHEESE






INSIDE MY ROOM, A GIRL WITH LONG RED HAIR and fair skin flipped through a glossy teen mag. She looked up at me. “Sasha?” she asked.


I nodded. “Paige?”


Paige flashed a dazzling smile and perched on her bed, the image of a Manhattan girl, dressed in black leggings and a pair of ballet flats. “It’s so nice to meet you! I came two days ago to get the dorm ready for us. But my parents and I had errands to run. Do you like the furniture placement? If not, we can change it up.”


“It looks great,” I said. “I couldn’t have made it look this nice in two days.”


Paige shrugged and rifled through her tan shoulder bag. She pulled out a cereal bar. “Want one?”




“Sure, thanks.”


“Organizing is my thing,” she said. “I’m freakishly neat and if I have a kitchen to work in, I can’t stop cooking or baking.”


“Wow. I can cook mac and cheese, but that’s it.”


“I can teach you a few dishes sometime,” she said. “If you want.”


“That would be great.” I looked at my wall and saw my bookcase still had an empty shelf. I pulled two seasons of Southampton Socialites out of my bag.


With eyes locked on the DVDs, Paige asked, “You’re a fan?”


“All the way,” I said, grinning. “I’m completely obsessed.”


She nodded so hard her earrings rattled against her neck. “I’ve only seen a couple of episodes, but I love—”


“Hunter Miller!” I finished, laughing.


“Exactly!”


I wrapped my arms across my chest and sunk back into my pillow. “I also love Tokyo Girls, Heaven’s Kitchen, and Model Mania. When I’m utterly bored, I’ll watch The Rose or something mindless like that.”


“You’re so lucky,” Paige said with a sigh. “I’m not allowed to watch TV at home. I only got to sneak a few episodes at my friend’s house this summer.”




“No TV? Really?” My jaw almost dropped.


“Really.” Paige frowned. “I’m only allowed to watch educational stuff. My mom’s on this learning-enrichment committee for our district, so that means no cable for the Parker household.”


“I brought tons of TV shows on DVD. You can watch whatever you want.”


Paige’s face brightened. “That’s so cool! The only DVD I brought was from a ballroom dancing competition from the eighties. My mom only has three thousand DVDs of those things.”


“I love TV dancing shows,” I confessed.


Paige finished her snack and pulled a box from under her bed. She dug around until she found a photo. In it, Paige was decked out in a flowing green gown, arm in arm with a tall guy in a tux as they did what appeared to be ballroom dancing.


“My mom makes me do ballroom dancing,” Paige said. “I’ve been doing it for years. Once, I asked her if I could try salsa and she almost had a coronary. She thinks that Latin dancing is too sexy for me.”


We burst into giggles.


“So,” I said. “I happen to have a gorgeous poster of Hunter. Should we put it up?”




“Are you kidding? Get that thing up on the wall!”


Shoving a box aside, I dug in a container for the drool-worthy poster. I whipped it out with flourish and Paige handed me the tape.


“You do the honors,” I said, bowing to her and Hunter in an I-am-not-worthy pose.


Paige put the last piece of tape on the wall and dreamy Hunter gazed at us—bronzed six-pack and all.


Paige stepped over to our tiny counter with two cabinets for snacks. We were allowed to have a microwave and minifridge, but that was it. We had to get permission if we wanted to cook in the dorm kitchen. The cabinets overflowed with crackers, boxes of raisins, and packages of trail mix.


Paige gestured toward the cabinet. “My dad stocked this yesterday,” she said. “He gets an awesome discount on all kinds of food since he runs a restaurant.”


We settled on my bed, snacks between us, and began a chat session that took us through two Southampton reruns. “Why aren’t you rooming with your old roommate?” I asked.


Paige paused. “Well, Steph was supposed to make the intermediate riding team last year so she could try out for the advanced team this year. But she didn’t ever get past the beginner level, so there was no way she could try out for the advanced team this year. It was so hard on her. She quit the team and transferred out of Canterwood.”


“That’s awful.” My stomach flip-flopped. Is that what Paige would be saying about me next year? “So, what’s the scoop on Canterwood?” I asked, eager to change the depressing topic.


Paige’s eyes lit up. She twisted around to face me. “As I’m sure you’ve already heard, Canterwood has a long, long legacy of turning out Ivy Leaguers and famous equestrians. I’m here because of Canterwood’s reputation for academic excellence—my mom really wants me to go to an Ivy. But because of Steph, I know a little about the equestrian scene here, too.”


“Spill,” I said. I paused the Southampton DVD and flopped back onto my pillow.


Paige reached for a bottle of pearly pink nail polish on her nightstand and began painting her nails as she talked. “This is only what I heard, so I can’t be completely sure. But supposedly, the riding instructor Mr. Conner, is incredibly tough on his riders.”


My stomach flipped again.


“There aren’t many guys on the team, so you’re going to be competing against mostly girls. Girls like—” She stopped and looked away.


“Like what? What were you going to say?” I asked.


Paige bit her bottom lip. “Well, they’re really competitive. Last year, this girl paid a rider’s roommate to set back the girl’s alarm clock so she’d miss the van leaving for the horse show.”


“No way.” My eyes widened.


“The girl got lucky, though. One of the other riders came over and woke her up, so she made it in time.”


Whoa. Nothing like that had ever happened at Briar Creek. “Did the other girl get caught?”


“Well,” Paige leaned forward. “Steph said the girl was caught by a teammate. The girl who caught her made her promise never to do anything like that again or she’d tell Mr. Conner.”


“That was lucky. Hopefully, there aren’t any girls here like that now. I had enough to deal with this morning.”


“What happened?” Paige asked.


“Long story, but my horse got loose and knocked a girl off her horse.”


Paige winced. “Maybe it wasn’t as bad as you thought?”


“It was, unfortunately,” I confessed. “I’m nervous about the team meeting on Sunday. I test that day, too.”


“What kind of test is it?” Paige asked.


“All of the new people have to ride for Mr. Conner. He’ll decide if we ride for the beginner, intermediate, or advanced riding team. Apparently, there’s a show next month, too. What if I’m not good enough?”


“If you’re here,” Paige said, “then you’re good.”


“I hope so.” My voice sounded small. “But I guess I’ll find out on Sunday.”


We turned our attention back to Hunter and company. For the rest of the show, I couldn’t concentrate. I took one of my deep yoga breaths. Sure, I could have stayed at Briar Creek, but there would have been no room to advance. Other riders would have moved up the ranks and I would have been stuck.


Now, I would be riding with the best. Canterwood was what I wanted.


Wasn’t it?


 


Two hours and four Southampton episodes later, Paige sat up and stretched. “Are you hungry?”


“Starving,” I said, stifling a yawn.


Paige checked her watch. “We usually have to go to the cafeteria, but it’s not mandatory on Friday nights. I could whip up something in the dorm kitchen if we ask Livvie first.”


“That sounds great!” It was official—I had the perfect roommate.


“Is grilled cheese and vegetable soup okay?” Paige asked.


“Perfect. I’ll help.”


We found Livvie in her office organizing her bookshelf. Classical music streamed softly from a CD player on the bookcase.


“Livvie?” Paige called, knocking on the open door.


“Hi, girls,” Livvie said, barely looking up from her book pile. Her khakis were wrinkled and it looked like more paperwork had piled up on her desk.


“Is it okay if we make soup and grilled cheese sandwiches?” Paige asked. “I make them all of the time at home.”


“Don’t you want to go to the cafeteria?” Livvie asked. “It’s not too late. If you go straight there and back, it’s fine.”


“Well…,” I started, not wanting to admit I was nervous about eating with a bunch of new people.


“I’d really love to make my grilled cheese for Sasha,” Paige said. “You haven’t had a real one until you’ve tried mine.” She grinned at Livvie.




“Okay, okay,” Livvie said. “But you’ll have breakfast in the cafeteria tomorrow, right?”


“Right,” I confirmed.


“Come get me if you need help.” Livvie gave us a smile and turned back to her books.


 


Paige tossed the sandwiches in the pan and I stirred the soup.


“Do you know anyone here?” Paige asked, while we leaned against the counter and waited for the food.


“Nobody. It’s a little scary.”


Paige flipped the grilled cheese. “I can introduce you to some of the other girls on the floor and we can go to breakfast together tomorrow if you want.”


“I’d like that,” I said, stirring the soup faster.


I flipped open my phone and went to my photo album. “That’s Charm.” Charm, looking right at the camera, sparkled in the sunlight.


“Oh, he’s adorable!” Paige grinned at the picture. “I wish I had a horse. Mom and Dad wouldn’t even let me get a puppy, so they started giving me plants. My room at home is full of them.”


“Why didn’t you want to go to school in Manhattan?” I asked.




“My parents thought I needed to see new things,” Paige said.


“I’m from a really small town,” I said.


Paige turned down the stove heat. “A small town sounds nice. Manhattan is too busy. Too noisy. I wanted to come someplace a little quieter. My mom found Canterwood, we went on a tour, and that was that. Did you know that they even have cooking classes and gardening seminars here? They’re my favorites!”


“Do you want to be a chef?”


Paige looked into the pot before looking at me. “Well, it’s kind of my dream to be the next teen chef on The Food Network for Kids.” Paige bit back a grin. “I went on a couple of auditions last year and didn’t get it, but I’m going to try again during the next casting call.”


I handed Paige a bowl for the soup. “I can help you practice—you’ll snag the part next time.”


“Deal.” Paige and I laughed.


After downing Paige’s grilled cheese and a bowl of soup, we each showered, brushed our teeth, and climbed into our beds to read. Paige chose How to Survive Seventh Grade While Looking Fabulous and I read National Velvet for the twenty-seventh time. It was one of my favorites.


At exactly ten thirty, just in case Livvie really was patrolling the hall, I wiggled under my covers and opened my nightstand drawer. I pulled out my plastic retainer case, trying to hide it.


“What’s that?” Paige asked.


“Retainer.” I smiled sheepishly. “It’s so embarrassing that I still wear one.”


Paige rolled on her side and reached for her nightstand. She opened her drawer and pulled out a familiar red container.


“I wear mine every night,” she said.


We put on our retainers and spent the first night in the dorm with my poster smiling over us.
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PART OF A FAMILY






PAIGE AND I LEFT WINCHESTER AND HEADED for the cafeteria. Thank God Paige went with me. We got in the breakfast line and piled our plates high with eggs, cantaloupe, and toast. I scooted a couple of inches closer to Paige. I hoped she didn’t think I was too clingy. There was no way I could do this alone. It looked as if everyone already had a table.


“Hey,” Paige called to a table of girls across the room. They motioned her over. “Let’s sit with them,” she said to me. “They live in Winchester, too.”


We walked across the room, passing tables of students. The cafeteria was a mix of long rectangular tables, small circular tables, and a few booths by the windows. High school and middle school students—some with jerseys and some with sketchpads—sat together. I noticed the students didn’t seem to be as divided as they had been at my old school. At Union Middle School, I had eaten with the girls who had played team sports. None of my Briar Creek friends had gone to UMS; they had been in a different district or at local private schools. Even though I sat with the sporty girls at lunch, we weren’t really friends. I didn’t join them for slumber parties or go to the movies with them on weekends. We didn’t even share makeup or fashion tips in between classes. All I ever thought about was riding, and all I ever wanted to do was spend time at the stable.


The girls at Briar Creek were nice, but they had a better bond with each other than with me, since they went to the same school. I was excited about my fresh start at Canterwood. Here, I had the chance to start over and make new friends.


I looked around me. Unlike the kids at UMS, the Canterwood kids sat in mixed social groups in the cafeteria. Band students mingled with the basketball team. Kids with paintbrushes poking out of their backpacks laughed with guys bouncing soccer balls on their knees. Much to my relief, there didn’t seem to be a designated table for awkward newbies.




“Guys, this is Sasha,” Paige said to them, motioning for me to slide into the plastic seat next to her. “She’s my roommate in Winchester.”


“Canterwood didn’t scare you off yet?” an Asian girl next to me asked.


“No,” I said, digging into my fruit. “But I haven’t taken a science class yet, so we’ll see.” Paige introduced the girls.


“That’s Annabella, Kristen, and Suichin.” Annabella had a megawatt smile—and I vaguely remembered seeing Kristen around Winchester on move-in day. The girls acted as if I’d sat at their table every day.


“You’ll love it here,” Kristen said, finishing her orange juice. Her eyes caught on my horse charm. “Rider?”


“Yep, headed to the stables next,” I said.


“Do you have a horse?” Kristen asked.


“His name is Charm,” I said, grateful to talk about my favorite subject. “He’s a chestnut Thoroughbred with a little bit of Belgian.”


“Like a racehorse?” Annabella asked.


“He’s a bit too heavy to race, but yeah,” I laughed. “He’d love it that you thought of him as a racer.”


“I race, too,” Kristen said. “Suichin and I run track.” The girls flashed matching gold pendants of a girl running pinned to their shirts.




“Hundred-meter dash and cross-country,” Suichin bubbled.


Paige gulped down the last mouthful of cantaloupe. “I’ve got to swing by the student bookstore. Ready, Sasha?”


“See you later,” I said, smiling as I got up from the table.


“Bye!” The girls called after us.


Paige led me outside.


“Do you know how to get to the stables from here?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand.


“I do. Thanks for everything!”


“I’ll see you back at the dorm,” Paige said with a smile. She pulled her sunglasses over her eyes and walked off.


I managed not to get lost and when I stepped up to Charm’s stall, he let out a soft whicker and stuck his head over the door. “Hi, boy,” I said, gently pushing him backward so I could get inside the stall. “You okay?” He stepped up to me, letting me hug him, and I squeezed his neck. “I missed you.” Charm seemed to be begging for a treat. “Oh, I see how it is. The grooms must have spoiled you last night. It looks like they already brushed you. But let’s get you sparkling.”


I clipped Charm’s green lead line to his halter, grabbed his tack box off the ledge by his door and led him out of the stall. There was an empty set of crossties a few stalls down. He stood still while I clipped the ropes to his halter. “Let’s start with the currycomb, okay?” Charm seemed to blink in agreement. I grabbed the pink rubber currycomb and moved it in circles over his body. Barely any hair came off, thanks to Charm’s daily groomings. I switched to the dandy brush and swept it over his neck, barrel, and flanks. “Like that, huh?” I asked Charm. He snorted and leaned into the brush strokes.


This was my third year riding Charm. The first horses I had ridden were gentle mares, barely willing to trot. I rode dozens of horses until I found Charm. Instead of naming the horses, their owners numbered them so they wouldn’t get attached. High-spirited Charm had been starved for attention. Barely five years old, he was green and needed a firm rider.


I took Charm to Briar Creek two weeks later. Charm bucked me off for a few weeks, but then we settled into a rhythm. Now, he didn’t run when I tried to catch him in the paddock and he didn’t buck if his girth was fastened too tight. It took a few months of getting to know Charm before I decided to register him with the name Charm because he brought me luck from the first time I petted him.


I reached into the pink tack box and picked up the hoof-pick. “Hoof,” I commanded Charm as I ran my hand down his leg and squeezed about his fetlock. He shifted his weight and lifted his hoof. I bent over and picked dirt and sawdust out of it, rubbing my finger over his horseshoe. A little luck wouldn’t hurt anyone—especially not me!


“Sasha Silver,” a high-pitched voice called out.


I looked up and saw Heather, flanked by two other girls, making their way over to the crossties near our stall. I released Charm’s hoof and stood, brushing the hair out of my eyes. The girls were identically dressed in tall black boots and breeches. Heather’s lips curled into a glossy smile.


“Hi,” I said. I finished Charm’s hoof.


Heather and her friends squeezed together and sat on top of a tack trunk across from Charm’s stall. One girl sported a chic, platinum blond bob and the other had coffee-brown hair that hung in gentle waves around her shoulders.


“How’s your arm?” I asked Heather.


“Never better,” she chirped.


“I just want to apologize again for what happened yesterday,” I said. “Charm is usually so calm and easy to handle.”


Charm snorted and bobbed his head.


“Have you met Julia and Alison?” Heather motioned to the girls beside her. She said it like they were one person, Julia’n’Alison. “That’s Julia.” The girl with the bob smiled. “And Alison.” Alison gave me a bright grin and tossed her hair.


“Hello,” I said.


“So, anyway,” Heather said. “We were thinking that since you’re new and you test tomorrow, we’d love to give you a few tips before the team meeting. Not that you need them,” she added hastily.


“That would be great!” I said. “Lately, I’ve been struggling with keeping Charm’s head down. I thought about a standing martingale but—”


Alison shook her head and jumped in. “Mr. Conner doesn’t allow seventh graders to use martingales. He thinks we’ll overuse them.”


“Oh,” I said. “Then maybe you can give me a couple of pointers for testing.”


“We’ll meet you at eight tomorrow morning by your horse’s stall,” Heather said. They turned and headed down the aisle.


Charm was almost ready to get back to his stall.


“See, Charm?” I whispered, as he lifted his head and watched Heather and her friends walk away. “We’re part of a family.”
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SORRY, WRONG WAY






MY ALARM CLOCK BLARED AT SEVEN FIFTEEN, way too early for a Sunday.


I awoke drenched in sweat and gasping for a breath. In my nightmare, someone had set Charm loose and no one could find him. I called his name until I had no voice left. I was alone in the woods when I found Charm standing in the rocky bed of a creek, holding his left back leg inches off the ground. I had known it was broken right away.


I shuffled out of bed, and headed for the bathroom, eager to wash away the bad dream. I changed out of my pajamas and slipped into my shirt and breeches.


“I have a surprise for you,” Paige said. I turned around and she handed me a plate of hot strawberry waffles and a glass of apple juice.




“How did you do that?” I asked, my mouth watering.


“Livvie,” Paige said. “I told her about your test and she helped me make these in the dorm kitchen.”


“Thank you so much!”


“You’re welcome. You’re going to do great, I know it!”


After I finished my waffles, I took a couple of quick yoga breaths—in-out, in-out, and swiped on a coat of my favorite lip gloss—supershiny peach—and headed for the stables.


“Charmy,” I said. “Hi, boy!”


He grunted, sticking his head over the door, and eyed me. His ears pointed toward me and he checked my hands for treats. “Sorry, nothing now,” I told him. “After our ride, I’ll find you something.”


Heather and her friends weren’t here yet, so I grabbed a soft brush from Charm’s tack box. Ten minutes went by and there was still no sign of Heather. Charm enjoyed the grooming, so I continued to brush him while we waited. At eight forty-five, I put down the brush. “Sorry, boy,” I said. “Be back in a bit.”


I closed the stall door and headed for the indoor arena. Heather obviously wasn’t coming, so I went over to the meeting room. A neon green piece of paper on the door caught my attention. THE RIDING TEAM MEETING HAS BEEN MOVED TO THE OUTDOOR RING. I peered inside the indoor arena and saw chairs and a small table set up. It looked like the right place, but I’d follow the flier’s instructions.


I walked through the entrance of the outdoor ring and saw that it was empty. The arena dirt had lines in it, like it had been smoothed overnight. There were no chairs or tables. Hmm. Did we stand for the meeting?


Nine o’clock rolled around and I was the only one standing in the outdoor ring. The unusually chilly morning air pricked my skin. I waited ten more minutes, pacing tracks in the arena. Surely I wasn’t the only one who showed up today! There wasn’t a place to sit, so I leaned against the fence. Five more minutes ticked by. I kicked the dirt. Where was everyone? Mr. Conner didn’t look like the type of man to be late for anything.


Finally, I gave up and headed back to the barn. I walked slowly down the aisle, looking into a couple of stalls for Heather, Julia, or Alison. When I reached the indoor arena, I knew something was wrong. Where had the flier gone? My face flushed as I peered inside. Heather, Callie, Julia, and the rest of the team were gathered together, each of them seated on a folding chair. Did Heather forget about me? What about the sign on the door? Mr. Conner waved his hands as he spoke. I couldn’t believe I was late for my first lesson!




Heather glanced toward the door as I entered and gave me a smile with a beauty queen wave.


Mr. Conner stopped talking. Everyone looked at me.


“Ms. Silver,” Mr. Conner’s voice boomed over the arena. “We start meetings promptly at nine.”


“I saw a sign on the door that said—”


“No excuses, Ms. Silver. I expect you to be here on time. Prompt. Next time, you’re on probation until I say otherwise. Clear?”


“Yes, sir,” I said, my voice barely audible.


He motioned for me to take a seat and I headed for an empty chair in the back row.


When I passed Heather, she whispered, “Oops. Guess someone put the wrong directions on that flier.”


Was this payback for the Charm incident? I’d apologized a million times! She had probably faked her arm injury, too. I folded my arms across my chest and stared straight ahead. About thirty riders filled the rows in front of me.


“Had you been on time,” Mr. Conner started, with a glance in my direction. “You would have heard that this is one of the few times all of the students will be meeting together. From now on, you’ll only be meeting with your specific class—whether it is beginner, intermediate, or advanced.”




According to the riding team handbook, a student rarely reached advanced on his or her first test, so I’d be happy with beginner, but I was hoping, hoping, hoping for intermediate!


“Finally,” Mr. Conner continued. “Remember that the Connecticut State Horse Show is a month away. I expect to see some hard practicing. To the three new students who are testing today: please prepare for your individual rides. The rest of you are free to go.” Today, I’d use the F.A.B. technique that Kim taught me—focus, agility, balance. If Charm kept his head down, listened to my leg aids, and didn’t get distracted by the new arena, maybe that would make up for Friday’s disaster.


Heather got up and grinned. “Good luck, Sasha! We’ll be in the skybox cheering you on!”


Just what I needed—an audience.


“You okay?” asked a voice behind me. It was Callie. I hadn’t noticed before now how pretty she was. She had gorgeous mocha-latte skin, and soft, delicate features that projected a genuine sweetness. Her layered dark brown hair hung halfway down her back. “I saw you talking to Heather,” she added. Just…watch out for her. She plays dirty sometimes.”


“She made me late to the meeting,” I said.




“She pulled that trick last year,” Callie said. “She, Julia, and Alison—the Trio—act like they own the place. Mr. Conner likes them because they’re good riders, but he doesn’t know how they really are.”


“Mr. Conner thinks I’m a total idiot now. He’ll be gunning for me the rest of the semester.”


“He wants the team to succeed,” Callie said. “If he sees you working hard, he won’t pick on you.”


“Any tips for impressing him on my ride?” I asked.


“He’s a stickler for the basics. Keep the toes up, heels down and don’t let your horse be in control. I’ve gotta go tack up and practice, but do you want to trail ride with me sometime?”


“That would be great,” I said. “You can show me all of the good spots around here.”


Callie nodded and headed off. I looked over at Mr. Conner. He gathered a massive stack of papers off the table and eyed me as I approached him.


“I don’t have an excuse for being late,” I said.


“Go tack up and be back here in fifteen minutes. Let’s determine what level you’re on.”


“It won’t happen again,” I said. “I promise.”


He put his stack of papers down, took a seat, and said, “We’ll see.”
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PERFECT PAYBACK






“AGAIN!” MR. CONNER BARKED, HIS VOICE echoing in the large arena.


This was my chance to show him I belonged on this team. The Trio watched me from above. I chanted Callie’s tips over and over in my head. Toes pointed up, heels pushed down. Toes pointed up, heels pushed down.


Charm was balanced beneath me. My fingers tensed on the reins whenever I saw Mr. Conner, but I tried to forget he was standing there.


I turned Charm in a circle and pointed him at the first descending oxer. Charm soared over the black-and-white rails, collected his canter in a few strides, and easily jumped two small verticals.


“Good boy,” I whispered as we turned a corner and headed for the plastic wall. If we could keep this up, we’d be in good shape. Charm rocketed off his back legs and propelled over the fake brick wall. His body pointed toward an in-and-out and he popped over both jumps. I kept my eyes focused between Charm’s ears. Sensing my slight pressure on the reins, he slowed his fast pace into a rocking, smooth canter.


We headed for the final brush jump.


Charm tucked his legs neatly under his body and we soared over it. He eased into a trot and we circled around to Mr. Conner. Charm’s heavy bursts of breath matched mine. We’d had a good ride.


“Nice job,” Mr. Conner said when Charm halted in front of him. He motioned for me to dismount and, holding Charm’s leather reins in my hands, I locked eyes with Mr. Conner.


“Thank you.” My hands trembled as I took off my helmet. Charm shifted beside me. Mr. Conner looked down at his clipboard and scribbled a few notes. He flipped through his notebook, and then closed the cover and looked at me.


“For being the newest member on the team, you have a remarkably strong seat, a willing horse, and a nice jumping style. If you’re committed to practicing every day and attending all meetings on time, I’m starting you off in the intermediate class. You’ll attend lessons with Group A: Julia, Alison, Nicole, Heather, and Callie.”


Intermediate! I could barely keep myself from dancing right there in the middle of the arena. “Thank you so much! Mr. Conner, you won’t be disappointed.”


“Make sure I’m not,” he said and gave me a brief smile. He headed out of the arena to tell the next girl it was time to test. When he left, I turned to the skybox and grinned up at Heather, Julia, and Alison.


“See you at practice!” I called up to them.


Heather’s face reddened. The other girls’ eyes narrowed.


Perfect payback.


I skipped all the way back to Charm’s stall. We were officially part of the team! People would count on us and we had to do our best for the group.


Clipping him in crossties, I removed his sweaty tack and took him for a cooling walk. It was the perfect temperature for a Sunday stroll, windy but warm. “You were perfect,” I told him. “You knew exactly what to do. You could have done the course without me.”


I released Charm into his stall after our walk and headed out. I spotted a glass case on my way. I looked closer. Trophies, medals, and ribbons from the Canterwood Riding Team filled every inch of space. A glossy wooden board with gold plaques hung beside the case. Each plaque had a name inscribed on it.


I stood in silence, staring at the glittering case. Charm and I could make it to the Rolex Kentucky—a pre-Olympic event—one day if we worked hard enough, I knew it. With one last glance at the case, I left the stable and dialed home from my cell.


“Intermediate!” I screamed into the phone when Dad answered. “Can you believe that?”


“Oh, Sasha! Wow!” Dad said. “I’m so proud of you!”


“I have a shot at the advanced team now,” I said.


“Always looking ahead, huh?” Dad laughed. “Well, I’d hand the phone to Mom, but she just ran to the store. I won’t spoil your news. I’ll have her call you tonight and you can tell her then.”


When I got back to the dorm, Paige wasn’t there. My stomach rumbled. I was too hungry to wait for her to come back before I ate. What was I going to do every time Paige couldn’t go with me? Starve?


I inhaled and exhaled, the way my yoga DVD had taught me—except for the whole breathing-into-your-center thing. What did that even mean, anyway?


A few minutes of yoga breathing and two coats of kiwi lip gloss later, I found myself in line for a burger, fries, and soda.


I scanned the cafeteria. There was no one from Winchester or the riding team anywhere. Then I spotted an empty chair at a table near a big window where only one girl was sitting. When I got a few steps closer, I realized it was Livvie. Sitting with Livvie had to be better than sitting alone, right?


“Can I sit here?” I asked.


“Sure,” she said, barely looking up from her wilted salad. “How are things so far?” she asked.


“Okay. I had my first riding team meeting today,” I said. I thought about telling her how Heather tricked me, but decided it was safer not to.


Livvie smiled and offered me a carrot stick, which I took. “Don’t worry,” she soothed. “Work hard, and you’ll be rewarded. Besides, everyone will do well this semester because we’re all going to study, study, study! Right?”


Right.


When we finished our food, Livvie said, “Well, I better get back to the dorm. See you later!” She gave me a quick smile and got up from the table with her tray in hand.


I tossed my wadded napkin on my tray and headed for the exit. On my way out, I passed a group of guys when I noticed that one of them was the Zac Efron look-alike I’d seen outside my window my first day here!


I wanted to smile at him as I walked by, but I couldn’t. A group of giggling girls walked by me and I followed behind them out of the cafeteria. The guy didn’t notice me anyway. But maybe next time, I wouldn’t be so tongue-tied.


After all—Union Sasha was shy around guys, but Canterwood Sasha didn’t have to be.
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BEGINNER’S LUCK






ON MONDAY MORNING, PAIGE AND I WERE OUT of the dorm by seven thirty. We both had our first class in the English building.


I looked at my schedule for the millionth time: English, biology, algebra, Spanish, history.


“Good luck,” Paige said, before disappearing into a classroom down the hall.


“You, too,” I whispered after her. I took one final deep yoga breath in, deep breath out, and walked into Room 307.


I scanned the room for an empty desk. A cluster of desks near the front of the room was empty, so I snagged one. Whew. If only I didn’t have to change rooms.


I pulled a notebook and pen out of my backpack and looked up at the mile-long list of textbooks taped to the dry erase board. Union Middle School hadn’t been nearly as demanding as Canterwood. I’d known that before I’d even arrived on campus—the glossy, official-looking welcome packet I’d gotten with my acceptance letter was covered with the words “academic excellence,” “high standards,” “best,” and “brightest.” But sitting here now, staring at the list of books I’d be reading for my first Canterwood class, it felt much more real—and, honestly, much more intimidating. I’d never seen such a reading list! To Kill a Mockingbird, Jane Eyre, The River Between Us—the list went on and on.


“Hey, Sasha,” Callie said, sliding into a seat next to me.


“Hey,” I said, smiling. Thank God it was Callie and not Heather!


Callie set her binder down on her desk. It was bright yellow, covered with star and moon stickers. “Do you want to trail ride after class?” she asked.


“That’d be great.” I knew Charm would be happy to get out of the stable.


“Good morning,” Mr. Davidson said as he entered the room. “I’m Mr. Davidson and you’ll be stuck with me this year for English. Go ahead and copy down the reading list and then we’ll get started.”




While everyone finished copying down the list, Mr. Davidson set up a CD player and opened a CD case. He selected a disc and placed it in the player.


“Since it’s only our first day, let’s read aloud and then analyze the first few pages of A Tree Grows in Brooklyn by Betty Smith. Who would like to read?”


Raise your hand, I told myself. Slowly, my hand went up.


Mr. Davidson smiled. “We have our first volunteer! Your name?” he asked.


“Sasha Silver.” My voice was soft and wobbly. For a second, I wondered if Mr. Davidson had even heard me.


“Thank you, Sasha. Now, while you read, I’m going to play a bit of classical music in the background. Listen to the music and try to pace your reading with the rhythm of the music.”


I looked around. My old UMS teachers had never done anything like that before.


“Okay,” I said. I took a deep breath and started to read. “‘Serene’ was a word you could put to Brooklyn, New York…,” In the background, a light classical melody, with piano and violin, filled the room. The music was relaxing. A few sentences later, my breathing fell into rhythm with the music.


“Very nice, Sasha,” Mr. Davidson said when I paused at the end of the paragraph. “Did you hear how different Sasha sounded once she adjusted to the music?”


The class nodded.


“Who would like to read next?” Mr. Davidson asked.


A girl in the front row raised her hand and started to read the next paragraph. Callie slipped a folded pink Post-it into my lap. I glanced up to be sure Mr. Davidson wasn’t looking; when he wasn’t, I opened the note. Good job. [image: ].


I grinned and wrote her back in purple ink. Thanks!


 


At the end of class, Callie and I loaded up our backpacks. “I’ve got biology with Ms. Peterson next,” I said. “You?”


“Health with Mr. Henner. He’s supposed to be tough.” Callie wrinkled her nose. “Catch you later.”


We split up in the hallway and I headed over to the science building. Instead of desks, the biology classroom had white lab tables, sinks, and microscopes. The air smelled like rubbing alcohol. I was the first one in the classroom, so I sat at a table in the center of the room. The rest of the class trickled in and I sighed with relief when the door closed and I didn’t see Heather.


Then the door swung open, and Julia and Alison stepped inside, carrying matching pink bags. It was weird to see them without Heather. They both narrowed their eyes at me before taking a seat at the table across from me.


A short woman with dark hair swept back into a ballet bun entered the classroom and stood at the podium. “I’m Ms. Peterson and this is biology. Please get out a sheet of paper and a pen.”


Uh-oh.


“I’m going to be asking you twenty-five questions. If you answer the majority of the questions correctly, it will be a good indication to me that you’ve done your summer reading. If not, you’ll have lots of catching up to do.”


Summer reading had been intense. I hadn’t been able to make a dent in my fun book pile because I’d read school books all summer. I didn’t even finish writing my name before Ms. Peterson began. “Question one: Name the six kingdoms.”


My hand froze over my paper. I’d read about the kingdoms this summer but I had absolutely no clue how many of them there were! Pencils and pens scratched around me. Plant, I wrote. The girl next to me smiled at her paper and looked up at Ms. Peterson.


“Question two,” Ms. Peterson said.


I sneaked a glance at Julia and Alison. They were looking at Ms. Peterson, calmly waiting for the next question.


“Define photosynthesis,” Ms. Peterson said.


I knew that one! I wrote down the definition, hoping that maybe the first question was the hardest. But as the questions continued, I knew I was in trouble.


“Please pass your quizzes forward,” Ms. Peterson said, finally.


I handed my paper over to Julia; she held it and looked at my answers. She passed it over to Alison and they both snickered. Julia looked at me with one perfectly plucked eyebrow arched. Loser, she mouthed.


At least I knew the answer to one question: Least favorite class? Biology, hands down.


 


Back at the dorm, I dropped my book bag—which weighed about as much as a Falabella horse—and changed for my riding lesson.


I couldn’t believe I’d failed my first quiz. I’d never failed anything in my life—not even a pop quiz!


Ms. Peterson had loaded us up with lots of homework. When I got back from riding lessons, I’d be studying the rest of the night.


My phone rang right as I was headed out the door.


“Hi, honey,” Mom said. “How was your first day of classes?” Her voice made me smile. It was babyish, but I still missed my parents.


“It was okay,” I said. There was no way I was telling her about the quiz. “But I was just headed out for practice.”


“Okay, we’ll catch up later. And honey,” she said in her best Mom voice, “just remember that it takes time to get used to things.”


“Thanks, Mom,” I said. I hadn’t realized how much I missed her until I heard her voice.


After I hung up, I looked at myself in the mirror. I smoothed stress-relieving mint gloss over my lips and told my reflection that there was lots of time to make up for the quiz grade in bio.


 


At the stables, I unlatched Charm’s stall door.


Callie was crouched behind Charm in the corner by his blue water bucket. She stood and held a finger up to her lips in a “shhh” motion.


When I stepped inside, she pulled the stall door shut behind me.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“You have to keep an eye on your tack,” she whispered. Her dark hair was pulled into a low ponytail and she looked like she had been scrubbing tack for hours. Yellow saddle soap caked on her hands and wrists and a few streaks of soap were on her face.


“My saddle and bridle?” I asked. “Why?”


“Heather has been lurking around the tack room all day. I’d watch your stuff. She’s in an especially nasty mood.”


“Did Heather do something to your tack?” I asked.


Callie grinned sheepishly. “No, mine was just dirty. But it seems like she’s out for you.”


“I don’t get it,” I said. “What’s her problem?”


Callie stepped away from me and peered over Charm’s stall door, as though making sure Heather wasn’t within earshot.


“I’ll tell you about it on the trail ride. We’re still on for later, right?”


“Right after practice.”


Callie tiptoed out of the stall and headed to tack up her horse.


I’d thought the flier trick would have been payback enough from Heather. I left Charm and went to the tack room to get his gear.


The tack room’s wooden door was ajar—voices came from inside.


“She can’t help where Mr. Conner placed her,” said a voice that sounded like Julia’s. “What can we do about it?”


“She’s better than I thought.” Another voice—sour and forceful. Heather. “We can’t let her take a spot on the advanced level. Only five students from our grade can have a spot on the advanced team. And I have to be one of them.”


“Of course you’ll get a spot, Heather,” Alison said. “She’s in over her head. She totally failed the bio quiz today, too. Julia and I saw. This is Canterwood; she’ll be packing for Hicksville by the end of the month.”


“Of course she will,” Heather agreed. “But I’m not taking any chances. We deserve those seats, not her.”


I couldn’t stand there and listen to this anymore. I pushed open the door. Julia and Alison stared at me from the corner of the room and didn’t say a word. But Heather took one step toward me and crossed her long, slender arms over her chest.


“Sasha,” Heather purred. “Have you been spying on us?”


“No,” I said, my cheeks burning. “Look, Heather, I—”


“Save it, Silver,” Heather spat. “You think you’re so great just because you made the intermediate team?”


Julia and Alison smiled behind Heather.


“Beginner’s luck,” Julia said.




Heather laughed. “Seriously?” she continued, jutting her hip to one side. “You’re wasting your time. If I were you, I wouldn’t even bother showing up for practice.”


One by one, each member of the Trio brushed past me and sauntered out the door.


Alone with the saddles, bridles and saddle pads, I checked every piece of my gear. Nothing seemed to have been moved. My saddle girth was in place, the strap on my helmet wasn’t loose and Charm’s bridle was untouched.


Charm stood quietly as I rubbed his shoulder and tacked him up. I led him to our first practice session, forcing myself to walk with my chin up. Inside the ring, Callie was warming up. Charm watched, with ears pricked forward, and looked at the new horse. On my tiptoes, I scratched between his ears, and Charm lowered his head so I didn’t have to stretch.


“Charm looks good,” Nicole said, riding up beside me. “He’s a Thoroughbred mix, right?”


Charm flexed his neck, as though from her compliment. He liked people to know about his Thoroughbred blood. “Yeah,” I said. “What’s yours?” I hopped into the saddle and looked at Nicole.


“Hanoverian,” she said


Mr. Conner entered the arena and we started to line up the horses in the center. Nicole leaned over and whispered, “Welcome to the team.” I shot her a grin and quickly turned my attention to Mr. Conner. I could feel Heather’s eyes on me from across the arena, but I didn’t lose focus during the entire hour-and-a-half session. Not once.
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TRAIL RIDING AND DAYDREAMING






“THIS IS THE BEST PART OF THE TRAIL,” CALLIE said, looking over the hill.


Charm slowed and Callie pulled her gelding, Black Jack, next to me. Black Jack was a Morab—a black Arabian and Morgan mix.


The rolling Connecticut hills boasted a forest with millions of green leaves tinged with red and gold, hinting that autumn was near.


This part of the trail reminded me of the woods behind Briar Creek where Charm and I had gone every week. Charm loved exploring the dirt paths that snaked around Kim’s property. If we went out early in the morning and waited by one of the field’s edges, we sometimes found a herd of deer. The deer seemed to like Charm; if I sat still, they’d stare at him for minutes.


Callie turned Black Jack as he picked his way down a rocky path littered with broken twigs and pinecones.


“How long have you been riding at Canterwood?” I asked.


Callie steadied Jack. “Since I started middle school in sixth grade. But if Canterwood would have had an elementary school, I would have so been here. I rode for the New England Saddle Club before this.”


“I’ve heard of them. Did you ever do an event in Worthington?” I asked.


“Two years ago.” Callie said. “The Sommersby Show. It was really exciting! I won first in dressage and second in cross-country and show jumping.”


“I was in the audience!” I said, stopping Charm from taking a bite of leaf.


I remembered that show well—it was the first time Kim had broached the idea of me applying to Canterwood. All of the Canterwood riders had worn matching green and gold jackets. And beside the trailers, Canterwood’s hunter green tents were staked into the ground. They even had catered food inside their tents. It had all seemed so glamorous and fancy. After that, I couldn’t stop thinking about Canterwood.


“Heather was there too, I think, but that was before I knew her.” Black Jack flicked his ears backward at the sound of Callie’s voice.


“She wants to make the advanced team more than anything,” I said.


Callie nodded. “We all do.”


“How does the advanced riding team work, exactly?” I asked.


“Well, each year riders in grades seven and up at the intermediate level are allowed to try out for the advanced team,” Callie said. “Only five riders from each grade make it. Sometimes no one makes it.”


“Are you excited to try out?” I asked.


“Definitely,” Callie said.


“So, do you think Heather’s a shoo-in for the team?” When I said Heather’s name, I swear, Charm shivered and shook his head.


“She’s pretty good,” Callie said. “But Julia, Alison, and a bunch of other seventh-grade intermediate riders are good, too.”


“What about you? You’re a great rider!” I said.


Callie tugged on Black Jack’s reins to stop him from taking a bite of grass. “Riding is important. But Mr. Conner wants riders with the total package—team skills, solid riding and good grades.”


“Good grades? Does the advanced team have a minimum GPA?” My stomach tightened when I thought about my biology quiz.


“Both the advanced team and the Youth Equestrian National Team both require a B average.”


“I didn’t know that,” I said. The YENT was like a Junior Olympic–caliber team for riders in eighth grade and high school. If Charm and I made that team, we had a shot at the Olympics in college.


My mind drifted back to Heather. It reminded me of the fight Heather and her dad had on campus that first day. “How are Heather’s grades?” I asked.


Callie seemed to consider the question. “Heather’s smart—she just doesn’t work hard at anything but riding. Her parents expect a lot of her. They want her to go Ivy. Plus, her brother’s a genius. I heard he was the youngest kid ever to be accepted into Stanford Law.”


“Who worries about college in seventh grade?” I asked.


Callie tucked a strand of chocolate-colored hair behind her ear. “Everyone at Canterwood.”


“It was really different where I used to go to school,” I said.




“There’s pressure on everyone to get good grades and pick the right extracurriculars and electives for college,” Callie continued. “Straight As aren’t enough.”


“I hadn’t even thought about that,” I admitted. “Just thinking about whether or not I have a shot at the advanced team has been enough stress for me!”


“If you work hard, you could make it.” Callie pulled Black Jack next to Charm as the trail widened. “I’ve seen your show jumping during practice. You’re definitely one of the best stadium jumpers here.”


I smiled. There hadn’t been many compliments on my riding since I’d been here. “Thanks! It’s my favorite eventing class. Charm loves it, too.”


Now Charm and I had something to shoot for—the best stadium jumpers at Canterwood. Blue ribbons filled my head—I could almost hear the crowd’s cheers. Scouts for the YENT would mob us with offers to come join them. Charm seemed to sense my daydream and tugged the reins to get me back to reality.


We continued our way down the dirt path, taking in the quiet. I thought about what Callie had said. Callie was one of the best riders I’d ever met. If she thought I was good, maybe I really did have a shot.
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F IS FOR FRIDAY






T.G.I.F.


I’d survived my first week of classes. English was still my favorite and algebra wasn’t too hard either.


Ms. Peterson had passed back our quizzes on Tuesday. My grade—a sixty. As in, F. I’d pretty much assumed I’d failed the quiz already, but it didn’t stop me from nearly having a heart attack when I saw the letter on top of my paper. Thankfully, Ms. Peterson told us that quiz wouldn’t count, but to be prepared for a quiz on Monday.


Thank God.


I was never going to get an F again. I planned to spend double the amount of time studying biology from now on.


By Wednesday, I no longer felt nervous about going to the cafeteria by myself, and I was even too busy to feel homesick.


Paige caught up with me in the hallway after math. “Going back to the dorm?” she asked.


“I’ve got to check in with the guidance counselor and pick an elective class,” I told her.


“Have fun,” Paige said. “There are some good ones this semester.”


When I got to Ms. Utz’s office, I signed in with the secretary and took a seat. A guy slid into the chair next to me.


“You here for Utz?” he asked.


For a second, I almost wasn’t sure he was talking to me. “Yeah, I have to pick an elective,” I said, turning toward him.


Oh. My. God.


It was the Zac Efron cutie! Up close, he was even hotter. He had a tiny freckle on his chin and a braided leather bracelet on his right wrist.


He smiled, showing gorgeous teeth, and leaned a little closer. He could do whitening commercials, seriously. “Yeah, I already did my schedule, but she signed me up for honors algebra. Twice.”


“Yikes, I hope she doesn’t do that to me!” Speaking wasn’t easy since all I could focus on was his gorgeous dark hair.


“I’m Jacob, by the way,” he said.


“I’m Silver. Sasha. Sasha Silver.” Ugh.


Jacob grinned. “You’re new, right?”


“Yeah,” I said. Omigod! He’d noticed me? He knew that I was new? He’d noticed me enough to know that I was new?!


“Some words of advice,” Jacob said, leaning in and flicking his blue-green eyes toward the door. (Swoon). “Just watch Utz. She’s kind of scary. Rumor is, she wrestles on the weekends.”


I laughed. Out of the corner of my eye, a large woman in hunter green clogs appeared in the doorway. “Sasha Silver?” she called.


Jacob gave me a smile before I—reluctantly—followed Ms. Utz into her office. A large, gold championship ring glittered on her finger. I wondered if Jacob was right about the wrestling.


“Sit,” she boomed, her voice reverberating off the walls in the tiny office. “So, how was your first week of classes at Canterwood?” She gave me a crooked smile and showed huge, square teeth.


“It was great,” I said.




“Good,” Ms. Utz said. “Now, you’ve already got riding as an extracurricular. That’s enough for your first year. But you still need to pick an elective class. Here are your options.” She slid a piece of paper across the table to me.


I scanned the page. Web design, environmental science, art history, music appreciation, film.


“Film sounds perfect,” I said. “I love movies!”


“Film starts next Friday with Mr. Ramirez,” Ms. Utz said. “You’re all set!”


I grabbed my papers and pulled out my chair.


“Have a good semester,” Ms. Utz called after me.


“Thank you,” I said back.


Outside her office, Jacob’s chair was empty. I looked at my watch and gasped. I was five minutes late to my riding lesson!


 


When I pulled Charm into the outdoor arena, Mr. Conner held up a hand to stop Julia, Alison, Nicole, Heather, and Callie, who were circling him on horseback at a trot.


“Everyone, please dismount,” Mr. Conner said, tapping his toe in the dirt.


“Mr. Conner, I’m so sorry,” I said, pulling Charm behind me as we jogged over to him.




Mr. Conner crossed his arms. “I’m guessing no one told you about our new late policy.”


I shook my head.


“If a rider is late to a lesson, then the entire rest of the class must finish the remainder of the lesson from the ground, not the saddle.”


There was no way I could keep up with Charm. He had Thoroughbred blood!


“Please get behind Heather,” Mr. Conner said.


Great. Now she was going to hate me even more!


Charm and I halted a few steps behind Aristocrat. “Nice job, Silver,” she hissed.


“Sorry,” I mouthed.


Up ahead, Julia and Alison’s faces were mashed into pouts. At least Callie and Nicole gave me sympathetic looks.


“Trot, please,” Mr. Conner called out, resuming the lesson.


“C’mon, Charm,” I said, giving him a gentle tug on the reins. I started jogging and Charm trotted beside me, careful not to bump me as we circled the arena. After our third circle, my forehead was dotted with sweat and the heels of my boots seemed to sink further into the ground.




“Walk,” Mr. Conner called. Two horses in front of me, Alison’s Arabian pulled her forward. Sunstruck didn’t want to slow down. She whispered to him and got him to a walk.


“Bring your horses to the center,” Mr. Conner said.


Julia sighed loudly and led Trix beside Charm. The mare was smaller than Charm, but she kept up. “You just had to be late,” she grumbled.


“Sorry,” I said, for what felt like the hundredth time.


Julia glared at me. “Don’t do it again.”


Mr. Conner tapped his crop against his boot. “Let’s end the lesson with bending exercises.” He motioned to Mike, one of the grooms, who watched from the fence. Mike hurried into the arena, carrying our halters and lead lines.


“Put on the halters, loosen your girths, and we’ll get started,” Mr. Conner said. Each of us slipped off our horses’ bridles and replaced them with a halter. Mike took our bridles and left the arena.


“Okay,” Mr. Conner continued. “We want the horses to be supple on both sides.”


“What do you mean?” Callie asked.


“Like people, most horses have a stronger side. It’s like being right-or left-handed. We want to teach them to be strong on both. Now, grab the lead line about six inches under the chin.”


We all did. Charm squeezed his eyes shut. The poor guy was sleepy!


“Since we’re just loosening them up, we’re only going to do this for five seconds on each side,” Mr. Conner said. “I’m going to hand each of you the end of your horse’s tail and you’re going to hold the lead line and the tail. Don’t let go of either. The pressure on the tail and neck will make your horse bend and circle. Take small steps and let them circle for a few seconds and then release the tail.”


Mr. Conner stepped up to Nicole and nodded at her gelding, Wishful Thinking. “Let me show you,” he said. Nicole handed him the lead line and Mr. Conner took a handful of Wish’s tail and kept a grip on the lead line. Wish started to bend and Mr. Conner let him circle twice before letting him go. “Now that was his good side,” Mr. Conner said. “Watch as we circle to the right.”


Wish took several clumsy steps in the right direction and moved slower than he had to the left. Mr. Conner released him and handed him back to Nicole.


“We’ll go down the line,” Mr. Conner said. “I’ll help each of you.”




I was last in line and when Mr. Conner got to me, Charm was almost snoring.


Mr. Conner eased Charm’s tail into my hand and Charm took a step to the side.


“Good,” Mr. Conner said. “A little more.”


“You can do it, boy,” I whispered to Charm. He took a few more steps and then I let go of his tail. Mr. Conner handed it to me again from the other side and Charm took a hesitant step. “It’s okay,” I said. “C’mon.” Charm bent to the pressure on his neck and turned.


“All right, good!” Mr. Conner said. “Charm’s almost smooth on both sides. Nice job, everyone.”


I rubbed Charm’s chin. “Hear that, boy? Smooth on both sides.”


He nudged me and closed his eyes. “All right,” I said, “let’s go take a nap.”
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WHO’S AFRAID OF A LITTLE FRIENDLY COMPETITION?






IT WAS A WARM THURSDAY AFTERNOON AND Mr. Conner was supervising our outdoor jumping. Charm and I were finally fitting in after almost two weeks at Canterwood. It was nonstop practice for the Connecticut State Horse Show on the first weekend of October. Since testing for the advanced team wasn’t until mid-November, the show was my first priority.


Charm cantered in a wide circle as we headed toward the hogsback jump. The three-foot fence loomed in front of us. Heather cantered alongside me on Aristocrat. She edged Aristocrat over and our boots almost brushed together. With a snort, Charm weaved over to the left.


“What are you doing?” I glared at her while trying to keep Charm in a straight line.




“Practicing,” Heather called back. She smirked, veering Aristocrat closer. “You do know what practice is, don’t you?” Her voice was barely audible over the quick thud of hoofbeats. I ignored Heather and edged closer. She watched me with narrowed eyes, trying to see if I would back out or force her off the fence. The jump looked as if it grew taller with each step Charm took. Seconds before Charm reached the jump, I sat deep in the saddle and pulled back on the reins. He tossed his head and snorted.


“We’ll get the next one,” I soothed, rubbing his taunt neck.


Heather and Aristocrat surged past us and cleared the jump. She swung him around in a sharp circle to face us. A cloud of dust poofed under his hooves.


“What was that?” I asked, growing more and more furious with each failed attempt at a yoga breath.


“I took my jump,” Heather said, keeping Aristocrat’s head high in the air.


Charm pawed the ground. “Charm could have been hurt. You could have hit us!”


“Please.” Heather rolled her eyes. “I was in control. Nothing happened.”


“But it could have.” Charm tensed under me.


“I didn’t see you pull up immediately and—” Heather closed her mouth when Mr. Conner strode between us. Goosebumps covered my arm. Heather had one thing right—I should have stopped Charm the second she started the game of chicken.


Mr. Conner’s hands were balled into fists. He looked at me and then back at Heather. “What was that?” His face was bright red. “Someone explain this to me, now.”


Callie was working on Jack’s extension in the next ring, but when she heard Mr. Conner, she turned and gave me a sympathetic look.


Heather dropped the reins and crossed her arms. “Mr. Conner, we accidentally bumped together,” she said.


“How big a fool do you think I am?”


“It really was an accident,” I said. Mr. Conner turned away from me to face Heather. She gave him her trademark what-I’m-an-angel smile.


“And you?” he asked.


“Well, I didn’t want to say anything before, but Sasha really is a dangerous rider. I was heading for the jump, Mr. Conner, and Sasha deliberately rammed into me. She could have injured us.”


I couldn’t believe it! My mouth dropped open. Mr. Conner turned to me. When his back was to Heather, she caught my eye and smirked.




“Mr. Conner,” I said. “It wasn’t like that at all.”


“Then tell me what it was like,” he said. His stern voice made me shiver in my warm jacket.


“Heather ran into us when we headed for the jump.” With every word I spoke, I could feel Heather’s eyes burning into me. “But I should have pulled up sooner.”


Mr. Conner sighed. “Get your story straight, girls. I don’t know who started this little rivalry and frankly, I don’t care. You both could have been injured. Charm and Aristocrat could have torn a ligament or worse—broken a leg. Cool down your horses and put them away. Once they’re back in their stalls, I want you both in my office.”


I kicked Charm into a trot and headed for his stall. We walked around for ten minutes before I brushed him and put him away. Charm stepped into his stall and took a drink. I dragged my feet down the aisle, and with one last glance at Charm, who was still drinking, shuffled to Mr. Conner’s office.


Heather stood outside his door. “You know he’ll take my word over yours,” she whispered.


Maybe Heather was right. I’d done nothing but mess up in front of Mr. Conner. But no matter what she said, I would never have intentionally put Charm or Aristocrat in danger.




“Are you gonna knock on the door or what?” Heather asked.


“Sure, if you can’t even knock on a door without help, I’ll do it for you,” I said, surprising myself with my own courage.


I rapped at the door, but I could feel Heather’s eyes growing wide beside me.


“Come in,” Mr. Conner said.


Heather pushed in front of me and took the only chair. I stood beside her and clenched my hands.


“It appears that we have a serious safety issue,” Mr. Conner started. “You both displayed very questionable behavior out there today.” Mr. Conner shook his head. “I don’t care how long you’ve been here, whether you’re new or not. I’m disappointed in both of you.”


“Sasha has been deliberately provoking me,” Heather said. “She’s trying to secure her spot on the advanced team by baiting me. I’m not sure if I can ride with her anymore.”


“Being on a team, Ms. Fox, means being part of the group.” Mr. Conner’s tone was firm. He rubbed his hand across his chin and his large gold wristwatch flashed in the sunlight streaming inside his office window. “If you want to be part of the Canterwood riding team, you will do just that—be a part of the team. Is that going to be a problem?”


Heather sunk low in her seat. “No, sir, that’s not a problem.”


“This won’t happen again,” I offered.


“Good. And to ensure that it doesn’t, you two are going to be spending more time together. Saturday morning. Seven o’clock. You will both be here, mucking stalls.” He looked back down at his desk and picked up an envelope. “And remember that all of this will be taken into account when I decide who gets a seat on the advanced team. You’re excused.”


Heather pushed her chair back and tiptoed out the door.


I raced to Charm’s stall, leaving her behind.


I barely made it inside the stall before the tears started. “I’m so sorry, Charm,” I whispered to him. He looked at me, his soft eyelashes fluttering, and nudged me with his velvety muzzle. “You could have gotten hurt today. And it would have been all my fault. We should have backed off the second Heather headed for the jump.” I wrapped my arms around Charm’s strong neck and rested my head against him. He leaned into me and, in his own way, hugged me back.


“Sasha?” Callie’s head poked over the stall door. She came into the stall and stroked Charm’s neck. “Heather headed right for you,” she assured me. “All you could do was pull him up.”


I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have let him go that far. Something just came over me and I didn’t want to let her take the fence.”


“But you stopped,” Callie said. “Heather didn’t. It wasn’t your fault.”


“Charm is okay and that’s all that matters,” I conceded, wiping tears away with the back of my hand.


“C’mon, let’s go,” Callie said. “I’ll buy you a smoothie.”


I gave Charm one last good-bye pat and secured the door. Callie and I linked arms and headed away from the stables.


After the afternoon I’d had, I was glad to have a friend like Callie to leave with. No matter what the Trio said to me, I had Charm, Callie, and Paige to remind me why I came to Canterwood in the first place. Anyway, I wasn’t about to let anyone bully me into leaving.
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HE SMELLED MY LIP GLOSS






THE CANTERWOOD MEDIA CENTER WAS JUST across campus from Winchester. I’d never been there before, but Paige told me it had a massive movie theater, a TV lounge, computers, and video games.


I was going to my first film class—we were supposed to meet in the theater, listen to a brief lecture from the teacher, and watch a movie.


Inside the brightly lit theater, three rows of seats were roped off and a paper sign had been posted that read “seventh-grade film class—please sit in your assigned seat.” I scanned the rows until I spotted a piece of paper with my name taped to the back of a chair. Sinking into the deeply cushioned red chair, I opened my purple notebook and wrote film class. It looked like a small class, only about fifteen seats had papers on them. A couple of girls found their seats in front of me.


“Excuse me,” one of my classmates said as he stepped in front of me and took a seat on my left.


I looked out of the corner of my eye, and when I saw who was sitting there, I could have died!


Jacob.


When he pulled his notebook out of his bag, our arms almost touched and I looked away from him. Okay, I could do this. Just ignore the pounding heart and be cool. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to be cool. Those eyes, that gorgeous hair—he even smelled good—like peppermint. This called for a lip gloss action plan! Digging into my jacket pocket for a tube, I found one of my favorites—s’ mores. I applied a thick coat.


Jacob looked at me. “Hey, you’re the new girl from Utz’s office—Sasha, right?”


O.M.G.


I nodded and gave him what I hoped was a cute smile.


He shifted in his seat. “What’s that smell?” he asked.


Oh no. Did I smell like horse? Or worse…manure? I glanced to the other side and took a quick whiff of my shirt. Secret Vanilla with a hint of caramel body wash. Maybe I didn’t smell the horse scent because I was too used to it! Too many years at the stable. Too many years of muck. And horses. And hay. Dear God, I was immune! I could smack myself for not taking Paige’s offer to make me cinnamon sachets for my sock drawer.


“What smell?” I asked, my cheeks pink.


He sniffed the air. “It’s chocolate. I can’t figure out where it’s coming from.”


Phew! Chocolate definitely wasn’t horsey. I jammed my hand into my jean pocket and produced the lip gloss. “It’s this,” I explained, holding it up.


He peered at the label with gray green eyes and laughed. “It’s making me hungry. You don’t have a cheeseburger-scented one, do you?”


“Nope, sorry.” I said, shaking my head. New mission: find cheeseburger-scented lip gloss. I’d have to hit Sephora.com the second I got back to the dorm.


I hadn’t even noticed that people had filled the seats around us.


A gangly man with a pale face stood in front of the class. He was dorky in a Peter Parker pre-spider-bite sort of way. He took a deep bow. “I’m Mr. Ramirez,” he said. “Welcome to your first film class. In this class, I’ll be taking you on a journey through the world of film. We’ll be covering classics like E.T., cartoon blockbusters like Toy Story, and love stories such as Titanic.”


The theater was quiet. Mr. Ramirez continued. “You’ve probably heard this is an easy class.” Several girls in front of me nodded. “Well, that’s not exactly true. You’ll write papers, learn film terminology, and memorize many film quotes.”


The guy on my right shifted over and put his arm on the armrest.


“Let’s start with a little comedy to lighten the mood,” Mr. Ramirez said. “We’ll be screening the 1959 classic, Some Like it Hot, with Marilyn Monroe.” He turned down the lights.


“I’ve seen this movie a couple of times,” Jacob whispered. Hopefully, he couldn’t hear my pounding heart. I didn’t have the nerves for this boy thing!


The enormous movie screen crackled as the film started. Jacob and I sat in silence for a few minutes, but soon we were laughing at the movie at all the same parts. He caught my eye a couple of times and my earlier embarrassment started to fade. I forgot about my English paper due next week and the fact that Charm and I had knocked a rail during practice yesterday. All too soon, the movie ended. The lights came on, with an annoyingly bright glare, and Jacob shot me a smile.




Mr. Ramirez stood in front of the screen and clapped his hands. “We have so much time, and so little to do! Strike that, reverse it.”


“Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory!” Jacob called out.


“Correct, sir! And you are?” Mr. Ramirez asked.


“Jacob Schwartz.”


Mr. Ramirez stepped into the row in front of us and sat on the back of a chair. “What did you think of the film, Jacob?”


Jacob didn’t hesitate. “I think that any guy who wants to understand girls should watch the film.” His comment sent Mr. Ramirez and the entire class into laughter.


“Anyone else?”


I raised my hand and he nodded to me.


“The movie seemed like it may have been ahead of its time,” I said.


“Good, good. Your name, please?” Mr. Ramirez asked, a smile on his face as he rubbed his clean-shaven chin with his hand.


“Sasha Silver.”


“That was a good observation, Sasha. So, if the movie was ahead of its time, why do you think the studio took a risk on it?”




“Probably because it’s so funny. People come to the movies to escape.”


“That’s very good. Quite true.” Mr. Ramirez moved off to another row.


After a few more questions, he brought up the dreaded topic of homework.


“Each of you will need to choose a film and write a three-page paper about it. The topic is up to you. You may use a film from the library or from your own collection. To ensure you read the syllabus, I’m not going to tell you the paper’s due date.”


The rest of the class began packing up their books. I tried to think of something else to say to Jacob. “Good movie,” I said finally.


L.A.M.E.


“Yeah, it was.” He grinned and, with that, headed out of the theater, disappearing into the crowd.


 


“He did what?” Paige asked.


“He smelled my lip gloss.” I crashed onto my bed with a sigh. “Paige, we’ve been talking about this for twenty minutes! There’s not much left to tell.”


She ignored me and flopped onto my bed. “How many times have you seen him? He definitely likes you.”




Rolling my eyes, I got up off the bed and switched on my laptop. “I don’t know. And anyway, all he said when we left was ‘see you around.’”


“That could mean anything. Like, ‘maybe I’ll see you around’ or ‘see you for sure at the next class.’ What a typical guy. Totally murky response.”


“I’m shopping for lip gloss. How about bubble gum?” I waved an arm at Paige. Mom and Dad had given me a credit card for emergencies—this definitely counted!


Paige wrinkled her nose. “Sasha, you’ve got to get scents he would like. Bubble gum is a girl smell.” She stared at my computer screen and scrolled through the massive lip gloss collection.


“Is there anyone at Canterwood you like?” I asked her.


“I do like someone at home,” she confessed. “Do you remember that picture I showed you of me dancing?”


I nodded, remembering the picture—Paige arm in arm with her tall, gorgeous dance partner.


She smiled. “His name is Derek. But my mom doesn’t approve. She thinks he’s a good dance partner, but he’s the instructor’s son. He sends me e-mails sometimes.” Paige pointed to the screen. “What about this one?”


“Tangerine? Fruit is better than bubble gum?”


“It’s very aromatic—guys have a nose for citrus scents,” Paige explained. “And here’s one—cinnamon. And mint!”


We scanned the screen and kept an eye out for the elusive and nonexistent cheeseburger flavor.


“How about vanilla bean?” I asked, adding it to the cart. I’d be going home next Friday while the teachers had their staff development day. Hopefully, Mom and Dad wouldn’t see their credit card bill before then.
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