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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 been 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.”
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