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THE THRILL AT THE CHANCE OF BEING OVER-all champion at Red Oaks Trials gripped me. Sure, my team Double Aces seemed to already have cinched the win for our stable.


But I wanted that individual blue ribbon.


Before cross-country, which was the very last round, I said as much to my coach.


“I’m going for it,” I announced.


“Lauren, I know how driven you are to win,” Mr. Wells said. “But you need to take your time this round. You’re exhausted. If you push it too hard, you’re bound to make a mistake.”


“I won’t,” I insisted. “I studied every jump in this course when I walked it earlier.”


I was cocky—sure I knew better than Mr. Wells. I knew that if I just pushed myself a tiny bit further, I could do it. I could.


I mounted Skyblue, the school horse I rode at Aces. Skyblue, a dapple gray gelding, was an experienced competitor. I loved riding him from the day Mr. Wells had paired us together. Skyblue was everything I loved about horses—he was affectionate, calm but fiery when he needed to be, and he listened to his rider.


When the announcer called my name, I entered the starting box. The bell sounded; Skyblue and I were off.


I kept him to a hand gallop as we made our way across the lawn and toward the first jump—a log pile.


On the cross-country course, Skyblue and I raced over several jumps. When I checked my watch, I saw how great our time was. We were so far ahead I could even slow him to a canter, and as long as we stayed on course and didn’t have any refusals or problems, we’d win the class.


But I only slowed Skyblue a notch—barely to a canter. He flew down a creek bank, raced though the knee-high water, and his shoes scraped against the creek bed. He scrambled up the embankment and leaped over a fallen tree.


Skyblue didn’t question me once.


By the time we reached the end of the woods and hit the field, I could see them; only two jumps stood between us and the finish line.


Exhilarated, I let Skyblue back into a near gallop as we headed across the meadow toward a brush fence. Wind whooshed in my ears. The chilly air felt good on my face. Skyblue, sweaty but by no means overheated, took fast but even breaths. I looked past the brush at the final jump—a vertical.


Our time is perfect—we’ve got this! The crowd began cheering as we closed in on the finish line. I never tired of hearing that sound.


Skyblue and I were mere strides away from the brush.


I counted down in my head, preparing to lift out of the saddle and take as much weight off his back as possible.


Almost there. In five, four, three, two—


I never got to one.


Skyblue dug his heels into the grass and skidded to a halt just before the greenery. He was probably close enough that his muzzle brushed the scratchy branches and leaves.


I never saw for sure—I’d flown over the jump without him.


I was unprepared for the refusal. Skyblue had stayed on one side and I’d flown over his head. My entire body slammed into the ground on the other side of the jump. My back hit first, then I rolled onto my shoulder, my helmet thudding against the ground.


I heard a rush of sounds. Of people screaming for help, someone shouting, “Don’t move her!” and finally, the ambulance sirens.


“Is Skyblue okay?” I managed to get out. “Is he all right?”


“He’s okay, Lauren,” Mr. Wells’s voice had sounded so off. Shaky. Like he was scared of something.


“Please be still, miss,” said someone whose voice I didn’t recognize.


I blinked. Mom and Dad knelt beside me, strange expressions on their faces.


Why does everyone look so terrified? I wondered.


Everything went black.




EIGHTEEN MONTHS LATER UNION, CONNECTICUT
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SCHOOL DAZE


ON SUNNY MONDAY MORNING, DAD DROVE ME the half hour it took to get to school like he did every morning. He always ended the ride with a funny, “hip” saying. This May morning hadn’t been any different.


“G2G, Laur,” Dad said. I could see him focus on the acronyms. “Holler back if you need a ride.”


Grinning, I got out of the car. “Don’t talk to anyone. Please.”


Dad headed for work and I went into the school’s main building.


I walked down the hallway of Yates Preparatory School to my locker. I dropped my heavy backpack on the floor and spun the combination into my lock until it clicked open. Yates was my fave school so far of all the schools I’d attended. I’d moved around a lot to compete on the show circuit and Yates was my third school.


Doing well academically had always been important to me, and I’d worked hard to keep up my grades while riding. I’d even taken extra courses online last summer. It had paid off when I’d been accepted to Yates.


“Hey, LT.”


I peered around the metal door and saw Taylor grinning at me.


“Hi,” I said, hugging him. He was a few inches taller than me and his cropped blond hair had been bleached by the sun from spending so many hours practicing in the pool. His tanned skin contrasted with my own pale coloring. I took in the sprinkle of freckles across his nose that I loved.


“Missed you this weekend,” I said.


“Me too.” Taylor held my hand, leaning up against the lockers. “I hate it when things get so crazy. But Dad insisted that I shadow him at his office, even though it was a weekend.”


I rolled my eyes. Taylor and I had been together for five months, and his dad, an investment banker, seemed to want Taylor to decide to follow in the family footsteps and take over the business. Like, yesterday.


“I’m sorry he’s pressuring you so much,” I said. “We’re twelve. Aren’t we supposed to be able to change whatever we want to be every day if we want?”


Taylor squeezed my hand, letting it go so he could shove his hands into his pockets. “I’m used to it.” He smiled. “Anyway, Mondays are gross enough. Let’s talk about something waaay better.”


“Like?” The enthusiasm in his hazel eyes was infectious.


“Want to go out on Saturday night? We can do something fun—whatever you want.”


“Whatever I want? I like the sound of that.” We smiled at each other. “I’d love to.”


The warning bell rang, startling us both. I hadn’t even gathered my books for class. Yates had a zero-tolerance policy for lateness and I didn’t want to spend my afternoon in detention.


“Perfect,” Taylor said. “Text you later.”


“Bye.”


My excitement about going out with Taylor on Friday made me grab my math book instead of the one I needed for history class. I realized it just before I closed my locker. I switched out the books then hurried to the class I shared with Brielle and Ana.


Yates was so small I got to share a lot of classes with my two best friends. Everyone knew everyone here. At first, I’d been worried about fitting in. The size of the school made it seem cliquey. But Brielle and Ana had become instant besties.


I snagged a seat in the center of the classroom.


“Hey, Lauren,” Amber said, walking inside with her group of friends.


I said hi to her and a few other people as they sat down, furiously opening their textbooks and notebooks. We all wanted to look as if we’d been in class way early to win points with Mr. Newton—one of the toughest teachers at Yates.


“Laur, omigodwehavetotalkrightnow!”


I laughed, looking up at Brielle as she plopped down next to me. Ana sat on my other side, a smile turning up her lips. They were both fun friends to hang out with at school and at the stable.


“What’s up?” I asked.


Brielle’s cool black hair was pulled into a high, shiny ponytail. The gloss treatment we’d all gotten at the salon a couple of weeks ago made her hair look extra gorge. Her fair, freckle-free, never-left-the-house-without-SPF-fifty complexion showed just enough makeup to not get her in trouble with her parents. She had a light coat of mascara, blush, and pale pink-tinted gloss. Brielle was the epitome of a girly-girl.


She looked seasonably adorable today in a Marc Jacobs light pink dress with capped sleeves and a cream-colored cardigan. She had strappy, white wedges to match that I noted (since we were the same shoe size) I’d probably be asking to borrow next week.


“I heard from Kendra, who heard from Madison, who heard from Portia, that Will is going to ask me to the end-of-the-year dance!” Brielle’s tone had reached a near shriek.


“That’s awesome!” I said, beaming for her.


Ana leaned over toward my desk. “Now we just have to get Will to ask Brielle already, so she can start dress shopping. Even though the dance isn’t for a couple of weeks, she’s already freaking out about her dress and shoes and accessories.”


“We’ll get all of that,” I said, glancing between both of my friends. “Taylor’s taking me and I haven’t picked out anything yet either.”


I grinned at Ana in a teasing way. “And are we getting you into a dress?”


“No!” Ana groaned. “Isn’t it enough that I’m going? I’m happy you both have dates, and I’m going to be there from the hair blow-out to the fastening of your strappy shoes, but I’m going solo. You know I’m only focused on two things—”


Brielle and I finished the sentence along with her. “Writing and illustrating.”


Ana pulled out her notebook that she’d covered in gorgeous pen sketches of people, animals, buildings, and anything else that had caught her attention.


“I’m an artiste,” Ana said, her tone playful. “I refuse to be distracted by boys. Or anything else.”


Brielle and I didn’t argue with her. Ana was one of the most talented artists at our entire school. She dressed the part, too. Today, she was très (French for “very”) chic in an ivory beret that was slightly back behind her hairline, black leggings, and ballet flats. She’d curled her light brown hair into waves and the highlights made her skin tone glow.


She pushed the makeup rule a little more than Brielle. She’d been doing it for months and had never gotten in trouble. This morning she had a thin line of black liquid eyeliner with the slightest cat-eye curve that looked amazing and brought out her wide, brown eyes.


“Speaking of which, is your creative writing group today?” I asked Ana.


“Yeah, I’m meeting up with art class friends to critique one another’s sketches. It’s one of our last meetings before school’s out for summer. You guys?”


“I’m doing nothing for finals,” Brielle said. “Boring.”


“I’ve got glee club,” I said. “Then homework for me.”


“Glee will be distracting,” Ana said. “Hopefully it’ll keep you from thinking about Canterwood.”


Canterwood Crest Academy—those three words made my skin prickle. Canterwood was one of the best, most prestigious boarding schools in the country with an extremely well-known riding program. From what I’d heard, the extracurriculars there—in particular the equestrian team—were as tough as the academics.


Ever since I’d heard about it, I’d been obsessed with Canterwood. I loved everything about the school—from its green and gold school colors to the photos on the Web site to the descriptions of the student dorms.


I’d applied months ago and once I started thinking about it, I couldn’t stop. I was already close to camping out in front of my mailbox.


“Definitely,” I said, smiling. “I’m just ready to get through classes and go to glee.”


Glee club was one of the only things that made me look forward to Mondays. I wasn’t even close to being the best singer in the club, but I loved singing and performing. Last week our club had performed a new song from Sierra, a hot new hip-hop artist, and it had been so much fun. Our club just formed this year and we were already prepping to start competing next year.


Next year.


Next year I’d likely be at Yates competing in glee. Or maybe, just maybe, I’d be competing somewhere different altogether. Somewhere like Canterwood Crest Academy.
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FROM THE TOP


“LET’S TAKE IT FROM THE TOP,” MR. BENSON said. “The last run-through was great and I can tell you’ve all been practicing. But I want to hear it again. This time, with a little more energy.”


The twelve of us nodded from our chairs in the school’s music room. I loved it in here. The glossy wooden floors looked even shinier from the sunlight that poured through two tall windows in the back. Musical notes, painted in black and silver, kept the white walls from looking plain and institutional. A set of red Yamaha drums were in the far corner and in the back of the room, a baby grand piano made me wish I knew how to play.


Mr. Benson, one of the youngest teachers, had a reputation for being cool because he let us mix up contemporary music with the older music most glee club teachers taught. He’d also installed a killer sound system in our room so when we sang, the acoustics were just right.


Glee club was the first club I’d joined.


Ever.


At my old schools, I’d always been too busy with riding. It had been my only priority. Riding was still my primary focus, but I’d always secretly wanted to sing and perform. My first day at Yates, I’d noticed an audition sheet by the guidance counselor’s office. I walked past the sheet at least six times before I’d finally scribbled Lauren Towers on the paper, below dozens of other names. The chance to be part of an activity that depended solely on me and not a thousand-pound animal had sounded so exciting—so different. Riding had always been a fifty-fifty thing—part of my performance depended on me and the other part was up to my horse. But with something like glee club, whether I sang well or not, was all in my control.


I’d auditioned for Mr. Benson, singing a few lines from one of my favorite songs—“Begin Again.”


Mr. Benson had thanked me politely—he hadn’t given the tiniest hint if I’d made it or not. He just told all of the people who’d auditioned to come back the next day after class. Then he’d told us we’d all done a wonderful job and that if he called our name, we’d made it. When Mr. Benson called my name, I’d almost fallen off the stage. The girl who’d thought she was only good at one thing—and maybe not even that—had been chosen for glee club! To sing and dance in the spotlight. I’d been ecstatic.


Now Mr. Benson sat in front of the piano, his fingers flying over the keys. I reminded myself to stay focused on energy and when we started singing, Jared started clapping and got the whole group’s energy up. I was grateful.


Jared, our glee club leader, always gave extra energy to the group even on the longest, gloomiest days. He was so friendly and he always gave advice to anyone who needed it—he wasn’t a solo hog. Jared wanted our entire club to do well and he never acted like he had the best voice, even though he did. He could sing anything—his range was incredible.


Our voices did that magic thing where they all just seemed to melt together, and when we finished the song, we fell silent, looking to Mr. Benson for his opinion. But even before his face broke into a smile, we all knew we’d nailed it—thanks to Jared.


“That’s exactly what I was hoping to hear, guys,” Mr. Benson said. He bowed his head to us, slapping a palm on top of the piano with excitement. “As long as you keep practicing on your own over the summer, we’ll be ready to start competing in the fall. We’ll keep in touch via a locked glee club message board that I’ve been working on. We have something to discuss already: It’s time to decide on a name for our club.”


“Cool!” Jared said. “It’s about time we got a name.”


I smiled along with Jared and everyone else, but part of my happy look was fake. I loved the club and I’d been a member all year, but would I be here when we got a name? Or when we started competing? My feelings about Canterwood versus Yates changed daily. One day, all I wanted was to be a student at what looked like my dream school. The next, I wanted to stay where I felt comfortable—where I fit in and had friends and was even popular.


A place I could excel even if . . . even if I could never jump again. I loved riding, but I didn’t know if going back to a life of equestrian competition was what I wanted. Sometimes, I thought it was. Other times, I wanted everyone to forget that I was a “good” dressage rider and I thought I’d be happy just pleasure riding Cricket from now on.


Would the right decision be to start all over again and risk everything at a brand new school? Was it wrong if I started feeling comfortable enough at Yates to be just another normal student—one who studied hard and got good grades and did nothing but safe, fun glee club after school? No one shouting at me about confidence, or moving past bad memories. Would it be so wrong to be part of an ensemble for once rather than to ride solo?


You’re getting ahead of yourself. You don’t even know if you got in. So stop obsessing until you get an answer—which will very, VERY likely be thanks, but no thanks.


But when I got home, I couldn’t help myself—I walked over to the wire mail bin where whoever checked the mail placed it for everyone else to look through. Dad’s mail was already gone and Becca had a card from Gram in a bright orange envelope.


Nothing for me.


I stared at the basket for a while—not sure if I was disappointed or kind of glad that there was nothing from Canterwood.
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DESIGNER BOOTS TO FILL


THE FINAL VERTICAL LOOMED IN FRONT OF me during Wednesday’s group riding lesson. It looked higher than any jump I’d ever attempted. Sure, I’d cleared fences higher than the approaching blue rails before. But ever since I’d applied to Canterwood Crest Academy months ago, the jumps—and the stakes—had gotten higher.


“Lauren!” Kim, my riding instructor, called across the outdoor arena. “Tighten your reins and slow Cricket. She’s trying to rush the last jump.”


Come on, I told myself. You’re supposed to be Lauren Towers. You should be able to do this stuff.


I pushed my weight into the saddle to signal the Welsh-Cob pony mix to slow. Jumping wasn’t my strongest area, but it was Cricket’s. The school horse, sweet and, more important, smart, knew just when to try and catch me off guard.


Cricket hesitated, almost as if trying to decide whether or not to listen. She could be a little hard to handle sometimes, but that had been Kim’s intention when I’d come to Briar Creek. She’d wanted to challenge me by giving me Cricket to ride. I’d disagreed at first, especially after . . . no, NOT thinking about that now. I shut the memory out of my brain and tried to focus on my ride.


Cricket’s small hooves churned up the arena dirt and she tossed her head, not wanting to slow. I did a half-halt, but Cricket surged ahead. Panic rippled in my stomach.


It didn’t help that a group of students gathered along the fence, watching my ride. At the opposite end of the arena, I spotted Ana, offering me silent support. Brielle hadn’t been able to make it today because she had to babysit.


In my head, I could hear Ana yelling at me, telling me these were the basics and I should have this. There was no excuse—I was making beginner mistakes.


“Lauren! Get Cricket’s attention!” Kim shouted.


I could feel my face getting red. Everyone’s eyes were on me and the last thing I wanted was to mess up in front of them.


We were strides away from the jump and I was too nervous to relax. In my mind, the handful of people watching turned into a crowd and they were judging my ride. The jump rushed toward us at a dizzying pace and fear took over. Spots swam in front of my eyes. This was almost like before.


I yanked Cricket’s right rein, turning her away from the jump. The sudden sideways movement almost tossed me out of the saddle. Frustrated, Cricket threw her head in the air and half-bucked as I cantered her far away from the jump. I gripped as hard as I could with my knees, fighting to stay on.


I slowed her to a trot and, finally, a walk. My heartbeat seemed to slow the farther away from the jump we got.


“Lauren,” Kim said my name again. She walked over to Cricket and me. “You okay?”


“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m sorry. I—I couldn’t do it.”


I didn’t look at anyone who was watching. But I was sure they were all whispering about what had happened. That was one of the worst performances I’d had in a long time. I was supposed to be the Lauren Towers. Now everyone probably thought I was a joke.


“Everyone else is finished, so I’d like you to cool and groom Cricket, then come by my office. Okay?” Kim asked.


I nodded.


Kim touched my shoulder, then turned to address the other riders. But I didn’t hear her. It was like a silent movie. Everyone dismounted and started toward the stable. I watched Ana hand her horse to one of the girls who’d been watching and then make her way toward me.


I dismounted, patting Cricket’s neck.


“We’ll get it next time, girl. Promise,” I said. We’d jumped a million times before—I had to keep reminding myself of that. But it wasn’t easy.


I took off my helmet. The warm May air had made my long, dark brown hair stick to my forehead. I let my hair down and then gathered the natural waves into a ponytail. Afterward, I loosened Cricket’s girth and started to lead her in a circle.


“Is everything okay?” Ana asked, reaching me. Her eyes were wide with worry.


“I was so ridiculous,” I said. “Cricket was set to jump and I stopped her. I . . . got scared.”


“That’s okay,” Ana said. “You have every right to be nervous about jumping.” She ran her fingers through her light brown hair. “But what matters is that you don’t beat yourself up and that you remember you have done this before. And really well!”


“Everyone’s probably in the stable laughing at me,” I said.


“No, they’re not,” Ana said firmly. “Don’t worry about that. Next time you jump, you’re going to fly over it without a problem. I know it.”


I smiled a little. Ana had been one of my biggest cheerleaders since I’d started at Briar Creek.


“I’ll be ready next time,” I said. I tried to make sure what I said sounded like a statement and not a question.


Ana nodded. “You so will be.”


Ana stayed with me for a few more minutes before her mom came to pick her up. Before she’d left, Ana had switched the subject to the weird mystery smell in homeroom. She’d made me laugh and I’d gotten past my bad ride with Ana’s help. I had conquered a lot of jumps since my accident, and just because I hadn’t today didn’t mean I was a failure.


I walked Cricket out of the arena and past the wooden fence boards that had been painted a light brown last month. Kim had been busy making all kinds of repairs to the only riding stable in town.


I hadn’t been living in Union, Connecticut long, but since I’d been here, Briar Creek had become my oasis. It had given me what I’d needed—an escape and time off from competition. It had also taught me how to really love horses again.


Kim had played a huge role in the way I felt about Briar Creek. She was one of the best instructors I’d ever had. The most exciting part about Kim was that she’d taught the stable’s star, Sasha Silver, all she’d needed to know to leave Briar Creek and get into Canterwood Crest Academy.


Kim, familiar with the process because of Sasha, had helped me with my application. I’d sent transcripts from Yates, a DVD I’d made of myself riding, and two letters of recommendation—one from Kim and the other from my French II teacher.


I asked Kim to tell me everything she knew about the equestrian team at Canterwood. Kim told me everything, especially about how tough the instructor, Mr. Conner, was on his students.


The biggest shock had been when Kim told me that I’d been here when Sasha had come to visit one day. Sasha Silver had been on the grounds and I hadn’t even known it. I wondered if she’d seen me.


That’s why I’d been checking the mailbox every day since January fourth. Every day since I’d applied to Canterwood Crest.


Briar Creek was so different from Canterwood. Kim was the only instructor here and there were riders of every level and age. A few adult riders schooled young horses in the metal, orange round pens that Kim had spaced out on the grassy sides of the drive.


A college-age girl smiled down at me from her black-and-white Appaloosa as she headed out for the trails. That’s where I wished I was going—anywhere but Kim’s office to talk.


It couldn’t be good and my gut felt knotted. Maybe Kim wanted to take back her recommendation letter.


I untacked, groomed, fed, and watered Cricket, then led her into her stall. She took a dainty sip of water before turning around in the deep sawdust to grab a bite of hay.


Reluctant to leave her, I walked down the quiet aisle to Kim’s office. I wished that Ana or Brielle could come in with me. I reached Kim’s office and tapped my fingers against her half-open door.


“Come in,” she said.


I smiled as best I could and sat in the chair across from her. Behind Kim, photos and paintings of her beloved horses covered the reddish-brown walls. Her tiny office had a cluttered desk, an overflowing metal file cabinet, and multicolored ribbons strung along the wall. There was a shelf of trophies and the biggest one wasn’t hard to miss. Its shiny gold gleamed, and the name etched on to the plaque was familiar to everyone here—Sasha Silver.


“Lauren, don’t look so down,” Kim said, smiling at me.


“I’m sorry about the jump,” I said. “It’s not going to happen every time.”


Kim folded her hands into a steeple on her desk. “Of course it’s not—you’re a good jumper. And I’m not upset with you. But I want to talk to you for a second about something else.” She paused. “About Canterwood.”


The words sent my heartbeat into overdrive. I nodded.


“As I’ve said many times before, I believe you’re a perfect candidate for the school. But Lauren, I can tell as decision time gets closer that your nerves are affecting your ride.”


I lowered my head. She was right.


“We are so privileged to have you here at Briar Creek,” Kim said. “It’s been an honor to have you as a student. But when I first found out that you were coming, we talked. And you told me you’d come for one reason. . . .”


I swallowed, not wanting to think about it.


Kim stared at me expectantly, waiting for me to continue her thought.


“I came to get away from being Lauren Towers,” I said. “The nationally ranked junior dressage champion. I came to learn what loving riding meant again. And I have.” I smiled. “You gave me that back.”


Kim’s happy expression matched mine, but I knew she wanted me to continue. To voice the one thing I’d purposefully left unsaid.


I took a breath. “And . . . I came to get my confidence back after my jumping accident.”


Just saying the words was as far as my brain would let me go. I wasn’t ready to think about it yet. To relive any of it. Any of the sounds, or smells, or worse than anything, the feeling. The total loss of control—the helplessness.


“Confidence that was there all along,” Kim said. “Since your family moved to Union, you’ve done nothing but move forward. You’re incredibly talented for most riders—let alone a twelve-year-old.”
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