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To Josh Getzler, for giving me time and gentle guidance and helping me pick up all the pieces needed to build a comeback




[image: Chapter 1] Welcome Back!

MY FINGERS SHOOK AS I clutched the planter balanced in my lap. It was shaped like a hardback book and held a flourishing African violet in a tiny pot in the center. Not just any African violet, of course, but one I’d been raising all summer. They could be very temperamental, and I’d managed to keep her alive, so yay! Honestly, the violet was one thing I could count on to provide silent but steady comfort after a summer of turmoil.

Dad eased the car up to the tall iron gates of Saddlehill Academy, and my breath caught for a second as I tried to take in the majestic campus, from the stone fences to the Gothic architecture to the cobblestoned driveway.

“Look,” I said in a whisper to Violet because, of course, that was her name. “Welcome home!”

“What, Abby?” Dad asked from the driver’s seat.

My cheeks heated up. “Sorry, Dad. I was talking to Violet.”

Dad laughed, but not unkindly. “Don’t let me interrupt. I’m glad you’re showing your plant-child her new home.”

“Well, it would be so rude not to,” I said. I touched one of her leaves with my pointer finger. “It’s her first day here!”

Yes, I had a plant obsession.

Yes, I talked to them. Sometimes! Okay, a lot of the time.

And yes, I’d managed to convince my dad to let me bring seven plants with me to my dorm room at Saddlehill Academy. Seven plants for seventh grade had sounded fair to me!

Saddlehill Academy was a preparatory boarding school nestled just north of Boston. I’d been attending since last year. It had become my home away from home, and I’d spent all of sixth grade learning how to live my best boarding-school-student life.

It had been a bit of a battle to convince my dad to let me go, but he knew it was my dream to go to boarding school and compete on an equestrian team just like my idol, Sasha Silver. Once I’d pointed out how he wasn’t home a lot anyway because of work, he’d finally relented. Plus, it was only about an hour away from my home in Fieldcrest, Massachusetts.

My phone vibrated in the cupholder. I swiped it and saw two new texts from Vivi.

Where are you??

Are you here yet???

Laughing, I typed a quick text back. Pulling in now! [image: Emoji: Smiley]

“Let me guess,” Dad said, looking at me in the rearview mirror. “Vivi?”

“The one and only,” I said, smiling. Vivi had been one of my closest friends at Saddlehill from the moment we’d met last year. We had talked every single day over summer break. She lived in upstate New York, and despite her not living too far away from me, we hadn’t been able to make hanging out in person over the summer work. There had been too much going on at home with my dad’s wedding to his shiny new wife, Natalie. Sigh.

But this year would make up for it, because Vivi and I had managed to snag a double room in Amherst House—one of the most coveted coed dormitories on campus.

“I’d forgotten how beautiful this place is,” Dad said as he eased the car down the long, winding driveway. “Even though I’ve been here quite a few times.”

I nodded. “It feels like forever since I’ve been here. But also like it was yesterday. So weird.”

As excited as I was to see the school, I really couldn’t wait to leave and go a few miles down the road to Foxbury Stables, where I kept my horse, Beau, during the school year. He was my everything.

As we rolled down the driveway, the beauty of campus wasn’t lost on me. Surrounded by woods, Saddlehill’s buildings were a rich variety of super-old structures that looked as if they’d come off the pages of a history textbook.

We took a left on Tristan Road, heading toward Amherst. I loved the dormitories at Saddlehill—they weren’t typical dorms. They were all actual houses or cottages dotted around campus, and their bedrooms had been converted to dorm rooms.

They had everything from triples to doubles to singles. Each house had a resident advisor who lived in that house too. Second-year students like me were able to apply for a double room. Last year, my only option had been a single, because Saddlehill wanted new students to “focus on adjusting to campus life.”

Dad snagged an empty parking spot in front of Amherst House. “Score!” he said. “Let me just check on Natalie and Emery, and then we’ll unpack the car.”

Oh. Right.

Emery.

For a few minutes, I’d managed to forget all about Emery Flynn. My new stepsister as of this summer. She was a sixth grader who had also been accepted to Saddlehill. Like me, Emery was an equestrian for the Interscholastic Pony League. Unlike me, she was her division’s regionals champion and had placed third at nationals. I’d done well during my show season only to choke at regionals and miss going to nationals. So, that made things a little awkward between us.

We both rode on the middle school level and had shown in different divisions last year based on our skill level. But Emery had moved up to my division for this year after training with my current instructor, Rebecca, over the summer.

Although riding was an extracurricular at Saddlehill, the school took it seriously. That meant I had access to flexible class schedules that let me do work online or on weekends if necessary so I could ride and train with the equestrian team as much as possible. It was amazing. But what if having to ride with Emery changed everything? I gripped my violet harder and pushed the thought out of my mind.

“Okay, Natalie and Emery will be on campus in a few minutes,” Dad said, putting down his phone. “They’re going to get Emery moved in, and once you’re all set, I’ll meet up with them and say goodbye to Emery.”

“Oh” was all I said.

“Abby, c’mon,” Dad said.

“What?” I asked, trying to keep any hint of attitude out of my tone.

“I know this is all new. It’s only been a couple of months since the wedding, so I’m going to give you time to adjust.”

I nodded. “Thank you.” I blew out an exaggerated breath. “I’m trying, Dad. I promise. I like Natalie and Emery. But I don’t know them. At all. And we went from strangers to insta-fam this summer, so yeah, I need time.”

Before he could say anything back, I flung my door open and hopped out of the car, placing Violet on my seat. I’d come back and get her and my other plant babies in a minute.

I glanced up at Amherst, my new home. According to the school website, the three-story German stone farmhouse had been built back in the 1700s. It was gable-roofed, with stark white shutters and an attached four-season porch that I could not wait to use. A carriage house, where all ten of the Amherst residents could store boxes and suitcases, sat just in back of the main house.

My eyes roamed over the small courtyard with a couple of stone benches surrounding a tranquil water fountain. The lawn was landscaped to perfection, and there was even an herb garden near the porch. Towering trees flanked the edge of the backyard, and I couldn’t wait for the leaves to turn brilliant fall colors soon.

I dug in my pocket for my keys. The front door was open as parents and students carried boxes and luggage inside, but I would need keys for my room if Vivi wasn’t there to let me in.

“Why don’t you wheel this suitcase up to the house?” Dad suggested. “Leave it beside the porch steps, and I’ll carry it up to your room once I get a couple of boxes in there.”

“Okay,” I said. “Thanks, Dad.”

Dad winked at me, then went for the first box in the trunk.

I grabbed the suitcase’s handle and tugged it out of the car. Campus was popping. It felt as though everyone was moving in at once, even though move-ins had started yesterday. I’d be glad once all the adults left with their cars so campus would go back to the quiet, woodsy space it usually was.

“ABIGAIL ST. CLAIR!”

Laughing, I looked toward the house and smiled at the oh-so-familiar voice. “VIVIENNE MILLS!” I called.

Straining, I pulled my suitcase behind me as I hurried the last few yards to Amherst’s porch, where Vivi stood. I let go of the handle and ran up the steps, nearly tackling Vivi in a hug.

“I missed you sooo much!” Vivi said.

We hugged each other hard. “I missed you so much!”

After another squeeze, we let go. Vivi was hands down one of the prettiest people I’d ever seen, and today was no exception. Her dark brown skin was flawless, and her curls were pulled back in a high ponytail. She had the softest brown eyes and a smile that lit up her entire face.

“Seeing each other on FaceTime was not enough,” Vivi said. “Next summer, you’re coming with me to New York City.”

“Deal! I can be your assistant and go with you to casting calls.”

Vivi grinned. “Exactly!”

Vivi was an actress. She was always at auditions, and over the summer, she’d even filmed a small role on a big breakout Netflix film! She’d been only a little—okay, a lot—disappointed to find out that her character was attacked and killed by a zombie in the first three seconds of her appearance. But at least she’d had one line—“Ahhh!”

“Hi, Vivi,” my dad said, puffing as he came up the stairs carrying one of my boxes.

Vivi gave him a big smile. “Hey, Mr. St. Clair! Oh, our room is on the second floor, and it’s the first door on the left.”

“C’mon,” I said as I motioned to Vivi. “Come with me to the car while I grab some stuff.”

I’d been so lucky to meet Vivi last year. We’d become insta-friends from the very first English class we had together. Now that we were back on campus, we’d be spending a ton of time together—no doubt.

“Fair warning,” Vivi said. “Our room is a mess right now. I’m pretty much moved in, but my stuff is everywhere until we decorate.”

“I can’t even believe it!”

“Me either!” Vivi said. “This is going to be the best year ever!”

Vivi reached in and picked up a box from the trunk. “You don’t have to do that,” I said.

“Pffft,” she said. “I’m helping. Deal with it.” She tossed me a grin.

She started away from the car as I reached back inside to grab a plant, frowning when I saw that it had turned sideways on the drive.

Vivi turned back to wait for me, but I shook my head. “I’ll be right there!”

I took a minute to look it over to make sure my plant was okay and none of the leaves or stems had been damaged. But aside from a tiny bit of spilled gravel, it was fine. Whew.

As I walked up to Amherst, I couldn’t keep the bounce out of my step. I was back! And nothing—absolutely nothing—was going to stop me from having the best year ever.

And then… I saw her coming out of Amherst House and groaned.

The one person who could stop me from having the best year ever.

Selly Hollis.




[image: Chapter 2] Oh, Greaaat

IF IT’S NOT MY LEAST favorite person at Saddlehill,” Selly called, her eyes narrowing as she stared me down from her spot near the front door.

I shifted the plant in my arms, and my eyes met Selly’s, but only for a second. I couldn’t look her in the eye for long. Not after… yeah. She looked perfectly put together—like always. Her glossy brown hair was styled into easy waves, and she had a hint of mascara and lip gloss on. It made me feel like a mess with my barely brushed ponytail and rumpled T-shirt.

“Good to see you, too,” I said. “Although, I’m not gonna lie, I’d hoped we wouldn’t run into each other until later. Much later.”

“Like when I’m jumping Ember with ease and you’re knocking all the rails?”

I sighed. “That’s never happened, but okay.”

We both rode on the same team and went to school together. That was more than enough time with Selly!

“Please tell me you’re here visiting someone in Amherst,” Selly said. “I mean, not that you have any friends. But you’re not moving into my house, are you?”

This was going to be fun. Not.

I rolled my eyes. “One of my best friends lives here. Oh, and so do I. Get used to it.”

“Ooh,” Selly said, her brown eyes flashing. “Someone got brave over the summer.”

I forced myself to maintain eye contact. “If by brave, you mean not taking your crap? Then yes, I got brave.”

Selly grinned, showing white teeth. “We’ll see about that.”

I had nothing else to say to her. I hurried past her, heading for the door.

“I’ve heard all about your superstar equestrian little sister,” Selly said to my back. “It won’t be just me that you have to worry about this year.”

I tilted my chin up and kept walking, trying to project an air of confidence. But my stomach flipped. If only Selly knew what I’d done. But I’d have to do everything to prevent that from happening.



A couple of hours later, I hugged Dad on the Amherst lawn. We’d moved every box inside, and he’d helped me unload them and carry the empty boxes to the carriage house. He’d raised an eyebrow at the collection of sneakers I’d brought with me, but I’d started running over the summer and, hello, I needed as many comfy shoe options as possible.

For a second, I closed my eyes, thinking about what it would be like if Mom were here. If she’d stayed and not abandoned us when I was seven. But I didn’t want to think about her. Not today and certainly not now. If I did, the familiar wave of sadness tinged with anger would overshadow everything about this day.

“Abs?” Dad’s question almost made me jump.

“Sorry,” I said. “I was just… thinking about Mom.”

“I am too,” Dad said. “I wish she were here to see you move in today.” Dad was always so diplomatic about Mom. “But it’s going to be okay. I may not be”—he gestured around—“right here. But I will always be here for you. No matter what. I hope, with time, you come to lean on Natalie, too. She cares about you, Abby.”

I started to protest, but he raised a hand. “Natalie is not going to replace your mom, I promise. I hope that eventually we’ll be a family. You, me, Natalie, and Emery. But it’s not going to happen overnight, and that’s okay.”

I swallowed back tears. “I don’t need a mom,” I whispered.

I had Dad, and he was all I needed, even if my feelings about my mom went from hating her to missing her. Wherever she was.

Dad had spent a lot of time with a lawyer who had tried to track her down to serve her with divorce papers, but no one could find her. The divorce had finally been granted by the court, but what if she didn’t know? Even after everything she’d done, what if this—us trying to move on—hurt her? But maybe she deserved it? I wasn’t sure.

Like mine, Dad’s moods about her changed often too. Over the years, he’d gone from furious that she’d left me home alone to missing her and wanting her back to trying to forget about her.

Dad touched my cheek with one hand. “Sweetheart, it’s time for us to figure out our lives without her, okay?”

I took a shaky breath. Even though I’d known it was the truth for a long, long time, it still didn’t get any easier to hear. Even if I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to see her again.

“Together?” I asked.

“Together,” Dad said, holding eye contact with me. He pushed his round glasses up on his nose in one of his most familiar gestures.

I brushed loose strands of hair off my face and took a few more breaths. “Okay,” I said. “Thank you for everything, Dad.” I stepped closer to him, squeezing him one last time.

“Of course,” he said. “You needed more muscle to help you get all those boxes of shoes inside. I had to help.”

I gasped in mock outrage. Holding up my right arm, I flexed. The tiniest muscle ever popped out. “Wait till you see me next. I’m going to hit the gym every day! You won’t even recognize me.”

We laughed, and Dad touched my cheek. “This is going to be a great year for you, Abby. I’m so proud of you, and I can’t wait to watch you accomplish so many wonderful things. And yes, that will include all this gym time you’re about to experience. I’m sure you’ll get very ripped.”

“Thanks, Dad. I love you.”

“I love you more,” he said. “Gonna go check on Beau?”

I nodded. “Definitely. After I change, I’ll grab a bus to the stable and see how he’s doing.”

“Keep an eye on Emery, too, Abs. You sure you don’t want to come with me to her dorm?”

I’d already declined twice. I shook my head. “No, I want to see Beau.”

With that, I waved goodbye to Dad, and he slowly pulled away from the curb, heading to Emery’s dorm.

Something twinged in my chest. There’s nothing to get upset about, I told myself. Dad had made sure I was completely settled in, and of course he would go check on Emery. Heck, he’d even invited me! But I didn’t want to see Emery with her mom today. Not when mine wouldn’t even tell me where she was.

It felt weird to have Dad here and not hanging with me, even though he’d just left my dorm. I knew he was trying his best to bring our blended family together, but he was so clueless about what I really felt. It was kind of my fault, I guess. We’d both been so broken after Mom left that it had taken him a long, long time to smile again. I’d made it my mission not to say or do anything to make him that sad ever again. So I tried to pretend I was happy and okay even if I wasn’t.

Sigh. This would get easier, right? I tried to stuff my feelings down and not obsess over it. There was too much to do this weekend.

I sent a quick text to Thea Song, my other best friend on campus. I’m at school! Gonna change and go groom Beau before the meeting! Unlike Vivi, Thea was a rider, and I had a feeling she’d want to check on Chaos Gremlin, her horse.

I turned back to Amherst House and headed inside. In the kitchen, I poured myself a glass of pink lemonade and checked my email on my phone.


From: Dean Paulson

To: Abigail St. Clair

August 26 at 10:45 a.m.

Subject: A request

Dear Ms. St. Clair,

Welcome back for another year! As I’m sure you’re aware, you will need service hours this year to pass seventh grade. I’d like you to begin those hours by giving Emery Flynn a peer-led tour of campus. Also, please bring her to Assembly.

Don’t forget to log these hours for the year. Please let me know when you receive this message.

All best,

Dean Paulson



It took me only a few seconds to write him back.


From: Abigail St. Clair

To: Dean Paulson

August 26 at 10:49 a.m.

Subject: Re: A request

Hello, Dean Paulson,

I got your message. I’d be happy to give Emery a tour of campus. Thank you for thinking of me and my service hours.

All best,

Abigail St. Clair



After I got upstairs, I texted Emery.

Hey! Hope you’re settling in okay. [image: Emoji: Smiley] I got a message from the dean, and he wants me to give you a tour of campus. Wanna do that tomorrow? Lmk!

“Sheesh, Abby,” I muttered to myself. “Stop rambling.”

But things were still awkward between us. Emery had always been perfectly polite to me, but we were basically strangers. Well, strangers who shared a house since my dad and I had moved in with Emery and Natalie this summer. The most we’d shared before that was a stable that was big enough that we’d never ridden together or even talked before our parents had started dating.

And I’d gone from having a single parent to having two adults around. Seeing Emery and her mom together had gotten a bit easier, but I still couldn’t help but look at them and wish my own mom had cared enough about me to stick around.

But as I walked into my room, where Vivi was busy decorating, what I saw made me smile, and it helped whoosh away the bad feelings.

While I’d been saying bye to Dad, Vivi had spread a shaggy yellow rug—one I’d put on our shared room-decor Pinterest board—in the center of the gleaming hardwood floor. I kicked off my flip-flops and walked onto it.

“Ooh, this is so soft,” I said.

“Isn’t it?” Vivi asked. “I love it.”

I walked over to the full-length mirror that was set up in a corner of the room and caught a glimpse of my reflection. Strands of my long brown hair had escaped my ponytail, and I brushed them away from my eyes. My blue-green eyes matched the T-shirt I had on, and I made a mental note to wash it soon so I could wear it again. It made my eyes pop.

The room looked so cute already! Our twin beds were nestled by a large window on one end of the room. At the other end, near the door, we had small desks near our closets. And we’d scored a nonworking brick fireplace with a cute white mantel. Vivi had already put a couple of yummy-scented candles on it.

My phone buzzed in my hand.

Emery: Hi! I’m free tomorrow whenever you are. I’m already over unpacking, and it will be good for me to see the campus, I think. Lmk when you’re on your way. [image: Emoji: Smiley]

I plopped onto my bare mattress. “Argh,” I said. “The dean is making me give Emery a tour of campus, so I asked if she wanted to do it tomorrow. Today’s kinda busy.”

“It really is,” Vivi said. “I have to go to the admin office and turn in some forms in a few minutes. Then run to the campus bookstore.”

“And I’m going to groom Beau, and there’s an unmounted meeting at the stable—a quick welcome-back thing.”

Vivi nodded. “Cool. I’ll have to come by and see Beau soon!”

That made me smile. Vivi was not a horse girl, but she would listen to me talk about horses for hours and even ask questions and remember stuff. If it was important to me, it was important to her.

“You definitely have to,” I said. “He’ll help me shake off my meh mood.”

“Why ‘meh’?”

I sat up and shrugged. “It’s dumb.”

“Doubt it.”

“No, it is,” I said. “I’m being a brat.” I sighed. “I’m annoyed at Emery. I know it’s not her fault, but my dad went to her dorm after he moved me in.”

“I’m failing to see where you were a brat,” Vivi said. She lowered herself onto the chaise lounge near the fireplace.

“I’m in a bad mood because my dad went to see Emery. After he finished spending hours moving me in. I have zero reason to be upset about him going to see his”—I paused—“other daughter.”

“I mean, how could that not be weird?” Vivi asked. “This has all happened so fast. You go to one horse show and boom—your dad meets her mom, and next thing you know, they’re dating.”

“And I didn’t even know Emery from before,” I said, a whine creeping into my tone. “Sure, I’d seen her around at shows. I kind of knew who she was. But we’d never talked! And once our parents started dating, we still stayed away from each other until they forced us to hang out at dinners to ‘get to know’ each other.”

“And now you’re all moved into her house. Barely. You just got everything unpacked, and it was time to come here. Oh, and surprise! She wants to come too. So, yeah, you’re definitely allowed to feel weird. I would.”

I smiled at her. “Thank you. For all of that.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” she said. “Go see your horse, I’ll run my errands, and then we can decorate our room, okay?”

“I’m so in.”

That talk with Vivi made me feel lighter than I had all day. She was good like that. And as I headed to grab a bus to the stable, I shook off my meh mood with thoughts of seeing my guy, my boy, my boo—Beau.




[image: Chapter 3] Reunited, and It Feels So Good

AS I WALKED TOWARD THE stable, my phone buzzed with a text.

Thea: Already here with Chaos! Come find us outside! [image: Emoji: Wide Smile Happy Face]

I almost danced as I walked toward the stable, overwhelmed by the beauty and the excitement over seeing Thea. Even though I’d been here countless times, it never stopped being any less impressive. I’d missed it over the summer when I’d been riding at my home barn in Fieldcrest.

The stable was two stories. The lower level housed horses and was where we spent most of our time, and a smaller second floor had the trainer and instructor offices and a common area for meetings. My favorite parts were the sweeping arches that made up the building’s front exterior and the iron spires on the roof that made the stable look almost like a medieval castle. Plenty of windows let in lots of light, and I loved their dark brown shutters.

The front lawn was lush with shrubs, leafy hedges, and red maple trees. The building backed up to woods and a river, which made the exquisite stable look even more magnificent. Thankfully, things were fairly quiet right now before everyone arrived for the meeting. I stepped inside, letting my eyes adjust. I couldn’t help but smile as I looked around.

“It’s so good to be back,” I said in a whisper to myself.

Every inch of wood gleamed, from the ceiling to the stall walls to the stall doors. The lower halves of the stalls were all stone and painted a stark, sharp white. Iron pendant lights gave off a warm glow and made the stable aisle feel cozy despite it being huge.

I walked down the aisle, looking for Beau. When I spotted his elegant head sticking out over a stall door toward the end of the aisle, it took everything in me not to break into a run toward my bay gelding.

“Hiii, boy!” I said when I got to him. I reached up, rubbing his forehead and smoothing his black forelock over part of his blaze. “I missed you so much.” I’d been so busy packing and getting ready for school that it had been a few days since I’d seen Beau. I always got nervous about my precious cargo being on the road, no matter how many times we’d traveled for shows or clinics.

During the summer, I boarded Beau at Bayview—my old stable at home. I’d spent nearly every day at Bayview over the summer to ride and care for Beau. It wasn’t unusual for me to go a day or two here and there without seeing him, but I always missed him. I’d grown up as an only child, and Beau was the closest thing I’d had to a sibling. Even if he was furry.

Now this stable was going to be mine and Emery’s. We both competed in Area 1, which covered our state of Massachusetts and the rest of New England. Last year was my first time riding for Foxbury’s team. Emery had competed for Bayview. Foxbury was one of the top competitive barns in our area and almost always made it from regionals to area finals to nationals.

And this year, just like the last, we’d be up against Sasha’s old stable—Canterwood Crest. But they weren’t taking home all the blue ribbons this year. Some of those were mine, and I was ready to fight for them.

I let myself into the stall, my boots sinking into the deep, clean sawdust. “You were a good boy, huh?” I asked him.

Beau slowly blinked at me, lowering his head so he could put his muzzle in my hands. I kissed his head and looked over every inch of him, even though I knew he’d been looked after during the hour-long trailer ride from Fieldcrest. Still, I didn’t fully exhale until I saw for myself that he was in perfect condition.

Beau was a Dutch Warmblood and an average 16.1 hands high, so he wasn’t particularly tall for his breed. That helped me, since I wasn’t tall either. “We’re going to go see Chaos and Thea,” I told him. “So, let’s get out of your stall and go find them.”

With Beau beside me and his grooming bag slung over my shoulder, I headed back down the stable aisle. I resisted the urge to pet the velvety muzzles sticking out of stall doors. Some horses nickered at me as I passed, and happiness swirled in my belly. Nothing—absolutely nothing—made me happier than horses.

There was zero about them that I disliked. Okay, mucking stalls I could do without. But everything else was part of the way I showed Beau how much I loved and cared about him. Any amount of time I got to spend with him made us that much closer and more bonded, and to succeed in the show ring, I wanted and needed Beau to be my partner in every way possible. Plus, he deserved to feel appreciated. Grooming and caring for him was how I showed my appreciation.

I needed him in the best possible headspace going into the show season. We were going to prove just how much we belonged on Foxbury’s IPL team. I hoped the Canterwood riders were ready to be dethroned, because this year? It was on.
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