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CHAPTER 1





February 1956


New Holland, Pennsylvania


End of the Road


“BRING THE REST IN!” A voice shouted.


The gray horse lifted his head from the trough where he’d been searching for stray scraps of hay. A slender teenage boy dressed mostly in black was hurrying toward the horse’s head.


“Come on, big fella,” the youth said, giving a yank to loosen the knot in the rope tying the gelding to the rail over the trough. Then he grabbed the horse’s worn halter and gave a cluck and a tug. The clip on the ratty halter dug into the horse’s face, but the gray gelding gave no protest. He was used to the small aches and pains of hard work and careless handling.


The horse followed without hurrying as the youth dragged him along the aisle of the auction barn. When the gray gelding had arrived, the place had been packed with horses of all shapes and sizes, tied side by side along both walls. People had wandered along the sunken walkway in between, occasionally stepping closer to lift a horse’s hoof or to flip its lip up to look for a tattoo and to check its teeth. None of the people had bothered the gray horse, however. And now, hours later, the aisle was nearly deserted.


Boy and horse turned the corner into the center part of the building, where the horse fell into step behind four others, all workhorses like him but mostly much older and stoutly built, with the thick legs and massive necks of draft animals. One of the big drafts had a badly galled shoulder, and a black gelding’s back was swayed from hard work and old age. All four showed ribs through their shaggy, unkempt coats.


The gray was showing the outline of ribs as well, and clearly hadn’t been groomed in a while. But unlike the others, who plodded along without raising their heads, he looked around with interest, pricking his small ears as he passed through a gate into the narrow sales ring bordered on both sides by tall wooden bleachers. Earlier, this place had been filled with people, too. Now, only a few remained. The gray gelding met the eye of one of them, a stocky man wearing a heavy mackinaw coat and a cloth cap with the earflaps pulled down against the chill of the unheated building. But the man barely seemed to see the gray before turning to look at the rest.


As the gray horse passed him, the man spat a wad of tobacco onto the ground. “Sixty a head,” he called in a raspy voice.


“Sold.” Another man, sitting at the wooden desk overlooking the ring, gathered the papers lying before him. “That’s all, folks.”


“This way.” The youth at the gray’s head tugged again on his halter, leading him back out of the ring with the others. “Sorry, pal, looks like it’s end of the road for you.”


•  •  •


The parking lot at New Holland Sales Stables was already clearing out when Harry deLeyer steered his station wagon past cars, horse trailers, and Amish buggies. A few people were still loading the horses they’d bought, but Harry paid little attention to them. He had been to the auction before and knew how it worked. Every Monday, all year round, people came from near and far to buy and sell horses. There, one could find anything from enormous drafts weary from pulling a plow to sleek, spirited show horses to furry ponies; from high-headed saddlebreds to Thoroughbred ex-racers to horses whose breeding was anybody’s guess. The buyers varied just as much. Amish farmers looking over the plow and buggy horses with a practiced eye. Trainers looking for a lesson horse or show horse at a bargain price. Families looking for an inexpensive pony for the kids. Many of the horses went home with such buyers, while other sales led to the area in the back known as “the kill pen.” That was where the meat buyers kept the horses they purchased, loading them up at the end of the day for one final trailer ride to the canning plant.


That day it was snowy and bitterly cold, and Harry saw one of the meat buyers loading his truck as he pulled to a stop. He grimaced, partly because he knew the fate of the unlucky animals being loaded. It was very different from how he remembered things from his childhood in Holland, where a horse that had served his owners faithfully earned a pleasant retirement grazing in a sunny pasture.


Harry was also disappointed to be arriving at the sale so late. He’d had a flat tire on the long drive down from Long Island, New York. In those days, changing a tire was no simple matter—Harry had had to go to a service station for a new inner tube, which had put him far behind schedule. Now, he could see that the auction was over. That was too bad, since he’d been hoping to find a lesson horse for the stable he’d managed at an exclusive private school, the Knox School for Girls, for the past couple of years.


Still, he’d made the long drive through the snow from his home farm on Long Island all the way here to Pennsylvania. He figured he might as well take a look at what was left.


Harry climbed out of his car and stretched, his blue eyes never leaving the meat buyer’s trailer. When he looked inside, the horses stood empty-eyed and resigned, no longer interested in what was going on around them.


All except one. A gray gelding was looking around, ears pricked. He was just as beat-up and dirty as the others, but there was something about him that caught Harry’s attention—especially when the horse turned and met his gaze. Was Harry seeing things, or had the gelding just winked one big brown eye at him?


“I’d like to look that gray horse over,” he told the meat buyer in his thick Dutch accent, nodding toward the gelding.


The buyer laughed. “You crazy? He’s just a used-up farm horse.”


Harry merely smiled. “Mind getting him down so I can have a look?”


The buyer shrugged and then unfastened the ramp he’d just latched. He lowered it, and before he could reach for the gray, Harry was inside grabbing the horse by the mane.


The gray gelding stepped down, stumbling halfway and sliding ungracefully to the ground. Harry let go and jumped out of the way. Although the meat buyer had already removed the halters from the horses in his truck, neither he nor Harry was particularly worried that the battered horse would try to run away, and indeed, the gray stood still once he was out.


Harry looked him over carefully. The horse stood a little more than sixteen hands by his estimation, and he was perhaps eight years old or thereabouts. He was solidly built, though certainly no draft horse despite the harness marks across his chest. Harry was surprised to note the small ears—“Arabian ears,” he would call them. Other than those ears, the horse’s best quality seemed to be his large, kind eyes. The rest of him showed the signs of hard work and poor care. His mane and tail were unkempt, and his hooves were chipped and dull, with only one worn-out shoe still clinging on by a couple of nails.


But he wasn’t as thin as some of the horses that ended up in the buyers’ kill pen, and his basic conformation was adequate. Besides, there was just something Harry liked about him. He might not be anything special, but seemed easy-going and quiet, so he might do as a lesson horse for some of the bigger girls at the Knox School. . . .


“How much do you want for him?” Harry asked the meat buyer.


The man looked surprised, but was quick to nod when Harry offered eighty dollars—ten for profit and ten for delivering the horse to Harry’s farm on Long Island.


“You just bought yourself a horse, mister.” The meat buyer grinned, probably thinking that Harry had just paid way too much for a useless horse.


Harry was thinking much the same thing himself. Still, he couldn’t help smiling at the gray gelding as he led him back up the ramp into the trailer.





CHAPTER 2





Snowman


HARRY ARRIVED AT HOME BEFORE The gray gelding was delivered. His place was small—only five and a half acres—but he had worked hard over the past few years to build up Hollandia Farm, named for his homeland. In some ways this part of Long Island reminded him of the countryside around his hometown in Holland. For one thing, there were plenty of horses around in both places.


There were differences, though. When Harry was a child, even good show horses were supposed to earn their hay and oats working on the farm as well as jumping at the shows. Harry’s father had insisted that the first Thoroughbred that Harry ever owned be trained to pull a plow or wagon as well as being ridden.


At Hollandia, none of the horses had to pull a plow. But all were expected to earn their keep in one way or another. The boarders did that just by being there—their owners paid Harry to take care of them, and sometimes to ride and train them. Some of the others were show horses, which Harry would train and show and eventually sell at a profit. The horses that weren’t talented enough to be stars in the show ring became either lesson horses at the Knox School or stayed at Hollandia as livery horses that Harry rented out to people who didn’t have horses of their own but wished to ride around the countryside now and then.


Harry’s family met him at the door when he stepped inside. “Did you buy a horse?” his wife and two older children chorused eagerly.


Harry tousled the blond hair of his six-year-old son, Joseph, nicknamed Chef. Chef and his younger sister, Harriet, already had ponies of their own, and Harry was sure that three-year-old Marty would soon follow in their bootsteps.


“I was late getting to the auction,” Harry told his family as he stomped the snow off his boots and led the way into the kitchen. “But I did buy a horse.”


He glanced toward the window, wondering what they would think of that horse. The gray gelding wasn’t the type they would be expecting—he wasn’t the type Harry had expected himself to buy, for that matter. The lesson horses at the Knox School tended to be classy animals—they had to be, to satisfy the wealthy families of the girls who rode them. Would the gray fit in there?


“When’s he coming?” Chef demanded eagerly.


“I get to ride him first!” Harriet put in.


Harry cleared his throat. “He might need some training.”


“What’s he look like?” Chef asked.


“A bit over sixteen hands, I’d say,” Harry told them. “He has a fine head, Arabian ears, lively eyes.”


“What did you pay for him?” asked Harry’s wife, Johanna. Whenever Harry looked at her, with her dark hair and lively hazel eyes, he was sure she’d barely aged since the days they’d danced at carnivals and sat together in the stands of local horse shows back in Holland, despite the hard work of raising three active children and helping to run the busy farm.


Harry grinned at her. “Eighty dollars.”


“Eighty bucks?” Chef echoed in disbelief.


Harriet looked just as surprised. “What is he, some old farm nag?” she asked.


“It’s up to you two to help train him,” Harry told the older children. “We have to make a riding horse out of him, or we can’t keep him.”


Just then came the sound of a large truck pulling into the yard. “He’s here!” Chef cried, dashing toward the kitchen door with Harriet on his heels.


Harry, Johanna, and little Marty followed them out into the snow-dusted yard. Big, fat flakes were still floating down from the gray clouds.


“Come and get him,” the truck driver called as he hopped down from the cab and hurried around to the ramp. “I need to get back on the road in case this storm gets worse.”


Harry nodded and stepped forward to help, holding up a hand to keep the children out of the way. Together, he and the driver lowered the ramp and fetched Harry’s horse out from among the others packed inside. The gray gelding stumbled clumsily down the ramp, just as he’d done at the sales stable. Then he stood at the bottom, small ears pricked curiously toward the family watching him.


Harry winced; the horse looked even more battered and worn-down than he’d remembered. Both front legs sported ugly sores, which Harry had seen at the auction, but there also appeared to be several fresh scrapes and cuts after the crowded trailer ride. He was glad the poor thing was quickly being coated with a blanket of falling snow.


“He looks like—” Harriet began.


“A snowman!” Chef shouted with a laugh.


Johanna smiled. “What a wonderful name for him.” She glanced at her husband. “If he doesn’t already have a name, that is?”


“No name,” Harry replied.


“Snowman, Snowman!” Chef and Harriet chanted, with little Marty joining in.


“Run and get a halter,” Harry told Chef.


As the boy dashed off toward the stable, the truck driver slapped snow from his gloves. “He’s all yours, then,” the man said. “I’ll be on my way.”


Snowman didn’t flinch as the truck roared to life and pulled out of the yard. Once it was gone, the gray horse shook himself like a dog, probably trying to dislodge the snow coating his body.


“Here’s a halter!” Chef cried, racing back into the yard, all out of breath. “I think this one’ll fit Snowman, right, Dad?”


“Let’s see.” Harry took the halter and slipped it onto the gray horse’s head.


Meanwhile, Chef rubbed some snow off Snowman’s shoulder. His hand came away black with dirt, and he wrinkled his nose.


Then Snowman lowered his head toward Chef until the two of them were eye to eye. Chef gasped.


“He just winked at me!” he exclaimed.


Harry chuckled, remembering that he’d had that same impression at the auction. Maybe this Snowman would turn out to have some life left in him after all. At the very least, he seemed to be a character.


“Probably just a snowflake in his eye,” he told Chef with a grin.


Harriet stepped forward to rub a patch of snow off Snowman’s other shoulder. “We’ll make a fine horse out of you, Snowman,” she told the big gray softly.


Harry was smiling at his daughter, thinking how much she reminded him of himself at her age, when a flurry of movement caught his eye. Looking down, he saw that Marty had just slipped past Chef and wrapped his small arms around one of Snowman’s forelegs.


“Marty, no!” Johanna yelped, leaping forward as the toddler squealed with delight and squeezed even harder.


Many horses would have been startled at being grabbed that way. Some might have kicked out or jumped back, knocking Marty head over heels, perhaps injuring him badly—or worse.


But not Snowman. He stood solid as a rock, moving only to lower his head and nuzzle the little boy’s bright blond hair.


He remained still even when Johanna yanked Marty away. “Look at you!” she scolded the little boy. “You’re covered with dirt. I’ll have to change your clothes.”


Marty smiled at her, lifting one chubby fist to rub at a smudge of dirt on one of his cheeks. “Snowman!” he cried, and then tried to pull away from his mother.


Harry chuckled, relieved that nothing bad had happened—and impressed anew with the gray horse. “Better take the little ones inside,” he told his wife. “Snow’s coming down harder.”


Johanna nodded, leading away a protesting Marty and an even more reluctant Harriet. But Chef trailed along behind his father as Harry led Snowman into the tidy barn.


Harry’s head was full of plans for training the gray gelding. His goal was to win Snowman’s trust and affection if possible, without spoiling him. Snowman would be expected to work hard in his new life as a lesson horse, and he would need to be reliable and safe for students of all levels if he was to earn his keep.


“But first things first,” Harry told Chef as he led Snowman into his new stall. “We need to make poor old Snowman look like a horse again.”





CHAPTER 3





The Makeover


OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS and weeks, snowman’s makeover became a family project, like most things around Hollandia Farm. Whenever they headed out to the barn, all five deLeyers slipped on wooden clogs from the mat outside the kitchen door. That was what Harry and Johanna had worn in their early years in Holland, and they’d never found anything better for working around the stables.


The deLeyers shampooed and rinsed Snowman over and over until they’d washed the last bits of grime and smell out of his coat and skin. It was wintertime, which meant heating bucket after bucket of water with a plug-in heating coil and drying every inch of the big gray horse with towels. Once the gelding was clean enough, Harry pulled out the horse clippers to trim Snowman’s whiskers and fetlocks, and then Harriet and Chef helped curry and brush every inch of Snowman’s body, loosening the dead hair and whisking away embedded dust until finally his pale coat began to shine. They also worked all the knots and brambles out of his mane and tail, then combed and conditioned them. The farrier came to trim the horse’s neglected hooves and shoe him. And of course, Harry doctored the sores on the gelding’s legs, which soon looked much better. But no amount of doctoring or grooming made much difference in the marks left by the heavy work harness he’d once worn. Harry suspected those marks might always be visible.


Slowly, day by day, Snowman became a different horse. He eagerly cleaned up the hay and grain Harry fed him, and the good food filled out his ribs and topline. He remained as calm and unruffled as ever, but he showed more signs of life and energy with each passing day.


One afternoon, Harry stood in the barn with Johanna as they watched Chef and Harriet hard at work on Snowman’s daily grooming. He was pleased with what he saw. Snowman might never be mistaken for a Thoroughbred, but he no longer resembled a broken-down workhorse, either. His neck was arched, his coat gleamed from grooming and good health, and his eyes were bright and interested in life. Harry couldn’t help thinking that the big horse was like a tramp who’d finally had the chance to clean up and put on decent clothes.


“He’s so sensible and quiet, he should make a good lesson horse at the school,” Harry mused, thinking aloud. “He might not be fancy, but he’ll be perfect for timid beginners, and he’s stout enough to carry even the biggest girls.”


Johanna glanced over at him. “I think Chef and Harriet have plans for keeping him here at Hollandia,” she said with a smile. “They’re very fond of him. Marty likes him too.”


Harry chuckled. “I’m in the horse business, remember?” he said. “Here at Hollandia, nobody would be interested in renting a plow horse to ride. But at the school, they won’t mind as long as he can do the job.” He winked at his wife. “Remember how my father always said that every horse we owned had to earn his feed?”
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