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    For Ever and Ever

    She had won the big jumping competition! A no-fault ride with the best time! No faults!

    Antonia was absolutely stunned and overwhelmed. She sat on Snow White, her horse. The gray mare pranced with excitement and seemed just as proud as Antonia.

    Yes, she, Antonia Rosenburg, had actually won first prize in the horse show!

    “The result of years of training . . .” she heard a voice exclaim over the loudspeaker.

    He means us, Snow White and me, she thought, and enjoyed the resounding applause. She stroked Snow White’s mane, stretched, then lifted her head and swung it, shaking her long hair to the back. Her eyes lit up with joy. She could hardly believe it. They had won! And the people in the stands were clapping for her.

    Next to her Leona was sitting on Thunder. Leona, her very best friend. Had she won too?

    “Man, I knew it,” whispered Leona. “You and Snow White cleaned up all the prizes!”

    Somewhere in the audience Antonia’s father, Alexander, and Grandma and Grandpa Rosenburg were sitting. And, of course, her older sister Caroline was there too.

    Antonia bowed her head as the medal was hung around her neck and then she accepted a gleaming trophy. A ribbon was placed on Snow White’s bridle. Proudly, Antonia sat up straight in the saddle and waved to everybody. The fanfare sounded, and the six best riders galloped their victory lap for the grand finale. It was a wonderful feeling. It was like a dream . . .

    . . . from which she suddenly awakened, because somebody was calling to her. What had happened?

    “Hello!” Leona leaned down toward her from the top bed and grinned. “You were talking in your sleep again!”

    Antonia rubbed the sleep from her eyes and beamed. “Really? I was standing on the very top. It was an unbelievable feeling!”

    “Antonia, you’ve gotten to the top so many times. You know the feeling already. I train and train and I’m still not half as good as you. You were just born to ride horses.” Leona jumped out of bed and pointed out the window. “It’s going to be a super-duper day! Not a wisp of a cloud to be seen. Riding and swimming are on the menu today!”

    And the sun really was shining brightly already, sending its warm rays into Antonia’s room. Antonia stretched her arms and legs. Yes! It would be a great day. It was summer vacation! Finally! Six weeks of riding, swimming, and dreaming.

    “Get up!” shouted Leona.

    Antonia leaped out of bed. She would be able to spend the whole day with her best friend and Snow White. And tomorrow, too. And the next day. Leona was staying here at Antonia’s house, in her room, for three weeks. That’s what both friends had wanted for their summer vacations.

    Antonia suddenly felt butterflies in her stomach. The Snow White butterflies! Today was Snow White’s big day; today, she finally got the bandage off. At last Antonia and her mare would slowly be able to begin training again. But there was another feeling, too, a slight ache in her tummy and a nervous trembling. Was it doubt? Oh, nonsense. Everything will be fine, Antonia told herself.

    “We’re going to the lake after riding, right?” Leona was such a tomboy! There wasn’t a sport she didn’t try. And that’s how she looked: slim, well-trained, short-cropped blonde hair, blue eyes, and thousands of freckles on her snub nose. Swimming and riding were her absolute favorite sports, and she was really good at swimming and best at diving. Antonia was sure one of Leona’s ancestors must have been a real mermaid. Antonia liked to swim, too, but really, for her, there were only horses. She had been sitting on horses since she was barely able to walk.

    [image: image]

    Below in the farmyard, Felix and John, the two grooms, were puttering around already. On the Rosenburg stud farm, things started early—at six o’clock; otherwise, horse care, stable care, riding and jumping, feeding, and stall mucking would never get done. The little tractor rumbled over the path. Mr. Rosenburg used it to distribute feed. Antonia’s father was usually the first one out in the morning and, as the feed specialist, he gave each horse its “breakfast helping,” as he lovingly called it, shortly after six o’clock. Meanwhile the grooms mucked out the stalls and groomed the horses.
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    Antonia and Leona slipped into their clothes. Now there was no holding them back. Downstairs in the kitchen, they heard Karen clattering the silverware. Karen Steinmann was the good fairy in the house and ran the big household with Grandma, while Antonia’s father, her aunt Maria, and her grandfather took care of the horses, breeding, stables, and riding lessons.

    Antonia’s mother was no longer alive. She had died when Antonia was only three years old. Sometimes it made Antonia sad that she could barely remember her. When she felt that way, she would run to Grandma or Caroline, who would tell Antonia about her.

    But this was no time for sadness.

    “First, to the horses!” called Antonia. “And then we’ll pack our breakfast and ride to the lake.” During vacation, she and Leona were always in the barn, accompanied by Bellmondo, the lively Bernese mountain dog. He leaped around their legs, ran ahead, waited impatiently for the two of them, and let them give his head a scratch.

    Antonia took a deep breath of the still fresh summer air. Yes, here she was at home; her room was in the big longhouse, exactly over the huge kitchen, whose big bay window gave a clear view of the old oak tree. In the back part of the longhouse were twelve of the twenty-five stalls in which cows and pigs had once lived.

    Last year, the newer stalls had been incorporated into the former coach house across the way. And Grandma and Grandpa lived in-between in the “sheepfold,” as they lovingly called their little half-timbered house, in which sheep really once were kept. There they were entirely separate from the main house and lived right in the middle of the busy horse farm.

    Antonia and Leona opened the big gate to the stables. The sweet smell of hay greeted them, as well as the warmth and familiar lip-smacking and neighing.

    “Hello, Fiona. Hello, Morning Star. Hello, Mr. Right. Hello . . .” They greeted the horses left and right—the gray horse, the brown ones, the black horse, and the sorrel; they heard snorting, kicking, and the sounds of impatient horses waiting for feed. Antonia’s father divided the hay portions evenly; the doors behind them stood open, and the tractor rolled up from there.

    “Hello, Thunder!” called Leona, stroking her favorite horse.

    It was through Thunder that Antonia and Leona had met. Three years ago, Leona’s parents had looked for a good stable for Thunder and for a riding instructor for Leona. The Rosenburg Farm was the best farm far and wide, and Leona was instantly impressed by the friendly atmosphere.

    “There are really terrific horses here!” she had shouted with joy, and then, as Antonia came around the corner, the two had immediately become friends. From that day on, the two girls were inseparable.

    Antonia went three stalls farther to Snow White. “Snow White, hello! How are you?” An affectionate snorting and familiar neighing were the answer.
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    “You’ve been waiting for me, right?” Antonia stroked down Snow White’s back to her legs and carefully touched her bandage.

    “That’s coming off today,” she whispered in Snow White’s ear. “And then you have to be patient. We have to take it easy at first. But we’ll be fine.” She looked at the tight bandage, which had been supporting Snow White’s hind leg since the fall exactly six weeks ago.

    “Of course, you’ll start with long rides around the Rosenburg Farm, but I’ll just lead you at first,” Antonia whispered to her. “You’ll see, it’s changed a lot in six weeks. The grain fields are full of blue cornflowers and red poppies. They finished building the new indoor riding arena. There’s no scaffolding anymore. You’ll like it. And Grandma’s rosebushes are blooming as beautifully as ever!” Snow White seemed to understand every word and answered with a vigorous snort. “We won’t go to the jumping area until much later.”

    Antonia held out a few oats for Snow White. “But this will be the last morning with this annoying bandage.” When Snow White had eaten her oats, Antonia led her to the grooming area, put her grooming kit down, and began to run the soft brush over the horse’s neck and back. Snow White held completely still while she was brushed; only a soft, melodic humming came out of her nearly closed mouth.
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