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“Easy, girl,” Lauren said, holding a bucket
of grain. “Easy.”

The filly laid her ears back and turned her
head to eye Lauren uneasily.

“I don’t like that look,” Mom said from just
outside the stall.

“She’s hungry,” Lauren reasoned in a calm,
quiet voice for the filly’s benefit. “I have what she wants, but
she doesn’t trust me yet.”

“Be careful,” Dad said from the other side of
the stall. “Officer Bell said that she bit him straight through his
glove when he tried to lead her.”

“That was Officer Bell,” Lauren said in the
same soft, almost singsong voice. “Everything is different, now.
She’s hungry, and she wants some grain.”

The filly inched closer toward Lauren and
Mom’s fingers turned white as she gripped the stall door.

“Easy,” Lauren said, trying to ignore her
parents’ obvious discomfort at the proximity of the horse to their
daughter. “Come on, then. Get some dinner.”

The filly plunged her head into the bucket
and jerked it back again, watching Lauren balefully as she munched
a mouthful of grain.

“Good girl,” Lauren praised. “Good girl.”

Mom let out a breath that she had evidently
been holding.

“You have a gift, Lauren,” she said. “A
God-given gift.”

Dad mopped his forehead with the back of his
hand.

“I didn’t think that this one was going to
relent,” he said. “Officer Bell found her in some pretty poor
conditions.”

Lauren looked at the filly as she plunged her
head again into the bucket of grain, pulling back and watching all
of them warily as she ate. Lauren could count the ribs standing out
in stark relief on either side of the animal, and the ragged fur on
her flanks trembled with each breath. This was a horse that had
been stressed out, pushed to limits no one could begin to
understand.

This was a horse that Lauren was going to
help.

“I think we’re fine, here,” Lauren said, not
looking at Mom or Dad as she said it. She only had eyes for the
filly. “Let’s not frighten her with too many people.”

“Be careful closing the stall,” Mom urged.
“If she charges you —”

“She’s not going to charge me,” Lauren said.
“Are you? You’re just having a little dinner.”

“We’ll see you back at the house for some
dinner of our own,” Dad said. “Are you sure you don’t need any help
with her?”

“We’re fine,” Lauren repeated as the filly
grabbed another mouthful of grain.

“My little horsewoman,” Mom crooned, sounding
suspiciously close to tears. Lauren couldn’t look at her to
tell.

“Come on, now,” Dad said gently.

Lauren heard them go, but she didn’t dare
take her eyes off the spooked filly in front of her. This horse
needed her help.

The opening of the barn door admitted the
cool, golden light of winter dusk.

“What are you going to call her?” Mom called
from the entrance.

“Hope,” Lauren said, the word echoing down
the other stalls.

“Don’t be too late, now,” Dad said.

The barn door closed again, muffling the
light but increasing the warmth. It was only early winter, now.
Soon, they’d have to move the space heaters in to keep all the
horses warm overnight. As it was, they all already had
blankets.

When Hope had gleaned the last bits of grain
from the bottom of the bucket, Lauren eased the stall door shut.
She would have liked to put a blanket over the filly’s back, but
she didn’t want to push things too fast. It was good that Hope had
overcome her fear of Lauren in order to partake in the grain. That
was the first step to socializing the filly.

They had never intended to have a horse farm,
Dad always liked to joke. The horses had simply found them.

That’s the way that Lauren felt, too. She
rinsed the pail out at the tub sink in the back of the barn before
stacking it on a shelf with others like it.

All of the horses in the barn had been
“problem horses,” as they were called. Lauren didn’t like that
name. Most of the time, it was the people the animals belonged to,
who were the problem.

Horses required discipline, just like
children. If they weren’t disciplined, they would act out. People
decided that they didn’t like the acting out, or that they couldn’t
handle it.

Horses could become homeless or find
themselves being abused simply because their owners didn’t
understand how to take care of them.

It made Lauren upset sometimes at the state
of the horses they took in. Hope was the worst one she’d ever seen,
by far. Lauren didn’t like the looks of the scarring on her back,
as well as a wound that was still open. They’d have to wait to
examine it, wait for Hope to trust her and her parents.

Lauren retrieved her backpack from a rickety
chair by the sink. She’d rushed straight down to the barn as soon
as she’d gotten home from school and seen the trailer hitched to
Dad’s truck and Officer Bell’s squad car. That usually meant that
the police department had been forced to seize an animal in an
abusive or crime-related situation.

Now, she unzipped the canvas bag and withdrew
her bible.

It was a worn book, but she liked that about
it. She liked that she was reading the same pages that her
grandparents had read when they were her age. The weathered brown
leather cover was a testament to the many hands that had clutched
it over time.

Some of Lauren’s friends at school had
fancier bibles with study questions or baby pink covers. Those were
fine, but they didn’t have history like Lauren’s bible did.

She turned to Jeremiah before looking up at
the skittish filly, whose breathing was getting calmer and
calmer.

“For I know the plans I have for you,
declares the Lord,” Lauren read aloud, “plans for welfare and not
for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”

She raised her eyes from the page to look at
the horse. She was really a beautiful beast, even though her white
coat was matted and marred, and her silver mane and tail were both
hopelessly tangled. Lauren wasn’t concerned about what was on the
outside of the animal. She was more focused on healing what was
wrong on the inside. That would have to come first before anything,
even before attending the filly’s wounds.

“God’s going to help you,” Lauren said
softly, watching the filly shift her weight a little in the stall.
“Your life used to be bad, but that’s all in the past, now. Justice
will be served, and you will be okay. That’s how it’s going to be,
all right, Hope?”

The horse didn’t make any sort of indication
that she’d heard Lauren, but that didn’t bother her. She replaced
the bible in her backpack and started walking out of the barn —
something she knew was going to be a long process.

Nearly all the stalls were occupied right
now. Sometimes, they’d go whole months without taking on a new
horse. But recently, a veritable herd of needy equines had found
their way to Lauren’s family’s farm. That was just the way it
happened, sometimes.

Lauren had to say hello to the rest of the
horses. She’d played a big role in rehabilitating the majority of
them. Dad said it was because ice water flowed in Lauren’s veins
instead of blood, making her impossible to spook. Mom disagreed,
saying it was pure love and the horses sensed it.

Lauren wasn’t sure why she was so good at
what she did. She only wanted to draw the animals out of their
shells of pain and heartache and make them feel loved. That was
all. It was that motivation that drove her to look past a fear of
getting bitten or kicked and helped her to aid the animals who
needed it the most.

“Hi, Sugar,” Lauren said, peering into a
stall at a pretty palomino horse. The young stallion pushed his
head against Lauren’s, quietly allowing her to stroke down the side
of his neck.

Sugar had been allowed to get away with
practically murder at his first owner’s house. When they’d sold
him, the second owner couldn’t handle him, either. Lacking
discipline in his life, Sugar had been allowed to run wild until he
came to the farm.

Lauren, Mom, and Dad had all worked
diligently to give Sugar a structured atmosphere. They had to
practically train him from scratch to allow himself to be fed,
touched, led, groomed, and ridden. Dad had sprained his wrist badly
when Sugar had thrown him on the first ride, but now he was sweet,
if a little spirited.

Lauren felt that Sugar had been one of their
great successes — proof that, with patience and time, even a
difficult horse could be tamed and trained.

She retrieved her bible again and turned to
the book of John. She liked to read a passage to each of the horses
every day, making it a way to pray for their wellbeing.

“There is no fear in love, but perfect love
casts out fear,” she recited. “For fear has to do with punishment,
and whoever fears has not been perfected in love.”

Sugar listened quietly to the words, nuzzling
at Lauren’s face.

“Did you hear that?” she asked. “You were
misbehaving, but we didn’t punish you. We loved you, and that was
what you needed. To be perfected in love.”

The word “no” also played a big part in
disciplining Sugar, but they never hit him. It went against
everything they believed in and caused horses to be afraid of
people. Fear was never the answer in training a horse.

Lauren moved on down the barn, stopping at
another stall.

“What’s going on, Wild Bill?” she asked a
sorrel gelding with a broad swath of white painted down his nose.
His previous owners, who were the nearest neighbors to the farm,
said that he simply became stubborn one day, refusing to let them
ride or even put the bit in his mouth. He’d throw a fit every time
they tried to saddle him up until he became unmanageable. They’d
been thinking about putting him down, but Lauren had pushed Mom and
Dad to step in.

Upon closer examination, when Wild Bill had
trusted them completely, they found a bad tooth in the very back of
his mouth. When that had been seen about, Wild Bill loved to go
riding. The tooth had simply caused him so much pain that he
couldn’t stand to have the bit in his mouth. He tensed up the rest
of his body to try to compensate for the discomfort, which also
made riding hard.

Lauren thought that Wild Bill was the perfect
example of people not understanding their horses. If the neighbors,
as nice as they were, had pinpointed the source of the gelding’s
misbehavior, they could have helped him instead of discounting
him.

She turned to Romans and read aloud to Wild
Bill.

“For I consider that the sufferings of this
present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be
revealed to us.”

She put the bible down to scratch Wild Bill
on his nose.

“You see?” she said, as the horse closed his
eyes. “You were suffering and no one knew. But isn’t life better
now? Isn’t this glory?”

Wild Bill got ridden nearly every day, many
times by Lauren before school. She’d turned sixteen half a year
ago, and her parents always joked that she’d sooner ride Wild Bill
or one of the other horses to school than get a car. School was
actually close enough to the farm that she walked every day,
enjoying the exercise. She couldn’t imagine leaving any of the
horses tied up outside the building the whole day, anyway.

Genie was an appaloosa, the front half of her
a gorgeous coffee color and the back part of her white with
coffee-colored speckles. It looked like she had been dipped in
paint, the splatter covering her haunches. She’d come to them in
sad, sad shape, one of the horses that Officer Bell had taken away
from a farm across town.

She had been worked to the bone doing God
knows what, her entire body quivering, every bone visible through
her skin. Genie had a gentle temper for a beast that had suffered
so much, but she was medically unsound.

“I didn’t know where else to take her,”
Officer Bell had said, getting a little choked up behind his
mirrored sunglasses and neat mustache. “I’m sorry that I’m forcing
you folks to make a decision about her.”

“She’s in pain,” Mom observed, pressing her
hand to her forehead. “Anyone can see that.”

“She just needs to rest,” Lauren said
quickly. “Let’s give her a chance. Give her rest, relaxation, and
fatten her up. She’s just been saved. Let’s not give up on her
yet.”

Despite everyone’s misgivings, that’s exactly
what they’d done. Genie had responded well to her new regimen,
gobbling up everything from apples to warm mash to the choicest
grains and hay. In time, she’d become sleek and fit again, proving
to everyone that they just needed to show a little love and
patience to even the most hopeless horse.

“Come to me, all who labor and are heavy
laden, and I will give you rest,” Lauren read, hugging Genie’s head
to her own as she did so. “That’s from the book of Matthew. God saw
that you needed rest, Genie, and that’s why Officer Bell brought
you to us. So we could help you.”

The last horse, Sheba, had been one of the
first they’d taken in. She was a sweet old mare, black as night,
with a beautifully glossy coat.

Her problem was that she’d gone blind and her
owners didn’t think she was worth anything anymore. Lauren had
begged Mom and Dad to save her.

“Honey, I don’t think Sheba will enjoy the
same quality of life that she had before,” Mom said gently. “It
might be the most humane thing to do for her.”

“We don’t put down people who are blind,”
Lauren cried. “She’s perfectly healthy, otherwise! She’s good
natured and not even a little bit lame!”

“And how will she be able to know not to
stumble in holes on the path or in the pasture?” Dad asked. “How
will she know that we want to help her, and mean her no harm?”

Sheba had gone blind later in life from a
disease that her owners hadn’t caught right away and had become
mistrustful and jumpy.

“We’ll just have to tell her,” Lauren said
firmly, and that was the exact thing that happened.

Whenever they were coming to the barn, Lauren
and her parents would call out, “hello, Sheba!” If the mare knew
they were coming, she wouldn’t be surprised when they threw the
barn door open or opened her stall door or touched her. They all
kept up a constant chatter so Sheba could keep track of their
movements.

It calmed her down a great deal, even
enabling them to lead her. Lauren looked at the path to the pasture
every day to ensure that there weren’t any holes for Sheba to
stumble into. If there were, she told Dad and he carted a
wheelbarrow full of gravel to the location in order to repair the
hole.

The same had to be done in the pasture, which
was even more work, but it was a labor of love. Sheba deserved to
have everything that all the other horses had, even though she
couldn’t see it anymore.

Lauren took out her bible once more and
turned to Romans again.

“So faith comes from hearing, and hearing
through the word of Christ,” she intoned, stroking Sheba over the
stall door. “You trust
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