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THIS STORY IS DEDICATED to the founders, staff, and volunteers of the Kindness Ranch. Located in eastern Wyoming, this sanctuary for former research animals provides compassionate care to dogs, cats, rabbits, sheep, horses, cows, pigs, and other animals that have only known pain and loneliness. After becoming socialized and loved on by the Kindness Ranch staff, many of these creatures are adopted by people around the United States. Others live out their years at the sanctuary, experiencing freedom and kindness. 

Learn more about the mission and the animals that are cared for at the Kindness Ranch, and those available for adoption, at the organization’s website: https://www.kindnessranch.org/
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Prologue
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EIGHTEEN MONTHS. IT’S been eighteen months since Daniel died. Those thoughts ricocheted through Erin Christiansen’s brain as she stared upon the majestic Yellowstone Lake. Cabin #15 had been her refuge at the lodging facility within the national park for two nights. One more to go before she again embarked on her journey – returning to the large house in Florida, devoid of her husband’s presence for the second summer. 

Morning light kissed the still snow-capped mountains to the south. Fuchsia, bluebonnet, and apricot hues danced in the dawn sky. Mornings were Daniel’s favorite time of day. They had shared many dawns during their twenty-six-year marriage, including numerous ones along Florida’s beaches. Daniel would have enjoyed watching this sunrise. Erin’s heart contracted as a longing to share the Yellowstone National Park sky with him enveloped her. 

A small paw grazed her leg and interrupted her thoughts. Erin leaned down and scooped up her recently-adopted Cavalier King Charles spaniel. She cradled the small dog in her arms.

“I’m so glad you’ll be with me, Winston,” she whispered into her furry friend’s ear. “Last year was hard; now, I now have you for company. I hope you’ll like your new home.”

For the hundredth time since Erin claimed Winston for her own, she swore the little canine smiled at her before licking her cheek. 
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A COBALT SKY GLEAMED above Wyoming’s western meadows and mountains the next afternoon. The late July sun blazed through the windshield of Erin’s Toyota Corolla hybrid. She maneuvered the car down a gravel road toward the ranch buildings she had seen from the highway. Having visited this place only once, she relied on her new vehicle’s GPS to guide her to the proper turnoff from the highway. The sedan ambled along, stirring up dust. She perceived the area lacked water from the tan grasses along the fence line and the brown shrubbery in the distance. Erin remembered her sister’s parting advice from four days ago: “That region can be dry this time of year, so be careful with any potential sparks from your car and be sure to carry plenty of water.” Erin heeded Rhiann’s words, carrying three one-gallon jugs of the liquid in her car. She was less familiar with western states, and she respected her sister’s six years of southwestern Montana residency.

More than a month ago while staying with Rhiann, Erin had pledged two weeks of volunteer service at Wyoming’s Compassion Ranch. That promise brought her to this gravel drive. After spending more than five months with her sister and brother-in-law for the second year in a row, Erin planned to reunite with her son and daughter at the family’s Florida home before her young adult children returned to college for the fall semester.

Erin stopped the car in front of a large, red barn. She sighed as she glanced around. “I can do this,” she said aloud.

A whimper from the passenger’s seat caused her to glance at her occupant. She reached her hand and scratched the top of her dog’s head. “We can do this together, can’t we, Winston?”

The small spaniel thumped his curly tail in affirmation.

Again, she gazed at the building before her and recalled horses sheltered in stalls inside. When she and Rhiann visited two months ago, the animal sanctuary had received four Belgian draft horses that had been injected with cancer drugs. The Oklahoma research facility kept the mares for ten years, conducting more tests and observing outcomes. Compassion Ranch received them after the drug trials. The non-profit’s mission of providing sanctuary for former research animals offered the horses, and other creatures, a home for the rest of their lives. Upon learning more about Compassion Ranch and meeting some of the temporary and long-term four-legged residents during that visit two months ago, Erin knew she didn’t want to leave the area without helping in some way. Volunteering during her drive back to Florida offered her that opportunity.

Erin stepped out of the Corolla. After closing the driver’s side door, she lengthened her body against the side of the red car. Kinks in her lean legs and toned arms loosened as she stretched. The three-hour drive from Lake Yellowstone to Compassion Ranch along narrow, winding, and mountainous roads left the Florida woman weary in body and spirit. Erin twisted first left and then right. The cotton green capris and loose-fitting linen blouse she wore moved easily. Erin stood on tip toes and reached skyward. After a few more stretches, she walked toward the sprawling house near the barn. She remembered this dwelling served as the organization’s office. She hoped Maggie, the director, would be inside since she had arrived an hour earlier than scheduled. 

As she reached the porch, Erin heard hoofbeats on the road. She turned and waited for the animal and its rider. The man, dressed in a brown cowboy hat, leather chaps covering jeans, and a short-sleeved blue shirt loped the buckskin horse toward the building. When he reined the animal closer to Erin, she noticed the dark leather work gloves upon the man’s hands. She also took quick note of brown hair tinged with gray protruding from under his coffee-colored Stetson. His tanned, chiseled face sported a goatee, and a large smile graced his face. The man tipped his hat like a cowboy in a western movie.

“Good afternoon. May I help you, ma’am?” he asked in a warm, polite tone.

“I’m here to meet Maggie Henshaw, the director. I’m spending a few weeks volunteering,” she replied.

“Oh, so you’re the newbie,” he said with a grin, pushing his hat back a bit. “Maggie told me to expect you. She’s at a Chamber of Commerce meeting in town. I can take you to your cabin so you can get settled in. Maggie said she’d meet up with you when she returns.”

“That would be wonderful. I’d appreciate your help.” 

Erin noticed the man studying her.

“Your voice sounds vaguely familiar. Have we met before?” he asked.

Erin shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’m not from around here.”

“Neither am I. There’s just something about you ... Where are you from?”

“I live in Florida now and have for many years. My husband was in the Air Force, so we moved around a lot, especially in the early years.”

“Hmm,” the cowboy mused. He shrugged his broad shoulders and dismounted from the horse. “Never been to Florida.”

He walked to Erin and extended his hand. “Happy to have you aboard. Maggie has you set up in one of the volunteer cabins. Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”

Erin smiled. “That’s because I didn’t give it yet. I’m Erin Christiansen.”

The man stared at her. “There was an Erin in my high school. Erin Kelly.”

Her eyes grew wide. “That’s my maiden name.”

The man broke into another grin. “Well, I’ll be! It is you! I’m Michael Jacobs, Mike Jacobs.”

Erin gazed at him in surprise. “Mike! Well, this is amazing! I remember you planned to attend veterinary school and set up a clinic near Seattle.”

He nodded. “I did all that. I sold my practice four years ago and came out here, first just to volunteer for a time. Now I’m the ranch manager.” His voice sobered. “Maggie told me you lost your husband a few years ago – I’m very sorry, Erin.”

She gave him a wobbly smile. “Thank you. It’s been about eighteen months, but some days ... well, there are days when it’s still very difficult.”

Mike nodded. “I understand.” She looked at him. “I lost my wife about five years ago.”

Compassion flooded Erin’s face. “Oh, Mike – I’m sorry!”

He gave her a lop-sided, sad smile. “Thanks. Her death was the main reason I sold the practice. The boys had entered college and I needed a change.”

“So, you came to Wyoming to work here?”

He grinned. “Wasn’t my intention, but after spending a few days volunteering, I was hooked!” 

She heard the enthusiasm in his voice. As he continued smiling, Mike added, “Well, Erin, I must say, you’re just as lovely as you were in high school.”

Instantly, Erin’s brain leaped back thirty-three years to a moonlit spring night. Mike escorted her from his car to the front of her grandparents’ light blue farmhouse. Her silken indigo skirt swished across the concrete steps as she carefully climbed the three stairs to the porch. Under the night sky, Mike’s lips brushed hers with tenderness. Her first kiss. 

Erin pressed her lips together at the memory and looked into his hazel eyes. She gave him a slight smile.

“I don’t know about that but thank you for the compliment.”

He tipped his hat again. “Well, I think you are. Of course, I always thought of you as beautiful.”

Surprise appeared on her face. “You did?”

His smile faltered a bit. “I was too shy to tell you. I tried to drop hints ...” He shrugged and then smiled again. “I would never have guessed I’d see you here. I’m glad, though. I thought about you over the years. We have a lot of catching up to do.”
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AFTER TYING HIS HORSE to a post in the barn, Mike drove his green pickup, leading Erin to her temporary living quarters. He gripped the steering wheel, and his heart thundered in his chest. The pounding began when he recognized his high school sweetheart, even though he attempted to be nonchalant. Of course, she didn’t know he’d considered her a love interest in those days because he had been reluctant to tell her. When Mike confided his feelings to his then-best friend, Derek had reminded him of his aspirations to become a veterinarian.

“What good will it do to tell her? She’s going to Boise for college, you’re headed for Seattle — long distance romances, especially for someone career-focused like you, don’t work. You’ll break her heart,” Derek had said.

A discussion later with Mike’s father confirmed Derek’s advice. Therefore, he kept his feelings secret from Erin. Yet, he never forgot the dark-haired girl with auburn highlights who joined his senior class after the death of her parents. The closest he came was when his lips claimed hers on the porch of her grandparents’ home after senior prom.

Now, as Mike turned his truck to the left and parked near a round, wooden building, he dismissed the images and conversations of the past and willed his heart to slow.

Three guest lodges stood in a semi-circle, timbered woodlands separating the cabins. Surrounded by lodgepole and Ponderosa pines and several quaking aspens, the yurt-style buildings featured three large windows, two medium-sized glass panels, and a small pane on the right side of each structure. A railed, wooden porch encircled half of the cabins. 

He jumped from the driver’s side of his pickup and waited a few minutes as Erin parked her Toyota sedan. Mike watched her rummage around the front seats. As he walked to the porch, he inhaled a deep breath and then exhaled. By the time Erin stood in front of him, he managed to quell his heart and give her a sincere smile.

“Welcome to your new abode for the next few weeks.”

Erin glanced around. “Such a peaceful setting.”

“Yes. Doctor McKenna, who started the sanctuary, knew the staff and volunteers would need lodging, so he chose this location for the housing because of the tranquillity,” Mike responded. “These are guest and volunteer quarters and below, to the northeast of the barn, are the staff cabins.”

Erin craned her neck as Mike pointed to four cabins in the distance below. 

“Mine is the last one on the far side. Caring for former research animals can be stressful, trying to socialize them and calm their fears. Knowing what many of these creatures have endured can be heart-wrenching, so coming to a place like this, like the cabin I have, helps staff and volunteers unwind and relax.”

Mike turned and his lanky legs claimed the three steps to the porch in two strides. He pulled out a set of keys from the side pocket of his jeans and unlocked the front door of Cabin #3. He opened it wide enough to allow Erin, who had joined him on the porch, to pass. Her nearness as she walked by caused his heart to skip. He sucked in a breath and pasted on a smile when she looked at him. She continued into the foyer, and he followed. Erin surveyed the inside of the cabin.

“Very lovely,” she murmured.

He thought the same, but not about the cabin. He realized the woman standing inside this space was as enchanting as the 17-year-old girl he’d met decades before. 

“Yes, lovely indeed,” he whispered.
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ERIN CLENCHED AND RELEASED her hands, fighting to still the quivering of her body. Her response to Mike’s nearness caught her off-guard. The spell broke when he asked, “You okay, Erin?”

She glanced at him then at her rigid arms. She again flexed her fingers.

“Gripping the steering wheel, I guess. I’ve been driving for several days and coming over that huge pass from Yellowstone – well, I’m not used to such roads. I’m just a bit pent up, that’s all.” She smiled and then breathed in and out. “I just need a walk and some time to relax.”

“Well, as you probably noticed, Compassion Ranch offers both opportunities.”

The warmth and width of his smile caused Erin’s heart to flutter again. She looked away from him as she stepped into the nearby galley kitchen.

“This looks cozy and functional,” she said.

“All of the guest cabins have everything a person needs for an enjoyable stay,” Mike affirmed. “All you need is your food.”

“I assume Cody has grocery and other stores, not just tourist shops.”

He nodded. “No mall, but a decent downtown plus two grocery stores off the main street. Restaurants, too, if you’re inclined to go out now and then.”

“I have enough food for a few more days. I can plan a trip into town later.”

“It’s a fun community, especially in the summer. Concerts, rodeos, art shows ... plus the famous Buffalo Bill Historical Center.”

“That’s certainly something I want to see! Rhiann told me about it, and of course I saw it from the outside when we drove through a few months ago.”

Mike’s eyebrows raised. “You were here before?”

Erin nodded. “Rhiann brought me to Yellowstone in early June. We stayed a few nights in Gardiner and travelled around a bit. One of those side trips was to Cody and a stop here. That’s when I decided to come back to volunteer before heading home.”

“My sons were visiting then – we were likely on one of our fishing trips.”

“How many kids do you have?”

Mike smiled. “The two boys. Both college students.”

“I have a daughter and a son, also college students.”

“We have a lot of catching up to do.”

Erin smiled and nodded. “I’ll be here two weeks. Speaking of, since I start tomorrow, I’d best get my things and settle in.”

“I’ll help you unload,” Mike said.

“No need. I don’t have much. Besides, I should get Winston out for a walk. He hasn’t had a break since we left the east gate of Yellowstone.”

“Winston?”

Erin smiled and nodded. “My dog. He came into my sister’s rescue three months ago, and I just fell in love.”

“Rhiann has a rescue? I’d like to hear more about it sometime.”

Again, Erin nodded. “I’ll be happy to tell you. Thanks for bringing me to the cabin, Mike. I look forward to starting my volunteer duties tomorrow. I understand I report to Leslie, the head caregiver for dogs and cats.”

“Yes. You’ll meet her at the Kitty Castle. We passed it on the way up here.”

“First though I need to get together with Maggie to complete some paperwork.”

“As I said, she’ll come see you when she gets back from the meeting. Maybe you can finish that up then.”

Erin shrugged. “We’ll see. After I walk Winston, I want to unpack and relax.”

“Anything you need, just let me know,” Mike said. She looked at him and arched her eyebrows. He shrugged. “As ranch manager, one of my jobs is to make sure our guests are comfortable and have what they need.”

“Oh, of course,” Erin said, a slight blush crawling up her neck. “Well, thank you. Thanks for all your help.”

“My pleasure,” Mike said, his smile again widening across his face. Then, he shook his head. “I still can’t believe ... after all these years ...”

She smiled back. “Yes. Such a coincidence!”

Their eyes caught and held a moment.

“Well, again, welcome,” Mike said. “I don’t know if Maggie told you or not, but twelve beagles arrive in three days and ten cats by the end of the week. We’re expecting two people from Colorado in a few days to volunteer, so the three of you will be of great help once we get the additional animals. Who knows – you may find another furry friend to adopt as a playmate for Winston!”

“My daughter wants a cat, maybe two, now that she’s in her last semester of college. So, an adoption is certainly possible, but cats, not dogs.” She grinned. “Winston’s a pretty spoiled boy.”

Mike grinned in return. “I’ve had one of those.” 

He held the door open for her as he stood on the porch. Erin didn’t look at him as she walked past, but she again felt her pulse quicken and her heart pound at his proximity. Understanding how he felt about her when they were seniors in high school caused her palms to sweat as she brushed by him. How can this happen when Daniel died less than two years ago? Erin willed her heart to return to normal as she walked to her car, Mike following. 

Erin opened the Corolla’s passenger door. Winston, leash clipped to his collar, jumped from the vehicle. Mike chuckled and crouched to the ground. Holding a fist out for the dog to sniff, he commented, “What a cute little guy!”

“I think so,” Erin responded. “His owner went into a nursing home and couldn’t have him anymore. Her family members were too busy to take care of him, so when the town vet in Rhiann’s area contacted her about re-homing him, she didn’t have to look far. He’s a delightful companion!”

Mike nodded. “I can imagine. I used to have to do that for clients, too – find new homes for their animals. Sad situations sometimes.” He scratched Winston’s feathery ears. “Welcome to Compassion Ranch, Winston.” He rose and looked into Erin’s eyes. “You too, Erin.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Mike. I’m looking forward to my stay and to helping out.”

“Well, I’ll let you and Winston get on with exploring and settling in.” He reached into his pickup and pulled out a business card from a stack in a cubicle on the driver’s side. “Here’s how to reach me on my cell phone. I’m often in the large pasture these days as some of the fencing needs repair. If I’m not there, I’m likely at the barn taking care of the livestock. Give me a call if something comes up or you need anything.”

She nodded. “Speaking of stock – how are those Belgian horses that came in during the spring? The ones that were part of cancer research.”

He grinned. “You heard about those, uh? Well, they’re all doing pretty good right now. They have free range of two pastures. If you want to see them sometime, I’d be happy to take you out there.”

She smiled and nodded. “I’m not the best horsewoman, but yes, I’d like to see them.”

“We’ll plan a date ... er, I mean a day to go do that.”

Keeping the smile on her face, Erin nodded again. “Great! Well, I’ll see you later, Mike.”

He tipped his hat at her. “Have a good rest of your day.” He smiled as he looked down at her dog. “You, too, Winston!”

He climbed into his pickup and started the engine. With another smile at Erin, Mike backed the truck onto the gravelled lot. After a glance and a wave, he drove from the cabin toward the barn. After a moment of watching his pickup, Erin tightened Winston’s leash around her hand.

“Well, little one, let’s walk the kinks out of our legs and then go get settled into our cabin.”

Winston looked at her and gave a yip and a wag of his tail. 
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ERIN SAT IN AN ADIRONDACK chair on the cabin porch that evening. A glass of iced tea in her hand, she surveyed the pine-laden forest encompassing the wooden structure. Sunset sprinkled apricot, peach, and tangerine across the sky, creating sparkles of varied light upon the needles and leaves of the nearby trees. Shadows danced among the surrounding rocks and low-growing junipers on the forest floor. A slight breeze ruffled the tree branches, like a hen tousling her feathers. The tranquil evening quieted Erin’s unsettled heart and mind.

The encounter with Mike, his confession of how he’d felt as a teenager, and her own response not only to the news but to his presence, rattled her. I’m a widow – why am I feeling like this? Erin shook her head. It must just be the response to knowing how he felt back then. She smiled. It is flattering. Neither of us are the same, though; too much time has passed. 

She also experienced a pang of loneliness. After several months with her sister and her sister’s husband nurturing additional healing after Daniel’s death, Erin discovered she missed their companionship. She looked forward to seeing her children – young adults now – but she also knew she needed time alone. Her heart needed more healing, more adjusting, and this peaceful place offered that quiet balm.

Peace. That’s what this place represents for both animals and people, Erin thought, again soaking in the sights and silence surrounding her. Compassion Ranch
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