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Chapter 1
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Brittany Christiansen sat straight in the saddle strapped across the paint horse’s back. The mare’s hooves chewed fallen golden and red leaves and sprigs of pine branches carpeting the well-used forest trail. Dew sparkled upon the ground where sunlight broke through the trees. The scent of clean air tickled her nostrils. Brittany breathed deeply and smiled.

“Beautiful morning ride, eh, girl?” she whispered to herself and the horse. “And to think, one year ago I thought was the worst day of my life.”

Her mind traveled back twelve months to Seattle when she and Jason sat on a bench along the bay. Sailboats glided upon the rippling waters and seagulls soared above the small waves. their cries echoing the sorrow of her heart.

“I’m sorry, Brittany,” he had whispered. “I really wanted us to work. But our schedules aren’t in synch and now I’m going to be spending more time in the field, keeping me away even longer. It’s not fair to you, and I’m not giving up this career I’ve worked so hard for. Maybe if we had met at another time in our lives ....”

Another time. 

She was now in another time. And another place. Montana, with its vast sky, rugged mountains, and pine-covered forests. Her aunt and uncle’s ranch and their animal rescue sanctuary. So different from the ocean coast of Washington. So different from the ocean coast of Florida. A different time, a different place. And this place lifted her heart.

Brittany leaned down and placed her mouth near the mare’s left ear.

“Thank you for this amazing morning, my friend. On what might have been a soul-crushing day, you’ve made it grand. The whole summer has been just wonderful, thanks to you, Aunt Rhiann, and Uncle Levi.” 

Her whispered words mingled with autumn’s stillness. Brittany raised her head as she and the mare emerged from the woodland, which parted like a curtain to reveal the bright mid-morning sunlight dancing up tanned pasture grasses. The horse shook her head and whinnied. Brittany patted the mare’s neck and said, “I know, we’ve been going at a slow pace for a while. So let’s finish with a quicker stride. Go, Glory, go!”

The heels of Brittany’s gray cowboy boots touched the horse’s flanks. Glory’s gait stretched from walk to canter then to full gallop. 

A cream headband over her ears and chestnut hair, Brittany’s laughter rang out like a church bell, and she eyed her surroundings. Sunlight spilled upon the craggy eastern mountains. Splashes of orange, yellow, and rose mingled with periwinkle, crafting a painter’s sky. A flash of yellow and black in her peripheral caused Brittany to turn her head. A western meadowlark landed on a fence post and warbled.

“You’re getting a late start to your autumn migration, Mr. Meadowlark,” Brittany said aloud. “Although with this weather, I can’t blame you. I’m glad I have a few more weeks before finishing my travel, too.”

As she and Glory drew closer to a large white, wooden barn surrounded by olive-colored corrals, Brittany caught the scent of smoke. She looked beyond the building and saw the chimney of the log ranch house puffing. Her body tingled with warmth as she slowed Glory to a trot and then a walk. She patted the horse’s neck as they neared the corrals.

“What an invigorating start to our morning, girl!”

The paint mare whinnied. A chorus of neighs and bleats erupted from the outbuildings. Brittany smiled.

“I think everyone is giving us a ‘welcome home,’ my friend!”

A man walked around a corner of the barn, grin on his face. Brittany pulled back on the reins, and Glory stopped. 

“Gorgeous day for a ride,” he said.

Brittany frowned as she gazed at his chiseled, bronze face and dancing dark eyes.

“Who are you and what are you doing on my aunt and uncle’s ranch?”

The man laughed and then feigned disappointment.

“I guess five years has been a long time.”

That voice. 

A grin remained on the man’s face as he said, “Well, technically, it’s been less than three years since we saw each other. But’s it’s about five since we first met.”

Brittany sized him up. Denim jacket spattered with green paint, sweat-stained black cowboy hat, worn blue jeans, chocolate hair tinged with gray over his ears, and a scruffy brown beard indicated an outdoor worker for whom shaving had not been part of his daily routine.

Brittany’s face scrunched as she continued to study him.

“Just give it minute or so, it’ll come to you. Or at least I hope so.”

“Gary!”

The sound of her aunt’s voice caused Brittany to look toward the ranch house. Rhiann Butler, dressed in a dark blue fleece lounging outfit, stood on the wooden deck, cup of coffee in one hand and waving at the man standing near Brittany with the other. He waved back, a large smile on his face.

“That coffee smells good,” he said. “Got enough to share?”

“Always,” came Rhiann’s response. “Brittany, you remember Gary? Gary Anderson. He used to work for us here at the ranch.”

Brittany looked at him, and he again faced her, grin still on his face.

Gary Anderson. Brittany silently mulled the name.

“We actually met a few years before that. In Wyoming.” 

She stared at his face, weathered by sun, yet shining with his coal eyes and deep grin that displayed perfectly white teeth.

“Wyoming? I haven’t been ...”

Her sea-green eyes widened.

Gary chuckled.

“Maybe it’s coming back to you. and then said, “I’ll give you a hint. Animal rescue, like your aunt’s but different.”

“Compassion Ranch! We met the day mom and I left. You helped us pack the car!”

The grin remained on Gary’s face.

“You only needed one life-line.”

Brittany laughed. 

“And we met a few times here when I worked for Rhiann and Levi,” Gary said. “The last time was a few years ago when you and your boyfriend stayed at the ranch a couple of days.”

Those last words caused the humor to leave Brittany’s heart and face. She looked away. Boyfriend. The one who didn’t exist anymore. The one who had broken up with her exactly one year ago. 

Gary must have noticed the change in her demeanor, for he asked, “Did I say something wrong?”

Still, she didn’t look at him.

“No, it’s just that ...”

Her aunt unknowingly interrupted. 

“Come on, you two! Get in here before the cinnamon rolls get cold. Or before Levi consumes them all!”

Brittany dismounted from her horse.

“I’ll be in as fast as I can, Aunt Rhiann.”

“I’ll help Brittany with her horse so tell Levi to save us some!”

Rhiann waved an acknowledgement and then re-entered the house. Gary opened the pasture gate, and Brittany walked through, leading Glory.

“You should go in. No one can keep Uncle Levi away from Aunt Rhiann’s freshly-baked rolls for long.”

“Don’t I know it! But, maybe out of politeness, he’ll restrain himself until we get inside.”

Brittany gave Gary a brief smile as she led Glory toward one of the outdoor corrals near the barn. 

“So what have you been doing the past few years? Still living in Seattle and with that guy, uh, Jason, I think his name is?”

Brittany’s smile quickly faded as she tried to tamp down the memory of the first man who had commandeered her heart ... and then tore it apart.
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As he walked toward the massive wooden deck surrounding the log house he once considered a second home, Gary Anderson mulled the change in Brittany’s demeanor. Her delightful smile had wilted as quickly as a wildflower during drought after he mentioned the coastal city and boyfriend he remembered her with last time they had seen one another. Even his apology for whatever he might have said to upset her didn’t lighten the load she seemed to carry. She walked ahead of him to the house. He took two long strides to catch up with her.

“Brittany, whatever it was I said, I again apologize.”

She stopped. After a sigh, she said, “It’s not your fault. I’m still ... grieving, I guess you’d say.”

She turned and faced him.

“Jason and I broke up last year.”

His heart leaped and constricted simultaneously.

“I’m sorry.”

Brittany sighed again and gazed at the cloudless azure sky.

“It’s been hard, but being here at the ranch, helping Aunt Rhiann with the rescue, has certainly helped. I rarely think about him these days.”

“Until I brought it all up.”

She looked at him and again gave him a slight smile.

“You didn’t know. Now that you do, ...”

He held up his hand as if in solemn promise.

“No more talking about it.”

Her smile brightened, and Gary’s heart skipped a beat. Although she might not have remembered him if Rhiann hadn’t called out his name, Gary would know Brittany anywhere, anytime. Her chestnut hair and oval, tanned face, her strong, athletic, yet feminine build ... no, Gary Anderson and Brittany Christiansen may have met only briefly years ago at Wyoming’s Compassion Ranch near Cody, but he had never forgotten her.

Rhiann and Levi’s niece had intrigued him since that first encounter. She had also alluded him all these years. The next time he had seen her, she and her mother had visited his friends at this ranch, where he then worked, and he learned of the family connection – Brittany’s mother was Rhiann’s sister. The third time the entire family had visited: Brittany, her mother and step-father, and her brother. He had enjoyed that visit, getting to know them all, and just when he racked up the courage to ask Brittany out, he learned about the Seattle boyfriend. Six months later, Brittany and her Washington man came to the Paradise Valley, Montana ranch together. Gary learned to keep his feelings, including disappointment, in check and his thoughts to himself. However, the second time the two of them came, Gary decided he couldn’t keep up the pretense. Grad school awaited anyway, so he left the Butler ranch, and Montana, and finished his education.

“Are you ignoring me?”

Brittany’s voice brought Gary back to the present.

“Sorry. What?”

Hand on her hip, she responded, “I asked what brought you back to the ranch? You haven’t worked for my aunt and uncle for a few years.”

“Oh. I’m here to help out for a little while. I’m finishing some fish studies for my summer post-graduate job before heading to my fulltime job in Oregon.”

“Why didn’t you  come by earlier in the year?”

“My work started in Wyoming – I just left there about a week ago. I’m in the area for another few weeks, with several days in the field, then wrapping up the surveys and reports before heading to the coast. I start my new, permanent job November 1. Seeing Levi and Rhiann was at the top of the to-do list before heading west.”

He walked to the side door he knew led to the mudroom. He opened the stout entrance and turned to find Brittany languishing on the deck, staring at him. He touched his face.

“What? Do I have mud on my face or something?”

Brittany shook her head and replied, “No, it’s just ... you said you’re going to Oregon? For a job?”

Gary nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

“Where? Where’s your new job?”

“Astoria. I’ll be working with fish in the Columbia River and studying the effects of saltwater melding with fresh water.”

“I’ve interviewed for a job in Oregon.”

He stared. Just as he was about to ask her questions, Rhiann stood on the other side of the door, a large smile on her face.

“You know it’s a mite chilly to hold the door open. Get in here, both of you!”

Gary’s nose caught the delicious aroma of freshly-baked cinnamon rolls, and he chuckled.

“Oh, I can sure smell those rolls of yours now, Rhiann!”

“You heard my wife – get yourselves in here or there just might not be any left!”

Gary laughed aloud at Levi’s commanding, yet light-hearted voice. After Brittany walked past him and into the mud room, Gary and Rhiann hugged.

“Welcome back, Gary!”

“It might not be for long, but it’s great to be back and to see you, Rhiann.”

From the kitchen, he heard Brittany say, “Good morning, Uncle Levi.”

“How’s that horse of yours this morning?” Levi asked.

“Frisky. Want some more coffee?”

“Does Glory enjoy running? Yes, of course!”

Gary chuckled again.

“Brittany has this horse,” Rhiann began.

“I saw them when I drove up,” Gary interrupted. “They make a great pair.”

He caught her emerald eyes looking at him.

“That they do,” Rhiann whispered.

She placed a hand upon his back and began guiding him into the kitchen.

“I’ll pour you some coffee. Levi has been waiting to see you since chore time.”

“Those rolls smell delicious as always, Rhiann.”

“Quit flirting with my wife or no rolls and coffee for you, young man!”

Gary laughed and followed Rhiann into the kitchen. His former boss, Levi Butler, stood near the kitchen counter. Dressed in older, but clean jeans and a blue and black flannel long-sleeved shirt, the nearly 60-year-old leaned back with arms crossed.

“Sure took your sweet time getting back here.”

A grin broke upon the older man’s face and he held out his hand. Smiling, Gary took Levi’s hand in his and pumped their handshake like a well lever.

“Aw,” Levi said and embraced Gary. 

As he clapped a hand against Gary’s back, Levi asked, “How are you doing, son? Missed you around here.”

“I’ve missed you and Rhiann, too. Rhiann especially.”

The two men laughed. As Gary stepped from Levi’s burly hug, two small dogs barreled toward them, and instantly four front paws bounded upon Gary’s legs. He laughed.

“Hey, Triumph! Hi, there, Diamond!”

“They’re excited to see you,” Rhiann said, a smile on her face as the shih tzu and cavalier King Charles spaniel jumped about.

“I’m surprised they remember me,” he said as he bent down to pet them.

“Oh, they remember those they love,” Rhiann commented. 

“No fair. They don’t greet me like that anymore,” Levi said.

“If you’d feed them now and again, perhaps they will,” Rhiann said.

She carried the pan of warm cinnamon rolls to the table as well as a cup of coffee for Gary. Brittany held two cups of coffee in her hand and followed her aunt.

“Come on and sit down, everyone,” Rhiann said. “Time to catch up with each other!”

Gary smiled and followed Levi to the kitchen table. He glanced around at the faces of his Montana friends. Sure is good to be back. Perhaps some new things will develop soon.
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Thirty minutes later, inside the corral with Glory, Brittany brushed down the paint mare. She hummed a soft melody as she stroked her horse’s back, flank, and legs. Her aunt’s quiet voice came from nearby.

“That’s a lovely tune.”

Brittany paused and turned slightly.

“It’s a rendition of ‘This is My Father’s World.’ It came to me during my ride earlier. I kind of remember Great-Grams’ singing it a few times. Not sure why it’s now stuck in my head.”

“Maybe because we talked about her quite a bit the other day.”

“Yeah, probably so. I can’t believe she’s been gone a decade now.”

“I know. It seems like a shorter amount of time and yet also a longer time, all at once.”

Brittany paused her work and looked at her aunt.

“I remember how very close the two of you were.”

Rhiann nodded. “Like I said the other day, how I wish she had lived long enough to see the sanctuary come together. She shared that dream with me.”

A moment of silence passed, and then Rhiann cleared her throat and asked, “Are you about ready to spend time with Mama Dog?”

Brittany nodded and responded, “I just need to finish brushing Glory and I’ll be there.”

“Okay, see you soon.”

Rhiann stepped away from the corral, and, for a moment, Brittany watched her aunt walk down the driveway toward her rescue sanctuary. From her position in the corral, Brittany heard the barking and yips of several dogs. She smiled at the sounds.

“Glory, it’s so wonderful to spend time with you and the other animals at the ranch and the sanctuary,” she whispered. “To see Aunt Rhiann living her dream and helping animals in need as well as employing some wonderful women. She’s strong and capable, just like my mom, and, from what I remember, like my Great-Grams. I only hope I can live up to their legacy of strength and resilience. I guess time will tell.”

At that moment, her cell phone rang. Removing it from the back pocket of her jeans, she checked the caller ID and smiled at the notification. Brittany answered.

“Hey, there, Mom. How’s the traveling?”

She listened a moment and then said, “I’m talking with the director on Monday – it’s the second interview. Are you and Mike still planning to be here in a few days?”

She listened again for a moment then bit her bottom lip.

“Well, I know Aunt Rhiann will be disappointed, but we do have the mama dog and her puppies that still need care. I think she said the pups will be ready to be weaned in about five days, so hopefully, we can get everyone adopted in the next week or two. Phil and Trisha are interested in one of the females. These pups are just so adorable! I hope you get here in time to see them before they’re all adopted.”

Another pause and then another response from Brittany.

“Of course I know you don’t want to get a puppy. Mama Dog though is also a delight. She might make a good companion for Winston and for you and Mike, especially since you lost Shadow last year.”

She listened to her mother’s response and then said, “Yes, I do understand. But traveling with two dogs isn’t that much more complicated than with one.”

After another moment of listening to her mother, Brittany said, “Well, just think about it. You and Mike can decide after you get here and have met her. And yes, the cats are well. I have to keep them separate from Aunt Rhiann’s cats as four is a crowd, but we’re working it all out. My boys have the upstairs and her girls have the downstairs. Now and then, Diamond and Jax visit the kitties just so they don’t forget what it’s like to have dog friends, so when you’re here with Winston, he can hang out with the boys.”

She listened again and then said, “Okay, well, we’ll see you next week. I don’t know if Gary will still be around ...”

Her mother interrupted her and then Brittany explained, “He used to work for Aunt Rhiann and Uncle Levi. He also was at Compassion Ranch that August you first volunteered. He helped us with our luggage – maybe you remember?”

A quick reply and then Brittany continued, “Yeah, that’s him. Well, seems like he’s on his way to Oregon ...”

Another interruption. Brittany smiled slightly and replied, “Yes, mom, I may be in Oregon, too, but don’t go ... No, mom, don’t go there. It’s still too soon. Anyway, I’ll see you later. You and Mike be safe and enjoy your time in Glacier. I’ll tell Aunt Rhiann. Bye, Mom!”

She hung up and then leaned on Glory’s shoulder.

“Gracious, Glory! She’s already trying to play matchmaker. That’s the last thing I need right now!”

Her phone beeped, and she looked at the text.

RAYMOND DRAKE HERE. JUST A QUICK REMINDER ABOUT OUR PHONE CALL MONDAY AT 2 PM YOUR TIME. I LOOK FORWARD TO OUR CONVERSATION.

She returned a text.

YES, I LOOK FORWARD TO SPEAKING WITH YOU, TOO. THANK YOU!

Brittany sighed and returned to brushing Glory’s coat.

“Well, my friend. Do I go back to the west coast if the job is offered or do I return to Florida? My family is in Florida, half the year anyway for Mom and Mike, and my little brother is trying to build his career at NASA, but who says he’ll remain in Florida? He may take a transfer in the next year or two. At least Oregon isn’t Seattle, but it’s close enough. Do I want to relive memories and died out dreams? Or can I make Oregon a whole new chapter of my life? It is closer to Montana than Florida, and I really do enjoy it here at the ranch and helping Aunt Rhiann at the sanctuary. And of course, you’re here.”

Glory neighed and shook her mane.

“Hey, are you saying you don’t want me around?”

The mare turned her head and nuzzled Brittany’s cheek.

“I didn’t think so, but you certainly seemed to have that attitude.”

Brittany chuckled. She began brushing Glory again and stated, “You better want me around because I think you and I make a good team.”

Glory snorted, and Brittany laughed.

“Do you always talk to your horse?”

Gary’s question caused her to look up. He stood at the corral gate, leaning against the panel, watching her.

“I thought you were out in the pasture with Uncle Levi?”

Gary nodded and then replied, “I was. Had to come back for a few more supplies. Those cattle he allowed to pasture out there did a number on a large section.”

She nodded. 

“He wasn’t happy when he found the downed wire. He won’t be leasing out again, he said.”

“He told me the same.”

Gary studied Brittany’s horse.

“She’s sure a beauty.”

Brittany smiled and patted Glory’s neck.

“Isn’t she though? Uncle Levi really worked with her last year, and I’ve ridden her nearly every day I’ve been here.”

Gary looked at Brittany again and asked, “When did you come back?”

“Almost five months ago. I spent the winter in Florida with my mom and step-dad after ... well, you know.”

She looked at him and he nodded. Brittany patted Glory’s side and then stepped away. As she hung the brush on a nail outside the stall, she continued, “I did some volunteer work again with a sea turtle rescue group I had interned with a few years ago. Earlier this summer, I began job-hunting, but nothing came through, so Aunt Rhiann invited me here to work with her and Uncle Levi.”

“It’s a great place.”

Brittany nodded. She stepped away from Glory’s stall and closed the bottom half of the door.

“It’s not marine biology, but it is rescue, and I love it.”

“That’s right – you planned to become a marine biologist.”

“I am a marine biologist. Well, I was, and I want to be again.”

Their eyes held for a moment, and then Brittany asked, “And you – fisheries biologist, right?”

Gary nodded.

“As I said, I have a Forest Service job waiting for me in Oregon. I’m doing studies on golden trout.”

“Interestingly, I’ve interviewed with a marine wildlife rescue on the coast, near Seaside.”

Gary’s eyes widened.

“Really? Nice place. And not far from Astoria.”

She looked at him and said in a low tone, “Yeah, I saw that on a map when I was researching the job.”

The two remained quiet for a moment, looking at each other. Gary then stepped away and said, “Well, I need to get the tools and wire to Levi so we can keep repairing that fence. Uh, maybe, uh, maybe see you later?”

Brittany nodded.

“Yeah, maybe.”

Gary quickly nodded then grabbed some wire and a pair of cutters. He dashed out the barn door. Brittany turned to Glory and stroked the mare’s long nose.

“No matter where I go, I can’t leave you, can I, girl? You’ve become too much of a good friend to leave behind.”

Glory blew through her nose and shook her head. Brittany leaned against the horse’s neck, patting the mare gently.
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