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      Leaving Noah is a heartwarming tale of love, loss, second chances, and the power of the written word.

      

      When a rodeo accident leaves Rock Creek Ranch shorthanded, Connie MacKay travels from South Dakota to Montana to visit her daughter and help with the neighboring ranch’s cattle roundup. Raised on a ranch and comfortable in the saddle, she is determined to help.

      

      After decades of working ranches throughout the northwest, Noah Parker heads home to Rock Creek to stay—maybe. That all depends on the reception he gets from family. When he arrives, the last person he expects to see there is Connie.

      

      Several months earlier at Sarah MacKay’s wedding, Noah and Connie shared a clandestine night together. Neither have seen nor spoken to the other since.

      

      It’s been a little over a year since Connie’s husband’s death, and no matter how attracted she is to the rough stock cowboy, she can’t let herself get swept away by Noah’s charm and old-fashioned cowboy ethics. Figuring out the next chapter of her life is her priority—and one she must do alone.

      

      Noah has baggage of his own he’s not sure he can get past, let alone heap on top of hers. He has known love, and lost love, and doesn’t want to live out the rest of his days alone. He loves her, but following Connie to South Dakota is not the answer, so he tries another tack—old fashioned love letters designed to share his story, and perhaps woo her heart.
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      Music Mountain Ranch, Montana

      May, at Sarah MacKay and Cole Stevens’ wedding

      

      “That dress looks lovely on you, Mom. So nice to see you wearing something other than jeans and boots.”

      Connie MacKay met her daughter’s smile in the mirror. “Well, Sarah, thanks. I think.” She winked. “I do love my jeans and boots though.”

      “I can’t remember when I’ve seen you so dressed up. Grandma’s pearls are a nice touch, too.”

      Smoothing the clingy dress over her hips, Connie grimaced in the mirror. “I dress up every day when I go work at the flower shop, honey. You’re just not home anymore to see me. But you’re right. I usually wear pants. It’s all that lifting and unloading and the dirt, you know?” She rotated, looking at her backside. “Do you think this is too form-fitting?”

      Sarah rolled her eyes. “No. It looks fabulous. And the color is perfect. In fact, I’m worried you’ll upstage me at my own wedding.”

      Connie batted the air. “Pish. It’s your day, honey. You are going to be the most beautiful woman in the room, er, on the ranch. Outside wedding and all.”

      Sarah glanced at her watch. “In less than two hours. Oh goodness. I’m getting married today!”

      “Yes, you are, sweetheart. I sure wish your dad were here to see you.” She caught Sarah up in a quick hug.

      “Me too, Mom.”

      “I’m sure he’s smiling down.”

      “He’s in my heart.”

      “Our hearts.”

      “Always.” Sarah stepped back, biting her lip. “But Mom. I do worry about you. Dressing up to go to work is one thing. But do you ever really dress up? Like, for a dinner date?”

      “Date?” Connie arched a brow. “Seriously, Sarah? A date? That’s ridiculous.”

      But her daughter was persistent. It was one trait she admired about her, and occasionally found slightly annoying.

      “You know, it’s been over a year since Dad died. Have you thought about dating?”

      Again, she met her daughter’s gaze in the reflection, this time holding it. Where was this line of questioning leading? “No, I haven’t. Not a priority.”

      She was about to continue but Sarah interrupted. “Mom, you’re still young. What are you, fifty? Dad wouldn’t want you to be lonely for the rest of your life.”

      “I’m fifty-two.” Connie whirled and faced Sarah. “When do I have time to be lonely? With all five of your brothers living on the ranch, not to mention all the people who come and go in the flower shop every day, I get plenty of people time. In fact, I often crave alone time.”

      “But that will change, Mom. You’ll want some companionship, I’m sure. Eventually. And look at you.” She spun her mother around, both looking at their reflections again. “You’re beautiful. Tall, thin, your hair is still long and gorgeous and thick. You keep active and you’re in great shape. You don’t look fifty-two.”

      “Sarah. I’m old. Who wants to date at this age? Besides, I wouldn’t even know what to do or how to act. I don’t know the dating rules anymore.”

      “I can help navigate that. We could go online.”

      “No, Sarah!”

      “It’s just one way.”

      She turned. “What are you talking about?”

      Sarah hesitated, then took a few steps closer. “I saw you talking with Callie and Parker’s uncle last night. Dancing with him and all. You seemed comfortable. I just hadn’t thought about you being with anyone other than dad until then—and I realized you deserve someone in your life.”

      Her words panicked Connie, a little. “Oh, honey. I’m fine.”

      “Did you find him interesting? Noah Parker?”

      Sighing, Connie faced her daughter. “Sweetheart, we shared some conversation and a few drinks at the bar. We talked for a while, yes, and danced, but it was more because we are both in the same age bracket, I think.”

      She thought she’d been discrete last night and to be honest, she was a little horrified that her daughter had noticed her spending time with Noah the night before. She’d be more horrified if Sarah suspected just how much time they spent together in the wee hours of the morning.

      “Maybe you should date him.”

      “My goodness. He lives in Alberta!”

      “Perhaps someone like him. A rancher here, or at home.”

      Connie glared. “Sarah, honey… I know every older, unattached rancher within a hundred miles of Rapid City and Sweet Grass Ranch. There are no eligible or desirable bachelors I would be interested in dating.”

      “Dad had friends, didn’t he? Single ones?”

      “Look, honey. I’m certainly not entertaining any thoughts of dating one of Hap’s old dried-up poker pals or rancher cronies.”

      “Mom.”

      “I doubt dating will be on my radar screen for a long time, if ever. I can’t imagine myself out to dinner with a man other than your father. We were married for so long….”

      Sarah broke eye contact and stepped away from the mirror. Connie watched her move toward the bed and fiddle with a couple of dresses tossed there. Sarah picked up the peach and beige two-tone shift, and then the little black number Connie had worn to the rehearsal dinner the night before.

      “So, the dress you’re wearing is the one you decided on? The powder blue?”

      Good. Subject changed. Thank God. “Yes, I think so. The color doesn’t clash with your wedding colors. Does it?”

      “No, it’s perfect. Can you get up on the horse okay wearing it?”

      “I’ll ride sidesaddle.”

      “Well, sure. But getting up there. It’s just so clingy.”

      “And stretchy. It will be fine. One of the boys will give me a leg up.” She paused, studying herself again. “Unless you think I should wear the peach. It is spring.”

      Sarah turned back and grinned. “No, the blue is lovely, Mom. And you are too. I’m glad you are here.”

      Connie spun around and rushed toward her daughter. “Oh, honey. Where else would I be on your wedding day? I’m right where I belong.”

      She embraced Sarah and felt the first waves of emotion roll over her for the day. She knew they would not be the last. Her baby, her youngest, and only daughter, was getting married. The second of her six children to tie the knot. Damn, but if that didn’t make her feel old enough.

      Sarah held her tight, then whispered. “I love you, Mom. I want to see you happy.”

      “I am happy, honey!”

      Sarah pulled back. “We’ll talk more about dating another time.”

      Blowing out a breath through pursed lips, Connie rolled her eyes. No use arguing about it now. Instead, she pushed the idea of dating out of her head. Sharing her life with a man at her age was the last thing she needed or wanted. What she and Noah Parker shared that night—well, that was simply a dalliance. A mistake. Nothing more.

      She’d be ready for Sarah the next time.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later….

      Connie smiled at her adult boys—all five of them—as they gathered the horses, including Sarah’s cutting horse, Marley, just off the wrap-around porch of Sarah and Cole’s new home. Across the way sat the gazebo where the ceremony would take place in a few minutes. Rows of white chairs caught her eye. Guests milled about claiming seats.

      She could see Cole, his best man, and the minister standing on the gazebo steps, waiting.

      Already seated on her horse with the help of her middle son, Dylan—sitting sidesaddle in the clingy blue dress—her heart swelled as Sarah stepped from the house onto the porch. Sun glinted off the silky threads of her dress. Her daughter oozed radiance.

      Glancing up into the clear Montana sky, Connie smiled wider.

      The weather was pleasant. A beautiful May day and an even more beautiful wedding.

      Dylan moved toward his sister as Sarah descended the first porch step. In one motion, he scooped her up.

      “Wait! Let’s not drag the gown.” Connie slid off her horse, avoiding tangling her heels in her skirt, and rushed forward.

      She gathered up the hem and held the flowy fabric while Dylan carried Sarah to her horse. He placed her side-saddle. Sarah took the saddle horn and reins while Connie positioned the dress just so over the horse’s rump and flanks.

      Stepping back, she glanced up and caught her daughter’s eyes. Stinging tears begged to spill over her eyelids.

      Sarah sucked in a breath, looking down. “Don’t do that, Mom,” she whispered. “I’ll cry too, and my mascara will run.”

      “All right. I’ll cry later.” With a sigh, she stepped back, her fingers lingering with Sarah’s as she pulled away.

      Dylan helped Connie back up on her horse, then mounted his own. Her other sons followed suit. Connie cringed watching Ethan struggle to find his balance—her soul hurting to see him in that condition. He’d still not fully recovered from his injuries in the Middle East. Evan gave him a firm hand.

      Ethan threw his leg over the horse, shifted in his seat, then flashed a smile and a thumbs up at his family.

      Connie blew out a breath.

      “It’s time.”

      The voice to her left startled her, sending a swell of something wildly foreign and unexpectedly welcome down her spine. She didn’t want to put a label on it—although she knew what it was. Snapshots of the previous evening flitted across her brain, images she didn’t want to contemplate. Connie glanced at the older cowboy who had approached on horseback, leaning forward in his saddle, his attention centered on her.

      Her fingers tightened around the reins. “Hello, Noah.”

      Noah Parker gave Connie a nod and a slightly evocative smile, then held her gaze steadfast.

      Of course, that fit the stoic, hard-nosed cowboy persona she was used to, having lived an entire lifetime in the presence of cowboys, wranglers, and ranchers. Not to mention mothering five grown rancher sons. They could all be bulls when they wanted, and putty in her hands when she wanted them to be.

      Noah Parker was no different.

      She’d learned at the rehearsal dinner the previous evening that Noah would escort her to her seat just prior to the ceremony. They’d even practiced that a few times, without horseback, of course—but with her arm tucked into his elbow as he guided her between the chairs and to her seat in front.

      They’d had to practice it three times. She couldn’t deny it wasn’t enjoyable being escorted, the man standing close, protectively near—his free hand occasionally patting her elbow.

      It wasn’t weird or perverted or anything. Just warm and, well, comfortable, she supposed. If not forward since they’d just met.

      Yes. He’d been pleasant. Polite. Charming. Respectful. And she’d enjoyed their brief conversation while simultaneously listening to the wedding organizer toss out instructions to the rest of the family.

      Noah tipped back his hat. “Morning, Ms. MacKay.”

      She smiled back and repeated. “Good morning, Noah.”

      “Rest well last night?” His eyes twinkled.

      Connie sat up a little straighter in the saddle, glanced off momentarily, then back into his eyes. “Yes. Yes, I did. You?”

      He nodded. “Like a baby. Quite the party. Wasn’t it?”

      Slowly, she echoed his nod. “It was that. Yes.”

      Music tickled over the hills from somewhere. Noah shifted his attention to the gazebo. “Getting close.”

      “Yes.”

      Connie tore her gaze away from the cowboy and directed her attention to her children. She watched as her sons fell in line on either side of Sarah—Ethan and Evan on the right, and Dylan, Aiden, and Aaron on her left. Their horses swayed and pranced a little as they waited.

      The music changed tempo.

      “I believe that’s our cue to get you seated, Ms. MacKay.”

      Connie rotated back to look at Noah. He grinned from beneath his jet-black Stetson. Did he realize that grin was sexy as hell?

      He might be scruffy, but he cleans up nice.

      He was a weathered cowboy, about her age, she supposed, or perhaps a little older, with plenty of rough edges. He’d worked ranches all his life, he’d told her. A wanderer, she’d also learned. She was sure all of that were true. But he looked damn good in that black hat and sports coat and his Wranglers and boots. Tecovas, she was pretty sure, and a nice pair—well broken-in and a little dusty.

      She’d also learned other things about the man the night before.

      And perhaps a few things about herself—spontaneous, exciting, and undoubtedly reckless and irresponsible things. But the after-dinner party had been fun. There’d been dancing. And whiskey.

      Too much whiskey.

      But it had been so long since she’d felt so free. So unencumbered.

      In control of her every decision. Or lack thereof.

      Out of control on so very many levels.

      Not thinking about that now. Or possibly ever again.

      She looked Noah Parker straight in the eyes. “There’s our cue again.”

      Nudging her horse forward, Noah fell into place beside of her and they made their way down the hill toward the gazebo.
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      Five months later, October

      The MacKay Sweet Grass Ranch, South Dakota

      

      “I don’t think it’s a ridiculous idea at all. In fact, I think it’s the best idea I’ve had in months.” Connie MacKay glared hard at her sons—all five of them—gathered in the great room of her cabin. “I’ve made my decision.”

      “Wait a minute, Mom. Let’s think this through.” Ethan, one-half of her oldest set of twins, dipped his chin and stared. “This is rather impulsive. Isn’t it?”

      Turning her back on that question, she moved behind the kitchen island. “Not in the least. I’ve thought it through. Besides, it’s only for a week.”

      She busied herself at the island stove, refusing to glance up at the elder twins eyeballing her from the other side. The other three boys paced themselves with this discussion, deciding when to jump in, pretending to stare at a football game on the television.

      Connie loved the open-concept cabin she and her late husband, Hap, had built fifteen years earlier in the hills behind their sprawling ranch house, because she could be in her kitchen and still see everything going on around her. That was essential when the kids were younger.

      Years later, with all the windows across the front, she could see down the hill to the home where her children had grown up, and her sons shared—and keep tabs on them. Somewhat. They were too old for her to keep up with, and why did she want to, anyway?

      They were grown men with lives of their own. Ethan had re-married his first wife, Brandley, a few months earlier, and they were settling into their lives together again. The other boys were still relatively footloose and fancy free. She didn’t need to manage their lives. And she didn’t want them managing hers. Which was why she wasn’t going to let any of them bamboozle her away from what she was about to do.

      Picking up a ladle, she stirred the soup simmering in the pot, shifting the direction of her thoughts. “This chili is ready. Who wants some?”

      “I do.” Aiden, one of her younger twins, called out and headed her way.

      She glanced at him and smiled. Why the good Lord had blessed her with six children, including two sets of twins, she didn’t know. But she was fortunate to have each one of them in her life. Especially this past year.

      Connie glanced his way and smiled. “Coming up.”

      Evan stepped into the kitchen with her. “I want to call Sarah and get a little more detail.”

      “She’s not home. She and Cole are headed over to the Rankin’s.”

      “She has a cell phone, Mom.”

      Connie rolled her eyes.

      Ethan moved next to his brother. “That’s not a bad idea. Getting more information.”

      She faced both men. “So, you’re saying you don’t trust the information I’ve given you? Look, your sister was in a hurry when we spoke earlier. She called to suggest postponing my trip out there later this week because things were so uncertain in Montana. When I heard what was going on, I saw an opportunity to be helpful. They need help and I can give that.”

      “Good gracious, Mom. You’re not as young as you used to be, and you’ve not done something like this in years.”

      Harnessing in her irritation, Connie finished filling one soup bowl, set the ladle carefully on the stovetop spoon holder, turned, and scowled. The older twins stood solid, arms crossed, between her and the other three boys. Not about to be fazed, she arched a brow and tossed a don’t go there look. Setting the bowl of chili on the bar, she turned her attention to Aiden. “What else do you need? Crackers? Cheese? Jalapeños? Pickles?”

      “I’ll get what I need, Mom. Thanks.”

      She smiled. “Good.”

      Evan blew out a breath. “Mom. What did Sarah say, exactly?”

      Connie rotated and faced him. Ever since Hap died, they’d been overprotective—especially the older two. Evan, her serious manager son, and Ethan, her Navy SEAL son, were lockstep in the overprotection part. That was about to stop. She held Evan’s gaze for a moment, then glanced off to Aiden who was doctoring up his chili, and then on to his twin, Aaron, who was heading into the kitchen from the great room, too—also likely for food.

      Dylan, her middle son, sat on the sidelines taking it all in. He was her thinker, her quiet loner. It was always his nature to hold back, rather than jump into the fray. He listened and pondered before reacting. She imagined his opinion would be made known soon enough.

      Parking her fists on her hips, Connie responded. “First of all, I’m not that old, as your sister keeps reminding me, and I’m not a China doll either, so quit treating me like one. Secondly, I don’t need your permission. And last, what Sarah said was that the Rankin’s need help right now at Rock Creek with the roundup, what with Abby’s son getting hurt and all. Things are still unfolding there. I had planned the trip to visit Sarah anyway, so why not give them a hand? Sarah and Cole are both pitching in. I’m available. So, I’ll leave early in the morning, just a couple of days earlier than planned.”

      Ethan sidled closer. “But what about the flower shop?”

      Connie exhaled. “Barb is working out fine. She’ll handle it for a week. Besides, I’ve been thinking of retiring and letting her run it, anyway. Or sell it to her. I don’t know yet. This will be a good test.”

      “Sell the shop?” Aiden looked up from his chili. “Really, Mom?”

      She glanced his way. “That’s another subject for a different day. Eat your lunch.”

      Aiden settled back and returned to his soup. Connie felt a little bad that she had snapped at her twenty-two-year-old son.

      “Sounds like you’re not going to change your mind.” That came from Evan.

      Her gaze locked with his, then shifted to Ethan. “Absolutely not. I’ve decided.”

      “Mom….”

      She shook her head. “Don’t ‘Mom’ me, Ethan. I need to do this. For me, as much as for them. Maybe more for me.” She didn’t figure they would get that but there it was. Still, it was true. She’d lost more than a bit of herself when Hap died, and she was out to get it back—as much as she could, anyway. Part of her heart perished the day he left them and would remain that way. But months had passed, over a year, and she needed to feel alive again. No better way to do that than spend some time in the saddle.

      Dylan rose from the sofa in the great room and sauntered into the kitchen, stopping next to Connie. He reached for a soup bowl and the ladle. “What happened to Abby’s son?”

      “Rodeo accident.”

      Dylan dipped his head in a slow nod of acknowledgement. “I’ll go with you.”

      “Me too.” Aiden piped up from the bar.

      For a moment, Connie looked from Dylan to Aiden. “You don’t have to. I’m fine to go alone.” And as much as I’d love for you to come with me, I don’t need you. I want to do this by myself.

      Dylan smiled. “I know that. I’d like to help the Rankins, too.”

      Well, that put a different spin on things. The son that always warmed her heart. Bless him. But this put a kink in her plan. “I’m sure they need you at the Sheriff’s office, right?” Dylan was a deputy for Meade County. While she’d always been proud of him for that, she worried about him too. “And what about here at the ranch?”

      Dylan ladled his soup. “I have vacation time coming. They can get along without me for a week at work. If Evan and Ethan can spare me from my ranch duties, I’m in. Happy to help.”

      “Same here.” Aiden swiped his mouth with a napkin. “I think it’s a slow week with the stock business. Right, Aaron?”

      His twin nodded. “I can manage.”

      Connie stared, her feelings mixed. On one hand, she was looking forward to some alone time in the truck and on the trail. Thinking time. On the other, roundups were exhausting. Maybe having them tag along wouldn’t be a bad idea. That wasn’t compromising her intent, or her needs, was it?

      She sighed. “Well, if you both are sure….”

      “It’s settled. I feel better with them going along,” Evan said. “And it sounds like the Rankins could use the extra hands.”

      “Agreed.” Ethan added.

      Connie looked at them both and rolled her eyes. “Good Lord. I’m not an invalid. I’m a perfectly healthy fifty-three-year-old woman. I’m capable of handling myself gathering cattle. I’ve done this for most of my life.”

      “But you haven’t done it lately,” Evan reminded.

      She glared. “No. Which is precisely why I need to do it now. The rest of you get some chili. Dylan and Aiden, when you’re finished let’s head to the barns to gather tack and gear and decide which horses to take. I want to take Sunny if you two think he’s up for the trip.” Sunny had been her riding horse forever, but he was getting older. She’d rely on the boys to let her know if taking him was a good idea.

      She glanced about at each of her boys. They all stared back. “Well. Hop to it! We have a seven-hour drive ahead of us and we are leaving before the crack of dawn. What is it you always say, Ethan? O-dark-thirty? I’d like to get to Rock Creek before noon.”

      Dylan cracked a smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Aiden stood, put his empty bowl in the sink, and then winked. “I believe we’re about to set out on an adventure.

      She figured he was right and hoped to hell she knew what she’d signed up for.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, Sarah. We have our own gear and supplies and won’t be a burden. We only want to help.”

      “Are you sure, Mom?”

      Connie could hear the hesitance in her daughter’s voice and hoped to God she wasn’t going to deliver the same lecture she got from the boys. When they’d talked earlier, their conversations kept getting cut short—although Sarah seemed thrilled with the idea of all three of them coming.

      Connie was glad for a little more dialogue with her daughter that evening.

      “I’m positive. Plus, Dylan and Aiden are eager to help. I’m sure the Rankins can use two more cowboys.”

      “I know it.” Sarah paused and Connie let the conversation dwindle for a moment. “Mom, it will be good to see you. I’m glad you are coming.”

      If a heart could smile…. “Oh honey, I’ve missed you. I’m just glad to spend some time with you while you are home—even if it’s in the saddle rather than back at your cabin.”

      “While this week is going to be hectic, I’m sure we can have some mother-daughter time, too.”

      “I hope so.”

      “I’ve missed you. And, I have some news so….”

      “News?” Connie wondered if Sarah had signed another recording deal.

      Sarah laughed. “Yes, but I’m not ready to share yet. Give me a couple of days. Be safe and let the boys drive, okay?”

      Connie laughed. “I’m more than happy to do that. It’s been a while since I pulled a horse trailer, especially that big gooseneck.”

      “Oh, I hate pulling that one!”

      They chatted for a few more minutes, then said their goodbyes. Connie clicked off her phone and glanced around her bedroom.

      Earlier that evening, after the dinner of chili, grilled cheese sandwiches, and some discussion of gear and horses, Connie, Dylan, and Aiden had headed to the barn to prepare for the early morning departure. She left orders at the barn door for them to get a good night’s sleep, knowing they’d be more than ready to head out in the wee hours.

      She needed to pack her personal gear, shower—giving her long hair a good wash and ample time to dry before morning—and get some sleep. Everything else was ready.

      She didn’t need to take much. She’d dress in layers because of the winds and temperature, bringing only a few personal items and a couple of changes of clothing. From what Sarah had said earlier, they wanted to accomplish this roundup as quickly as possible, which often meant no downtime for camaraderie.

      Pulling her canvas bed roll down from her closet, a thousand memories came flooding back. The last time she’d used her bed roll was when she and Hap and all the kids had set out on a six-day pack trip into the Canadian Rockies.

      How long ago was that? Sitting on the edge of her bed, her mind rolled over the years. Sarah was so young, it seemed. Maybe seven or eight years ago? No, longer. Probably a dozen years. Why hadn’t they taken more family time this past decade?

      Her gaze lifted as she spanned the room, not really seeing anything. The kids grew up a lot in those ten years. They weren’t kids anymore, but adults. All six of them. Evan and Ethan were in their early thirties now. The rest of them in their twenties. That decade was filled with school and sports, rodeo for the boys, and barrel racing and singing competitions for Sarah. They’d done a lot—just not always together.

      The younger twins managed the stock business. Ethan and Evan ran the ranch. Dylan worked off the ranch, helping at home when he could. And Sarah? After she’d won that national singing competition, she’d landed a recording contract and had stopped touring only long enough to get married to Cole Stevens, over in Montana.

      Which is how they’d connected with the folks over at Rock Creek Ranch in Paradise Valley.

      Blowing out a sigh, Connie lowered her gaze to the bed roll again and trailed a finger over the stitching in the waxed canvas. The past year she’d kept to herself. And understandably. The car accident that took Hap’s life was a shock to her system. She’d needed the alone time to mourn and pull herself back together. She had allowed herself plenty of time to process.
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