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​Dedication
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For everyone who has experienced unrequited love.
Love hurts, but in the end, it is worth it.
Your true love is out there, waiting for you.



A single mom with a tragic past, a tongue-tied cowboy, and one last chance to find love.

Happily married, Carly Johnston noticed that her best friend’s brother was attractive and that’s as far as it went. When her husband fell into drinking, her heart was broken. When he refused to stop or get help, her life fell apart. Add an unexpected pregnancy to the mix and her life became a total disaster. Luckily her best friend and her family were there to offer support and help her get on with her life.

Now, six years later, she’s a single mother and ready to date. Too bad the man she’d slowly been falling for is oblivious to her attraction. It’s like he doesn’t know she exists. She’s hoping his sister’s wedding is her chance to pop onto his radar. When she’s kicked out of the wedding party her hopes are dashed. How is she ever going to convince him that she’s eager to get to know him better?

Birch Brighton fell for Carly the moment he set eyes on her. She was, in all respects, his ideal woman. When he found out that she was already married, he was gutted and tried to move on. He’d never fish in another man’s pond but having Carly hanging around the family ranch with his sister was keeping him from moving on. He’d kept his distance while her marriage crumbled, but now she’s a single mother with an adorable child and his heart still yearns to be with her. He’d been waiting for her forever.

She’s gone from friendly and outgoing to standoffish and shy and he can’t understand why. He’s at a loss about how to catch her attention and show her how much he loves her.

Can this duo of confused friends get past the awkward misunderstanding between them to find the love they always wanted?
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♥ Chapter One ♥
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Six Years Ago:

Birch Brighton stared down at the swimming pool in his parents’ back yard. Sun glinted off the water flying through the air as his sister, Tanya, and her best friend, Carly, frolicked in the water. Playing, not swimming. At thirty, it was ridiculous that he still lived at home. He sighed. Soon enough he’d be out of here. Two months ago, he’d broken ground on a place of his own on an adjacent section of land. Eventually, it was where he’d spend his life with his family, if he ever found the right woman to marry.

Laughter drew his attention back to the pool. His breath caught in his throat. Carly was exquisite. Fit, tanned, happy. She was average height, the top of her head perfectly reaching his chin. She was sweet, kind and had the most delectable curves. He’d seen her in jeans and skirts which made him salivate, but in a swimsuit, she stole his breath.

He'd considered asking her on a date but never worked up the courage. He wasn’t shy by any stretch of the imagination, but he’d been burned by his last girlfriend and hesitated to put himself out there again. One betrayal could dent a man’s confidence beyond repair.

Carly had caught his eye several months ago when he visited his sister at work at Hank’s Diner. His sister didn’t need to work. She chose to. As a homebody, she was unwilling to leave their small town for university. Instead, she was taking university classes online. She loved learning and hadn’t decided on a career yet. She was bouncing around disciplines to determine what career suited her best.

He didn’t understand her reasoning. Their family had a lot of money. More than a lot. She could have focused on her studies full-time. Instead, she took what she called a balanced life approach, dividing her time between work, a social life, family, and her studies. He'd chosen the other route, hitting university hard, taking extra classes, and finishing his business degree in record time.

He was impressed at how well she maintained the balance. Her grades were top-notch despite her busy schedule. She was happy and thriving. He was unbelievably proud of her.

Carly, on the other hand, he knew next to nothing about. She worked at the diner and had quickly become friends with Tanya. She was smart and easy to talk to. Except when it came to asking her out. That’s when his past haunted and silenced him.

To the best of his knowledge, this was the first time she’d been to the family ranch. He should go out and say hi. Play the gracious host. He could take them iced tea and snacks. Even as he had the thought, his mother joined the girls poolside with a heavily laden tray. Dang. So much for that icebreaking plan. He thumped his forehead against the window. Another opportunity lost to dithering. The glass was cool, the way he wanted to be around Carly.

He should be in the barn. He had horses to look after. He’d completed his share of the family chores, now he was on to his personal chores. He’d been working race horses with his grandfather since he was in his early teens. The years had sped by like a freight train.

He backed away from the window. Watching Carly without talking to her was discourteous. It reminded him of a mountain lion high in a tree waiting to pounce. “Just go talk to her,” he grumbled. If his best friend Jamison was around, he’d be giving Birch the gears and telling him to man up. His other buddy Vince would ride him mercilessly for being a coward. They’d both be right.

He jogged down the stairs and slipped into his favorite work boots. He’d had the Alberta Boot cowboy boots since he turned nineteen. A gift from his grandfather. He had several other pairs, but these were, by far, the most comfortable. Too bad they were relegated to work boots. He’d tried to wear them to church, but his mom declared them too decrepit and threatened to toss them in the burn pit. Well, she couldn’t complain today, he was headed out to muck stalls. Right after a quick stop to attempt a conversation with Carly.

He stood inside the back door, gathering his courage and letting his eyes adjust to the bright sunshine. Even with his Stetson, it was blindingly bright. He stepped outside and walked across the brick patio towards the glass-topped table where the ladies had gathered in the shade of an enormous blue striped umbrella.

He’d only taken two steps when Carly’s head pivoted toward him. Her cheeks flushed slightly, she coughed and looked away. He bit down a grin. Maybe she’d noticed him too. He walked slowly, taking in her profile. Her dark-blonde waves were pulled back in a ponytail. At the moment they were flat and wet from the pool. Usually, they rioted out of control. Both looks suited her. Her navy and white one-piece swimsuit highlighted all the right spots. He had to swallow back a wave of desire.

“Ladies,” he greeted them. “Nice to see you, Carly.” He bent and kissed his mother on the cheek.

“Birch, do join us. I brought out enough for you too.” She gave him a thoughtful look and frowned when her gaze reached his boots.

“Thanks, Mom. I could use a cold drink before I hit the barns.”

“Oh, you and your horses,” Tanya teased. “All you think about is horses.”

“I can’t deny that.” He chugged the lemonade his mother passed him and cleared his throat. “How are you, Carly?”

“Fine, thank you.” She barely looked up at him. He wondered why, because at work she was gregarious and talked to literally everyone.

“Do you like living in Elk Valley?” he asked, trying to pry her out of her unusual shell.

“I really do. I was bored at first, but since I started working at Hank’s I’ve met so many wonderful people. I love small town life. It’s a big change from living in Edmonton. The air is so fresh and pure. The people are friendly. Especially, Tanya,” she gushed. “We’re so different, but we get along so well. I’m blessed that she invited me out here to share your swimming pool.”

Now that was the Carly he knew. Upbeat and grateful. “What brought you out from the city?”

“A moving van,” she quipped with a nervous giggle. “My husband was hired by Pension Oil and Gas to overhaul their entire well control system. It’s at least a five-year gig. I left my job and followed him. I couldn’t find an accounting job right away, and the diner was hiring. I’ll probably go back to accounting if I have the chance, but I’m happy at the diner for now.”

His heart plummeted to his toes. How could she be married? She was the first woman he’d been interested in since he was dumped two years ago. She was sweet and wholesome and if she was content at the diner, she probably wasn’t a money-grubbing witch like his ex.

“It’s so great that we can work together,” Tanya said, dipping a nacho chip into salsa and popping it into her mouth. “Birch, did you know I met Carly at a quilting class?”

“Did you?” Lame. Way to suck at making conversation Brighton.

“You were so terrible, Tanya.” Carly laughed and Tanya joined in.

“I’m lucky you sat beside me. I can’t believe I had never used a sewing machine before,” his sister said. “And you can sew literally anything. Can you believe she made that swimsuit? She’s amazing!”

He took a quick glance at the suit, not wanting to look too long and seem creepy. “It’s very nice.” What else could he say? He knew nothing about fashion or sewing.

“She helped me finish the quilt I gave you for your birthday. It would be in the rag bin without Carly. She helped half the class. I think you knew more than the teacher.” Tanya looked at her friend.

Sweet pink colored Carly’s cheeks. “No, she was just busy with some of the real beginners. I just helped a bit.”

“You practically ran the class while she was on her phone.” She turned to Birch. “Carly is the most helpful person I’ve ever met. She makes cookies for the daycare and volunteers at the senior’s center. She even made Elvira Wettles smile.”

“Now that’s impressive. She never cracks the hint of a grin, let alone a full smile.” He stood up. “Well, off to work. I’d love to stay for more conversation, but horses wait for no man.” He couldn’t sit and listen to his sister sing the praise of the woman he wanted and couldn’t have.

He strode away, trying not to stomp. How could she be married? Disappointment dragged at his normally upbeat mood. For the last three months he’d been eating in the diner twice a week, just for the chance to talk to Carly, only to discover that she was married. She didn’t wear any rings. She had no tell-tale tan lines on her finger.

“Fudge.” He stormed around the corner of the house to where his truck was parked in the shade. He headed cross country to his own barn on the adjoining section. He’d get his chores done and spend a few hours working out his frustrations by putting sheeting on the house he was building.

♥♥♥
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CARLY TRIED NOT TO watch Birch walk away but there was something about a handsome man in snug jeans and a cowboy hat that she adored. Those boots spoke to his impressive work ethic. Objectively speaking, Tanya’s brother was a very handsome man with his dark brown hair and chocolate brown eyes. Broad shoulders, strong sinuous muscles, and narrow hips. He could be a model. He’d caught her eye the first time he walked into the diner. And that backside, whoa!

Hey, she was married not dead. She’d never cheat on Mike, but looking wasn’t cheating, and Birch was definitely something worth looking at. The day’s heat grew until she needed to fan herself. It was the sun making her warm, not Birch.

Still, he was kind, and generous with his tips. He always smiled. He seemed to have a lot of friends which spoke well for his personality. Like Tanya, he was a good person.

She returned her attention to Tanya and her mother. She had no interest in Birch beyond looking, she was a very happily married woman. “Have you started another quilt?” she asked, trying to distract herself from Birch’s good qualities.

“I have. I’m making one for Dad this time. He grumbles all winter about being cold, so I thought a quilt for his recliner would be great.”

“I do not grumble,” a male voice replied from behind Carly. He walked to the table and thrust his hand toward Carly. “Hi. I’m Buck, Tanya’s father. I see you’ve met my wife, Helen.”

Carly shook hands with him. “Carly Johnston. So nice to meet you. Thanks for having me here. Your ranch is beautiful. I love the cows, but the peacocks are noisy.” She laughed. As if making her point, one of the birds screamed in the distance. For five seconds, all was quiet. Every other bird stopped chirping.

“Those are Helen’s stupid birds,” he teased with all the gentle good humor of a man who would do anything for his wife. He leaned in and kissed Helen long and hard. Heat rose in Carly’s face. She wasn’t used to such blatant affection. Her parents had been in love, but not demonstrative. Mike was okay with public hand holding, but nothing more. What would it be like to be married to a man who didn’t care if the whole world knew how much he loved you?

Buck sat beside Helen with his arm slung across the back of her chair. Birch’s parentage was reflected in his father’s smile and flashing eyes. Sure, Buck was grey at the temples and had deep smile and tan lines, but he was a clear vision of what Birch would look like when he aged. Handsome. Very handsome.

“Gross, Dad,” Tanya complained when her father kissed her mother again. “Nobody wants to see that.”

“Deal with it, baby girl. I love your mother. Come on, woman.” He tugged Helen to her feet. “There’s something I need to show you in the bedroom.”

Carly laughed at his outrageous wink and at Helen’s giggling response.

“Da-ad,” Tanya grumbled. “Stop.”

“I think they’re sweet.”

“Is Mike like that?” Tanya asked.

“Mike is more reserved. He’s a wonderful husband and provider, and I love him to death. We’re happy. But what your parents have is something special. I could get used to being treated like the most beautiful woman in the world.” She wasn’t unhappy in her marriage, quite the opposite, but that didn’t stop the little beast called envy from rearing its head now and then.
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♥ Chapter Two ♥
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Four Years Ago:

“I don’t know what to do,” Carly complained to Tanya. “Mike just won’t stop drinking. He hits the bottle every night. He claims his job is stressful and he needs to relax.”

Birch froze in the kitchen doorway on the way to grab a glass of water. He probably should make his presence known.

“Is he mean to you?” Tanya asked “Does he hit you?”

“Oh, no! I just don’t like that he drinks and watches TV until he passes out. He gets up, showers, goes to work, and comes home to do it all over again. We barely talk. I’m losing the man I love to the bottle and I don’t know how to get him back.” She sounded on the verge of tears.

Birch wanted to rush to her side and tell her everything would be okay. Over the past two years, they’d become friends of a sort. He pushed down his attraction to her and did his best to treat Carly as a kid sister. At least now he was able to talk to her without stepping on his tongue.

“Oh, Carly. That’s terrible.” Tanya commiserated. “What are you going to do?”

Carly sobbed. “I don’t know.” She wept quietly into her hands. “He won’t admit he has a problem, let alone get help.”

The sight and sound of her misery squeezed Birch’s chest until his heart wanted to explode. He was tempted to go find Mike, and tell him a thing or two about being a good husband. Carly deserved better. His hands fisted against the doorjamb.

“Back off, son,” his father whispered in his ear. “It’s not your business. Stay out of it unless he lifts a hand to her.”

“I wasn’t going to do anything,” he whispered back.

“You were. You’re my eldest child. I know you as well as I know myself. Back away from the situation, and back away from Carly. She’s taken.”

He whirled round to glare at his father. “I’d never fish in another man’s pond.”

“Not in reality, but dreaming about what you can’t have isn’t serving you well either.” He grabbed Birch by the shoulder and led him outside. “Son. I’m warning you. No good will come out of pinning your hopes on Carly. She’s a great girl. We all adore her, but she’s taken. Find someone else. Back away. Stop coming by the house when she’s around.”

“I don’t-”

“You do.” His father frowned. “Next time you see her car, head for your place. Work your frustrations out. The Lord says coveting your neighbor’s wife is a sin.”

Birch frowned. His dad was very religious, but he wasn’t wrong. Guilt wracked Birch’s body and made his chest hurt. Watching Carly was wrong on so many levels, but he felt helpless to resist her lure. She was a siren and every cowboy’s, especially this one’s dream.

“I’ll try, Dad. I’ll try.”

“I’m proud of you son. I know you can do this. Find someone else.” He clapped Birch on the back and went inside. Birch stood on the house’s wraparound porch staring out into the rain. The air was heavy with the hopeful moistness of spring. The grass was greening up nicely, and the family hay was already coming in.

Inside, through the screen door, he heard his father greet Carly with a terrible dad joke. She laughed lightly. The sound slid down Birch’s spine like hot whiskey. He stormed off the deck and headed for the barn. He saddled one of his father’s horses and rode through the light rain to his own ranch. Far away from Carly’s enticing presence.

​
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♥ Chapter Three ♥
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Four Months Later:

“Mike. I’m pregnant. Six weeks.” Carly threw the words at her husband as soon as he woke up. She timed telling him to catch him without a snoot full of booze. “You need to stop drinking and help me raise our child.” She stared down at him, hands on her hips, biting her lip to keep her pain inside. Screaming at him wouldn’t help.

This should be one of the happiest moments of her life and it was the worst. Slowly, over the past nine months, her love for Mike had changed. No longer was it sweet and uplifting. It was sad and pitiful. She was falling out of love with him. Nothing she said or did seemed to make a difference. He was increasingly unable to function without drinking himself into a stupor after work. He rarely ate because he was deep in a bottle. She was nearly certain he was still drunk when he went to work yesterday. He'd lost the charming smile that won her heart and he constantly smelled of alcohol. She wanted to weep for him. For them. For their baby.

“Maybe if you changed jobs. We could get a fresh start somewhere else,” she suggested despite knowing he’d never leave his high paying position.

“I just signed an extension to my contract. I got a huge raise. Thirty percent. I’m one of a handful of people, world-wide, that can do this. They need me. I love it here.”

“Then what the hell is the problem?” she screeched. “Why all the booze? You never talk to me. We never go out.” They’d shared one dinner out a couple months ago and had made love afterward. She’d been disappointed when he got up for a drink immediately afterward. She felt used and abandoned. It left her feeling as though he felt making love to her was a mistake. Maybe in some respects it had been. It gouged her heart, but that agony didn’t lesson the love she felt for the precious bundle she carried.

“And you think telling me you’re pregnant will change that?” He slammed his hands on the coffee table, wincing at the noise. “I have enough pressure already.”

The acid smell of bourbon washed over her, making her gag. She raced for the bathroom to be sick. When she came out, he was gone, the front door wide open. She slammed it and slid down the front entry wall and collapsed into a ball. She cried until she had no more tears. Her phone rang and rang. She ignored it. It rang again. Sometime later, the doorbell pealed. Someone pounded on the door and rattled the handle.

“Carly, open up,” Tanya yelled. “I can see you. Are you okay?” She knocked again. “Don’t make me call the police.” Shoot. It was their day off and they had quilting class. In her misery, she hadn’t thought about, let alone gone to, class. Tanya would be worried.

Carly crawled to the door and opened it up. Her friend rushed in.

“What’s wrong?”

Tears welled in her heart and streamed down her face. Eventually, she managed to choke out, “Mike won’t quit drinking. I think my marriage is over.”

“Oh no.” She pulled Carly into her arms and held her while she cried.

She wept herself out. Eventually, she managed to pull herself together. “I’m okay now. Let’s get to class.” Carly didn’t need the class, but quilting had become her solitude. Now that she knew she was pregnant, she was going to need a lot of help keeping her calm.

“Are you sure?”

“I need the distraction. I’ll be fine.” She couldn’t bring herself to share her pregnancy yet.

Over the next few weeks, Carly watched as Mike tried to stay sober. He just wasn’t strong enough to resist the temptation. Addiction was a terrible thing to endure. Her husband and marriage wasted away. He retained enough functionality that his addiction didn’t hurt his new contract, and Carly knew that until he hit rock bottom, nothing would change. She was going to have to come up with a plan for survival on her own. They didn’t even speak to each other.

♥♥♥
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“I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO do,” Carly moaned into her hands. The diner was nearly empty and she was taking a break with Tanya before the lunch rush started. She wasn’t sleeping and she was exhausted. She wanted to be sitting with her feet up, not trying to decide her future.

“Are you sure? Could it be a false positive?” She fiddled with a coffee cup. “I mean I thought you guys weren’t doing it anymore.”

“Sh. Keep your voice down.” There were only two customers seated on the far side of the large room, but she didn’t want to risk them overhearing. “Yes, I’m sure. I’ve known for a while. I finally went to the doctor. I’m four months. What am I going to do? I can’t raise a child with an alcoholic.”

“Have you talked to him?” Tanya waved her hands. “Never mind. Of course, you have.”

“I need to find a place to live. I have to move out before I get huge and can’t function.”

“My cousin has a condo for sale on Seventh Avenue. I could give him a call to see if he’ll rent it to you instead of selling.”

“Would you?” Hope blossomed in her chest. Last night, Mike had punched a wall in his frustration with her nagging. She wasn’t going to stop hoping he’d change, and he wasn’t going to get used to her pleas. Leaving was the only option.

“Consider it done.”

Amid the sadness, a tiny seed of hope sprouted.
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