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      He's spent his whole life in her friend zone ...

      and it's time to break out.

      Hudson Green has big plans for his family farm. To fulfill them, he'll need further schooling in another town.

      He's excited, but he hates leaving Chrissie Ball, the girl who's owned his heart since they were kids. He's waited all these years ... but Chrissie still sees him as her friend, nothing more.

      No matter how much it hurts, Hudson has to accept it and move on.

      Chrissie Ball has the perfect life. She loves Elm Ridge, her family, and her friends -- especially Hudson Green, who's been her bestie forever and ever.

      When Hudson announces he's going away to college, it sends Chrissie into a tailspin. He can't leave her! Her days don't even make sense without Hudson in them.

      Will Chrissie finally realize her true feelings for Hudson? And if she does, will it be too late?
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      Welcome to the small town of Elm Ridge, Kentucky, where you’ll swoon, smile, and fall helplessly in love with the Green family. This heartwarming romance has no cliffhangers and no cheating.
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      This book is a work of fiction.

      While references may be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are completely fictional.

      All names, characters and events described within have been imagined by the authors.

      Any resemblance to reality (actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, event, or locales) is entirely coincidental.
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      If the answer is yes, then go to :

      https://oliviasands.com/BM

      to sign up for Olivia’s newsletter and receive

      * Flash Fiction stories,

      * exclusive previews,

      * special promo opportunities,

      * and be informed of new releases.
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      PS: If you don’t know what Flash Fiction is, please go visit my blog: https://oliviasands.com/blog/
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      Pride filled Hudson when he accepted his diploma from the community college’s president. He pumped his hand enthusiastically while the entire Green clan gave him a standing ovation. He waved at them as he returned to the folding chair covered by yellow and black damask slipcovers, the school’s colors. That was as fancy as Elm Ridge College got.

      He sat down in his assigned seat looking at the scroll he now held. Hudson knew the piece of paper in his hand wasn’t real. The college wouldn’t mail the actual degrees for a couple of weeks yet. The scroll was a symbolic representation of the key that opened the door to a new future. He was turning a new page of his life.

      The applause died down, but before the next student was called, there was one final wolf whistle. Chrissie’s wolf whistle. Looking up, he found her and nodded in acknowledgement. She gave him a thumbs up in return and bounced back into her seat.

      It was difficult to tear his eyes off her to focus on the dean who was giving a congratulatory speech to his graduating class. He’d much rather look at Chrissie. The sun at her back shone through her golden hair. The little devil looked like an angel. As usual, there was a smile on her face. A smile visible from miles away. She had painted her perfectly-shaped lips cherry red, a startling contrast to her pale skin.

      Hudson shifted in his seat and forced himself to look away. Even if he was unable to concentrate on what the man was saying, he would keep up appearances. He’d always been a good boy; he wasn’t going to destroy his stellar reputation on his last day.

      Straightening his shoulders, Hudson stiffened his spine. He shouldn’t see this as a last day but as a new beginning. He would leave for the university in the fall and be one step closer to his goal. Well, his professional goal.

      He had another dream. He wanted to win Chrissie’s love, get her undivided attention, make her care for him the way he cared for her. He’d never verbally acknowledged that dream in front of anyone, yet everyone seemed to know exactly how he felt. Everyone except Chrissie.

      Hudson sighed silently. He was thinking about her again. He forced his attention to switch to the student who graduated magna cum laude as she started her speech. She’d worked hard and deserved all his attention. The day shouldn’t be filled with regrets or nostalgia. This was a happy day. He would savor this graduation day and stop obsessing about Chrissie.

      Less than an hour later, the ceremony was over. A very entertaining speech by an alumnus who’d become a big shot in the computer world had taken Hudson’s mind far away from his blond fantasy. Everyone had laughed with the man as he told stories of his awkward youth and promised all the members of the graduating class that they were living some of the best years of their lives but would only figure that out when they’d become as old as he was. Since the guy couldn’t be over forty, Hudson found that reassuring.

      The members of the class tossed their mortarboards into the air. When Hudson caught his back, he put it on his head again and flipped the tassel, loving the symbolic gesture. A minute later, Julia and Landon Green were by his side. His mom hugged him and kissed both his cheeks. She blinked furiously. Watching her like that, on the verge of tears, made Hudson squirm with embarrassment. It also caused his own eyes to burn with the heavy feeling of suppressed tears.

      “Hold up your diploma so I can get some pictures,” she said.

      “Come on, Mom. You know this is just a fake.”

      “Hold up your diploma so I can get some pictures!”

      Knowing she wouldn’t be dissuaded, Hudson groaned but did as he was told, holding up high the piece of white paper tied with yellow and black ribbon. For the first time, he noticed that the school colors were the same colors as the residents of Carson’s apiary. Had his brother ever noticed?

      “I’m not done yet,” Julia protested as he lowered his arm.

      He raised his arm again. His mom was like the seasons and the tide—a force it was pointless to fight against. At least not for something as sweet as graduation pictures.

      Hudson kept a smile pasted on his face while Julia took pictures of him with his dad and then got Landon to take pictures of her with her favorite graduate of the day.

      A good fifteen minutes later, Julia put the lens cap on her camera and nodded. “I should have several good shots. Thanks for indulging me, sweetie.”

      He shrugged. “Sure, Mom. I wouldn’t have made it without you, after all.” He wasn’t just saying that. Julia had helped him study for years while he dealt with a learning disability. He’d overcome dyslexia now, for the most part, but his mom owned a huge chunk of his success.

      Julia stood up straighter and winked as she teased him. “I’m glad someone realizes that.”

      Impulsively, he reached over to hug her and then his dad, who had stood mostly silent while Julia took her gazillion pictures. Landon hugged Hudson tighter, patting him on the back.

      “Congratulations, son.” He pulled back and tipped his head in a sign of respect. “You’re now a college graduate. That makes me proud.” His father hadn’t gone to college, having gone straight to work on the family farm after high school.

      “It’s just a step in the process, but it does feel good to be done with it,” Hudson said as his siblings and their better halves now approached.

      The next several minutes passed in a blur of congratulations. He even got a special accolade from Star, Nelson’s three legged Malinois, which inspired Miss Maggie, Julianna’s frisky fur baby. If not for Jaxon holding him back, the two dogs would have pushed him to the ground. As his family started to disperse to drive to the party his mother had organized for him, he saw Chrissie standing on the periphery.

      He moved toward her, discreetly blotting his sweaty palms on his graduation gown.

      “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      She frowned, looking bewildered. “Of course I came. You invited me, didn’t you?”

      He nodded and explained, “I did, but you know, it’s just a graduation, I thought you would join us afterwards, you know, for the party, ‘cause the speeches and all, well, it’s kind of dull.” And Chrissie had a tendency to move on quickly from things that bored her.

      “You’re my best friend, Carson,” Chrissie protested. “Of course I was coming to your graduation. Wouldn’t miss it for the world. And tonight, I’m going to take you out to celebrate. I thought we could go to the steakhouse and then maybe over to the bar and do some line-dancing?”

      That sounded fun, and he was tempted. Very tempted. But he wouldn’t go. His mother had planned a big party for him, and she would be way too hurt if he bailed out in the middle of it.

      “Come on Chrissie, you know I can’t. My family’s throwing that party for me. Don’t you remember? You and your parents are invited?”

      Chrissie blinked her long eyelashes and seemed hurt. “Aw, come on. We can just go a little bit later to your party.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest and stood his ground. Chrissie had a way of wrapping most people around her little finger and persuading them to do things they wouldn’t normally do. The funny thing was, Hudson didn’t think of her as manipulative. That was just her personality. She was an interesting combination of kindness, charm, and sweetness, but with a core of steel determination that would’ve made an army general proud. When she wanted something, she usually got it.

      Not this time.

      “I can’t. Maybe we can do that tomorrow night or something, but not tonight. Tonight it’s the family party. I’d really like to see you there though, Chrissie.”

      He resisted asking if she’d have a plus-one in attendance. Probably not since her parents were coming as well.

      “Oh, okay.” She heaved a sigh, indicating she felt she was being very generous. “I’ll come to your party tonight, but we’re definitely going out tomorrow night. Deal?” She thrust out her hand.

      He took it and pumped exactly three times, which was their ritual. “Deal. I’ll see you tonight then.”

      “Great. Congratulations again, Hudson. Gotta go. Things to do, people to see…” She fussed with her hair as she said the words.

      Hudson could imagine she was on her way to her mother’s beauty shop to get all dolled up for the evening. He closed his eyes and tried to remember when the last time was he had seen her without all the makeup and the fancy hairdo.

      He couldn’t remember. Possibly when they’d gone swimming in the lake. They must have been twelve or maybe thirteen.

      “See ya’ tonight then.”

      He waved to her as she hurried away. She looked back just once to wiggle her fingers at him before disappearing into the crowd. People seemed to move out of her way almost automatically. It wasn’t the first time he’d noticed this demonstration of her incredible presence.

      Beauty was a powerful tool—one that Chrissie had used every single day of her life.

      For Hudson’s heart, it wasn’t just a tool, it was a deadly weapon.
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      Half an hour later, back in his room, Hudson put away the graduation gown and mortarboard. His mom had left a garment bag for him. He knew she would keep them as mementos as she had done with all his siblings graduation garments. He suspected Julia wanted to offer them to their kids one day. The thought made him smile. He didn’t doubt one day he too would have children, but maybe they wouldn’t want to attend a local college. He shook his head to chase the thoughts away. There would be plenty of time to worry about that. For now, he would only concentrate on his own education.

      As he slipped out of his dress clothes and into far more comfortable jeans and a plaid snap-front shirt, his gaze fell on the letters he’d received from the universities he’d applied to.

      The best colleges for studying agricultural engineering were Cornell, Texas A&M, University of Illinois, and Iowa State. They had all accepted him. He’d read their letters over a million times since they’d arrived, but he wasn’t going there. He was staying closer to home. The University of Kentucky had an excellent biosystems and agricultural engineering program that would teach him everything he needed to know without breaking the bank or getting into debt for the next three generations.

      He was both excited and nervous about moving to Lexington. In a way, he knew what he was doing wasn’t indispensable. The family farm was already established. He could have followed his father’s lead and they would all keep doing things the way his grandfather had. He’d seriously considered that possibility. He believed in old-fashioned values. Hudson wasn’t one to push away an idea or a method because it was the traditional way of doing things. Some traditions were stupid, but some were not.

      Still, he was convinced there was some merit to learning the latest discoveries made by people so much smarter than him. He wanted the Green farm to be on the cutting edge of agriculture. His goal was to go all organic and take their crop to the next level. He wanted to create a line of organic produce bearing the Green name. To do that, he had to further his education to make sure he knew the best methods.

      A ball formed in the pit of his stomach, reminding him of all he was going to leave behind him. First, there was his family, but he had no doubt they would always be here for him. So was his favorite horse and the house dogs… and Chrissie. She was the last item on his list because she was the one he didn’t want to think about.

      Chrissie, he wasn’t so sure. He was going to miss Chrissie like crazy, and he feared that as soon as he was out of sight, he would also be out of mind. Was this why he hadn’t yet told her he was going away? Maybe he should have. She would have been upset for a few days, but it would have passed. He so wished she would consider coming with him.

      He was pragmatic enough to know that once he was gone and was busy with his schooling, she’d find ways to fill the void he’d left. She would find another best friend or maybe fall in love. He fought back the wave of jealousy threatening to wash over him. He needed to give up on the dream of being more than Chrissie’s friend. Putting distance between them was a good way to start.

      “Hudson, you gonna help with the suckling pig?” Landon called through his closed door.

      “Be there in a minute.” One last glance to the university acceptance letters and he was on his way.

      Nelson and Sophia were already out on the patio with Star. That dog was so smart, some days he believed she could understand all what was being said by humans. Of course, Braxton claimed that the average dog could understand about 200 words, but Star wasn’t average at all. She was brilliant. But she was still a dog. Ears perked up, she was focused on Landon’s large, custom-made grill, licking her chops enthusiastically.

      Hudson stopped to pet her on the head. “Who’s a good girl?” Star thumped her tail in response. After that, he moved over to help his dad, and time just flew by in a frenzy of activity. Julia had it all organized. After all, the Sunday barbecues were the family trademarked events. Except this time, it wasn’t just family his mom had invited. If he was to judge by the folding tables she’d had Carson bring down from the attic, all of Elm Ridge had been invited. Chances were, they would probably come too.

      Grace and Colton were among the first to arrive. Hudson spent a few minutes chatting with them before moving on to Weston and Veronica. Their rushed wedding had warmed his heart and given him hope. Hope that if you waited long enough, things worked out in the end.

      But he’d since realized that the only thing they had in common was that Weston’s crush on Veronica had been as bad as his on Chrissie. Everything else was different. Veronica hadn’t seemed to know Weston existed until he came back home from the military, while he and Chrissie had been best friends forever.

      A bunch of his cousins arrived together. Darlene, Liz, and Faith made a spectacular entry carrying a splendid tray of carved vegetables. No doubt it was Darlene’s produce. She was his favorite cousin. They had the same passion—taking the best of what the earth had to offer while caring for it too. Said like that it sounded like silly hippie talk, but he truly believed that the old expression “don’t bite the hand that feeds you” applied to the planet.

      But whereas he’d decided to go to college to learn the latest techniques, Darlene was getting herself an education in an unconventional way. She was creating her own curriculum made of hands-on experimentation, reading of ancient books, and interviewing all the elderly people who though that the “old ways” were better. Even though he’d chosen a different path, Hudson had no choice but to agree that she was on to something since her produce was the best he’d ever seen.

      A few minutes later, Cora arrived with the cutest fluff ball under her arm. She introduced the puppy as Comet, a client’s dog she was boarding for the summer.

      Then it was time for Addison and Ashton to arrive, Mason in tow. They all congratulated him.

      Mason gave him a big bear hug and looked a little weepy. “We’re so proud of you,” he said, emphasizing the words with a small pinch of his cheek.

      Hudson winced but kept a smile on his face. “Thank you, Mason.”

      Even though he’d just returned from his graduation ceremony, Mason hadn’t registered that Hudson wasn’t a child anymore. He probably never would.

      Over the next hours, most of Elm Ridge packed into his parents’ yard. Some of the guests had come with kids, who had taken over the pool. The Green pool had what passed now as an extraordinary feature—a diving board. Sadly, liability issues made those a thing of the past.

      Hudson smiled watching kids doing summersaults and cartwheels. He remembered those days like they were yesterday.

      Scanning the crowd again, he realized that he would miss every single one of those faces, but the one he would miss the most was the one he couldn’t find. While her parents were here, Chrissie still hadn’t shown up. While she was often tardy, even she usually wasn’t an hour and fifteen minutes late. That could only mean one thing. She wasn’t coming. She’d had a better offer.

      “What’s the matter?” Jaxon asked as he came to the refreshment table to grab punch for himself and Willow.

      Hudson blinked and forced a smile on his face. He hadn’t meant to slip into melancholy.

      “Nothing, really. I guess I was just thinking about the university, you know...”

      Willow came to stand beside him, putting her arm around his shoulders in a sisterly fashion. “Yes, I remember. It can be scary, but the truth is, it will be loads of fun. Sophia and I had such a good time, and I’m sure you will too.”

      Hudson hugged Willow back. He really liked her a lot.

      “Are you taking anyone with you?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?” Ouch, why did he sound so defensive suddenly?

      Without losing her smile, Willow raised her hand defensively and explained, “I was just wondering if any of your friends are going along? Being with someone you know, a familiar face from home, makes everything easier.”

      He deliberately softened his voice to say. “That’s a great idea, but no I have no one to pair up with. A couple of my classmates are going for a master’s as well, but they have families in town, so they won’t live on campus.”

      Actually the only person he wanted to take along with him was Chrissie, and even if she had decided to go to college, there was no way he would ever get her to share his room. The dorm regulations were strict that way, not allowing boys and girls to bunk together. But even if that hadn’t been an issue, he was pretty sure Herb Ball’s shaggy brows would join in a fierce frown at the very thought of his darling daughter sharing closed quarters with a young man. That image was enough to put a real smile on his face.

      Hudson mingled and ate, purposely ignoring the clock. He needed to accept it—Chrissie wasn’t coming. Why? He had no clue, but he knew she’d have a perfectly valid excuse. She was so good at wrapping him around her little finger, he’d probably buy whatever explanation she would give him to justify not bothering to call to tell him she wasn’t coming.

      That was Chrissie.

      Casually cruel without a clue.

      Of course she was selfish, but he had to admit, she didn’t have a mean bone in her body.

      And there he went again, making excuses for her.

      Hudson waited for his anger to grow. There was a tiny fire of it in his gut, but tonight it fizzled down. Mainly, he felt weary and disappointed.

      He could also look at the bright side. Chrissie’s attitude was just what he needed today. A perfect reminder about why it was time for him to move on. He deserved someone who loved him back, and it was painfully obvious that would never be Chrissie.
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      “I’m going to strangle you,” Chrissie growled.

      Some days she hated Queenie. Her mom’s Pomeranian had the shrillest bark. It was like nails on a blackboard. She opened her eyes, stretched and smiled. Despite the fact that she’d been abruptly deprived of her beauty sleep, she was in a good mood. In her dream, she’d won another beauty pageant.

      With a big yawn, she slid out of bed and headed toward the bathroom. Time to get ready for the party. She would be late, but Hudson would understand. Or maybe he wouldn’t. She skidded to a halt as her gaze fell on the clock on her vanity table. How could it be eleven already?

      There was new urgency in her movements as she rushed to the bathroom. No time for putting on her war paint. She would just tidy her appearance as quickly as possible and rush over to the Greens’ house. Shaking her head at her reflection in the mirror, Chrissie scolded herself. She’d really messed up this time. How could she had fallen asleep like that and missed Hudson’s party? She felt guilty but not worried. There was no doubt in her mind Hudson would forgive her. He would get it. She hadn’t meant to fall asleep. He had to understand that she hadn’t done it on purpose. Had she realized she was that tired, she would never had lain down on her bed with her book.
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