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      He can't help falling for her ... but that doesn't mean he can trust her.

      If there is such a thing as love at first sight, that's what Braxton Green feels the first time he lays eyes on Taylor Aaronson. Too bad her arrival in Elm Ridge sets off so many alarm bells. Etta, Taylor's grandmother, has been all alone since her husband died. As her neighbor, Braxton feels compelled to protect the elderly woman from anyone who would take advantage ... even her beautiful, charming, long-lost granddaughter.

      Taylor Aaronson never got the chance to know her father, so she's thankful that her grandma Etta welcomes her with open arms. So does most of the town ... except for Braxton Green. She can't deny the attraction that flares every time the handsome veterinarian is around, even as she wonders why he's gotten so cozy with her grandmother. The news that he's offered to buy Etta’s best mare only deepens Taylor's suspicions.

      Can the two people who care the most about Etta's well-being put aside their mutual distrust long enough to see the truth about each other? 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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      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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      Taylor Aaronson sat in her car for the longest time. She stared at the incredible scenery around her. A huge farmhouse dominated the immediate view, framed by rolling hills covered with lush green grass. The white corral fencing added a rustic touch that made the place seem homey rather than imposing. The adorable mailbox shaped as a horse carriage gave it a touch of whimsy. She wondered what it was like living in such a place. How her life would have been if she’d grown up here? Would she still look at it as a magical place? Oftentimes, familiarity killed the magic. She knew that for a fact.

      She fought a wave of bitterness. She didn’t want to let it sweep through her. Of course she’d been denied the opportunity to grow up here, of course it was wrong, but no one could change the past.

      She forced herself to breathe deeply and let go of the useless anger.

      Right, being angry wouldn’t change anything. She had to let all resentment float away. No, all the outrage she had piled up over the years on her mother’s behalf had to be cast aside so as not to taint this long-awaited meeting with her grandparents.

      Just thinking the word felt audacious. Still, they were the parents of her father. Family members, and yet, complete strangers. She’d had no contact with them in all her twenty-one years. Bridges had been burned by her mother after they’d rejected her.

      She knew Lyndon and Etta Sinclair were her grandparents. She understood that. But those were just words. They didn’t attach to any reality. She didn’t feel anything emotionally at all. Hopefully, that would change after meeting them. Or maybe it wouldn’t. Who knew what kind of reception she’d get?

      “There’s only one way to find out, Tay.” She braced herself, saying the words aloud while looking in the flip-down mirror to check her appearance. Her black hair was neatly braided, and her makeup was understated. She looked demure and presentable, and her calm expression belied the ball of tension in her stomach.

      Taking a deep breath, she grasped the door handle, pushed it open and stepped out of the car clutching her purse in a white-knuckle grip while striving to appear composed. She mentally prepared herself for any number of reactions as she walked down the driveway. She had all the time in the world. She still had to climb at least an eighth of a mile. Halfway up the path, she questioned the wisdom of leaving her Chevy sedan at the start of the driveway.

      What if they chased her off with a shotgun? She looked behind her and then up toward the house again. It would be a long way to run, even in her sensible sandals.

      She decided to laugh off the idea as silly.

      What was the worst that could happen?

      Realistically? Well, the most likely outcome of her bold approach would be a quick invitation to leave. The Sinclairs were civilized. They had been very polite with her mother when she showed up on their doorstep, pregnant and alone. They had been quite civil when they had sent her on her merry way.

      Right. No one was likely to pull out a shotgun and physically run her off.

      Reaching the porch, she hesitated again. She gave herself some respite by taking the time to tug down the hem of her sundress. It hadn’t climbed much. It fell modestly to mid-calf.

      She wanted to be perfect when she met them.

      She wanted to give them no reason to reject her.

      In her heart, she knew her outfit wouldn’t make or break the introductions, but it was impossible for her to think rationally now that the moment had come. As a child, she’d played it over time and time again in her brain. The movie had grown with her, and she’d run it in her head so many times, it was almost like a memory. How silly of her to have dreamt of this instant for so long. In her imagination, it always ended well. Now that it was real, she understood there was no guarantee of a happy outcome.

      An old hound dog mix slept on the porch. He lifted his head as she climbed the last step and gave her a low woof in greeting. Taylor froze, waiting to be sure he wasn’t going to attack. A quick look was enough for her to figure out it had been a long time since he had attacked anything. He returned his head to his paws, and she released the breath she’d held, moving past him with a cautious look.

      Then, it was just the ornate door standing between her and whatever outcome awaited. Another deep breath. She lifted her hand to whack the knocker against the door. It was lovely. A silver horse. The bridle hanging from its mouth formed the knocker.

      Time stood still. The door opened. Had she waited a few minutes or no time at all? She couldn’t tell. An older woman stood in the doorway. She opened and closed her mouth but didn’t speak.

      Taylor took a step in her direction and cleared her throat to say, “Hello. My name is⁠—”

      “Taylor Sinclair.”

      The old woman pushed aside the screen door like it was nothing and rushed onto the porch. First, she looked as if she was going to hug Taylor, but then she must have thought better of it and froze.

      “Taylor Aaronson actually,” she said softly.

      Nervously, she smoothed her braid, marveling that her grandmother’s features resembled her own so much. Her mother had often told her she resembled her father, and here was the proof.

      The old woman rolled her lips in a vain attempt to suppress something like an expression of regret. “Of course, Alice gave you her last name.”

      Taylor nodded. “You know who I am?”

      “Of course, honey. I’m Etta. Your grandmother. Please come in.” She stepped back holding the screen door open. “It’s hotter than blazes out here, and we have so much to discuss.”
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      Taylor slipped into the cool interior. The lower temperature pleasantly contrasted with the outside. She hadn’t realized how hot it was in the blazing Kentucky sunshine until she was out of it.

      “Come into the kitchen, and we’ll have sweet tea. I just made some lemon cookies this morning. Are you hungry? Would you like something more substantial than cookies?” Etta’s words tumbled out of her mouth as she led Taylor down a hallway until they emerged into a bright, spacious kitchen.

      Taylor froze for a millisecond to observe it. She couldn’t help but compare it with the stream of tiny apartment kitchens she’d grown up using, sometimes cooking with her mother but just as often cooking for the both of them while Alice was out at work.

      A lump formed in her throat as she pictured how her life could have been—idyllic summer afternoon baking with her grandmother while her mother worked only one job with reasonable hours. That last bit hadn’t happened until Taylor was almost a teen. Yes, her Mom’s life was easier now. Yet, the kitchen they had at the Denbys was as small as any other apartment they’d lived in before.

      She swallowed the lump and pushed aside the thought. “This is lovely.”

      “Thank you. It’s been in our family for three generations.” Etta blinked and added in a whisper, “I guess now it’s four, counting you.”

      Taylor managed an awkward smile. She didn’t want to answer that last part but was unable to help herself. “I’m not sure you should count me, ma’am.”

      Etta frowned and shook her head with determination.

      “Nonsense, Taylor. You’re in our will, child.”

      Taylor bit her lower lip and tried in vain to find something to say. Her grandmother’s answer was confusing. But maybe she was reading too much into it. Being in their will probably didn’t mean much anyway. Probably it meant she would be getting a token, something symbolic to acknowledge she was family. Maybe?

      Etta directed her to the table. “Sit down, please.”

      She bustled around for a bit before joining her at the table with two glasses of sweet tea and a plate of cookies.

      Taylor sat quietly, hands wrapped around the glass. The more she thought about it, the less she knew what to say. Part of her hadn’t believed she’d ever get this far into the meeting. Finally, when Etta seemed like she was just as lost, she asked, “Where’s Mr. Sinclair?”

      Right, where was her grandfather? Out and about? Would he want to meet her?

      Etta frowned and clutched her glass.

      “Lyndon passed away five years ago.” She looked down at her hands.

      Following her gaze, Taylor noticed the woman was still wearing her wedding ring.

      Etta looked up again and gave her a sad smile. “He never gave up hope he’d get to meet you, but it wasn’t to be.”

      Pulling a handkerchief out of her pocket, Etta dabbed at her face with it before attempting to disguise her mounting tears as a cough.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Mrs. Sinclair.”

      Etta’s frown deepened, and she shook her head again.

      “None of that, please. I understand you may think I don’t deserve the title of Grandma. I couldn’t blame you for that, but please call me Etta at least.”

      Taylor nodded and nibbled at her cookie. Her full mouth was a good excuse not to speak for a bit.

      “Your house appears to be beautiful,” she finally said to break the lasting silence.

      And huge too. There would have been ample room for her mother and her. No, she couldn’t go there. She forced herself to derail that train of thought. She hadn’t come to heap recriminations on the people who’d rejected her before her birth. That was not the purpose of her visit. No. Quite the opposite. What she wanted was to forge connections. But now that her grandfather had passed, would it even be possible? She had never known him, and yet his loss hurt. It felt like a blow.

      “Would you like a tour?” Etta asked. Not bothering to wait for her answer, she pushed away from the table and stood. “You should see it in all its glory while it’s still like this.” She smiled.

      Unsure what that meant, Taylor abandoned her last lemon cookie to follow her grandmother through a different doorway than the one they’d entered. It led to a spacious great room, a room decorated with taste, but it wasn’t the furniture nor the crystal chandelier which caught her attention. No, it was the display of photos on the fireplace which immediately drew her attention. She couldn’t believe her eyes. In most of the pretty frames it was her image repeated over and over—an exhibition of Taylor’s portraits through the ages.

      “But, it’s me!” she almost shouted as she neared the mantelpiece.

      Etta nodded. “Your mother sent them to us.”

      Taylor frowned and turned around.

      Not bothering to hide her disbelief, she asked, “Why? I don’t understand. Why keep all these if you didn’t want anything to do with us? And if you did, then why didn’t you ever get in touch?”

      A ripple of grief crossed Etta’s features.

      “Let’s sit.” The old woman walked toward a sofa near the fireplace and tapped on a cushion to invite Taylor to come near to her.

      Taylor obeyed but took a seat at the opposite end of the sofa. She crossed her arms on her chest, physically bracing herself to hear Etta’s words. Instinctively, she feared the coming words, as it was clear they were going to cast her mother in a bad light. Taylor wanted to let go of her lingering bitterness, but she wouldn’t tolerate the older woman speaking ill of Alice.

      As if sensing her fears, Etta closed her eyes and declared softly, “There’s no excusing what we did.” The sadness in her tone was unmistakable. “It only took us a few days to understand how wrong we had been, how rashly we’d acted with your mother.” Etta opened her eyes again and stared at Taylor with such intensity, there was no denying her sincerity. “You see, Tyler, your dad, well, he had been dead just a couple of months, and we were deep in grief. We were not thinking clearly.”

      Etta turned to the fireplace as if reliving the painful memories Taylor’s presence was stirring up. “Tyler had insisted on joining the military. God knows we tried, but we couldn’t stop him. He had a calling. He wanted to help, and they sent him to Iraq.” The old woman turned to Taylor again as she continued. “It seemed like we’d barely gotten word that he was killed when Alice showed up on our doorstep.”

      “Mom told me you didn’t believe her.” She hated herself for it, but she was unable to hide the accusation from her answer.

      Etta flinched.

      “It’s true. Your mother didn’t lie to you. I know it’s no excuse, but you see, we were stupid. We judged her on her appearance. Your mother had purple hair and a nose ring. She was the poster child for the wild and crazy young adult. Also, Tyler hadn’t mentioned her. He had never said anything to us about falling in love with anyone while he was in basic training. So, we overreacted. We didn’t think straight. It just seemed too fantastical when she showed up with a visible baby bump and claimed Tyler was your father.”

      Taylor’s hands clenched. “You turned my mother away because of a nose ring?”

      The older woman hung her head. “Not just that, but partly, yes.”

      Taylor stared at her grandmother expectantly. What else had happened?

      “There was a young woman here at home—Angela Ball—whom Tyler had dated for most of high school. We just assumed they’d get married. Oh, don’t think your father cheated on her or anything like that. They broke up when he insisted on joining the Army. She was quiet and understated. A real Southern belle, I guess you could say. Alice was so different. We could tell that within a few minutes. She was brash and outgoing, and she didn’t mince words. We just couldn’t believe Tyler’s tastes had changed so dramatically.”

      Taylor frowned. She sort of understood. Her mother was the exact opposite of a Southern belle. She was a bulldozer.

      “Mom told me she saw Tyler across a restaurant on his weekend leave and fell hard for him. It was the same for him. They were engaged within two weeks and would have married, but he was deployed faster than expected.” Her voice dropped. “After she came to visit you, she was devastated to find out Tyler never told you about her. It broke her heart. It made her wonder if he really loved her as much as she thought.”

      Etta scooted over on the sofa to come closer to Taylor but didn’t reach out to touch her.

      Taylor could feel the desire of the older woman to take her in her arms and make it all better. But then she must have realized it was too late for that because she simply said, “I would love to comfort you, but the truth is that I can’t say.”

      Taylor nodded slowly in understanding.

      “I don’t know if their relationship would’ve lasted, but I do know Lyndon and I were wrong to send her away without listening. We missed out on so much. I’m grateful she didn’t hold it entirely against us and sent pictures of you over the years.” Etta’s eyes gleamed with unshed tears. “Lyndon thought maybe she sent them to show how much you looked like the Sinclairs, and to prove something, but I don’t care about her motive and neither did he. We cherished each one.”

      “Why didn’t you ever write back?”

      Etta blinked and more tears escaped from her eyes.

      “Your mother never gave us her address. The packets of pictures came without a return address. It was our biggest regret in life, besides not being able to talk Tyler out of joining the service to start with.” Hesitantly, she reached across the cushion to pat Taylor’s hand. “We realize what we lost through stubbornness and a rush to judgment.”

      Her lips wobbled, and Taylor compressed them to avoid crying. “I see.” She was too emotionally raw to say much else. So many years lost by foolishness and pride.

      “Would you please tell me about your childhood?” Etta’s question didn’t sound like a polite inquiry. The desperation to her voice showed that her grandmother actually cared.

      Taylor’s brow furrowed as she debated how honest to be.

      “The first twelve years were rough. Mom held down a lot of jobs, sometimes two or three at a time. I spent a lot of time with babysitters until I was old enough to stay home alone. I guess you’d say I was a latchkey kid. I learned how to cook simple meals at eight so that I could ease some of the burden. We never had enough money, but there was always plenty of love.”

      “Jesus wept.” Etta wiped at her cheeks. “Things should have been different.”

      Taylor shrugged, deciding not to agree or disagree. “When I was twelve, things got better. Mom was hired as a live-in maid at a big estate in Bowling Green, and we moved there. The family was nice. I made friends with their kids, and we all played together. That’s where I first learned how to ride a horse.”

      Etta stood up and walked to the fireplace before returning with a pewter-framed picture. “I take it that’s where your mom took this picture?” She handed it over.

      Taylor looked down at the picture of her. It was her all right, with her hair confined in two pigtail braids fastened with small pink bows. She was sitting very proud in the English riding habit her mother had purchased for her after the Denbys’ stablemaster started teaching her how to ride. That was just a few weeks after they moved to the estate. She’d felt like a million bucks all decked out in that ensemble. Rocket had been her favorite Denby horse too. She nodded as she handed back the picture. “That was a good time for us. Mom still works for the Denbys.”

      Etta hugged the picture to her stomach. “Your grandfather loved that picture best of all. He said you looked so happy and carefree. It’s obvious you’re a true horsewoman, but you would be with the Sinclair genes.”

      “What do you mean?” Taylor’s gaze danced over the assorted photos again. Most of them were school pictures and posed portraits. The horse-riding shot had been candid. It told a perfect story. There was no disguising her pure joy at being on horseback.

      “The Sinclairs have produced thoroughbreds for almost as long as we’ve had the farm. I’ve been downscaling the operation since Lyndon’s passing, but it’s in our blood.” She reached over and squeezed Taylor’s hand again. “Your blood. I just married into the horse-crazy family, but it soon became my passion too.”

      Taylor patted her grandmother’s hand, noting how fragile it was. Etta seemed robust and in good health, but looks could be deceiving. She wanted to, but she didn’t dare ask about her state of her health. It was too early to inquire. The last thing she wanted was for Etta to think she’d come into her life simply to see what she could get out of her.

      The honest to God truth was she didn’t care about getting anything from her grandmother besides a relationship.
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      “Speaking of passion, I have something—someone—to introduce you to.” Etta stood up with a small hitch in her step that she seemed to shake off after a hesitation. She replaced the photo on the mantle and gestured for Taylor to follow her. “Come along, child.”

      Mystified, Taylor stood up and followed her out yet another door. This one led to the side of the house, and they were outside in seconds. Right behind the house stood an enormous barn. It had been invisible when she arrived, hidden by the house. That barn seemed to be their destination.

      “How big is this place, Etta?”

      “Thousands of acres.” Her grandmother sighed. “I’ve been selling off pieces because I can’t manage it all. Most of the horses are gone now too. If it weren’t for Braxton Green, the neighbor boy helping out several times per week, I wouldn’t have as much left as I do. Your aunt, Susan, keeps harping on me to move to the city with her, but this place is home.”

      Taylor frowned. “I have an aunt?” Alice had never mentioned Tyler having any family besides Lyndon and Etta.

      Etta nodded. “Susan was a decade older than Tyler, so they weren’t close. Since your parents only had a few weeks together, she probably didn’t come up, except maybe in passing. She lives in Lexington with her husband. They have no children, and they don’t come to visit much. She never had any interest in the horses or the country lifestyle.” Etta shrugged. “Susan scraped off the dust of Elm Ridge as quick as she could, which broke your grandpa’s heart, but we couldn’t force her to stay.”

      She stopped speaking as they reached the barn. “She didn’t want any of this, but Tyler did. We always figured he’d come home and take over after his tour of duty ended, but he didn’t get the chance.”

      Taylor stopped and stared at the sleek setup of stalls that stretched down one wall. She counted that, at full capacity, they could house twenty-four horses. She saw only a half dozen though. It made her heart clench to think about all the lost potential. “I’m sorry.”

      Etta nodded. “You gave Lyndon hope with your horse picture.” She walked over to the line of stalls, stopping before one. “Come meet him.”

      With a frown, Taylor moved forward. Besides a horse, she wasn’t sure what to expect, or why it was important to meet him. She stopped before a black horse. A closer looked revealed he was a stallion. At one time, he must have been magnificent for sure. But no more. His entire behavior was off. Yes, he acted skittish, his ears dropping as they approached. She held out a hand tentatively, half-expecting him to shy away.

      He stared at her for a moment. The boy no longer trusted humans, that was clear. He hesitated and tossed his head. His black mane flew to the side. And just as she expected him to move backward, he pranced closer, almost near enough to touch her hand. Almost.

      “Try with one of these.” Etta reached into a bag hanging outside the stall and produced a sugar cube. “Our ol’ boy has a sweet tooth.”

      Taylor put the cube on her palm and held it flat. The horse’s nostrils flared and he showed some teeth. He stepped closer, still hesitating. That is until he made up his mind to take the treat in a rush. In a second, he closed the distance between them. His tickled her palm when he took the sugar. Once he had, she moved slowly, turning her hand to the side to stroke his face. He whinnied but didn’t move away. “You’re a gorgeous boy, aren’t you?”

      “Meet Winner, Winner, Chicken Dinner. He’s a former champion and has studded more thoroughbreds since retiring. Chick isn’t up for competing these days, but he doesn’t mind visiting with the fillies sometimes.” Etta chuckled low in her throat.

      “He’s beautiful.”

      “I’m glad you think so, ‘cause he’s yours.”

      Her hand stilled. “What?”

      Etta put her arm across Taylor’s shoulders to give her a small quick half-hug.

      “Your grandpa wanted you to have him. Chick was his favorite horse, and he never gave up on him. He never gave up on seeing you someday. When he knew he was dying, he decided to leave you Chick as a gesture to show you he thought about you and wanted to be part of your life.”

      Taylor’s eyes flooded with tears, and it was instinctive to lean forward and hide her face against Chick’s neck. A sob shook her, but she managed to keep it quiet and contained. She couldn’t describe how touched Lyndon’s gesture left her.

      When she had control again, she lifted her head. “I wish I could’ve met him and thanked him in person. I’m not sure what I’m going to do with a horse in Bowling Green but thank you.”

      Of course, the Denbys had room in their stable, but she wasn’t sure she could ask them to board her horse. That was a huge favor to ask, especially since she didn’t live there anymore. She’d graduated from college two weeks ago and hadn’t lived with her mom for the past four years, except during summers.

      Etta squeezed her shoulders before drawing her into a real hug.

      “He can stay here as long as you need him to. And so can you. I’d love it if you decided to move to Elm Ridge.”

      Taylor blinked, stunned at the thought. Etta had not only welcomed her with open arms, she also wanted her to stay? She wasn’t sure how she felt about it. Was this an offer too good to be true, or was there more to
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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