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      She's too shy to give him the time of day ...

      but he's not the kind to give up.

      Carson Green can't stop thinking about Julianna Walsh, the lovely author who's renting a house in town for the summer. He's tried to be friendly, but she's made it clear she wants to be left alone.

      However, Carson knows what Juliana doesn't -- her temporary home is a bee magnet, and swarming season is here. Since he's the local bee expert, she'll have no choice but to ask for his help. When she does, he'll be ready to do more than carry her bees away to his apiary.

      Julianna Walsh has worked hard to overcome the emotional scars her father inflicted, but meeting new people is still difficult. Especially when they're as good looking as Carson Green.

      When she discovers her walls are filled with bees, she reluctantly turns to Carson. Being around him fills her with unfamiliar emotions ... feelings she scarcely dares to admit, even to herself.

      When her past intrudes once more, threatening the life she's built and her chances for a happy future, will Julianna trust Carson with her heart as well as her home? And can he protect her from the lies that try to take root in her soul?
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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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      Driving through the outskirts of Elm Ridge, Julianna Walsh craned her neck to peer around. So far, she’d only seen the small town through pictures found on the realtors’ websites. She was pleasantly surprised to find the images matched. Moving to a new place, sight unseen, was the most daring thing she’d done all her life. At one point, she’d worried that the pictures had been Photoshopped to be more desirable. But no, Elm Ridge appeared to be what they had claimed—a cozy small town that was well kept.

      The website of the Chamber of Commerce also claimed they were friendly and open to newcomers. That hadn’t been a big selling point for Julianna. Of course, she didn’t want to be surrounded by hostile people, but friendly could be an issue. Juliana preferred to keep to herself. Now that she realized the description may have actually been accurate, she was a little apprehensive. Would the small town be as friendly as it claimed?

      As she drove down the main street, charmed by some of the quaint buildings, the grocery store sign caught her attention. The colors of the green and yellow awning were so vibrant, she was ready to bet it was new. Her author’s imagination ran with possibilities… a tornado had run through main street and torn the old one. She scolded herself. She needed to stop and give her mind a rest when she was away from her desk. Still, it was a good thing the bright colors had caught her attention. She needed to pick up some food. There would be nothing in the place she was renting, and all she had left in her cooler was less than a cup of milk, two bananas, condiments from her old fridge, and a hard-boiled egg. Hardly a feast, and she was likely to be hungry after unpacking.

      She drove into the grocery store’s parking lot and found a spot near the door. The lot looked about half full. Was that typical for a Wednesday morning? Getting out of her sensible hatchback, she locked the door with the fob. Briefly, she wondered if she needed to bother. Did people lock everything in small towns? Probably.

      Once in the grocery store, she took a cart and darted around a woman with two small children, careful not to make eye contact. She found herself on the bread aisle first and started making her selections. By the time she got to the middle row with the canned goods, she had half her cart filled.

      “Hello there.”

      She jumped in shock at the greeting, clearing her throat. She nodded warily at the tall woman standing before her with a fall of long hair confined in a ponytail that hung down her back. On her black polo, a black and gold name tag indicated she was Faith, General Manager.

      “Welcome to Elm Ridge.”

      Julianna frowned. “Wh-what?”

      Faith nodded toward her cart. “You’ve got a substantial amount of supplies, so you’re probably not just stopping by on your way through Elm Ridge, so I assumed you’ll be staying in town for a while.”

      Julianna nodded. “I… I r-ren… rented the old Jenkins’ place.” She spoke slowly and clearly, finally managing to get past her stutter.

      Faith answered her as if she didn’t notice her speech impediment. She simply held out her hand. “So, welcome to Elm Ridge it is.” Her smile was warm and cheerful. “I’m Faith Green, and I’m the manager here. If you need anything, let me know.”

      Feeling shy and tongue-tied, Julianna almost ignored her hand. She stared at it for a few seconds and decided she didn’t want to be rude, so she took it and quickly shook it. “Thank you.”

      As soon as she let go of the hand, Julianna pushed her cart to move around Faith.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Julianna,” she answered without turning around.

      “Very nice to meet you, Julianna. I hope you’ll enjoy Elm Ridge. If you’re looking for things to do, you might check out the local community center. It’s a good way to integrate into the community and make some new friends. There’s a Cajun place nearby that has good Friday specials, and lots of us go there. Or if you need⁠—”

      “Thanks,” said Julianna, walking away as fast as she could to go hide in the next aisle. Almost overwhelmed by the interaction, she needed somewhere quiet and safe. She regretted leaving Faith the way she had. She didn’t want to give the impression she was unfriendly, but maybe she was if she couldn’t even deal with that sort of situation.

      Looking at her cart, she was tempted to abandon it in the aisle and walk out. No, she wouldn’t do that. She had to get a grip. Taking a deep breath, she forced herself to continue. She needed to get at least the basic necessities. It would be stupid to leave without them. She was almost done.

      Her father’s voice echoed in her head. You’re so stupid.

      She shuddered at the phantom echo. She was unable to make it go away, but she could ignore it. With renewed determination, she finished grabbing supplies and headed toward the front of the store. No sign of Faith. Good. She’d been rude enough to her for one day. The cashier greeted her with a friendly smile, but at least she didn’t press conversation upon her.

      It was a relief to be back in her car a few minutes later. Her heart was racing like she’d run a marathon, and her hands were sweaty. She blotted them on her jeans before turning on the ignition and reversing so she could leave the parking lot.

      How ridiculous was she for getting so worked up? She could hear her father’s voice in her head again. She shook her head to chase it away. She didn’t want any remnant of Walt Walsh in her world. If only she could scrub him out of her life like she intended to scrub her new rental.
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      Driving away from the store, Julianna regretted how she’d reacted to the manager’s welcome. Since it was a small town, would word get around quickly that she was rude and standoffish? Unless small-town gossip was something made up by authors to thicken their book plots… Having lived in a big city all her life, Julianna had no other frame of reference than the novel she’d read.

      She sighed heavily. She did that a lot, didn’t she? She didn’t necessarily want to mingle but still missed her ability to do so. She felt more alone than she had in a long time. Before, when she was in the city, she’d kept to herself and done her own thing, only rarely venturing from her apartment. In the back of her mind, she’d had a vague resolve to be different in Elm Ridge, to reach out to make new connections when presented with the opportunity. Instead, she’d fallen into her old patterns and had run away.

      She was positive life in Elm Ridge was going to be far different. It could be. But it wouldn’t unless she was going to act differently.

      Her train of thought was derailed by the electronic voice of her GPS announcing it would be a short five-minute drive to the rental. The woman’s voice she had picked for the device invited her to turn right further down on Main Street. She followed the directions until she reached her destination. When she pulled up in front of it, she groaned.

      The outside didn’t look promising. Clearly, the picture on the listing had been a few years old. The siding was dirty, one of the shudders hung crookedly and—she needed to stop focusing on the negative. The dirt was nothing a power washer couldn’t take care of. The shutter was no big deal. She might even be able to figure out how to fix it herself because she wasn’t stupid.

      She was not stupid.

      She knew that on an intellectual level, and most of the time she understood it on an emotional level as well. It was just in moments of vulnerability that she forgot it and let her father’s voice creep back in and undermine all her confidence. It could almost paralyze her with indecision.

      With another sigh, she got out of her car and walked toward the main entrance. The sidewalk was cracked and uneven in places. She’d have to remember to learn the terrain. One of the steps squeaked and sagged a bit when she stepped on it, but the overall porch seemed sturdy enough. There was even porch swing hanging from a chain. Part of the reason she had selected this house had been the porch swing itself. She’d always wanted one, along with a big old Golden Retriever to share it with.

      She opened the door to the house expecting the hinges to squeak, and they did slightly. WD-40 would handle that.

      Leaving the door open, she entered and wrinkled her nose at the unpleasant musty smell. The good news was it was simply the scent of a house that had been sitting for a while. No body had been stashed somewhere in the floorboards.

      She made a mental note to remember that thought when she was writing again. Her writer’s imagination started spinning, and she soon had a paranormal romance plotted out involving a woman moving into a new house and falling in love with the resident ghost trapped there. It had already been done, but she could spin that trope to make it her own.

      She dismissed the plot bunny as she went around to open the windows and let in fresh air. The house was old, but it was clear someone had given it some tender loving care at some point in the past. She assumed that would have been the recently deceased Mr. Jenkins, who’d lived here before her.

      She was renting the place from his son who lived out of state. This was probably why he hadn’t realized some of the level of disrepair. Or maybe not. Julianna had come to realize lately that she was too generous when it came to giving people the benefit of the doubt. He had not admitted to her that he hadn’t been home in years, but even if he hadn’t, shouldn’t he have asked someone to check it for him?

      She found herself contemplating the existence of an old Mr. Jenkins slowly fading away without his son visiting. She hoped he’d had a full and rich life with friends and family, and maybe he’d been the one to visit his son in St. Paul. For his sake, she wished his son hadn’t left without looking back, leaving a devastated father behind.

      She scolded herself again. Her imagination was probably what made her a good writer, but at times it was torture as it put her through an emotional wringer. Seriously, it was absurd. She was on the verge of tears for a dead man, a man she never even knew, with no way of ever finding out if the life she was imagining for him had been anywhere close to reality.

      It was almost a relief when she heard an engine outside. She rushed back to the front door as a truck pulled up. Even though a second before she’d been grateful for the interruption, she now hoped they would simply drive away—until she realized it was the movers’ truck. They were an hour early.

      Two men in uniforms got out of the truck, and she quelled her nerves as they approached. Their uniforms helped her see them in a different light. This was not a social encounter; they were here to do a job. That helped. She was able to manage them with at least a semi-calm demeanor as they started unloading items. She was even capable of directing them where to put each piece of furniture without a single stutter.

      This she did well with. Her issues really popped up when interacting in a personal way. If either one of the men had been flirtatious or shown any signs of interest in her, she would’ve lost it. At best, she’d become a tongue-tied, flustered fool and probably lock herself in her room. She had that response whether she was attracted to a man, not attracted, or even outright repulsed.

      Something else to add to her ever-growing list of self-improvement tasks. She shook her head at the thought as she handed each of the movers a bottle of water from the stack of groceries she had brought in and placed in the kitchen. She hadn’t had time to put away anything yet, but even if she had, she wouldn’t have done it since the kitchen needed to be washed down. Right now, the food was piled on her own table the movers had brought in.

      Less than a couple of hours after they’d arrived, the slightly older mover found her in the kitchen where she was preparing to scrub. “We’re done, miss.”

      She blinked. “Already?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He grinned, obviously understanding her answer as a compliment on their efficiency. “We’re good at this, and it goes fast when we’re paired together. I have to say, you have excellent packing skills as well. Everything was neatly labeled, and it made it so much simpler.”

      Julianna flushed slightly at the praise and cleared her throat. “Th-than… thank you.” She winced at the stutter.

      He didn’t seem to notice. “You’re welcome. If there’s nothing else we can do for you, we’re heading back.”

      “I think I’m good. Thank you again.”

      She walked them out, tipped them generously, and locked the door behind them.

      For now, she would leave the windows wide open. The house was starting to smell better, and all it needed was some elbow grease and a deep scrub to really shine.
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      Julianna first focused on the refrigerator and the kitchen cabinets, so she could finish putting away her food. After that, she cleaned the rest of the house. By the time she was done, her stomach was grumbling. It was time for a quick snack and a long shower. The water wasn’t very hot, but the pressure was good. She didn’t need anything more, did she?

      The day had disappeared, vanished in a blur of physical activity. Exhausted, she headed to her room. Despite her familiar furniture, it felt strange and different. She attributed the feeling to the lack of noise. The only thing she could hear was the sound of crickets chirping outside—no traffic, no sirens, no loud music, or raised voices. She’d learned how to tune out those sounds. Maybe her brain would need time to adjust.

      She cast a glance at her laptop sitting on her nightstand, briefly considering writing down the paranormal story idea she’d had earlier. Nope, she was too tired, and she hadn’t yet figured out how that concept could have a happy ending anyway. She only wrote stories that ended well. Reality was just too disappointing most days for her to add anything but happy endings for her readers.

      Instead, she crawled into bed and closed her eyes. Since she was so tired, she expected sleep to come in seconds. Instead, she lay there tired and edgy. She strained to hear anything that sounded familiar. Slowly, she realized she was hearing a low humming sound.

      She stiffened, uncertain what it was. “Hello?” she called out.

      She didn’t know why she’d spoken. There was no one else around. This wasn’t some paranormal romance where a ghost was going to pop into her room and make her fall in love with him. She shook her head at her flights of fancy but couldn’t dismiss the lingering edge of fear. The sound remained until sleep took over.
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      Julianna stretched in bed and thought about making breakfast at home. She had all she needed, but she was still tired. Probably all the physical activity yesterday.

      Feeling braver than usual, she decided that she would work on her crazy idea of branching out and exploring situations that currently made her uncomfortable. That would undeniably happen today if she decided to treat herself to breakfast.

      She remembered seeing a diner on her way in. Before she could change her mind, Julianna was in her car driving back toward Main Street. There it was, the Quarter Horse Café. The colorful sign assured it was the best diner in Elm County. She’d have to take their word for it since she hadn’t eaten at any of the other places in Elm County yet.

      There were only a few people this early in the morning. Good. She was able to marginally relax, that was until she realized they were all staring at her. It wasn’t paranoia; it was actually happening. She breathed in deep, and as oxygen returned to her brain, she was able to process the information properly. There was nothing wrong with her. They were looking because she was new to town, and they were obviously curious.

      A slightly heavy woman in her late forties approached. A garish pink lipstick, possibly a shade too bright for daytime, was painted on a generous mouth that was open in a welcoming smile. “Hello, honey. You have a preference over a table or booth, or do you want a spot at the counter?”

      “A table or booth is fine.” She didn’t want to sit at the counter. Counters were places where she’d likely be expected to chat with the few people sitting there as well as with the waitress as she came and went.

      “Follow me then. I’m Midge,” she said over her shoulder as she led Julianna to a table in the corner. The spot was at the back of the diner and suited Julianna well. “Here we are.”

      Julianna took the side that put her back to the wall and gave her a view of the room. She took the menu, barely fighting back the urge to hide behind it and avoid the subtle gazes directed her way. “Thank you.”

      “You must be the new renter at the Jenkins’ old place?” Midge pulled out a notepad as she asked.

      Julianna nodded slowly. “Yeah, but how did you know?” Amazing she’d manage not to stutter.

      Midge laughed. “Elm Ridge is just like any other small town. Word travels fast around here. What’s your name again?”

      “Julianna Walsh.” She cleared her throat and opened the menu, staring at it with an unseeing gaze. Right now, it was just providing a buffer for her. “I’ll have orange juice and a coffee please, with cream and no sugar.”

      “No sugar. You’ll fit right in with Willow.”

      She frowned. “What?”

      “Willow. She’s Jaxon Green’s fiancée, and she’s no fan of sugar.” Midge laughed. “She does like her heavy whipping cream and rich coffee though. Forgive me, but that’s often how I remember people—by their coffee preference.”

      She nodded, recognizing the name Green. “Is Jaxon related to Faith Green?”

      “Yes, ma’am. They’re cousins. You can’t swing a cat around Elm Ridge without hitting a Green.” Midge practically cackled at that, and the man at a table near them also laughed.

      “I see. Lots of them?” The conversation was inane, and it helped her be able to participate for longer without getting awkward or start stuttering. They weren’t discussing anything personal, and she didn’t feel on the spot.

      “Sure are. Ever heard of Red Widow Bourbon?”

      Julianna shook her head. She was no drinker, but the brand was well known.

      “It’s a big employer around here, and the Greens own it. Best bourbon you’ll ever have in Kentucky or elsewhere.”

      Julianna said, “I’ve never had Bourbon.”

      Midge looked like she’d never heard something so scandalous. “You should take a tour then. They do love to show the place, and it comes with a sample of the different varieties they brew.”

      “Thank you for the tip. I’ll definitely do that.” Julianna didn’t know if she actually would or not, but she was curious.

      “Okay, I’ll give you a few minutes to pick your food and be back soon.” Midge bustled away, stopping first at the table with the man who’d laughed at her comment about the Greens.

      Julianna returned her attention to the menu, this time focusing on the words. Considering it was a small-town diner, there were actually quite a few choices— and some surprising ones, including the California omelet with fresh avocado. She decided on that and soon had her food in front of her after placing the order. They must move quickly at Quarter Horse Café.

      A short time later, Midge stopped by again with the coffeepot. “Ready for a refill?”

      “I don’t usually drink more than one, but yeah, I think I will. I didn’t sleep very well last night.” It was the most personal details she’d shared yet, and it felt like a small victory.

      Midge looked sympathetic. “Why not?”

      Julianna hesitated, knowing how weird it sounded. “I swear the walls were humming.” She braced herself for Midge to make fun of her.

      Instead, Midge whistled softly. “You know, I remember hearing rumors that place was haunted. Who knows?” She seemed to be completely genuine.

      Julianna couldn’t take seriously the idea the Jenkins’ place was haunted, but as she finished her breakfast, her thoughts turned that direction, and she couldn’t help wondering if maybe there was a hint of truth to it.

      After all, something was clearly causing the humming.
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