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Introduction

He falls for her…literally.

Since her husband’s murder, Ada Buckingham’s life has comprised one calamity after another, and the hits keep coming, yet each day, she picks herself up and begins again.

Military man Matt Townsend, AKA Frog, expects a challenging assignment when he agrees to train soldiers in tough country terrain. The rules: stay away from the old lady’s flowers and notify her of days or nights with flash-bang.

Easy, right?

On arrival via parachute, he plummets into the lady’s flowers. The sexy spitfire who confronts him isn’t the maiden aunt-type he imagined, but man, she intrigues and entices him, and he’s eager to learn more.

Matt is quick to insert himself into her life, and his mission evolves once he learns something is hinky and dangerous in the world of Ada. While he fell arse over teakettle, Ada is slower to believe or trust, but Matt is confident in his charm and brings his A-game. Now all he needs to do is keep her safe.

You will love this latest addition to the Military Men series because it contains a charming, confident, and audacious soldier known for his singing voice—not!—and a brave and determined heroine with a love of flowers. You’ll also find skullduggery in a country town, danger, and gossip aplenty. Sit back with a glass of wine and enjoy the romantic adventure.


1 – Black Letter Day

Adelaide Buckingham’s hand tightened on her phone. She bit her bottom lip and listened to the gloating voices of Greg’s parents.

“We received a copy of the profit-and-loss from the accountant. You made another loss,” her mother-in-law crowed. “Only two-and-a-half years before the land reverts to a true Buckingham.”

Tears filled her eyes, and she swallowed hard. Ada—as her family and friends called her—started to reply before pressing her lips together in a firm line. Speaking her mind wouldn’t help. The best way to honor Greg was to continue working.

“Flowers! I’ve never heard of anything so stupid in all my life,” her father-in-law muttered. “Greg would turn in his grave if he knew what you were doing to our land.”

Still, Ada didn’t justify the changes she’d made or the way she’d pivoted her plans to give herself a better chance of making Greg’s farming dream come true.

“I’m glad you received the accounts. I guess I’ll speak to you next year.” She got the words out without crying and disconnected the call. Their glee and malicious triumph in her failure became more difficult with each passing year. She had to make her flower-growing enterprise work. It was her last chance, and she’d put every last dollar into the change, every bit of energy, every last hope.

Ada picked up the glass of juice she’d poured herself and took a sip. Her gaze settled on the next piece of bad news—the day’s mail.

A strangled yowl wrenched Ada from her death stare at the envelopes. She grimaced and peered out the window. Country commotion. The racket shouldn’t disturb her any longer, yet she jumped every time she heard a weird noise. When she spotted nothing out of place, she turned back to the white envelopes on her kitchen counter.

Waiting. Unopened.

Lurking pieces of evil ready to jump out at her like a jack-in-a-box.

It didn’t take much to guess the top one’s contents since the sender had emblazoned their symbol plus their return postal address on the front—her copy of the farm accounts.

The second envelope had Ada holding back a scream and her stomach turning rock hard.

The yowl sounded again, closer this time. The stressed call had Ada leaping to her feet and taking the one stride necessary to reach her front entrance. Calling up every scrap of bravery, she wrenched open the door and padded onto her wooden deck. It took long seconds for her gaze to adjust to the dark. She scanned the shadows, uneasy at the out-of-place cry, but determined not to act like a nervous city-girl—the label her husband’s family had saddled her with after she’d married their son.

Greg hadn’t cared Ada couldn’t spout the finer points of a Romney sheep or whistle a sheepdog. He’d loved her, and she’d returned the sentiment until the day he’d died, murdered by a mystery assailant almost three years ago.

When the distressed cry came for a third time, she pinpointed the direction and spotted faint movement.

“A cat,” she whispered, her tense shoulders relaxing. Laughing at her nerves, she slipped back inside. In her tiny house’s compact kitchen, she pulled a bottle of milk from her fridge and located an old bowl. Some idiot had tired of their pet and dumped it in the countryside. Nothing much surprised Ada these days, although she wondered how the cat had turned up in her backyard. Her land sat at the end of a long valley, sandwiched between the Moewai River and the range of mountains behind. Access for her and her neighbors was via a no-exit road, which ended at her property.

Ada set the bowl outside and retreated to her house and her pile of mail.

“Damn and blast.” She swooped forward, plucked up the letter from the bank, and ripped it open. Although her hands trembled, Ada scanned the note from the loan’s manager. Hot tears filled her eyes while anger pumped through her veins. She tightened her grip, the paper wrinkling under the pressure.

“Greg, if you were here,” she gritted out, “I would murder you myself.”

Then shame swamped her, and her shoulders slumped.

Greg had dreamed of farming sheep rather than embracing the family dairy farm legacy, and thanks to the generous help of his aunt, he’d inherited this block of land. A shudder slipped down her spine at the memory of the family blowup and what she called the disowning. Unfortunately, the inheritance came with strings, but she and Greg had discussed the risk, agreed on the plan.

Greg hadn’t gone with full disclosure.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered because talking to her dead husband assuaged her loneliness. “You would’ve told me, eventually. We would’ve worked out the problems.” But even as she uttered the words, irritation flickered inside her.

Greg had left her standing in a heap of sheep doodoo.

Until she’d received the first communication from the bank six months ago, she hadn’t known of the loan. It wasn’t from their local Moewai bank. After her initial shock, she’d managed the funds to cover the final interest installment plus part of the principal, but the balance was due in full in two months. Not only could she not repay the rest, but because of the will stipulating her tenure of the land, the property wasn’t hers free and clear until she made a profit. Selling any part of it was impossible.

When she and Greg had taken possession of the land, the goal of making a profit within eight years had seemed easy. After Greg’s murder, she’d stood her ground, and the judge had agreed with her. Legally, she had two more years to make a profit. If she failed, the land returned to Greg’s family, and she’d walk away with nothing.

And didn’t they enjoy reminding her of the fact?

Each year, they gloated over the negative income figures and the bottom line.

Hot tears stung her eyes, and she flung the crumpled letter on her counter. Sniffing, she reached for the third letter. This one came from the New Zealand Army, although what they wanted, she had no idea.

Ada ripped open the envelope and read the request on the single sheet of paper.

Dear Greg,

Re: Army Training Exercise

You approached us several years ago with an offer of your land should we require it for one of our training exercises. I’ve tried ringing the cell number you gave me at the time of our meeting, and this is the last resort since I couldn’t find a way of contacting you online.

Ada paused in her reading and frowned at the letter. The man—a Captain Jacob Massey—couldn’t have known Greg well if he’d missed her husband’s murder. She continued reading.

We would like to use your high country to conduct training exercises for our troops. I understand you have a working farm, and this will cause an interruption in your farming endeavors, so we are offering payment of one thousand dollars per day for one month. At this stage, we are undecided about the time the exercises will continue. We think three weeks, but it will not be longer than one month.

If you agree with us using your land, please call the number below to discuss the same.

Yours faithfully,

Captain Jacob Massey

Ada hissed out her breath, hope surging through her to replace the helplessness she’d experienced since she’d first learned of the loan her husband had taken out without telling her. A thousand dollars a day. Three weeks. Wow! That was twenty-one thousand dollars. While she owed the bank fifty-thousand dollars, this was a fantastic start.

A lifeline.

She had her emergency fund of five thousand dollars, plus if she harvested her flowers, dried, and packed them ready to sell, she might manage a few more thousand. It might be enough for the bank to consider refinancing.

It was too late to call the captain, but she’d do it in the morning. Bolstered by the opportunity, she decided she was hungry.

As she constructed a ham and cheese sandwich, she glanced out the window. A dark shape slinked toward the bowl of milk. Ada froze, holding her breath when the cat sniffed the contents, then lapped at the offering. She smiled, relieved both of them were having a better end to their day.

With another smile of approval, she turned on the radio and listened to the talk-back station. The callers discussed local affairs. At present, politics was popular since the elections were in a few months. Ada settled into her comfortable chair while she focused on mindful breathing. It usually helped, but this evening her problems kept leaping from her locked mental box and circling back to give her a hard time.

What if the bank manager didn’t agree to a partial payment? Everyone—her local bank manager and Greg’s family—had pooh-poohed her fledgling business selling dried flowers as confetti. She’d continued anyway, inspired by a television special she’d watched.

“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself, Adelaide Buckingham,” she whispered.

First, she’d speak to the army man. She yawned but sensed she wouldn’t sleep, not with her busy mind. With a sigh, Ada pulled out the folder holding the mockups for her label designs.

She sifted through her three choices. Keep it simple, she decided. With that in mind, she discarded the busiest of the three designs. The other two were appealing, but the color combination of one drew her more.

With that decided, she powered up her laptop and used the same motif on her fledgling website. She tweaked her homepage and reread her ‘about’ page. Bland and uninspiring, it lacked the emotion necessary to grab the attention of brides and wedding planners.

Ada discarded her copy and started again.

I love flowers. When my husband died, I needed to make significant changes. I’m a city girl with a love of plants and gardening, so I sold the sheep—a silly animal I found challenging to deal with due to my lack of experience—and searched for another way to make the farm productive. After watching a reality show on television where couples visit properties with an eye to moving to the country, the show’s special interest feature snared my attention. It detailed a farmer who’d diversified and grown flowers. He dried the flowers and produced a natural, environmentally friendly confetti, popular with brides, the church ministers, and the local council because cleanup was minimal compared to paper confetti or rice.

The idea stuck with me. It intrigued me, and after researching the flowers available in New Zealand, I chose to grow delphiniums. They’re perfect for the climate and suit the rich soil here at Moewai.

Moewai Flowers was born.

Ada reread what she’d written. Better. Much better. When she yawned again, she checked her watch. Almost midnight.

In her bedroom, she pulled on an oversize T-shirt and crawled into bed. She must’ve dozed because she awoke with her heart racing. The cat yowled.

Ada swallowed and cocked her head. Was someone whispering? No, it was the wind. She fumbled with her light and checked the time. Five-thirty. She exhaled. Her alarm would wail in half an hour, anyway.

After dressing in her old clothes and making tea, she slipped outside to sit on her deck. The birds sang and tweeted their dawn chorus, and she intended to enjoy the show. Her backside had almost hit the seat cushion when she noticed the writing in scarlet paint emblazoned across the wall of her shed.

Leave or face the wrath.

Ada cursed and went to call the cops.

Again.


2 – Matt Falls For Ada

Matt Townsend knocked on his boss’s door and paused for an invitation to enter.

“Ah, Matt,” the grizzled man said. “Perfect timing. Have a seat.”

Now that Matt—also known to his friends and fellow officers as Frog—had retired from active service in the New Zealand Special Air Service, he’d slipped into a trainer’s role. Although he thought he’d miss the action, he’d found he preferred the slower pace and the fact no one shot at him daily.

“What’s up, boss?”

“We’ve received the go-ahead for another training mission. It’s down country at a place called Moewai. Ever heard of it?”

Matt shook his head. “No.”

“It’s a country town close to Eketāhuna in the lower North Island.”

Matt shrugged. “My brother-in-law is from Eketāhuna.”

His boss tapped his fingers on his desk and pulled out a file. “We’re calling the training exercise Operation Flower Petal.”

Matt barely controlled his splutter of astonishment. “Pardon?”

His boss’s face lit up with enjoyment. “Ada Buckingham, the landowner, grows flowers to turn into wedding confetti.”

“I can see how training in a paddock of flowers might challenge our men.”

The boss’s eyes twinkled, and a dimple popped into view.

Matt’s brows rose. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Details.” His boss opened the manila folder. “We will restrict the military exercises to the farm’s hill country, and we must stay away from the flowers. Also, we are to contact Ms. Buckingham when we’re using live ammunition or anything that goes bang-bang.”

“Bang-bang?” Matt parroted. “Is that a new technical term?”

His boss chuckled. “Ms. Buckingham’s phone number is in the file. Ring her if you intend to make noise.”

“I can do that. Anything else?”

“Keep out of her way and away from her flowers. Do that, and she told me she’d be happy. The rest of the op details are in the folder. I know we’ve discussed the program, but my secretary has included everything in here. Questions?”

“No, I’m happy with the mission statement and what we want to achieve,” Matt said.

“Excellent. I’m interested to see what our newer men can do.”

“They’re fit and capable. I’d be surprised if the soldiers didn’t excel.” The exercises they’d devised should test the men because he had a gut feeling this lot would see action soon.

Two weeks later, Matt tossed the pack containing his clothes and supplies on the back of a utility vehicle. The other two trainers followed suit, then the three dozen men going through the training exercise loaded their packs. One of his trainers pulled the canvas top over the luggage and sealed it securely.

“See you soon,” he said. Minutes later, he drove off.

“Right.” Matt blew a whistle. “We’re off for a run. Ten kilometers,” he ordered. “Followed by one lap around the obstacle course.”

His men knew better than to grumble, but Matt guessed they’d presumed today would be an easy one. Unfortunately for them, the flight was brief. Matt wanted the luggage and supplies to arrive first.

Matt and his soldiers boarded a plane five hours later for the quick hop to Moewai. Except, they weren’t landing in the traditional way. Their arrival would be via parachute.

“Remember, the object is to land within the marked zone. The soldier or soldiers who land closest to the target get to relax instead of cooking dinner tonight. Keep away from the lady’s flowers.”

One man snorted. “Is that why we got landed with the name Operation Flower Petal?” He rolled his eyes. “That is gonna look great on our training records.”

Several of the men whooped, and Matt grinned.

“As long as you don’t land in the flowers, we’ll be golden. Gear up for the jump. We leave as soon as everyone is ready.” Matt donned his parachute, using his typical methodical actions, double-checking as he went. Once satisfied, he ran a practiced eye over his soldiers. They were experienced jumpers, having done this hundreds of times during basic and training exercises. Most of this group had jumped into hot spots, and he had full confidence in their abilities.

There was the usual joking when the plane took off. Matt settled back and closed his eyes while listening to the ribald teasing and gossip flowing around the cabin.

It seemed mere minutes passed before the guy assigned to help with the jump shook him awake. Matt rose and prepared for the exit. After their run and the obstacle course this morning, he’d drilled them on the jump site and told them what to expect.

“Right,” Matt called. The cold air buffeted him, flapping his clothes and chilling his skin. “Who’s first?”

“Me.” A beefy soldier stepped forward, enthusiasm glinting in his eyes.

“Right,” Matt said. “Go.”

The soldier leaped without hesitation, swiftly followed by the rest of the group.

Matt met the gaze of the guy helping. “Thanks!” Then he, too, leaped from the plane. As always, pure adrenaline shot through him. The wind whipped his hair as he fell. He scanned the land below, both to check on his soldiers and to orientate himself. Parachutes filled the sky, and two men hooted.

Matt pulled his cord, and his body jerked upward as his chute opened. He noticed he and one soldier were off course after jumping last from the plane.

Then he groaned because of the blaze of color in the paddock below them—the blue, the pink, the purple, and the white were strips of boldness against the landscape. Beyond, the river flowed in a silver ribbon, cutting through the land as it headed toward the Tasman Sea.

As his chute drifted lower, Matt attempted to maneuver, but a gust of wind caught him and his stray soldier. Matt cursed under his breath.

This was gonna make him real popular with the old lady property owner.

He attempted to change his trajectory but to no avail. His man experienced the same problem, but he landed to the right of the flowers.

Matt wasn’t so lucky.


3 – Spitfire Alert

Ada heard the plane fly overhead and stopped work to walk outside. She glimpsed the cat before she lifted her gaze to search for the aircraft. Men or women leaped out, one after the other without hesitation. She shuddered. No way would she ever jump from a plane, even if there was a parachute attached to her back.

Her phone rang, and after a glance at the screen, she answered. “Hi, Sherry.”

“Oh, Ada,” her neighbor said. “Are you all right? The grapevine says you had trouble at your place last night. Everyone was talking about it today.”

“Huh, that didn’t take long,” Ada said, thinking the mailman had a big mouth. “I’m fine. Someone spray-painted the side of my shed. I took pics and sent them to the local cop. He’s been out to take photos too.”

“You didn’t hear anything?” Sherry asked, concern in her voice.

“Not a thing.” Ada’s skin crawled at the idea of people creeping around her property. The cop had suggested she get a dog, and she was seriously considering this recommendation.

“I’m so sorry. Bart and I had friends over for a barbecue. It was a lovely evening we sat outside until late. Sound travels at night, so I’m certain we would’ve noticed anything untoward.”

“It’s not your fault. I’ve reported the vandalism, and that’s all I can do at this stage. Although it’s frustrating. I don’t know why they’re victimizing me. I keep to myself and never cause trouble.”

Sherry cleared her throat, and everything inside Ada went cold.

No, please don’t mention what I think you’re going to say.

“Do you think this is something to do with Greg’s murder?”

“No,” Ada said in a sharp voice. She was tired of the gossip and the innuendos and the well-meaning people who kept telling her she needed to move on. After all, it had been three years. Greg wouldn’t want her to be unhappy.

“I’m sorry,” Sherry said in a small voice. “You have so much trouble at your place.”

“Not really,” Ada corrected. “The cop I spoke with thinks my problem is teenagers acting stupid. He’s more worried about the thefts in the district. Did you hear? George Carole’s prize yearling bulls have vanished, and the cop told me Meredith and Paul Jones had a quad bike spirited away last night.”

“There was talk at the farmers’ market today,” Sherry said.

Ada turned when someone shouted. “I’ve gotta go, Sherry. Thanks for calling.” She cut Sherry off mid-sentence and started running. “Hey! Hey, you! Don’t land in my flowers. Don’t!” she screeched.

But it was too late.

The parachutist landed in her pink delphiniums.

Ada marched over to a second man who had missed the flowers and was packing his parachute.

“Your boss assured me you’d stay away from my flowers,” she snapped. “You have the entire run of the hill section. The only place I stated was out of bounds were my flower fields.”

“I know.” The man pulled a face. “I’m sorry. A gust of wind caught us. We tried to miss your flowers. Frog, especially.”

Ada glared at the hapless man who was trying to stand and crushing more of her delphiniums. “Stop moving,” she snapped. “You’re making things worse.”

The man froze before turning to gaze at her. “I’m so sorry,” he said in a pleasant baritone. “The wind ripped over the ridge and dragged us off course. The rest of my team landed in the jump zone.”

“Do you realize the damage you’ve caused?” Ada suddenly felt off-balance.

The man not only had a sexy voice, but he was gorgeous. Tall with broad shoulders. Short, but not too short brown hair. Bright blue eyes. Facial hair that skimmed his chin and framed his mouth…

Muttering under her breath, she ripped her gaze off him and focused on the damage he’d inflicted on her poor flowers. The man and his parachute had flattened dozens of stems. If she worked quickly, she could harvest the blooms before the plants died. Because one glance told her there was no fixing this catastrophe.

“I’m sorry,” the man said. “I’ll do anything I can to fix the damage.”

“It’s too late,” Ada snapped, incensed over again. Was it too much to ask one thing?

One. Thing.

The man studied the flowers and frowned. “I truly am sorry.”

Ada glared at him, her mind busily working on a way to get him out of her flowers without inflicting more damage.

Matt tried to stop staring at the irate woman glowering at him as if he’d committed murder. He hated upsetting anyone, but this truly hadn’t been his fault. She was lucky Hemi hadn’t landed in her flower patch too.

“Frog, what next?” Hemi asked. “Can you pick up your chute and hand it to us, so it doesn’t crush any more of the lady’s flowers?”

“Ada Buckingham,” the woman snapped.

Matt felt his eyes widen. This was Ada Buckingham? He’d pictured a little old lady. This woman looked younger than him. Perhaps late twenties to his early thirties. She wore her long black hair tied in a ponytail, and it gleamed with health. Her eyes were a light blue or gray. He couldn’t tell from where he stood. Her black brows were determined slashes above her eyes while she had a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose. His gaze wandered over her stubborn chin to her chest and upper torso, encased in a T-shirt with the words Hot Babe emblazoned on the front.

The fabric lovingly hugged her shape, and it was a busty one. Matt hissed out a sigh. She was beautiful and just his type. Not that she’d give him a second chance now that he’d crushed her flowers.

“Frog. Also known as Matt Townsend.” Matt raised his chute a bit at a time, wincing when the flowers didn’t spring back to their former position. He inhaled and didn’t get a floral perfume at all. “Why don’t these plants smell like flowers?”

“Delphiniums don’t have a scent. I grow them for their petals.”

“Oh,” he said, none the wiser from her explanation.

“What do you do with the petals?” Hemi asked, saving Matt from asking.

“I dry them and sell them as confetti.” Ada eyed his chute as he gathered it into his hands.

“I’ll come closer to take the chute weight,” Hemi said.

Matt grimaced, studying the surrounding ground. Hell, he’d done a job on these blooms.

“Wait,” Ada demanded. “Let me pick the flowers before you trample them.” She scooted in front of Hemi and bent over, rapidly picking the flower heads rather than the stems. She used her jumper as a container, making several trips before she’d retrieved most of the blooms between Matt and where she and Hemi stood.

Matt caught Hemi studying Ada’s backside and winged his soldier a warning glare. Hemi grinned and shifted closer to Ada. He whipped off his T-shirt to reveal a muscular and tattooed chest. From what Matt saw, she didn’t even blink when Hemi told her he’d hold the flowers in his shirt while she picked.

That she was still angry, he had no doubt. Her stiff shoulders and low mutters told him of her fury. Once again, he wondered how he could fix this. When he came up blank, he asked her.

“What can I do to make this right?”

She straightened and met his gaze. He steeled himself against the punch of heat that struck him. It still packed a wallop.

Typically, he never had problems pulling a bird when he wanted one.

This woman looked as if she might tell him to piss off. Now wasn’t the right time to ask her out for a drink or dinner.

“I’m short of workers,” she said finally. “The people I’d organized to come next weekend are picking elsewhere instead.”

Hell, her day sounded as if it had been as crappy as his.

An idea came to him. “How many do you need?”

“As many as I can get,” she replied. “But at least twenty to thirty. That means I’ll get the entire area picked in one day, or enough that I can finish the rest on my own. I intend to pick tomorrow since the weather forecast is better than today.”

Matt nodded in acknowledgment. “Will those flowers still make decent confetti?”

“Yes,” she said.

“Good, my men and I will help you pick for a couple of hours each day this week, and I think I can rustle up a few people for the weekend. Not the number you want, but it will be a start. It might be enough if we pick flowers for you during the week.”

She glanced at Hemi, who was staring at Frog open-mouthed. Ada straightened. “What time will you be here?”

“We need to conduct the exercises we’ve planned for the soldiers, but we should finish by four if we start early. That way, we can pick from four until six. On the nights where we have exercises, we’ll pick before we start.”

“Ah, boss,” Hemi said.

Matt shot him a stern gaze, and Hemi thankfully shut up. “We’ll discuss it back at camp. Ada, can I move now? My legs are turning numb.”

She scanned the flowers in front of him, plucked more blossoms before nodding. “Yes.”

Matt placed his feet with care as he made his way toward where Hemi and Ada waited. Hemi accepted his parachute and walked to a clear space where he efficiently rolled it up.

Matt’s radio buzzed. “Yeah,” he said, not taking his gaze off Ada. The woman was natural and sexy with no artifice about her.

“Where are you?”

“Gust of wind took us. It’s going to take Hemi and me awhile to hike up to the campsite.”

A chuckle came, and Matt knew he and Hemi were in for a world of teasing once they arrived at camp.

“We’ll expect the camp set up and our dinner ready when we get there.” Matt ended the call. He picked his way out of the last of the mangled flowers—not a straightforward task with his big boot-clad feet.

Ada scrutinized his progress, and Matt had to work to withhold his amusement at her aggravated huff. She was cute in her indignation, and it made his mind wander to other, more intimate encounters. Curiosity raised its head. How would she look in the throes of passion?

“When are you leaving?” Ada asked pointedly.

Matt grinned at her. “Outstayed our welcome?”

She tensed then, but he caught the wobble of her bottom lip. When he scrutinized her closer, he noticed the shiny, liquid glint in her eyes. Crap, he had a sister. He knew what the glisten meant. Matt hesitated and came to a decision. He’d back off and let her regroup. Meantime, he’d do a little snooping and hope like hell they had cell phone coverage at their campsite.

“Ms. Buckingham, I—”

“Mrs. Buckingham.”

Matt’s stomach fell. It figured the first woman to interest him in months had a husband stashed in the background. “I apologize. Mrs. Buckingham, I’ll be in touch regarding the days we intend to use live ammunition as promised.”

“What about the flower picking?”

Matt withheld his amusement, pleased to see her feistiness had trumped her imminent tears. “Is it too soon to pick tomorrow?”

“That would work—as long as it doesn’t rain. Picking in the afternoon works best for me.”

Matt imagined informing his men of this surprise challenge and groaned inwardly. “I doubt if any of my soldiers have experience in flower picking.”

“Experience isn’t necessary,” Ada said in a cool voice. “All I need is for my workers to have a smidgen of intelligence and the ability to follow orders.”

“Is four too late?”

“Slightly earlier if you can manage, but four is acceptable. Now, if you would excuse me, I need to process these petals. Goodbye.” With the abrupt farewell, she turned and stalked away with Hemi’s T-shirt full of flowers.

“Hope you’ve got a spare shirt,” Matt murmured.

“No problem, Frog. I’ll steal yours since you’re the one who crushed the little lady’s flowers.”


4 – Archie Claims an Owner

Ada stomped to her shed. “Stupid bloody man. Avoiding my flowers wasn’t asking for too much.”

Thankfully, Ada had added an extra thousand onto the first offer, and the army man hadn’t quibbled. Irritation flared in her anew as she pulled open the shed and turned on the lights. At least the vandals hadn’t gained access. If they’d trashed her drying machine, her hopes for staying afloat would’ve died a quick death. She would’ve lost the land she and Greg had struggled to keep.

A faint meow had her glancing at the door. A tortoiseshell cat in black, yellow, and patches of orange hovered in the open doorway.

“Ah, you’ve gathered enough bravery to show yourself,” Ada said to the cat.

Instead of advancing, he planted his butt and watched her warily. Ada shrugged and turned her attention back to the flowers. Although the soldier had crushed the plants, the petals were salvageable.

She spent the next half hour separating the pink petals and placing them on wire mesh racks. Once done, she stacked the frames into her drying machine and set the timer for four hours.

While she’d been working, the cat had ambled closer. Ada pretended to ignore the animal but spied on its movements. The feline wasn’t skinny or mangy. In fact, the cat appeared in decent condition, which meant some idiot had dumped it because their pet had become an inconvenience. It happened way too often for her liking. She’d seen six chooks running around at the main road turnoff, but the poultry disappeared as fast as they’d arrived. Either a hawk had snared them, or a local had grabbed them for the dinner pot. The latter wouldn’t surprise her since she’d had a dozen chickens, and they’d vanished one by one. She had detected no disturbances but doubted a hawk capable of opening her chicken coop without leaving a mess of feathers.

When she didn’t shout at the cat, it padded closer, and to her delight, the feline brushed against her calves and issued a purr. She continued to ignore the creature and cleared her workspace instead, deciding it would be best to let the cat become comfortable before trying to pet it.

Next, she checked her large flower bins were clean and water-free. A pulse of excitement pumped through her because this was the start of her new business. Tonight, she’d make her website live and step into the future. Time to book the advertising in the magazines and websites she’d researched. With the wedding season about to kick off—brides adored their spring and summer weddings—she hoped to take advantage of the surge in business.

A car pulled into her driveway, and Ada pulled a face. She’d had enough of people today.

“Yoo-hoo! Ada! Are you in there?”

Sherry.

Ada pasted on a smile and walked out to greet her neighbor. The woman was well-meaning and beloved throughout the district, but Ada didn’t feel like dealing with her cheerfulness right now. Too bad. It seemed she wouldn’t get what she wanted today.

“Ah, there you are,” Sherry said in a bright voice. A pocket-sized woman, she carried a cane basket, which held a plastic container. If Ada had to guess, Sherry had brought either biscuits or a cake since her neighbor was an enthusiastic baker. “You sounded off when I spoke to you earlier. I thought I’d visit to cheer you up. I can guess at some of your angst.” She gestured at the spray-painted message adorning Ada’s shed.

“Yes,” Ada said, anger bursting through again. If she ever caught the culprits, she’d forget herself and use the boxing skills her father had taught her as a teenager.

Sherry limped toward Ada, her gait awkward because of a childhood accident, which had led to a bad break. The injury had never healed properly, despite subsequent operations.

Instinct had Ada wanting to offer help, but she knew better. Sherry was famously independent and a hard worker. She single-handedly ran the successful farmers’ market and gave tirelessly of herself for local charity work. If someone required aid, Sherry was the first to offer her services.

“I have a banana loaf. It’s still warm from the oven,” Sherry said, her golden-brown eyes glowing with good humor. She flicked a long strand of caramel-colored hair off her cheek. “A slice with butter will go perfectly with tea.”

Ada knew a hint when she heard one. “Thank you, Sherry. That’s very thoughtful of you. Would you like to join me for a cup of tea?”

“That would be lovely.” Sherry smoothed her floral dress and adjusted the pale blue shawl she wore on her shoulders.

“Okay. Let me shut my shed, and I’ll make that tea. Why don’t you wait on the deck, or you can go inside if you want a comfortable seat? The house is unlocked.”

The breeze disordered Sherry’s long hair, and she brushed a lock off her face and smiled, looking much younger than her correct age of forty-three. “You won’t take long. I’ll wait for you.”

Ada shrugged and reentered her shed. She checked the time left on the drier. It would stop automatically, but she eagerly awaited the final product. She’d trialed cornflowers in both pink and blue, and she’d also dried hydrangea and rose petals. This was the first time she’d processed her delphiniums.

“Okay, kitty,” she murmured. “Time for you to go outside.” She made a shooing motion with her hands, and the cat lifted its nose and sauntered from the shed. The second it cleared the doorway, the cat hissed, its back arching and fur expanding outward until the animal doubled in size.

Ada hurried outside to see what had upset her new arrival. She discovered the cat and Sherry eyeing each other with abject horror.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Ada said. “Do you not like cats?”

Sherry backed up and almost tripped when her foot caught on an uneven patch. She windmilled her arms to regain her balance.

“Are you okay?” Ada asked.

“I’m sorry. It’s not that I dislike cats. I’m allergic. Always have been. When did you get a cat?”

“It’s a stray,” Ada said. “Come on. I’ll make you that cup of tea. It sounds as if we could both do with one.”

“Has the cat been inside? I’d hate to start wheezing. My eyes swell and water continuously. Then I sneeze. It’s not a pretty sight, and it always takes me days to recover.”

“But you’re not allergic to other animals?” Ada led the way, and Sherry limped after her.

“No, just cats,” Sherry said. “Your house is so cute. A tiny house wouldn’t suit me—not with my three men, but it’s adorable.”

Ada nodded and let her mind drift since they’d had this conversation before. Married to Bart, the local stock agent, Sherry had two adult sons in their twenties. According to Sherry, the sons were messy, and a tiny house with its nifty storage and fold-out units wouldn’t work when the men in her life didn’t pick up after themselves.

“I’m not sure where the cat has wandered outside. You’d better sit inside out of the way of any cat hair.” Ada led her neighbor inside and gestured at a seat.

Sherry sank down with a gusty exhalation. “I’ve been on the go since six this morning.”

Ada reached for her kettle. “Oh?”

“Yes, Bart is busy with a private stock sale at a farm near Eketāhuna. Craig started a two-week-long training course at the bank. I’m sure I’ve mentioned my oldest son’s appalling timekeeping. A disaster when this course is important to his advancement opportunities.”

“That’s good,” Ada said, more for something to say. She’d never taken to Sherry’s two sons. Not long after Greg’s death, Craig had hit on her. Not that she’d ever tell Sherry. She’d dealt with the persistent Craig, thanks to her father’s training. Eddie, the youngest, was plain strange and creepy. Lately, he’d asked her out whenever he saw her. Rumors circulated the district, and the word was one shouldn’t turn their back on Eddie. She understood because if she spent too much time in his vicinity, her nape prickled.

“Eddie is having woman problems. A girl from the district who he used to date is telling everyone she’s pregnant with Eddie’s child.”

“Oh, dear.” Ada wisely refrained from adding more.

“Yes. There was another reason I came to visit you.” Sherry paused.

Ada poured the boiling water into her china teapot. “Oh?”

“I’ve been searching for another person to sell flowers. You’ve turned me down before, but I wondered if you’d reconsider. I understand if you sell your flowers, you won’t have the petals to dry, but you’ll have the income immediately. Surely that’s an advantage?”

An excellent point. The plants in the area where the soldier had landed would likely die anyway. Perhaps she should try selling a few buckets of flowers. They wouldn’t go to waste since she could harvest the unsold stems for her confetti. “All right. When is the next market?”

“I have a mid-week market the day after tomorrow. My normal flower seller cannot attend because of a date clash with another event.”

“All right,” Ada said with her customary decisiveness. “I’ll do it.”

“What about the weekend market?”

“I’ll give you a tentative yes, but it will depend on how successful I am at the mid-week one. How much is the charge?”

“Fifty dollars,” Sherry said. “But you’re doing me a favor by stepping in, so I’ll do you a deal. You can have the stall for twenty dollars.”

Ada had one last twenty-dollar note in her wallet, which meant economizing on food if she didn’t sell many flowers. She straightened her shoulders. She would do this. “Do I pay you now or on the day?”

Sherry beamed. “On the morning is perfect, dear.”

“What time does the market start?”

“It goes from ten until two, although many stallholders pack up early if they sell out of produce. I suggest you arrive by nine-thirty at the latest. There is a special parking area for stallholders, which is close for unloading your flowers.”

Ada sliced and buttered the banana loaf. She placed it on the breakfast bar she used as a table along with a plate and napkin. Next, she poured Sherry’s tea into a china mug and handed it over. This wasn’t the first time Sherry had arrived with food and a silent demand for tea, so she’d learned her neighbor enjoyed black tea with two teaspoons of sugar. Ada shunted the sugar bowl closer to Sherry.

“Thank you.”

Ada poured herself a milky mug of tea and claimed the second chair.

“Have some loaf, dear. You work hard and need the calories.”

“Thank you,” Ada said again.

“Do you have any idea who tagged your shed?”

Ada’s mouth flatlined. “No.”

“You’re not having a good time of it, are you, dear? Do you think you’ve picked up a stalker?”

“What? No!” Ada said firmly. “The experts decided my house fire was an electrical fault, and the local cop told me several farmers and businesses within the town area have suffered problems with graffiti this week. It’s more a case of bad luck.”

Sherry leaned over and patted her hand. “You have more than your fair share.”

The blast of emotion that struck when someone alluded to Greg came, but time had turned it bittersweet. “I’m fine,” Ada stated with determination and changed the subject. “Do you know the location of my stall?”

“The position you’re filling is between a cheese-seller and a kebab stall. I’ll be there to take care of any problems. I’ll give you directions once you pop into the office to pay me.”

“Thanks.”

“Are you intending to clean off the paint? Wise heads suggest if you leave graffiti in place, it attracts more.”

Ada ground her teeth together, then took a sip of tea to hide her grimace. She swallowed a mouthful of tea and one more before attempting to reply. “Yes, I’ll scrub it off when I get time.”

“Craig and Eddie will help. They won’t mind.”

“Thanks for the offer. I’ll see how I go. Besides, I’m sure Craig and Eddie are busy with their own things.”

“But it’s up so high. How will you manage?” Sherry asked, her neat brows arching in surprise.

“Sherry, it’s a point of pride with me to attempt tasks myself. It’s not as if I can afford to pay for help.”

Sherry frowned. “There is such a thing as too much pride.”

“I think we should agree to disagree.” Ada smiled to negate her rejection of Sherry’s suggestion.

“Who were those men I saw as I drove up?”

Ada’s mind shot straight to Matt—or Frog as the other man had called him. She’d wondered where the nickname had come from and wished she’d felt she could ask. Maybe she’d learn when he returned to pick flowers.

If he returned.

Sherry cleared her throat, making Ada realize she’d zoned out.

“The army is running training exercises on my farm. The terrain of my hill country is perfect for stretching the soldiers physically.”

“How nice,” Sherry said. “It’s a wonder I hadn’t learned of the training exercise.”

“It’s a recent thing,” Ada hastened to add. “I doubt many people in the area know. The army man I spoke to requested that I not speak about it. They don’t want looky-loos turning up to get in the way.”

“Understandable,” Sherry said. “I hope they’re paying you. You should lease the land. Or better still, sell it. You’re too young to struggle this way.”

Ada concealed her irritation by sipping her tea. “I have a long-term plan. One Greg and I made together.”

“But Greg isn’t here.”

Ada’s phone rang with perfect timing. “Please excuse me, Sherry. I need to answer this.”

Sherry stood and smoothed the creases from her dress. She plucked her shawl from the chair back and arranged it around her shoulders. “It’s time for me to go. I have a busy day.”

“Thanks for dropping by.” Ada swiped the face of her phone. She didn’t recognize the number, but the interruption thrilled her, given the timing. “Just a moment,” she said to her caller.

“You go ahead,” Sherry said. “You can drop my container off later.”

“Thanks again,” Ada said to Sherry. “Hello.”

“Is this a bad time?” a masculine voice asked.

She recognized the owner immediately—the soldier. “No, my visitor is leaving. How can I help you, Mr. Townsend?”

“Matt,” he said firmly. “Part of our deal while using your land is to notify you when we’re using live ammunition.”

Ada’s throat turned dry, and she swallowed hard, the thought of gunfire thrusting her into the past. She cleared her throat with a tiny cough. “Tomorrow?”

“To help you with your flowers, we’re changing our schedule around. We’re doing a night exercise this evening and early morning in which we’ll be making noise.”

“You’re not blowing up my land?”

“No, we don’t need to use explosives. The grenades we’ll be throwing are about commotion and smoke rather than desecration.”

“And you’ll return the land to the state it was before you arrived?”

“Yes, those were the terms of the deal we signed with you.”

Ada tapped her finger against her thigh. “Thank you for letting me know. What time will you arrive?”

“Between four and five. We’ll pick for two hours then leave.”

“That’s acceptable,” Ada said.

Although she’d originally planned to pick her field of flowers in a short time, this way might be better. She could dry flowers each night and set up a production cycle.

“I’ll see you tomorrow. Thank you for ringing.” She disconnected the call and left her tiny house, closing the door behind her. With long strides, she headed for her drying shed. Her gaze skimmed the graffiti, and she pursed her lips.

She had an old tub of white paint in her shed, leftover from when she’d painted her tiny house exterior. Her ladder would reach. Yeah, she’d take care of the lurid red paint as soon as she bagged her existing confetti. The farmers’ market would be the perfect place to test a local market for her product. Every bit of cash she earned would go toward repaying Greg’s loan.

She still had two months before the loan was due, and she refused to surrender without a fight.
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