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  Introduction



A Clare Instalove romance featuring a hot military man returning to the small town where he grew up and a curvy single mother. Oh, and a magical Christmas wishing tree that has all the people talking…

Rob

I enjoy my single life and army career. And love—bah humbug. My best friends might’ve found love in this small town, but I’m not so easily convinced until I see her—confident, curvy, and charming. My world turns topsy-turvy, and I can’t help thinking that fate has a way of striking right to the heart. Maybe a military life isn’t my sole path.

Olivia

When a stranger bursts into my house, I’m justifiably concerned, but his quick talking and generosity, plus our mutual friends, curb my initial fears. When he looks at me, there’s heat in his gaze, and he steals my breath. Suddenly I’m thinking about silk sheets and steamy nights, and I’m not alone in that bed. It seems as if Santa has sent me an early Christmas gift, and I intend to savor every moment with Rob until he leaves again and my life returns to post-holiday normal.

Two strangers become intimate, but their opposing goals threaten to blow this fledgling romance asunder. Grab your favorite beverage, sit back, and enjoy small-town instalove in Clare, New Zealand.






  
  1
Rob


The small country town of Clare had changed little since I’d left. Yeah, the shops were different, and the hanging baskets beautifying the main street were new, but the people… 
They gossiped.
Thankfully, I’d changed from the angry kid who’d left Clare. My lanky limbs no longer looked out of proportion, and army training had bulked up my chest and arms. None of my schoolmates would call me a beanpole now. Hell, no one seemed to recognize me with my short black hair and facial scruff.
A pack of four twenty-something women drifted to the table next to mine. Their furtive gazes in my direction cried nosy interest. I ignored them. They speculated about my identity in hushed voices and concluded I was on a family stopover for the Christmas holidays. Half right. I was visiting retired army friends before flying to Adelaide in Australia to stay with my mother, my stepfather, and two half-siblings I hadn’t met. 
With nil reaction from me, the four discussed a local woman living with a criminal. He had Māori blood and tattoos along with his record, although they didn’t know his crime. Whatever it was, the misdeed was enough to get him deported from Australia. My mouth firmed at their cruel and casual dismissal of the couple. She had a child, and they were equally brutal about the kid. Sympathy washed through me, and I hoped the mystery woman was happy, that this man protected and loved her.
My mother had raised me alone after my dad had walked out with another woman. I hadn’t made life easy for her and had barely escaped trouble and juvenile prison. Luckily, I’d listened when Mum suggested I join the army. In the military, I discovered a brotherhood and developed skills. I loved army life and had signed up for another term of active duty to start in January.
The women’s chatter turned to the wishing tree in the town square, close to the café where I sat, trying to enjoy my coffee. My gaze slid to the strange tree. Something the council had approved—according to the pack—because one councilman’s daughter had married a man from Highland Village in Oregon, the home of the original White Oak wishing tree. The councilman loved the idea and organized a New Zealand-style tree for Clare.
“In Oregon, people travel for miles to leave a wish,” a plump brunette said.
“I heard they don’t know when the tradition started, but people keep coming back each Christmas because their wishes come true,” her blonde friend said. “Do you truly think that happens? I mean, how could everyone’s wish work out?”
A petite blonde said, “No idea, but the tradition is lovely. I’m going to tie a ribbon on the tree.” She smiled at the girl who delivered their coffee, which scored points with me. My mother had worked at a pub/restaurant, and some customers were plain nasty.
Her three companions leaned closer.
“What will you wish for?” another blonde asked.
Ms. Petite tapped a manicured finger against her chin. “I haven’t decided, but it’ll remain a secret. I’m sure it’s like wishing while you’re blowing out birthday cake candles.”
The first blonde tossed her long hair and glanced my way as if she expected a reaction. I didn’t twitch a muscle, and her mouth puckered into a sour apple grimace. She picked up her iced coffee and jabbed a straw in the top. “I think the whole thing is silly.” She checked her watch. “I’d better skedaddle. The bank manager will have a stroke if I’m a minute late.”
“Yeah,” the plump brunette said. “I should head off. We’re short-staffed today.”
The women departed with hip-wiggles, a clip-clop of heels, and significant hair tossing. I wanted to laugh but remained poker-faced and unmoving.
“He must be gay,” the blonde whispered to her friends.
Nope. Discerning. I enjoyed women and never had trouble in that department. I hated how they’d scorned the woman who’d found happiness and their petty gossip. Army life and action interested me more than civilian life with a woman.
A flash of red snared my attention—a boy with shaggy black hair rushing up to the tree. He glanced furtively over his shoulder before pulling something white from a pocket. He grabbed a ribbon and tied the white thing securely on a branch. Satisfied, he gave it a final pat before sprinting out of sight. His ribbon was the only one with an attached note.
My curiosity blazed like a flash bomb. I was killing half an hour before I visited Connor and Jarrod—plenty of time to peek at the note and see what the kid wanted. I finished my coffee and stood. Hell, perhaps I’d add a wish of my own.
I strode to the ribbon-bedecked tree, glanced over my shoulder, and positive no one was watching, I tugged the note off the tree.
Two older women exited the dress shop next to the café and conversed before tottering toward me. That sealed it then. I could hardly read the note and replace it with witnesses present, so I shoved it into my pocket. I plucked up a ribbon and wished my mother, stepfather, and siblings an enjoyable and happy Christmas, and as an afterthought, I added a postscript. Please work hard on the kid’s wish. I tied my blue ribbon onto a branch above my head with deft hands.
The shorter of the two older women reached for a yellow ribbon and spoke to me, her bright blue eyes twinkling with irrepressible joy in her wrinkled face. “It’s lovely to see men participating in this silly ritual.”
“Gut instinct,” I said with candor. “It’s not something I’d normally do.”
The taller woman wasn’t steady on her feet, even with her stick.
“I’ve got you,” I said. “Do I have permission to steady you?”
“Thank you, young man,” she said. “I’d appreciate that since the magic doesn’t work if you don’t tie the ribbon yourself.”
The short lady fluttered her lashes at me. “Oh, Ada. You just want to flirt with a handsome young man.”
“I do,” her friend agreed readily. “I might be old, but I’m not blind.”
We laughed in charity, and I watched the women make their wishes, their wrinkled faces serene as they embraced the magic and fastened their ribbons on a tree branch.
“I’ve heard the wishes come true,” the taller lady said. “Ada and I thought we’d test it out and make a wish on behalf of a young friend. I can’t wait to learn what happens.”
“I’m in town to visit friends,” I said, “and the same rumors have reached my ears.”
“The townsfolk are supporting the tree, and it has brought a sense of delight and community to Clare,” the taller lady said. “Tradition and rituals are important, especially at this time of the year.”
I offered a polite sound of agreement, but Christmas had never been significant for Mum and me. Life and bills had always acted as roadblocks for a holiday splurge. “I’d better go, or I’ll be late. Lovely to meet you, ladies.”
“Enjoy your visit to Clare,” they said, and I retreated with a swagger in my step.
Once I reached my rental vehicle, I pulled the crinkled note from my pocket. Guilt sliced through me as I read the note.
Dear Wishing Tree,
I would like to find my mother a boyfriend because she works hard and always stays home. She says she is happy, but I think she’d enjoy dinner or dancing sometimes. Could you also tell Santa I have tried real hard at school and mostly done my chores? And I hope he thinks I’ve been good enough to get a bicycle.
From Charlie Jenkins
I reread the scrawled note and chuckled because I felt a kinship with this young boy. I’d wanted my mother to be happy, and she’d met my stepfather after I joined the army. Most kids thought of themselves, and I approved of this one who wanted better for his mother. Although, he’d slipped in a request for the wishing tree to put in a word with Santa.
While I couldn’t help with the boyfriend, the bike wouldn’t be an issue, and since the kid had thoughtfully added a surname, Connor and Jarrod would know where Charlie and his mother lived. Buying a bike for the boy would be a small way of sending thanks to my mother—a Christmas deed on her behalf. I’d been a shitty, angry kid, and when I saw Mum again, I intended to apologize and give her and my stepdad a cruise holiday to make it up to her.
Decision made, I drove off to meet my friends.
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Liv


I hung out the second laundry load, including the lounge curtains, and eyeballed the bright sun. Hopefully, everything would dry quickly, and my curtains wouldn’t fade. A suspicious amount of color had appeared in the gray water as the machine discharged the last moisture, but they’d badly needed a wash. School holidays were the only time I could catch up on chores since I worked in the office of the primary school Charlie attended. I wiped my brow and brushed a lock of brown hair that had escaped my ponytail off my cheek. 
Another tick for my to-do list.
I hustled inside to tackle the next job.
I was in the middle of vacuuming and dragging around furniture when I spotted the white car pulling up in the driveway. Fantastic.
Charlie was home. Perhaps I’d stop work for coffee and a sandwich before I finished cleaning.
“Mum!”
“In the lounge,” I called.
Thumps and heavy footsteps pounded in my direction.
“I’m hungry,” Charlie said, her unruly black hair telling me she’d neglected her comb this morning.
“Me too.” I’d decided to start a diet to lose the winter weight that clung to my hips and backside, but my tummy was complaining big-time. “Do you want to ready the bread and sandwich fillings while I finish this room?”
“Okay.” Charlie thumped away to the kitchen.
My daughter had embraced tomboy status as soon as she could toddle, and I’d given up telling her to move with less vigor. That was my Charlie. She threw herself at life and was noisily enthusiastic and unapologetic. So much like her father. My memories of Todd, Charlie’s father, were bittersweet. He would’ve loved his exuberant daughter, but he’d died in a car accident not long after we’d left high school.
He’d passed not knowing I was pregnant.
The vacuuming wouldn’t finish itself, so I restarted and soon had the lounge looking spick and span. I left the vacuum in the spare bedroom and went to eat lunch. Charlie had made cheese and pickle sandwiches. I added salad and sliced tomato and hummed tunelessly to a Christmas carol before I walked outside to sit on the deck and enjoy the sunshine.
Charlie finished her sandwich and rose to get a glass of water. A strange clang followed by a horrified shout made me leap to my feet and tear inside. I arrived to find Charlie standing frozen with the tap in her hand and a geyser of water gushing outward.
“Charlie, give it to me.” The fixture had worked loose before, and I’d solved the problem by screwing it back into place. “Charlie!”
My daughter turned to me with a drama-filled expression, her turned-up nose crinkled and hands planted on her hips. “The bread is wet. I wanted another sandwich.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
“Mum!”
“Yeah, yeah,” I muttered, knowing Charlie would nag me into a swear-jar donation before the day ended. I
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