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      Eden looked over at the door of Pots and Paints, her pottery painting café, for what felt like the hundredth time. Wanting something to distract herself, she rearranged the mini Christmas cakes in the glass cabinet. It was ridiculous to be this nervous but no matter how many times she told herself that, she couldn’t stop the butterflies from swirling and dancing in her stomach.

      Her childhood best friend and the only man she had ever loved was coming home.

      Only this time Dougie Harrison wasn’t just here for a few weeks, staying at her house and tormenting her by walking around half naked, torturing her with daily hugs and kisses on the cheek and then heading back to America again, leaving her with her heart in tatters and impossibly more in love with him than she was before.

      This time he was moving back to Hope Island for good.

      Although he’d still be staying with her for a few weeks. The house he’d bought wouldn’t be ready for him until after Christmas. The house he’d bought right next door to hers. If she didn’t know better she’d think he was doing this deliberately to wind her up. Except Dougie had no idea about her feelings for him. They had been best friends as far back as she could remember, they were incredibly close, always hugging and holding hands, but it had never been more than that and she had never been brave enough to share her feelings or to try to change their relationship into something more. And what would be the point? He had been living in America for the past twelve years; it was hardly going to work when he was so far away, even if by some remote chance he returned her feelings – which of course he didn’t.

      The door opened and she jumped as she looked up, desperate and afraid to see him in equal measures. She sighed when she saw Barbara Copperthwaite coming in for her daily cup of coffee and cake, stamping her feet and clapping her hands against the cold. The pottery painting café was busy today which was a good thing; it meant she could try to keep herself occupied while she waited for Dougie to get here. She served Barbara her gingerbread coffee and a slice of Clare’s delicious mulled wine cake and then looked back towards the door.

      Would things change between her and Dougie now he was living here for good? She didn’t dare hope for anything romantic to happen between them. She had given up dreaming and wishing for a happy ending for herself many years before. Twelve years before to be exact, when Dougie and his family had emigrated to the bright lights of New York.

      ‘Will you stop staring at the door like a puppy waiting for her owner to come home,’ Clare said. ‘And leave my cakes alone, no one is going to buy them with your fingerprints all over them.’

      Eden smiled at her assistant. Clare Crissell had worked part time for her in Pots and Paints for years but recently had gone full time, which Eden was glad for. Although Eden could make cakes and pastries well enough, they were nothing like Clare’s creations and, with her taking care of the baking side of her pottery café, it left Eden to be creative and help the customers to paint their pottery pieces. It also meant that she could take days off whenever she wanted and, although Eden didn’t do that very often, she planned to take a few days or afternoons off in the lead-up to Christmas. The shop was busy today with lots of the island’s residents painting mugs, plates and other pottery items to give to their loved ones as festive gifts. As it was only a week until Christmas, today was the last day they could guarantee that the painted mugs and other gifts would be glazed and put in the kilns in time for the big day.

      ‘I’m not staring at the door like a puppy,’ Eden laughed, knowing she’d been doing just that.

      ‘You jump a mile every time the door opens. Dougie will be here soon. I don’t think the flight from Exeter arrives into St Mary’s until two.’

      Eden nodded. Hope Island was the most westerly island of the Scilly Isles in Cornwall, and she knew that it would take Dougie a long time to get here. Suddenly she realised what Clare had just said. Eden opened her mouth to deny that she was waiting for Dougie but there was no point. She’d never discussed her feelings for Dougie with Clare, but it wasn’t hard to work out. Embarrassingly enough, everyone on the island seemed to know. The only person who didn’t seem to have any clue was Dougie himself.

      ‘I just can’t believe he is really coming home for good this time. When he first spoke about this at Easter, I never thought it would happen. And then he came over in the summer to house hunt and it just didn’t seem real and when he came over for Rome and Freya’s wedding, he was so excited about moving back here for good and now he’s here, to stay, and I don’t know why. He always wanted to live in America when he was little, he had posters of New York in his room and he kept saying that one day he would have a big office at the top of the Empire State Building. And although he never made it to the Empire State Building, he did have a big office at the top of one of the other big skyscrapers, plus a beautiful luxury penthouse apartment that takes up the entire floor of one of the tall buildings, with amazing panoramic views of the city. His own video gaming company is a huge success. He was living his dream and now he’s coming home to tiny Hope Island. He’s sold everything, his car, his luxury home, almost all of his things, and for what? The tallest building we have here is a six-storey hotel. We have two pubs, three restaurants, no theatres or cinemas, no McDonald’s or Starbucks. He’s bought a tiny cottage when in reality he could easily afford one of those huge houses on the far side of the island. There’s nothing here for him. I can honestly see him staying here for a few months before he gets bored out of his brain and decides to sell up and go back to New York again. What has Hope Island got that could possibly keep him interested?’

      ‘The one thing that New York doesn’t have?’ Clare said, as she loaded some iced ginger cupcakes into the cabinet to nestle alongside the fresh mince pies she’d made earlier that morning.

      Eden looked outside onto the street, wondering what Hope Island could possibly offer him. The cobbled streets, the cute little unique shops with their beautiful Christmas decorations hanging in the windows and the old Victorian-style lamps all added a vintage charm to the island. The cottages and houses were all unique, many of them painted in bright colours. The friendliness of the locals and that lovely community spirit was another attractive feature. The beautiful beaches and little hidden coves were something the tourists flocked to see. She loved it here and never wanted to leave but, like Dougie, many of the younger generation couldn’t wait to get off the island. She supposed the coastal aspect was something New York didn’t have.

      ‘The beaches? He has always loved the beaches here,’ Eden said.

      ‘You, you idiot. He’s coming back for you.’

      Eden sighed. Clare wasn’t the first person to say this to her and she was sure she wouldn’t be the last.

      ‘He’s not coming back for me. It’s not like that with us. We’re best friends and it will never be more than that.’

      It had never been more than that for them. Nothing had ever happened between them. Apart from one kiss. One incredible kiss when she was seventeen years old, standing on the shores of Mistletoe Cove. The kiss had been so wonderful that Eden had immediately gone home and dreamed of her wedding to him, imagined the house they would buy together and the little red-headed babies they would have. The next day, Dougie had announced that he was moving to New York with his parents and she’d had to smile and pretend she was happy for him. The kiss was never mentioned again and she had never told anyone about it, keeping that moment in her heart just for her. Nothing had happened between them since. He’d come over and visit, they’d laugh and talk just like they always had, but he had never shown any inkling of having feelings for her. And though she always hoped she would one day get over him, it had been twelve years since he’d left and she loved him now as much as she did then.

      ‘Honey, I promise you, he isn’t coming back here for the beaches,’ Clare said.

      Eden sighed. There was no point in arguing. The islanders had made their own minds up about the reason for Dougie’s return, and most of them thought it was to marry her and have lots of babies.

      She decided to change the subject. ‘Do you know when the pottery wheel is supposed to be delivered?’

      ‘Well, if it’s arrived on St Mary’s we might get it this afternoon, but you know how these things go. Nothing moves quickly here. I hope it doesn’t come tomorrow; the shop will be closed in the afternoon for the Christmas festival. Are you taking Dougie to the opening?’ Clare asked, switching the Christmas music on the iPod from Bing Crosby crooning about a White Christmas to Michael Bublé’s Christmas album.

      Eden wasn’t sure if she would be ‘taking’ Dougie anywhere. Yes, he was staying with her and they were best friends but she was sure he would be doing his own thing, whatever that was. He wouldn’t want to be hanging around with her the whole time. But the Christmas festival was a big deal for the island, they’d never had anything like it before. The whole place had been buzzing about it for weeks and when the lorries arrived off the landing crafts a few days before, some of the locals had lined the streets and clapped as if the lorries were responsible for bringing Christmas itself to the island. Eden had been looking forward to the festival herself, there was a Christmas market, ice skating, sledging – on fake snow of course – and lots of Christmassy events happening throughout the week leading up to the holiday.

      Bella, Eden’s adopted sister, well technically her cousin, was the brains behind it, having spent months creating a week-long Christmas event in order to raise money for the homeless charity that she worked for. Most of the events that Bella organised were held in the bigger cities, especially in London, but Bella had wanted something for the island this Christmas and especially something that would bring the tourists to the island at a time when they never really came.

      Eden adored Bella. She’d not had an easy start in life and came to live with Eden’s family when she was a child, and Eden felt very protective of her because of it. So it was important that she go along and support her. As Dougie was also Bella’s cousin, as well as one of Bella’s closest friends, Eden knew that Dougie would want to go to the festival and support her too.

      ‘We’ll probably pop over tomorrow for the opening,’ Eden said vaguely, hoping that Clare wouldn’t pick up on how much she was looking forward to going to the festival with Dougie.

      ‘There’s the couples’ snowman-making competition tomorrow. Maybe you two could enter,’ Clare said, clearly deciding that she wasn’t going to leave this alone.

      ‘Well, we’re not a couple so…’

      ‘That doesn’t matter, I don’t think there’s any hard and fast rules about what qualifies as a couple.’

      Eden was fairly sure a couple had to be in some kind of relationship to count as one, not just two friends who had kissed once many years before.

      ‘Rome and Freya are entering, and Bella and Isaac too,’ Clare went on. ‘It’ll be fun to compete against your brother and sister.’

      Eden smiled; that would be fun. It surprised her that her brother Rome had agreed to be a part of such a thing. Normally he preferred to keep to himself, but since marrying Freya he had mellowed so much, walking around the island with a permanent smile on his face. She liked that he seemed to be having more fun now.

      There was no more time to argue as the door opened again. Her head snapped up to look without her permission and standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the weak winter sunlight, was Dougie.

      She wanted to run and leap into his arms, though she knew that wasn’t appropriate. He dropped the bag he was holding, watching her with that beautiful smile lighting up his face. And though her feet remained frozen to the ground, he didn’t seem to have any such reservations, walking quickly across the pottery café towards her. Her legs carried her forward the last few steps and suddenly she was in his arms as he lifted her off her feet, hugging her so tight.

      ‘I’m home, honey,’ he whispered against her ear.

      She closed her eyes, resting her cheek on his shoulder so he couldn’t see the myriad of emotions that were no doubt racing across her face at having him here. She had no idea how she should be feeling about his homecoming. There was a huge part of her that was delighted but she knew she was desperately sad too. He would never be hers and now he was back here for good, she wouldn’t even get a reprieve from these feelings like she normally did when he went back to America.

      ‘I can’t believe you’re really here,’ Eden said. ‘I always wondered if you’d ever come home. I hoped you would but you seemed so happy in America.’

      ‘You make me happy,’ he said, holding her tighter.

      He always said things like this to her, he was always this affectionate with her too. Hugging her, holding her hand, kissing her on the head or cheek. They’d even slept together in the same bed several times while growing up, and although it hadn’t happened that often since they were adults, it had happened once or twice, normally after one too many drinks. It wasn’t a normal level of intimacy for two people who had only ever been friends, she knew that, but they’d always been overly affectionate with each other, as far back as she could remember. It was one of the reasons she had started to believe that he’d had feelings for her too when they were teenagers, but as nothing had ever happened beyond that one and only kiss she had just put it down to Dougie’s flirty personality. He was such a natural flirt anyway; he could charm the birds from the trees. Every woman he spoke to walked away feeling a million dollars. He kissed and hugged every girl he was friends with and always had a big smile on his face.

      ‘And thanks for putting me up, it’ll only be for a few weeks. My house will be ready after Christmas.’

      ‘Couldn’t leave you homeless now, could I?’ Eden said.

      ‘Hasn’t stopped you trying to kick me out of your house before,’ Dougie said, letting her feet down on the floor and holding her at arm’s length so he could look at her. She drank him in too, his red curly hair that curled at the back of his neck, clover green eyes, the smattering of freckles on his nose and cheeks. He was so beautiful. Her eyes cast down. And so big. She was sure he had filled out even more since the last time she had seen him. His shoulders were so broad, even his forearms seemed muscular.

      She realised he was waiting for a response from her.

      ‘That’s because you walk around half naked most of the time.’

      His mouth quirked up into a sexy smile. ‘And you don’t like seeing me naked, honey?’

      Behind her Clare barely contained her laughter, turning it into a cough a fraction too late. Eden realised that most of the café was listening in to this conversation too.

      What on earth did she say to that?

      She swallowed down her embarrassment. ‘How would you like it if I walked around naked all the time?’

      His eyes widened to comic proportions, a big grin spreading on his face. ‘I’d like that very much.’

      ‘You’re such a pervert.’

      ‘Is that what’s going to happen when I stay with you this time: twenty-four-hour nudey parties? If I’d known that, I’d have flown over earlier.’

      ‘We are not having nudey parties,’ Eden laughed but Dougie was clearly not to be deterred.

      ‘In fact, Clare honey, can you take over here for a few hours? Eden and I are going to have a nudey party right now.’ Dougie took her hand and led her to the door and to her total mortification all the island’s residents suddenly cheered their approval.

      ‘Sure,’ Clare laughed. ‘Knock yourselves out.’

      Eden pulled back and Dougie reluctantly let her go.

      ‘Will you behave? We are not having any nudey parties.’

      ‘OK, maybe now is not the best time. But promise me we’ll do it later.’

      ‘No, Rome and Bella are supposed to be coming round to see you and I’m not getting naked in front of my brother and sister.’

      He pulled her closer to him again. ‘So we’ll wait until they leave.’

      She batted him away, her heart pounding at the thought of the two of them naked together.

      She dug into her pocket and passed him her spare house key. ‘Go get yourself settled and unpacked and I’ll be home soon.’

      He flashed her a devastating smile and then bent to kiss her cheek. ‘Don’t be late.’

      He winked at her, grabbed his bag and left her alone. She brushed her fingers absently down her apron before she turned back to face the islanders who were all grinning at her inanely. She pointedly ignored them and walked back behind the counter. Having him here was going to be trouble but she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face if she tried.
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      Eden smiled as she watched Dougie snoring softly, his face lit up under the soft glow of the twinkling fairy lights as he rested his head on the arm of the sofa, his big, strong body stretching out the entire length of it. How could she love him so much? It was ridiculous to feel this way after twelve years but no matter how many times she told herself that, she didn’t seem to be listening.

      ‘Eden, are you listening?’

      Eden looked round and could see that Bella and Freya were watching her expectantly. Oh god, they had been mid-conversation when she had glanced over to look at Dougie and she had zoned out completely after that. Was that how it was going to be now he was home: her staring at him inappropriately every time he came anywhere near her, being unable to carry out a simple conversation or function at work? She was in serious trouble if that was the case.

      ‘Sorry, I was miles away,’ Eden said, ignoring the smirks from Bella and Freya.

      Everyone had come to welcome Dougie back home. Her brother Rome and his wife Freya had cooked for Dougie in Eden’s kitchen, looking every inch the happily married couple as they flirted and touched each other constantly. It filled Eden’s heart to see that Rome was happy again after so many years alone. Freya was showing the first signs of her four-month pregnancy hidden beneath her baggy jumper and, although no one was supposed to know yet, naturally that meant that everyone on the island was aware of it. Freya had been given more knitted jumpers, hats and booties than she knew what to do with over the last few weeks.

      Eden’s sister, Bella, and her fiancé, Isaac, had spent the evening talking about the plans for their forthcoming wedding that was taking place at the end of January. It sounded like it was turning into a huge event. Bella seemed to be getting a bit stressed out about all the arrangements, but as an events manager for a local charity, this was the sort of thing she excelled at. Eden was quite sure it would be a beautiful day but she was worried that Bella wasn’t getting the kind of wedding she wanted. She seemed so desperate to impress all of Isaac’s business colleagues that she was putting aside her own dreams. Eden hadn’t said anything to them, and she didn’t know Isaac as well as she knew Bella, but it seemed he was getting a wedding he didn’t want either.

      They’d all had dinner together, laughing and chatting as if Dougie had always been part of their family. And in many ways he had. Living in America for twelve years hadn’t changed that. Growing up, Dougie had been best friends with Rome, and with Eden and Bella they had been an inseparable foursome. He had also known Isaac as they’d both been in the computer club at school. When Isaac moved away from the island as a child, Dougie had stayed in touch with him, their mutual love for computer games cementing their friendship for life, and now they were going into business together in Dougie’s own computer gaming company.

      It was testament to his friendship with everyone that no one cared that they’d all come round to see him and he was snoring softly in the corner. They all knew he had been travelling for many hours to get there. Everyone was just carrying on as normal regardless that Dougie was no longer part of the conversation.

      Rome and Isaac were in the kitchen at that moment discussing an app that Rome wanted for his stained glass shop. They were getting more commissions than they could handle and, as far as Rome was concerned, he and Freya were spending too much time dealing with enquiries on the phone than actually working on the commissions. What they needed was an assistant but Isaac was trying to persuade him that an app that people could use to enquire online would take away a lot of the hassle for them.

      Eden, Freya and Bella had been chatting in the lounge. She tried to remember what she had been talking about with them but she had no idea.

      Bella took pity on her. ‘We were talking about what love means to us. There was an article in one of those wedding magazines I seem to have collected in abundance over the last few months about what different women expected from a loving relationship or marriage. So, what are you looking for in love, what would your ideal relationship look like?’

      ‘That the man I love loved me back would be a good start,’ Eden said, unable to stop her eyes drifting over to Dougie again. Bella and Freya remained unfazed; they both knew about her feelings for him.

      ‘That’s a given – in this hypothetical conversation, you’re married to the man of your dreams,’ Freya said, stroking her belly unconsciously.

      ‘Would you get married?’ Bella asked. ‘Is that important to you? Some people don’t believe in marriage.’

      Bella knew as well as Eden did that Dougie wasn’t exactly a fan of marriage after his own parents’ relationship ended so badly. But that was quite important to her.

      ‘In an ideal world, yes, I want to get married. There’s something special about standing up in front of your family and friends and declaring your love for each other and promising to love each other for the rest of your life. It’s not essential though. As long as we were together I’d be happy with that. But yes, if we are talking a perfect relationship, then marriage would feature in that.’

      ‘So what does your perfect happy marriage look like?’

      Eden thought about this for a moment. She had spent almost her whole life in love with Dougie, and a good too many years to count hoping and wishing on every birthday cake, shooting star, or lucky penny that he would someday be hers before she’d finally given up on that dream, but she’d never really stopped to think what a perfect marriage to Dougie would look like.

      ‘Amazing sex,’ Eden giggled.

      ‘Of course,’ Bella agreed. ‘Every day, twenty times a day.’

      Eden laughed. ‘I want to talk with my husband, come home from work and we’ll talk about our days and the other person will genuinely listen and care even if it is mundane. I want to laugh a lot, make silly jokes, tease one another; I don’t want that to change just because I’m married.’ Her eyes fell on the small bunch of white roses that Dougie had given her when she had got home from work that night and how ridiculously touched she had been by such a small gesture. ‘I think romantic gestures are important, or romantic moments. Little Post-it notes of love left around the house, flowers – not for my birthday or Valentine’s Day, but just because my husband had thought of me on his way home from work. Romantic dinners at home, sitting at the kitchen table with candles on the table, taking baths together… I just want to lie in a bath with my husband, cuddled against his chest. Watching movies, the cheesy romantic ones that I love and the big action films that he’ll love, and neither of us will complain because we just like watching films together, going for walks along the beach, holding hands while we walk, holding hands when we watch TV. Cooking for each other, massages…’ Eden was getting into her stride now. ‘I’d love to do a couple’s massage, I think that would be sexy as hell. I want to make love in front of the fire in a room lit only with candles. Picnics, flying a kite, playing board games, watching a sunset together, watching a sunrise together. A horse carriage ride. Spooning, I’ve never done that and I’ve always thought it would be nice to fall asleep wrapped in my man’s arms. He’d let me sit on his lap and at the end of the night he’d carry me to bed. I want to dance, a lot. We’d get a puppy and it would be our baby. I’d dress it up in ridiculous costumes and my husband wouldn’t care. Then later we’d fill the house with real babies of our own.’

      Bella smiled at her, fondly. ‘You don’t want much then?’

      ‘I want the fairy tale,’ Eden said dreamily and then the smile slid off her face. ‘But fairy tales don’t exist.’

      ‘Of course they do, me and Isaac are proof of that,’ Bella said.

      ‘I never thought anything would happen with me and Rome, but it did. Your fairy tale is waiting for you, it’s just not your time yet,’ Freya said. ‘And maybe it won’t happen in the way that you hope it will,’ she eyed Dougie who was still fast asleep. ‘But true love and happiness might come along when you least expect it with someone that you never expected, if you open your heart to possibilities.’

      Eden knew that this was Freya’s attempt to persuade Eden to move on and fall out of love with Dougie. If only it was that easy. She had even wished for that once too. The one time her wish had deviated from the usual one was when she’d wished that she was no longer in love with Dougie – and that hadn’t worked either. She glanced across at him. She would always love him.

      [image: ]

      Dougie knew he needed to get off the sofa and go upstairs to bed – he would ache tomorrow if he slept on the sofa all night – but the bedroom was too far, his whole body felt too heavy and he was unable to open his eyes.

      By his calculations he had been awake for over thirty-six hours, though his brain was such a fog of exhaustion he wasn’t sure if those calculations were right. He had dozed on and off for the last hour or two, aware of his friends there, but not really aware of what they were talking about, or of anything beyond the comfort of their voices. Though silence had descended on the house a while ago so he guessed they’d gone home at some point.

      Nearby the crack of the log fire told him it was still burning merrily and he could hear Eden softly moving around tidying things up. He needed to get up and help her but his body wasn’t responding to any commands at the moment.

      He was suddenly acutely aware of her leaning over him, her wonderful sweet scent that reminded him of toasted marshmallows drifting around him.

      ‘Dougie, you need to go to bed,’ she whispered, gently.

      ‘I’m sleeping,’ Dougie muttered, still unable to open his eyes.

      The glow of the fairy lights was suddenly turned off, plunging the world beyond his eyelids into darkness.

      He felt her lean over him again and tug on the blanket on the back of the sofa. He forced his eyes open. The blanket was clearly stuck, probably because he was lying on top of it, and as she frowned as she tried to release it, he couldn’t resist running his fingers across that spot he knew was really ticklish right above her hip bone. She squealed in protest, bringing her arm down to protect herself, and fell on top of him, hard.

      He quickly wrapped his arms around her so she couldn’t escape. ‘This is the only thing I need to keep me warm.’

      ‘Get off me,’ she laughed, trying to get up.

      ‘Stop wriggling, I’m trying to sleep,’ Dougie said, closing his eyes again.

      ‘With me on top of you?’

      ‘Can’t think of a nicer way to go to sleep.’

      She sighed and rested her head on his chest, curling her fingers gently into his shirt. ‘You know this isn’t normal, right?’

      He opened his eyes to look at her. She was looking up at him, her blue eyes inky in the darkness.

      ‘It’s normal for us, we’ve slept in the same bed together before.’

      She rested her chin on her hands to look at him more easily. ‘Do you have this relationship with any of your other friends? Have you ever cuddled in bed with Rome?’

      He laughed. ‘That’s different.’

      ‘Why is it different?’

      He stroked a hair off her forehead. ‘We have something special.’

      ‘But that something special is just friendship right? You said this is normal for us, so… are you saying it doesn’t mean anything?’

      He swallowed, not entirely sure what the right answer was and too tired to think it through clearly. Of course it wasn’t normal; he was closer to her than any of his previous girlfriends. He had been flirting with her for years with little or no reaction.

      ‘Of course it means something,’ Dougie said, his eyes drifting closed without his permission. There was silence from Eden and he replayed what he’d just said in his head. That wasn’t good. He definitely needed to be more awake to have this conversation. He was in dangerous territory here. ‘You’re my best friend and you have no idea how much you mean to me.’ That wasn’t much safer either.

      Eden didn’t answer for a while, then she rested her cheek right over his heart. ‘I have some idea.’

      He pulled the blanket off the back of the sofa and covered it over Eden, making sure the blanket was tucked round her shoulders, then he wrapped both arms around her in case she tried to escape and let his head fall back on the arm of the chair and closed his eyes. Her tiny, warm body against his was the best feeling in the world. Well, it would be even better if neither of them had any clothes on but he’d take any victory he could. The conversation about their relationship seemed to have passed but he knew it was only temporary. Now he was back on Hope Island for good, things would have to come to a head at one point and he wasn’t sure how that would turn out. But for now he needed to go to sleep.

      ‘I’ve travelled thousands of miles, three plane journeys and a boat ride and right now it was all worth it. Falling asleep with my girl in my arms, nothing beats that.’

      He forced open one eye to see what her reaction would be to that – she was resting her head on his chest with a big smile on her face. He closed his eyes again and shifted her tighter against him. Sleep was taking him now and he knew it would be several hours before he’d wake back up. A sense of complete and utter contentment washed over him. He was home.
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      Eden woke the next day to find she was lying side by side with Dougie, her arms wrapped round his neck, one leg hooked over his hips, the other tangled between his own legs. His arms were around her, one hand on her waist, and the other had slid up the back of her t-shirt and was warm against the lower part of her back. It looked like they had spent the night making love when nothing could be further from the truth. The best thing was their mouths were mere millimetres from touching – she could feel his soft breath on her face and it felt incredible. If she just leaned forward she could press her lips to his and then they’d be kissing. Well sort of. He was still fast asleep.

      ‘Thinking about kissing me?’

      Her eyes snapped up to see his were filled with amusement as he watched her fondly. She tried to shift back a bit, embarrassed at being caught out in her fantasies even if he couldn’t read her mind to see what she had been thinking, but his arms were locked around her and she was unable to move.

      ‘You can kiss me if you want to, I wouldn’t mind,’ Dougie grinned at her.

      ‘I bet you wouldn’t.’

      He laughed. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘You’re such a flirt. You flirt with anything that moves.’

      ‘That’s true, but I don’t give my kisses away to just anyone, they have to be special.’

      ‘And I’m special enough?’

      ‘Oh definitely.’ His eyes still sparkled with amusement; he wasn’t taking this remotely seriously. But that was Dougie all over, everything was a joke or a game to him, he had no idea how much this conversation actually hurt. How badly Eden wanted to kiss him, how her heart ached for him. And whereas before when he used to visit she’d managed to put up with this pain, knowing it was only for a few weeks, now this was what it would be like for the rest of her life.

      ‘What’s the frown for?’ Dougie said, his eyes filling with concern as he gently rubbed away the frown between her eyes with his thumb.

      ‘Just thinking how much my life is going to change now you’re home,’ Eden said, honestly, though she’d never reveal the reason why.

      ‘Change for the better?’ Dougie asked, the grin back on his face.

      ‘The jury is still out.’

      ‘It’s going to be amazing, we’ll get to hang out all day every day.’

      ‘I have a pottery painting café to run, you have your big gaming empire, so I don’t see that we’re going to be in each other’s pockets all day.’

      ‘I can run my gaming empire from anywhere as long as I have my laptop. I could sit in your café every day and you can bring me cups of coffee and Clare’s delicious cake while I work.’

      Her heart sank a little. ‘Is that really what you plan to do? Won’t the noise of the café disturb you?’

      He shook his head. ‘Not really, I can zone it out. But don’t you think it’ll be fun to work alongside each other?’

      He was winding her up, she could tell by the little smirk on his lips. ‘Oh sure, I can come over every five minutes and ask you what you’re doing, spill coffee over your laptop, get cake crumbs over your papers. It’ll be a blast.’

      He laughed. ‘OK, maybe me encroaching on your space every day at work might not be the best way to maintain our friendship but we can hang out at night or on your days off.’

      ‘You’ll be too busy hanging out with all the other women of the island. There has been much excitement amongst the single women about you coming home. I’m sure you’ll be off sleeping with a different woman every night.’

      She frowned again. He had never done that when he had visited in the past, preferring to spend his time with her, Rome and Bella, but now he was back for good of course that would change. That thought had never really occurred to her before. But what did she expect – that he’d stay single and never date or have sex with anyone ever again? She knew he had dated several women in New York over the last twelve years but she’d never had to see it, apart from the very occasional photo he’d posted on Facebook. Now there’d be no escape from it. He was a good-looking man, incredibly good-looking in fact. He was kind, sweet, funny and very wealthy. He’d be fighting them off with a stick. And she’d have to watch him with them. Even worse, he’d be living next door, his bedroom was next to hers. Although Mrs Wimbledon, who had lived next door before she had sold the house to Dougie, no longer had a sex life after her husband had died several years before, Eden could quite often hear her moving around in her bedroom. Would she be able to hear Dougie having sex with all these women as she lay alone in her own bed? That thought was like a punch to the gut.

      ‘There’s that frown again. What’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?’

      ‘Just thinking about having to listen to you shagging your way through the female population of the island. It will disturb my sleep, Mrs Wimbledon was a very quiet neighbour.’

      ‘There’ll be no shagging, I can assure you of that.’

      ‘Oh really, taken a vow of celibacy, have you?’

      ‘I’m just not interested in having a relationship right now. I have a ton of stuff I need to sort out with work; this move has been a bit tricky to sort out with clients. Isaac is coming to work for me three days a week after Christmas so we’ll probably have to sort out an office. I need to get the house finished and I feel a bit done with the dating scene right now. I’ve had several meaningless encounters and several relationships that were semi-serious but I never loved any of them. Having sex is fun but it just leaves you feeling flat afterwards if it’s not with someone you love. I came back to Hope Island because this always feels like my home, because I miss you so much when I’m gone and—’

      ‘You miss me?’ Eden swallowed a lump of emotion in her throat.

      ‘Yes, and Bella and Rome of course, and I’m just happy to hang out with you guys. I suppose, eventually, I’ll settle down with someone but that’s just not a priority for me at the moment. After my parents’ marriage ended so badly, I’m not sure I ever want to get married actually.’ He paused, staring at her, fondly. ‘What about you, are you looking for love?’

      She sighed. ‘Not really.’ She wasn’t looking for it, because she had it. It just wasn’t reciprocated.

      ‘You haven’t been with anyone since Stephen broke your heart,’ Dougie went on.

      ‘He didn’t break my heart,’ Eden said. She would’ve had to have been in love with Stephen for her heart to break and that wasn’t the case.

      He frowned in confusion. ‘He hurt you.’

      ‘I was sad that it was over.’ She had been upset when Stephen had broken up with her, mostly because she knew how much she had hurt him and she never wanted that. But also because Stephen was perfect in every single way: he made her laugh, he was kind, sweet, attentive, generous, great in bed, completely in love with her. He ticked every single box except the Dougie-shaped one. No matter how hard she tried, she had never fallen in love with Stephen in return. She liked him a lot, she was fond of him, but she had never been in love with him, not in the crazy head-over-heels kind of way that she loved Dougie. And although she’d known that she would never love anyone the way she loved Dougie and had been quite happy to stay with Stephen, it wasn’t fair on him and she’d known that. Stephen had been aware of the fact that she didn’t love him and had ended it after six months together. And while her concern had mostly been for Stephen and how gutted he was that he wasn’t enough for her, she had also been upset because she realised that she was probably destined to spend the rest of her life alone. If she couldn’t fall in love with Stephen – who had been perfect – then she had no chance of moving on with anyone unless she could miraculously fall out of love with Dougie and, after twelve or more years, she recognised that was never going to happen either.

      ‘It hurt because I’m clearly rubbish at relationships,’ Eden said, skating round the truth. ‘And I’m probably going to die alone, getting eaten by a load of cats.’

      ‘That’s not going to happen,’ Dougie said.

      ‘No?’

      ‘Well you don’t like cats, so I can’t see that you’d be buying one let alone a pack of them. Dogs maybe, but I don’t think death by cat is how you will see your end.’

      ‘Encouraging,’ Eden sighed.

      ‘And also because you’ll never be alone. You’ll always have me.’

      ‘Two spinsters together?’ Eden asked.

      ‘I don’t think I can be a spinster, I haven’t got the right parts for that.’

      ‘You know what I mean. Perpetually single. Neither of us getting married. That’s pretty depressing.’

      ‘Well, I don’t know if I’ll never get married. If my secret crush decides that she loves me too, then I suppose marriage could be on the cards.’

      ‘You have a secret crush?’

      ‘There’s a girl I’m crazy about,’ he grinned.

      Hurt slammed into her stomach as she racked her mind for who it could be. ‘You’ve never mentioned her before.’

      ‘There didn’t seem much point, she doesn’t see me that way.’

      ‘And… you’d marry her?’

      Her voice was suddenly high with anxiety. What would be worse, watching him work his way through half the single female population of the island and listening to him having sex, or watching him fall in love with someone, get married to them and have children with them? She knew the answer as soon as she asked that, panic rising in her chest so hard and fast she could barely breathe.

      He shrugged. ‘If that’s what she wanted… Hey, are you OK?’

      ‘I just need some air, I feel hot,’ Eden muttered and quickly removed herself from his arms. He let her go and she moved quickly into the kitchen and out the back door into her tiny garden which overlooked the sea.

      The sea was a deep blue today as grey clouds dusted the early morning sky. It still looked beautiful though and it calmed her down. It was cold outside, a shock to the system after being snuggled against the warmth of Dougie’s body, and it was enough to make her catch her breath.

      She should have told him years ago. She should have made it clear that his frequent visits actually hurt; the ache in her chest always so raw every time he left. But she never had. He’d already broken her heart once when he had kissed her and then moved to America, never mentioning the kiss again. After the kiss, all she’d been able to see was this bright and wonderful future with the man she loved and she’d lost that, which had left a gaping hole in her heart. She didn’t want to go through the pain of that again and if she told him how she felt and he rejected her, she knew that pain would resurface. But she didn’t want to lose him as a best friend either. He was too important to her for that.

      When he’d first mentioned that he was moving back to Hope Island for good, she should have told him then how she felt, she should have selfishly asked him to stay in America, but she couldn’t. As much as it hurt her whenever he came home, not seeing him ever again would hurt even more. But could she really watch him get married and have children?

      She fingered the star necklace he’d given her for her last birthday. At the time he’d said it was so she would have somewhere to keep all her wishes in the same place and she’d told him she didn’t believe in wishes or magic any more. And that was true but as she rubbed it between her fingers now, so that the metal went warm, she closed her eyes and wished as hard as she could that she could fall out of love with Dougie.

      ‘Thought you said you don’t believe in wishes any more,’ Dougie said and she let the necklace fall back onto her chest.

      ‘I don’t,’ Eden sighed as she watched the winter sunshine glint off his beautiful red curls. No, she didn’t because as she watched him come across the frosty lawn towards her, she knew she was still as in love with him as she’d always been. No wish was going to change that.

      ‘That was such a big part of who you were growing up, you always believed in magic and dreams and wishes coming true.’

      ‘And you were always the one who encouraged me to never give up on them. You told me there was magic all around us if we only know where to look. I remember when all the kids at school stopped believing in Santa Claus and we went down to Mistletoe Cove, where we would always hang out when it was just the two of us, and we talked about it. You asked if I still believed in him and I said I really wanted to, that there was something wonderful about the idea of this man visiting every child in the world in one night, bringing toys and gifts, travelling across the starlit skies in his sleigh with his magical flying reindeer. I said that I never wanted to stop believing in him and you told me not to, that I was never to give up on believing in magic. And every single year since then, there has always been a gift under my tree from Santa. Every year…’ The words caught in her throat as she stared at him. She knew they were really from him. He came home almost every year for Christmas and somehow he always managed to smuggle the present under her tree. Even in the years that he didn’t make it home, the present from Santa was always there.

      ‘But you still gave up on wishes. What happened for you to give up on them?’

      ‘They never came true.’

      ‘Maybe you’re not asking in the right way.’

      ‘Is there a right way?’

      Dougie clearly thought about this for a moment. ‘Did you know the patron saint of wishes is Saint Douglas?’

      She laughed. ‘It is not.’

      ‘It is, I swear. If I had my phone on me, I’d prove it to you, but trust me, it is. You need to tell your wishes to him. As a direct descendent of Saint Douglas, you can tell me your wishes and I guarantee they’ll come true.’

      She smiled fondly at him and shook her head. ‘Not going to happen. Everyone knows if you tell someone your wish, it will never come true, basic wish rules 101.’

      ‘But I’m not just anyone, I’m the great-great-great-great-grandson of the Saint Douglas himself. I have the power to make all your wishes come true.’

      She rolled her eyes. ‘Let me make you some breakfast before I go off to work.’

      He snagged her arm. ‘OK, don’t tell me, but you know the legend of Mistletoe Cove, right?’

      ‘What legend?’

      ‘You mean to tell me that Eden Lancaster, chief wisher extraordinaire, has never thrown a wish into the wishing well?’

      ‘What’s the wishing well?’

      ‘The blowhole,’ Dougie explained. ‘That’s what the locals called it hundreds of years ago but its name has been lost over the years.’

      On the far side of Mistletoe Cove, there was a hole in the rocks that led to an underwater cave. When the waves hit the sea entrance to the cave, the water would spray up through the hole like a giant fountain. Not many people from the island had seen it as it was so hard to get down to Mistletoe Cove, although the tourist boat trips around the islands always made a point of showing the visitors the blowhole. But Eden had never heard it called the wishing well before.

      She decided to humour him. ‘No, I’ve not heard the legend of the wishing well.’

      ‘Well, legend has it that if you write three wishes on a piece of paper and throw it into the blowhole at midnight, all three wishes will come true.’

      ‘So the blowhole can read?’ Eden laughed.

      ‘I don’t know how the magic works, but I do know that it does work.’

      ‘You have proof of this.’

      ‘Yes, lots of people have done it and had their wishes come true. I did it. I wrote three wishes on a piece of paper on my seventeenth birthday and threw them in the blowhole. They all came true.’

      She still didn’t believe this but she would indulge him. ‘What did you wish for?’

      ‘I wished that I would move to New York, I wished that one day I would own my own gaming company and I wished that I could meet my hero at the time, Harrison Ford.’

      Eden laughed, remembering that he had actually bumped into Harrison Ford in a coffee shop in New York a few weeks after he had moved out there. His photo of the two of them together was still one of his most treasured possessions.

      ‘And none of that would have happened if it hadn’t been for the wishes I threw into the blowhole.’

      ‘I think the first two would have happened anyway with hard work and determination.’

      ‘Well, how do you explain me meeting Harrison Ford?’ Dougie grinned at her.

      ‘Lucky coincidence.’

      ‘Look, what do you have to lose? Come with me tomorrow night, make a wish, see if it comes true. I haven’t been back to Mistletoe Cove for years; it’d be good to see it again.’

      ‘I haven’t been back there either,’ Eden said, knowing full well that she hadn’t been there since the night they had kissed just before he had left for America.

      ‘Then let’s go there tomorrow, for old times’ sake. We’ll take a flask of hot chocolate, light a fire and toast marshmallows, just like we used to. And if you’re feeling brave enough, you can make a wish.’

      ‘It was minus five last night, I don’t think it’s warm enough to sit outside.’

      ‘We’ll take our sleeping bags, stop making excuses,’ Dougie said. ‘You just don’t want to climb down the devil’s stairs. You’re obviously too scared.’

      She grinned, knowing that was how he had persuaded her to go to the cove with him the first time when she was only eight years old. There was no direct path down to the cove, having to climb down through a cave and then down the rocky cliff face to get to it. Of course she had wanted to show him that she was brave enough to do it with him when she was a child and they had been many times since then as they had grown up together. It had become their special place.

      ‘Fine, we’ll go,’ Eden said. She couldn’t resist going back to Mistletoe Cove with him after all these years. And if the wishing well really did work, maybe her wish to fall out of love with Dougie would finally come true.
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