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      When Neve envisaged seeing her ex-boyfriend for the first time since their break-up, she had never imagined it playing out like this. She kind of thought, if she ever saw Oakley Rey again, she would be dressed in a sexy, floor-length dress and looking utterly fabulous. She wouldn’t be standing there with tears falling down her cheeks at seeing him again and she wouldn’t be dressed as an elf with red and white tights and oversized green pointy shoes with bells on the ends.

      She couldn’t believe he was here. He should be at some super-glamorous, glitzy party in California but instead Oakley Rey, Hollywood superstar, was climbing out of a helicopter on the tiny remote Juniper Island, the northernmost island of the British Isles.

      She wiped her eyes and watched him stride across the grass towards her. Her heart physically ached. There was a part of her that wanted to run straight into his arms, but it was outweighed by the part that had her pointy elf shoes glued to the ground. He looked amazing. Incredibly he had bulked out in the nine weeks since they had been apart, somehow looking so much bigger and more muscular than she remembered. He looked strong, confident and every inch the Hollywood star.

      His eyes locked with hers as he moved towards her and it was almost as if they were the only people in the world before she suddenly remembered that she was standing in the grounds of the Stardust Lake Hotel. Her unexpected reunion was about to be witnessed by probably half the guests as they all peered out their windows to see who had arrived in the black, sleek helicopter. It was Christmas Eve, every lodge at the hotel had been taken up by the guests and journalists that had arrived for the grand opening a few days before. And worse still, her family was standing there with her.

      Her mum and dad stood frozen to the ground to the right of her, while Gabe, her brother, had his arm round her shoulders, trying to offer some comfort at the shock of seeing Oakley again. She heard Gabe’s girlfriend, Pip, asking quietly who the man was and Gabe telling her it was Oakley, confirming that she wasn’t having some kind of hallucination. No one moved, no one said anything, and there wasn’t a single word in her head that she could utter to encapsulate her feelings over seeing him again.

      In the end Neve’s four-year-old niece broke the silence.

      ‘Oakley!’ Wren squealed with delight and ran forward to greet him as Neve herself should have done. Wren launched herself at him and Oakley dropped his bag and caught the bundle of arms and legs and threw her up in the air before catching her again. She let out a shriek of joy and giggled as Oakley threw her over his shoulder and hung her upside down. He adored Wren, always had, and the ache in Neve’s chest grew to something almost tangible as she watched them play and laugh together. He would make a wonderful father. One day – he was too young now. At twenty-six, his lifelong dream of being a movie star was about to be realised and a child would get in the way of that.

      With Wren still slung over his shoulder, Oakley walked up to them so that he was within touching distance. Every bone in her body screamed at her to take that last step, lean her head against his heart and feel his arms around her, with his head resting on top of hers as he always used to hold her. But she couldn’t.

      For a second, all his confidence seemed to falter at a lack of any reaction from her, but as he clocked the tears in her eyes, he smiled, sadly. ‘Hey, Freckle,’ Oakley said, softly.

      His voice, his name for her on his lips. It was enough to send the tears straight back to her eyes again. How could she ever think she could let this man go?

      When there were still no words forthcoming, Gabe cleared his throat. ‘Hi Oakley, erm... It’s good to see you again.’

      Oakley tore his eyes away from Neve to address her brother.

      ‘Hey, Gabe, I think this belongs to you.’ Oakley handed over a giggling Wren to Gabe. ‘I hope you don’t mind me landing there. We were heading to the airport when I saw you guys walking over to the hotel. I didn’t want to waste any time getting to my girl.’

      My girl. Neve swallowed, painfully.

      The helicopter suddenly took off with an ear-splitting noise and as it faded into the distance, silence descended on them again.

      Gabe spoke again, clearly trying to fill the gaps. ‘We weren’t expecting you. All our lodges are full. We have houses down in the village where you could stay for a few days but I think we’ve filled a few of them for the New Year’s Eve ball. We could—’

      ‘You don’t need to worry, I’ll be staying in Neve’s house,’ Oakley said, simply.

      Her heart thundered against her chest at that thought.

      ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Gabe said, clearly uncomfortable about him showing up like this and not knowing what Neve’s reaction to it would be. She couldn’t help him out. She had no idea what her reaction should be either.

      Her mum, Lizzie, stepped forward and to Neve’s surprise she embraced Oakley in a hug. ‘It’s so lovely to see you again. We’re all heading over to have some lunch. You’d be very welcome to join us but I expect you and Neve have some talking to do.’

      Lizzie stepped back and then with meaningful looks at the rest of her family she ushered them all away from Neve and Oakley.

      Luke, her older brother, hovered for a moment, his hand on Neve’s back. ‘You OK?’

      Neve nodded. Luke gave Oakley a meaningful glare then walked after the rest of his family, leaving her alone with the man who had stolen her heart.

      Oakley stared down at her, his face breaking into that gorgeous heart-stopping smile. ‘You don’t look too happy to see me. I did promise I’d spend Christmas with you, you know I never break a promise.’

      She cleared her throat. ‘That was before we broke up.’

      He stepped closer, so close she could feel his warmth, his wonderful scent that reminded her of sweet roasted chestnuts, close enough to see the flecks of toffee gold in his warm chocolate eyes.

      ‘We never broke up, Freckle, we were just... taking a break.’

      She wanted to kiss him, to lean up and press her lips to his. How could she feel this way? She’d chosen to break up with him and it had been nine weeks. She was supposed to be over him by now. It wasn’t supposed to still be hurting like this. She had missed him so much.

      Clarity came when her eyes found the small scar on the side of his head. The scar she knew he’d got while filming a scene in his latest movie. Mere days after she had read about it online, she had switched on her computer to find that he had been rumoured to be seeing the pretty red-headed doctor who had stitched him back up. One of many women he had been linked with over the last few weeks. She didn’t know why she tortured herself daily with reading the Google alerts for him, but he was like an addiction for her and if she couldn’t be with him then that had been her poor substitute.

      She stepped back out of his proximity and immediately felt cold without him.

      Unperturbed, he turned and grabbed his bag. ‘Which way to your house?’

      ‘You’re not staying with me. I have one bed and one shower.’

      ‘Looks like we’ll have to share then,’ Oakley said, walking off.

      She marched up to him. ‘We are not sharing anything. Lord knows whose bed you’ve been sharing for the last few weeks! I’d like to keep my sheets clean, thank you very much and—’

      She let out a yelp as he wrapped a hand round her waist and tugged her up against him, his brown eyes shadowed by his eyebrows as he scowled at her. ‘Is that what you really think? That I’ve been working my way around the female population of California in your absence? There’s been many a woman who has flashed me a pretty smile and her phone number or in some cases her room number. Not one of them interested me. Not one of them made my pulse race like you do. Not one of them made me laugh as hard as you do. They weren’t you and being with them would not even have scratched the surface of what I got from you so there was absolutely no point. You are the only one I want and I’m here to get you back.’

      He released her and walked away towards the lodges.

      She watched him walk up the path ahead of her. He made it sound so simple when in reality it wasn’t. He lived in California, she lived here at the Stardust Lake Hotel. He was about to become a huge Hollywood star, she was a hotel manager. Their worlds couldn’t be any further apart. And the biggest problem was the secret she carried inside of her, the secret she had kept to herself for the last ten days. If he knew that he would run a hundred miles away from her.

      He turned back briefly. ‘Which house, Freckle?’

      They needed to talk, she knew that. As Neve noticed a few guests peering out their windows at what was transpiring, she knew they needed to talk in private and the only way she was going to get that was by taking him to her house.

      She pointed. ‘That one in the corner with the holly wreath on the front door.’

      He turned and walked towards it.

      She would tell him and let the cards fall where they may.
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      Adam Douglas looked out of his office window as the helicopter took off, shattering the tranquil peace of the island for a second time. Oakley Rey was here and while he was happy for Neve that they would hopefully be able to sort out their differences, he had a good mind to go down there and give Oakley a piece of his mind for landing so close to the hotel. If only he could get off the phone. He watched Oakley talking to Neve and decided for her sake to let it go. He tuned back in to what was being said on the other end of the line.

      ‘...I’m ever so worried,’ said Deborah, the owner of the chocolate shop in the village.

      Adam sighed and rubbed his head. ‘How long has Ivy been missing?’

      ‘Well, as I said, she always goes out for a walk at about seven in the morning. She’s normally back after an hour. We’ve been so busy with the shop I didn’t realise she hadn’t come back. We’ve been round to her house but there’s no answer.’

      Adam glanced at his watch. Ivy, the woman who ran the painting shop, had been out for nearly five hours. The hotel had an agreement with the villagers that their shops must be open between the hours of ten and six and although he didn’t know Ivy personally, he knew that all the shop owners in the tiny village were reliable and wouldn’t just not open unless there was a really good reason for it. It was freezing outside – if she had gone out for a walk and fallen over somewhere, she’d be at risk of hypothermia now as well as any injuries she had sustained from the fall.

      ‘I’ll get a search party together, any idea where she goes?’ Adam asked.

      ‘No, I don’t, I’m afraid.’

      ‘OK, can you keep an eye out for her and if she comes back to the village, can you call through to the hotel and let us know?’

      ‘Of course, I’m sorry to bother you, I didn’t know who else to call.’

      ‘It’s no bother.’

      He finished the call and phoned through to the reception asking Iris to contact the boys from the maintenance team, the porters and round up anyone else who was free. He asked her to put together some basic rescue bags including blankets, water, a walkie-talkie, some snacks and a first aid kit.

      He pulled his coat and snow boots on. There were never problems like this to sort out at the hotel he worked at as deputy manager in London. The worst thing he had to sort out there was a mistake with a reservation, a wedding not up to the high standards of a bridezilla or men who were using the hotel for extramarital affairs and their wives finding out. He had been on the island for four days, on a secondment from the London hotel to help Neve with the opening of Stardust Lake Hotel, and he was already realising how different life was going to be for the next few months on this tiny island.

      The hotel accommodation was made up of lots of ski lodges instead of rooms, and instead of spa facilities and a pool there were snowmobiling and sledging activities and a giant ice palace where the New Year’s Eve ball was to take place in a week’s time. The only way onto the island was by boat or plane, whereas normally everyone who arrived at the hotel in central London came by taxi or a chauffeur-driven car. The weather was brutal – it had snowed every day since he had arrived and the cold coastal winds were harsh and cruel. And he had Shetland ponies that ran riot around the village, apparently stealing things from the villagers and the tourists.

      The village was another thing to contend with. He had met many of the villagers a few days before – wonderful, colourful, mostly elderly characters. Many of them telling him excitedly about the predicted spectacular show of the Merry Dancers over the Christmas period. It had taken him a while to realise that they were talking about the Northern Lights. Deborah had told him the meanings of the different colours. He remembered that a red aurora was a foretelling of love, which brought a whole new meaning to the expression, ‘Red sky at night, shepherd’s delight’.

      The town called Christmas was to be an almost year-long Christmas and winter-themed market. Most of the people in the village were islanders who had lived there all their lives. Gabe Whitaker had come along and converted all their houses into wooden ski lodges and somehow persuaded them all to run individual little shops selling crafts and food straight from their front rooms. Although they were supposed to be independent shops, Neve had explained to him that the islanders were to be treated almost like hotel staff and would need to be looked after, especially the older folk, who might need hand-holding during the first few weeks of the hotel opening.

      And that was another thing that was causing him a headache. Neve. He’d known her for eight years and she was the most organised and efficient person he knew. Nothing fazed her, she never got upset, she was fiery and took no crap. But since he’d got there she had been in a complete state, crying all the time, she’d been sick several times as well and, although he knew she was upset because of her break-up with Oakley, he strongly suspected she was pregnant and that was the reason why she was an emotional wreck.

      And now he had a missing old lady to contend with too.

      He ran down the stairs to the reception and spoke to Iris and Jake, the receptionist and porter, co-ordinating the search. He grabbed his rescue bag as Iris made up a few more and then headed outside, just as Gabe, Luke and their parents walked up the steps with Pip and Wren, probably heading for lunch.

      ‘Ivy Storm has gone missing,’ Adam said, not bothering with any preliminaries. ‘She went out for a walk around seven this morning and hasn’t come back. I’ve organised a search of the island, around the south, east and north. Can you guys take the west side and I’ll cut through the middle road?’

      Gabe’s dad, David, scooped up Wren. ‘We’ll take care of Wren, you guys go and find this lady.’

      Gabe looked at his parents apologetically and Adam knew that he had planned to spend the whole day with Pip, his parents and his daughter.

      ‘Sorry, Princess, I won’t be long,’ Gabe said, pressing a kiss to Wren’s forehead.

      ‘It’s OK Daddy, you need to find Ivy and make sure she is safe,’ Wren said, with all the wisdom of someone five times her age.

      Iris came out and handed bags and walkie-talkies to them. Luke agreed to take the coastal path and Gabe and Pip said they would head to the west.

      ‘Shall I go and get Neve?’ Gabe asked.

      Adam looked over at Neve and Oakley, who were standing talking to each other as if they were the only people in the world that existed.

      ‘No, they need to talk. We can handle this one without her.’

      He watched as Oakley marched over towards Neve’s house and Neve followed him.

      He turned back to Gabe, Pip and Luke and they all split up in search of Ivy. Adam headed towards the road that cut straight through the middle of the island. Snow started to fall again and he looked up and cursed the sky. He only hoped they would find Ivy soon.
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      Oakley looked around the resort as he walked up to Neve’s house. It had changed so much since he had been up there with her in the spring. The little snow-capped wooden ski lodges looked cosy and inviting, some of them with trails of smoke drifting from the chimneys. Behind the lodges, up on the hillside, he could see the cluster of glass igloos, some of them glowing gold against the backdrop of the sparkling snow. He’d seen the spectacular ice palace as he’d flown over, which was another new addition. He knew Neve had worked so hard to get everything ready for the opening and he was so proud of her and what she had achieved.

      He glanced back at her, smiling at how adorable she looked in her elf costume. Her long, black hair cascaded over one shoulder in loose curls and he longed to run his fingers through it again. She looked pale, paler than normal, which was saying something when she normally had skin the colour of fresh fallen snow. Her freckles, peppered over her cheeks and nose, seemed darker than usual. Maybe she was ill or maybe just shocked to see him turn up here like this. She’d be even more shocked when she found out the reason why he’d come. He smiled at the thought, though nerves and fear slammed into his stomach as soon as he allowed himself to think about it.

      Oakley pushed the thought away and walked up the stairs to her front door. He let himself in and looked around as he dumped his bag on the chair.

      Inside it was small and cosy, decked in wood panelling with colourful rugs and cushions. There were two bright blue sofas facing each other either side of a log fire and a Christmas tree dressed in silver ribbons and twinkling lights stood in one corner. Open wooden stairs led up to a mezzanine bedroom; he presumed the bathroom was up there too. There was a small kitchen area at the back. It was nice, but there was something about the place that suggested this was somewhere that Neve stayed, not lived. There was nothing personal about this space, no photos, no trinkets or ornaments. It lacked anything of her personality at all.

      ‘Nice place.’

      Neve closed the door behind her and leaned up against it. Why did she look scared to have him here?

      ‘Can I get you a drink, or something to eat?’ she said.

      She was being so polite to him and he hated it. Their relationship had always been filled with chemistry and passion. He wanted to grab her, kiss her hard, taste her, run his fingers over her silky skin and then drag her down in front of the fireplace and show her how very impolite he could be. This politeness made him worry that maybe he’d left things too late. Maybe they really were over.

      She was still waiting for his answer.

      ‘Burger and fries would be great. It feels like I’ve been travelling for two days to get here and even in first class the airplane food is bad. I’ll take a beer too, please.’

      ‘Burger and chips,’ Neve corrected, and he was relieved to see the small smirk playing on her lips.

      Oakley laughed. ‘I’ve been stateside too long.’

      Neve pushed away from the door and picked up the phone, presumably dialling through to reception. She put the order in for food to be delivered and when she put the phone down she turned back to face him.

      God, he had missed her so much. He should never have let her go, he should have fought for her when she had broken up with him. He should have called before now, talked to her, but his stubborn pride had prevented him from begging her to come back. But now he would get down on his knees and beg and plead for her to give them another chance, pride be damned. He loved her and he needed her in his life and he had no intention of leaving here without her.

      Silence stretched between them. How had it come to this? When they were together they would talk for hours barely drawing breath and now things were awkward between them. He looked around the room, he needed to say something and he knew he couldn’t lead with the main reason for his trip.

      He glanced at the fireplace and walked over, getting to his knees as he built and lit a fire. Maybe if the room was warm and cosy it might make them both relax a bit.

      Neve was watching him, he knew that, and as he glanced over his shoulder he saw her staring at his bum. He smiled, a sliver of hope blooming in his heart.

      He stood up and wiping his hands down his jeans he stared at the flames as they flickered and danced in the fireplace.

      She came over to stand next to him and that gave him hope too.

      ‘How’s it been going here at the hotel?’ Oakley asked. ‘I know you were helping to oversee the development of it for months when you were in London, flying back and forth between the two hotels, you worked your arse off. Did everything go smoothly for the opening?’

      ‘It couldn’t have gone better. The ice palace is a big hit, people love the glass igloos and the village with the Christmas market. People have been hiring the snowmobiles or hiking around the island and the grand opening and the Christmas carnival were a huge success. I’m so pleased for Gabe, all his hard work paid off.’

      ‘All your hard work too. He is very lucky to have you.’

      ‘I’m lucky to have him. He gave me a home when I had nothing, gave me a job. I owe him so much.’

      ‘I think you’ve paid your dues.’

      It annoyed him that she felt this huge sense of loyalty to her brother. She worked her arse off for him. Gabe was a good man and Oakley respected how he looked after his family and his staff, but he didn’t want Neve’s loyalty to him to stand in the way of her own dreams.

      ‘Oakley, we need to talk.’

      He looked at her and saw real fear in her eyes. What on earth did she want to say that had her looking like that? Not unless she had moved on with someone else already. That would put a real dampener on his plans.

      He lifted a curl of her black hair off her face and tucked it behind her ear. ‘I’m listening, Freckle.’
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      Her breath caught in her throat at his touch and any words she had been trying to say dried in her mouth.

      With his blond hair curling at the back of his neck, his white shirt open at the collar and his tanned chest peeking out the top, he was a sight for sore eyes.

      ‘You look good, Oakley.’

      He grinned as he appraised her. ‘You look amazing.’

      ‘I’m dressed as an elf.’

      ‘You still look amazing. Always do.’

      She sighed. He was such a charmer and, like many women before her, and probably many women after her, she had fallen for it, hook, line and sinker.

      ‘I’m going to get changed. One of the porters will be bringing over the food shortly.’

      ‘Do you need any help getting out of that costume, Freckle?’ Oakley called after her as she walked up the stairs.

      ‘I’m sure I’ll manage.’

      ‘Well, give me a call if you need me.’

      Neve walked into her bedroom and sat down on the bed, glad to have the space from him. He was here in her home. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been just about to jet off to Hollywood to start filming the latest comic book superhero blockbuster with Oakley in the title role of Obsidian. And now he was here, on this tiny remote island off the coast of Scotland with a permanent population of sixty-three people, probably a hundred if you counted all the hotel staff staying there. The last time she had seen him, she had broken his heart by ending things between them and, as he had stormed out of her bedroom and slammed the door behind him, she had felt her own heart breaking too.

      She let her head fall into her hands.

      Neve had first met Oakley when he was filming in London, starring in a supporting role in a British romcom. He had lived at the hotel she had been deputy manager for at the time and stayed there for ten months. He had been this cheeky, smiling man with the exuberance of an oversized puppy. Never a bad word to say about anything, despite the fact that on many occasions he came back to the hotel after a day’s filming so exhausted he could barely stand. Every woman fancied him but for reasons she would never know, he had eyes only for her. She had resisted him at first – he was an actor who probably turned on the charm to any woman who caught his eye and, not being one for casual relationships, she certainly didn’t want to go down that road. She had also been wary of getting involved with a celebrity again, someone in the public eye. Her last boyfriend had been an Olympian and he had broken her heart spectacularly so she and Oakley had become friends. They’d had breakfast together every day that his filming schedule would allow it and dinner some days too. Slowly that friendship had developed into something more and then quickly progressed, at least for her, into a full-blown love affair. She loved him, she couldn’t deny that, and having him here was bringing back all the pain she had suffered after he left.

      She quickly got changed and went downstairs, just as Jake, the hotel porter, arrived with the food. She watched Oakley with Jake and smiled. Jake was clearly stunned to be serving food to a Hollywood star, although he was trying to remain professional. Oakley was treating Jake like he was his best mate, chatting to him about Christmas and the hotel as if it was the most normal thing in the world.

      Neve walked down the last few stairs and approached them.

      ‘Thanks, Jake. Is everything OK over at the hotel?’

      ‘Yes, there’s no problems. Adam told me to tell you he’s looking after everything today and not to worry about coming back to work this afternoon.’

      ‘Adam’s here?’ Oakley said, his smile disappearing. Adam, her assistant manager, was the one person that Oakley didn’t like. Their close friendship made him uneasy.

      ‘He came up from the London hotel to give me a hand with the opening. He’ll be here for a few months.’

      Jake, recognising the tension between her and Oakley, excused himself and left them alone.

      ‘Might have known he would follow you up here,’ Oakley said, throwing himself down on the sofa as he started to tuck into the food.

      ‘Adam is a good man. I wish you weren’t so down on him. Besides, Gabe asked him to come up here to help, not me. There’s been so much work to do to get this place ready and I’ve... not been well the past few weeks and...’

      ‘What do you mean, you’ve not been well?’ Oakley’s eyes filled with concern.

      Neve hesitated before she spoke. ‘I’ve just had a sick bug, it’s nothing to worry about. And there’s nothing going on between me and Adam. Which is more than I can say for you and your beautiful co-star, River Andrews.’

      ‘You know there’s nothing between me and her. You know most of that is rumours started by my mum. The press love it and the attention doesn’t hurt to build an early following for the film.’

      Oakley took a big bite of his burger.

      ‘Oh yes, your lovely mother,’ Neve said, dryly. ‘She made it very clear that she didn’t like me.’

      ‘Of course she likes you.’

      His mum hated her and had pretty much told her so. Of course Oakley didn’t know that.

      ‘She told you to make sure you were never photographed with me. She didn’t want you to be seen with me, something you took heed of. We rarely went out and when we did it was all in secret.’

      His face fell. ‘Is that what you thought? You know that the press take pictures of something as simple as me eating an ice cream, or buying a t-shirt. They hound the women I’m seen with and dig into their pasts and you’re angry because I wanted to protect you from that? I recognised that what we had was unique and special, for the first time in my life I was in love and I wanted to keep that private and not have it ruined by the press harassing you. It was never about me not wanting to be seen with you.’

      Neve swallowed the emotion clogging her throat. Was that true? Had he really done that to protect her?

      ‘And who I date has nothing to do with my mum. I will date whoever I want, I’ve told her that.’

      ‘Doesn’t stop her interfering though. I’m surprised she even let you come over here.’

      ‘I fired her as my manager.’

      Neve sat down on the sofa opposite him. That was a big statement from him. His mum had always been the third wheel in their relationship. She had been his manager since he got his first movie role at the age of fifteen and helped him to secure several large TV parts after that. Without his dad on the scene and just one sister, they had always been close and he had been happy for her to make the decisions on which path his career should take. It was only in the last year or two that Oakley had started to resent her interference and his mum had blamed Neve entirely for that.

      ‘She wants the best for me but she’s too controlling. I was happy for her to take the lead when I was a kid, I didn’t know any better, but the time has long since passed where I need someone to make my decisions for me. I didn’t want it to affect my relationship with her. She wasn’t happy but we’ve reached an understanding. We’re better off as mother and son. Don’t mix business and pleasure.’

      ‘That’s something I should have taken heed of,’ Neve said. ‘You were a guest in my hotel, I shouldn’t have got involved with you.’

      ‘We were meant to be together, Freckle, there’s no shouldn’t about it.’

      She watched him as he finished his food. She had never felt before what she felt for Oakley. Even with Zander, the man she thought she had been in love with many years ago, it was never like this. The intensity of her feelings for Oakley was all-consuming. As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t just switch those feelings off.

      Oakley licked his fingers clean and shoved the plate aside. He beckoned her across the room with his finger and that gorgeous smile.

      She stayed where she was. It was safer that way. ‘What are you doing here, Oakley?’

      ‘I told you, I want you back.’

      ‘Well, I don’t want to get back together, so you had a wasted trip.’

      He stood up and sat down next to her, slinging his arm around her shoulders. She didn’t have it in her to protest. She belonged in his arms. His warmth, his scent, it was an intoxicating mix. He hadn’t shaved for a few days and he had golden stubble across his jawbone. He looked delicious and right now she wanted nothing more than to kiss him, to feel that stubble against her cheeks or her throat as he worked his kisses down to her collarbone.

      ‘You don’t want me here? You’re not happy to see me?’ Oakley said, clearly unperturbed by her comment.

      ‘No.’

      Without warning he pressed his mouth to her neck, right against her pulse point, and she let out a soft involuntary moan of pleasure at his touch. She knew he could feel her pulse hammering against his lips.

      He pulled back slightly and the dark look he gave her made her breath catch in her throat.

      ‘I think you’re lying. I think you want me as much as I want you.’

      ‘It’s just lust and sex though, Oakley, you can’t base a relationship on that.’

      ‘I think lust and sex is a great basis for a relationship.’ He smiled as he placed a kiss on her shoulder. She sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. ‘Freckle, if I really wanted just sex, I could have stayed in California where there’s free sex on tap. I want something more than that. I want you. It’s always been you.’

      He picked up her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist.

      If he kept this up, her restraint would be shattered very quickly.

      She took her hand from his mouth, though she didn’t move from his side. She couldn’t.

      Oakley looked at her. ‘Why did you really break up with me?’

      ‘You know why. It never would have worked, you’re over there, I’m over here. I’d only be holding you back. Your acting career is just taking off and you need to be available. Travelling back and forth would not be good for you, you’d be tired, it would affect your filming schedule, you might miss auditions or callbacks. It would interfere with your career and I never wanted that.’

      ‘You would never have held me back, we could have made it work. Was that really the reason or was it because of the rumours of me and River being together?’

      That hadn’t helped either. The insecurities she had that she wouldn’t be enough for him had been poked at like an old wound when she’d seen them together.

      ‘There were photos of you and her together everywhere. Laughing, joking. . .’

      ‘Holding hands? Did you see photos of me holding hands with her, like I held your hand?’

      She swallowed. ‘No.’

      ‘Kissing? Hugging? Making love? Were there any photos of that?’

      She shook her head. In reality she knew he hadn’t cheated on her, but it still didn’t stop those insecurities from surfacing, didn’t stop her wondering if he found River more attractive than her. And how long he would be faithful when he could have any woman he wanted.

      ‘Because there weren’t any. There is no affair, there never has been. We were together simply because we had both been cast in this movie and wanted to meet before filming started. There has never been anyone but you since I walked into your hotel nearly a year ago. I want you back, Freckle. I’ve missed you so much.’

      ‘Nothing has changed. I’m here, you live in California. You’ll be travelling all over the world. We’re never going to see each other. And every day I open up the newspapers or go on the internet and see you with another woman. It kills me, wondering if you’re lying next to them in bed, holding these women like you used to hold me. Telling them you’ve never felt this way before.’

      Annoyingly, tears formed in her eyes again. Damn her over-emotional body for betraying her like this.

      Oakley smiled, sadly, and brushed the tears gently away. ‘I’m not Zander.’

      ‘I know,’ she said, quietly. ‘But I’ve been through this before. I know what it’s like to date a celebrity who has women throwing themselves at him. It gets pretty hard to say no. And Zander wasn’t even that famous. You’re Oakley Rey, you’re on the cover of every magazine, there are whole forums dedicated to discussing how hot you are and what women would like to do to you. There are memes and gifs circulating social media of your naked bum and you taking your top off. Pretty soon you’re going to realise you can have any woman you want and it’s much more fun playing the field than waiting around for months until you see me again.’

      ‘I’m not going to cheat on you. It hasn’t been hard for me to say no for the last few weeks because I only wanted you and these other women never came close. And as for the rest, we’d make it work. I told you that.’

      ‘How? We’d see each other for a few weeks here and there. How could we ever have any kind of future like that? How could we have a proper relationship?’

      ‘People who work in the forces see their partners for less time than we would see each other and they seem to make it work OK. I’m not saying it would be easy but if it’s worth it, if what we have is worth fighting for, then we’d make it work somehow.’

      ‘What about children, Oakley? How would that work? You’d come back and play with the baby for a few days before jetting off to some far-flung destination for a few months.’

      ‘Children are a long way off for us, Freckle. I don’t think we need to worry about that just yet.’

      ‘I’m thirty-one. Babies and marriage might not be in your immediate future but they are in mine.’

      ‘You could come with me on location – lots of actors and actresses travel with their husbands and wives.’

      ‘And do what, just sit in the trailer waiting for you? I have a job here, my family are here.’

      ‘Well, at least we’d be together,’ he said and she opened her mouth to protest. He cupped her face, running his thumb over her cheek and stalling all other words in her throat. ‘Look, it’s Christmas Eve. I fly out New Year’s Day. We have just over a week. Could we just, if only for one day, pretend that we don’t have this big insurmountable problem between us? Could we spend Christmas Day as friends and talk and laugh like we used to? I’ve missed that so much. And come Boxing Day, we can talk about how we could make this work. Maybe come up with some kind of plan. And if we can’t sort something out by New Year’s Day, if the long distance and the travelling really is too hard to work around, then I’ll leave and I promise you’ll never hear from me again.’

      Neve swallowed as she stared back at him. He had flown thousands of miles to be with her over Christmas and to get her back. He wanted this to work and for a moment she let all her doubts be pushed to one side. She wanted this to work as well and for a second or two she focussed on the tiny ray of hope that maybe they could be together. ‘I’ve missed you too.’

      ‘So we can be friends then. We were good friends before we got together. Even if we can’t do anything else, we can do that.’

      She considered it for a moment and even though she knew she was a fool for agreeing, even though she knew it would break her heart all over again when he had to leave in a week’s time, she found herself nodding anyway. ‘OK, just friends?’

      Oakley nodded and held up his hands in a boy scout salute. ‘I’ll be the perfect gentleman, I won’t even try to squeeze your bum or anything.’

      She smiled. There was no way they could remain as just friends for the duration of his stay and with him sitting next to her, fixing her with that heart-melting smile, she was having a hard time remembering why she was holding back.
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      Adam scanned the landscape, trying to see anything out of the ordinary. There were snow-capped hills and trees as far as the eye could see but no bodies of injured old ladies. There were a few hikers climbing one of the taller hills in the distance and he wondered, not for the first time, whether Ivy had just decided not to open the shop today and gone exploring round the hills instead. He had half the hotel staff out looking for her and she might just be out for a nice stroll around the hills.

      He glanced over at a small herd of Shetland ponies just off the road. They were gathered close together and for reasons he couldn’t put his finger on he knew something was off about them. They seemed restless and upset, when normally they were lazy and so chilled out they were practically sound asleep standing up.

      He headed off the road and towards the herd. They eyed him as he got near but they didn’t move away as he expected them to. As he grew closer he realised they were standing on the edge of a narrow ditch and to his surprise he could see the flanks of one of the ponies inside the ditch.

      Crap.

      Missing old lady and now a trapped pony too. Could his day get any weirder?

      He got closer and froze. Slumped over the belly of the Shetland was a young woman, her long chestnut hair cascading over the pony. Her face was pale, her eyes closed. Although his day had just got weirder, he knew it had also just got a whole lot worse.

      He grabbed his walkie-talkie and put out a call to the rest of the search party.

      ‘This is Adam, no sign of Ivy yet, but there’s a girl just off the middle road trapped in a ditch under a pony.’ He looked around, trying to find some landmarks to give to the party, but it was just hills and fields and trees in every direction. ‘I’m maybe half a mile from the hotel, maybe a little more. I’m not sure if the pony is alive but neither of them are moving. I’m going to need a snowplough or a JCB or something to lift this thing off her and we’ll probably need an air ambulance too—’

      ‘Oi, Hero, I’m Ivy and I don’t need an ambulance,’ came a voice from behind him. Adam whirled round to see the girl looking at him, her hair a tumbled mess of dark curls, her large grey eyes filled with anger. ‘I’m not going to hospital.’

      He quickly spoke into the walkie-talkie again. ‘Sorry, the girl is Ivy. Hold off on the air ambulance for a moment. She’s conscious, but I’ll still need some help getting her out from under the pony.’

      ‘We’ll be there as soon as we can,’ Gabe said.

      Adam shoved the walkie-talkie back in his pocket and moved closer to the edge.

      ‘Ivy, sorry, I was expecting—’

      ‘Someone older… I know, it happens all the time. Thank God for my surname, Storm, which is at least a little cooler than Ivy. Took you bloody long enough to find me, I’ve been sitting underneath this pony for hours.’

      ‘Are you OK, are you hurt?’ Adam sat down on the edge of the ditch, ready to lower himself down.

      ‘Don’t come down here, it’s really muddy, you’ll never get back out again.’

      Adam decided to take his chances and, ignoring her warning, he jumped down into the ditch. Ivy rolled her eyes.

      The pony was alive too, breathing heavily, though it had plainly given up attempting to get out.

      ‘Are you hurt?’

      ‘No, I’m OK, I just can’t move.’

      Adam moved so he was next to her. She was trapped by her legs but she didn’t look as though she was in any pain. He knelt down beside her and tried to lift and roll the pony off her, but, as he’d suspected, the pony was too heavy for that.

      She was way too calm though and he didn’t like that.

      ‘Are your legs not crushed?’

      ‘No. Actually, I’m kind of standing, the ditch is deeper where I am. He’s sort of lying over me, not on me. I can move my legs, I just can’t get the manoeuvrability to get out. The mud doesn’t help. If you’d stayed at the top of the ditch you might have been able to pull me out.’

      Adam stood back up and looked up at the side of the bank. It was wet, snow-covered and, as she’d said, very muddy. He reached up to get a handhold but his hands just slipped off the edges.

      He sat back down next to her. ‘Looks like we’re both trapped.’

      Ivy rolled her eyes again and he couldn’t help but smile. She was very pretty, even though she was covered in mud. Her grey eyes had that smoky pewter look to them which made her look interesting. If he had to guess, he would say she was from Greek or Italian heritage, she had that exotic Mediterranean look to her.

      She shivered suddenly and he remembered that she could be suffering from hypothermia. He delved in his bag and pulled out the blankets, wrapping one round her shoulders and another round her front. He yanked his hat off and pulled it over her head. But she surprised him by suddenly cuddling up to him, wrapping her arms around him and resting her head on his chest. He hesitated a moment before he draped an arm around her shoulders.

      ‘Don’t get any funny ideas, but I’m so cold, I’d cuddle up to anything right now, including this stinky old pony.’

      He held her tighter, rubbing her shoulders through the blankets. ‘What happened?’

      ‘I was just out for a walk and I heard this commotion from over here. I came over and I could see this fat thing on his side, struggling to get out. I hopped down to help him out and as I was pushing him, I slipped. The pony was panicking and I somehow ended up underneath him and wedged against the side. Thankfully he’s given up struggling now, he was just making the situation worse.’ She closed her eyes, hugging Adam tighter. ‘I didn’t think anyone would find me.’

      Her voice sounded vulnerable for just a moment, showing a small chink in her prickly armour.

      ‘Well, I’m really glad I found you.’

      ‘Don’t get any ideas that I’m going to jump into bed with you to thank you for being my hero.’

      He smirked. ‘That was the furthest thing from my mind.’

      ‘You’re not my type.’

      ‘What type am I?’

      ‘That tall, dark, sexy type, cute smile, cute bum. That type does nothing for me,’ Ivy said. Her eyes were still closed and her voice seemed to be getting a bit slurry. ‘I might make you a thank-you cake.’

      ‘Hey, don’t go to sleep on me.’

      ‘I’m not.’ Her voice was definitely getting quieter now, almost as if she had been holding on for someone to find her and now she knew she was safe, she could relax.

      He shook her gently and when she didn’t respond, he shook her harder. Still nothing.

      He pulled off his glove and stroked a finger down her cheek, trailing his thumb across her lips. Her eyes fluttered open and she looked up at him blearily. For a second he considered kissing her, knowing he’d probably get a slap if he did, but at least her anger would wake her up. Almost as if she knew his intentions, she straightened slightly so her head was no longer on his chest, though he still kept his arm around her to keep her warm.

      ‘So you own Kaleidoscope, the painting shop in the village. What is it you paint?’ Adam asked, needing to keep her talking.

      ‘Pictures,’ she answered, obtrusively. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes again.

      ‘What kind – landscapes, portraits, modern art?’

      ‘Finger paintings, and if you tell me I’m too old for that, you can kiss goodbye to your cake.’

      ‘Tell me how you do it. I presume it’s a bit more than stick men with smiley faces.’

      She smiled and after a moment she opened her eyes and looked at him. ‘You really want to know?’

      ‘I’m interested, finger painting sounds fascinating.’

      She grinned. ‘You’re such a liar but as you asked, I’ll bore you with it. I generally paint on sheets of plastic, enamel tiles or glass, anything with a shiny, glossy surface. I use card and canvas too occasionally but I don’t get such a good effect. I’ll pour the paint on or sometimes spray it using cans of spray paint, then I’ll use my fingers to get the effects I need. I’ll dip my fingers in different colours, spread it across the painting. Mostly I’ll do landscapes that way, sometimes I’ll do portraits of people, but lately Gabe has asked if I can do Christmas-themed pieces. I can go back to landscapes in the spring. I love it, the feel of the paint on my fingers, the different effects I can get with my nails, or the pad or side of my fingers.’

      He smiled as she talked, he loved how passionate she was about it. Her whole face came to life when she spoke about her art.

      ‘Sounds wonderful. I’d love to see it.’

      ‘I’m sure it’s not your thing at all.’

      He felt a bit annoyed by that. ‘You know nothing about me, you have no idea what my thing is.’

      ‘So, tell me, Hero, what is your thing? Are you a guest at the hotel and you just fancied playing rescuer to the little old lady?’

      ‘I’m the assistant manager.’

      Ivy stared at him. ‘You’re the assistant manager here. How come we’ve never met? Didn’t think it was important enough to meet the common folk in the village then?’

      ‘Good God, you’re arsey. On second thoughts go to sleep, please. I might get some peace and quiet for a while.’

      Ivy fell silent for a few moments. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s OK.’ He didn’t really mind; if he’d been trapped under a pony in the freezing cold for several hours, he wouldn’t be in the best of moods either.

      ‘No, it isn’t. You’re sitting in a freezing, muddy ditch with me, trying to keep me warm and awake. You’re being really nice and I’m being a complete bitch.’

      ‘You’re not being a complete bitch... Maybe half a bitch.’

      She laughed, running her fingers absently through the pony’s fur. The pony seemed to be sleeping now, loud snores were coming from it.

      ‘My ex-husband is getting married today,’ she said, quietly.

      ‘Ah, that has to hurt.’

      ‘I don’t have any feelings for him. I don’t love him any more, he was a complete arse but...’

      ‘It feels like you’ve been replaced, or like he has moved on with his life whereas your life has stood still,’ Adam said.

      Ivy stared back at him. ‘It’s exactly that.’

      Adam nodded. ‘I was never married but I’ve been in your shoes.’

      ‘There was a group of us – his friends and their wives – and since we started divorce proceedings four of them have had children. I lived in a tiny bedsit in London for six months, barely going out. They all carried on going on holiday together, meeting up. Everyone has moved on with their lives.’ She sighed. ‘She’s pregnant, Callum’s new bride. Our divorce was finalised six months ago and he’s found a new wife and got her pregnant already.’

      ‘You guys never had kids?’

      Pain briefly crossed her face and Adam guessed this was a sore point too. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘No, it’s OK. We didn’t have children.’

      She didn’t elaborate or give any more details and he knew when not to push.

      ‘What about you?’ She quickly diverted the subject but that was not something he was particularly comfortable talking about either.

      ‘My relationship was a very long time ago.’

      He hoped that would be the end of it. She must have sensed he didn’t want to talk about it as she was silent for a few minutes.

      ‘I don’t even know your name.’

      ‘Adam Douglas. I’m on secondment from a hotel in London, I’m just here for a few months to help Neve out with the opening. I only arrived on Wednesday, which is why you haven’t seen me. I did come down to the village the other day to introduce myself to everyone, but one of the guests fell over and I had to help her back to the hotel before I had a chance to meet everyone. I’m sorry you got missed.’

      ‘I’m sorry too.’

      He looked down at her and she stared up at him, her pretty grey eyes unwavering. Something lurched inside his chest.

      Suddenly he could hear shouts and he knew the cavalry had arrived.

      Adam stood up and whistled loudly to attract their attention. He grabbed his walkie-talkie.

      ‘Head for the cluster of ponies, we’re over there, about a hundred yards from the road.’

      ‘OK, we’re coming,’ Gabe said.

      ‘Well, it was nice meeting you,’ Ivy said. ‘You can get back to your very important job of being an assistant manager again now. Sorry to interrupt your day.’

      ‘Best interruption I’ve had since I arrived here. Besides, I’m looking forward to you paying me back.’

      She stared at him in shock and he laughed.

      ‘You said you were going to make me a cake.’

      She smiled. ‘I said I might.’

      Just then Gabe and Pip arrived at the top of the ditch.

      ‘Hey Ivy, are you OK?’ asked Gabe.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine, thanks, just a bit cold.’

      ‘We’ll have you out in just a moment.’

      Audrey, a pretty redhead who lived in the village, appeared at the top of the ditch. Luke stepped up beside her. He looked very concerned, though Adam knew he was probably more worried about the pony than Ivy.

      ‘You all right, pet?’ Audrey asked.

      Ivy nodded.

      Adam could hear the sound of large machinery getting closer and a moment later the large JCB they used for shovelling snow appeared at the edge of the ditch too.

      ‘Right, let’s get some rope around the pony and we can lift it off,’ Gabe said.

      ‘I want some rope around Ivy too,’ Adam said. ‘As soon as we can I want to pull her out of the hole. The pony might get scared once we start to lift it and might kick out. I want Ivy out of there before that happens.’

      ‘Agreed,’ Gabe said.

      They attached two ropes to the shovel part of the JCB and passed the other ends down to Adam. He slid them underneath the pony.

      ‘Can you reach under the pony, see if you can grab the ropes?’ Adam said to Ivy.

      She put her hands under the pony’s belly and, after a bit of fumbling around in the mud on both their parts, she managed to grab the ropes off him.

      The pony suddenly woke up and started shifting around. Adam leaned over it, putting all his weight on top to try to prevent it from struggling, talking soothingly to get it to calm down.

      ‘Get me some more rope for Ivy,’ Adam called, frantically. They had to get Ivy out of there soon.

      They threw another rope down and Adam leaned over the pony to tie it under Ivy’s arms, then he passed both ends back up to Luke.

      ‘Here, help me out,’ Adam called up to Luke.

      Luke grabbed his hand and, with one swift yank, pulled Adam out of the ditch. The man was huge and he no doubt could scoop the pony up as easy as scooping up a baby. They probably didn’t need a JCB after all.

      Luke took one end of the rope tied to Ivy and Adam took the other.

      Adam called across to the driver. ‘Just lift the pony a little bit, we need to get Ivy out first.’

      The driver nodded and raised the shovel a little, shifting the pony just a few inches. As soon as they could, Luke and Adam tugged on the rope holding Ivy and she slithered out the ditch.

      Adam scooped her up and carried her a few metres away from the ditch and the possible threat of kicking legs while Luke and a few others took over getting the poor pony out of the hole safely.

      He laid her carefully on the ground. ‘Are you OK?’

      ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ Ivy struggled to get up and Adam helped her, but as soon as she was standing up, she slumped against him and he quickly caught her.

      ‘Sorry, my legs and feet are just a bit numb. I’ll be OK in a minute.’

      ‘Look, the hotel isn’t far. Why don’t I take you back there and you can have a shower and warm up?’

      She nodded and he was gratified that she wasn’t going to argue against it. She seemed fine and probably didn’t need a doctor but he would feel better once she was indoors and warm again.

      Gabe came running over to see if Ivy was OK. Adam quickly explained his plan and Gabe suggested they take the snowmobile that someone had used to get there.

      Adam helped Ivy back towards the snowmobile and helped her on. She was a lot shorter than he was and very petite, like a little doll with bags of attitude. He sat behind her, bracketing her arms with his as he held onto the handles and took off towards the hotel.

      When they got there, Adam helped her off the snowmobile but when she seemed unsteady on her feet, he scooped her up again.

      ‘I do not need to be carried like a baby,’ Ivy protested.

      Adam sighed and put her down and supported her by holding her arm instead. They walked into the reception area and up the two flights of stairs to his temporary bedroom directly above his office. Gabe had promised him use of one of the lodges after Christmas but for now he had a bed and his own bathroom and he was happy with that.

      He left her standing in the bedroom and went into the bathroom, turning the shower on so the water was warm, not hot. Then he walked back out and found her exactly where he’d left her, still shivering like crazy.

      ‘I’ve got the temperature of the shower turned down low, you need to turn it up slowly. It’s not good for your body to go from extreme cold to extreme hot very quickly. When you’re used to the warm, you can turn it up slightly then. I’ll put out some clean clothes for you and send some food up. I’ll be downstairs in my office if you need me, it’s the first door on the left.’

      ‘I might need some help getting out of these clothes, my fingers are numb.’

      Adam’s feet were welded to the floor. She was incredibly pretty and there was something about her that he felt drawn to, but there was also a vulnerability that she was determined to keep hidden and it felt like he’d be taking advantage of her to undress her, despite the circumstances.

      He swallowed. ‘I’ll send one of the girls who work here up to help you, I don’t think it would be appropriate for me to—’

      ‘Adam, it’s just a body. I’m sure you’ve seen lots of naked women in your time, and I’ve been poked, prodded and examined by so many doctors over the years that I’m certainly not embarrassed by being seen naked any more. I’m freezing, will you please help me? You can keep your eyes closed if you are that repulsed by me.’

      Adam quickly moved in front of her and started to undress her.

      ‘Believe me, being repulsed by you is not the problem here,’ he muttered.

      He pulled her t-shirt off and swallowed down the groan when he briefly saw the black lacy bra, edged with pink ribbon, before he looked away.

      Adam pulled down her tracksuit bottoms, feeling like he was some kind of pervert as he knew he shouldn’t be enjoying this. When he revealed matching black knickers and a sparkly belly button stud shaped like a snowflake he knew it would be a while before he forgot that wonderful image. Away from the horse and all that mud there was an amazing scent to her, a tangy sweetness of clementines.

      He didn’t think it was necessary to take her underwear off too, so he guided her into the bathroom and waited until she was under the shower. She started rubbing her body, trying to get warm, and he watched her for a moment. When he spoke, he knew his voice was strangled. ‘Can I help you with anything else?’

      She turned to look at him, flashing him a brilliant smile. ‘Are you offering to scrub my back for me?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ he lied, wondering if she would need help with any other body parts too.

      ‘I think I’ve got it covered.’

      Adam quickly left the bathroom and got changed. He laid out some clean clothes for her on his bed and then went back downstairs to his office. He closed the door, sat down at his desk and let his head fall into his hands.

      Getting involved with someone here was not part of his plan. He was here for three months and then he would be going back to the bright lights and prestige of working as deputy manager in one of the best hotels in London. Getting involved with anyone, anywhere, was not part of his plan at all. But Ivy lived and worked down in the village and he worked up here in the hotel. It would be quite easy to avoid her. So why did he feel disappointed by that fact?
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