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“YOU KNOW YOU’RE JUST being stubborn about not hiring a housekeeper, right?”

Gwynneth Jacobs’ heart kicked against her ribs as she looked over her shoulder at the man framed in the bathroom doorway.  Broad-chested, dark-haired, and with the banked heat in his deep brown gaze that still made her world tilt on its axis, even after months of living together. Especially after he’d been away for the last three weeks.

“You’re home,” she said, choosing to state the obvious rather than respond to—and rehash yet again—the same argument they’d been having since he moved in. “And you’re early. I wanted to have the house clean before you got here.” She cast a rueful glance at her shirt, wet from her tub-cleaning efforts. “I was hoping to have me clean, too.”

Gareth Connor’s mouth tipped up at the corner, telling her he knew perfectly well she avoided his question. “I caught an earlier flight, but I can leave and come back again, if you’d rather. Or...”

Gwyn’s heart did another flip. A familiar, slow warmth kindled in her belly. She took the hand Gareth stretched out to her and let him pull her to her feet. “Or?” 

He tugged her close, hands spanning her waist, until her hips rested against his. “Or I could just help you get clean. You know, wash your back and all those hard to reach places...”

One hand traced her spine from top to bottom, and Gwyn inhaled on a sharp hiss. She leaned into him, hungry for the touches missing from her life for the better part of a month. Being almost married to a Hollywood mega star who did this much traveling was harder than she’d thought it would be.

Gareth buried his face in her hair. “God, I missed you, Gwynneth with two n’s,” he growled against her neck. 

“I missed you, too,” she whispered. While this latest absence had been far from his first since moving in with her and the kids, having him away hadn’t become any easier. Every single day without him seemed an eternity that no number of phone calls and late night conversations could ease. 

Gareth’s lips parted hers, sending the world spinning away in a whirl of need, a rush of desire. Forgetting all about the damp of her shirt and the rubber gloves she still wore, Gwyn wrapped her arms around his neck and held on to the only anchor she had. The only thing that mattered in that moment. Somewhere in the distance, a door slammed.

“Mommy! We’re home!” Katie’s voice called out from the bottom of the stairs.

Gareth’s mouth stilled. His arms tightened. Gwyn braced herself for the loss of his warmth. He pulled back and looked down at her ruefully. “I see nothing has changed in my absence. They were out with Kristin?”

“She took them to the park so I could get the cleaning done.”

“And she couldn’t have kept them there another fifteen minutes?” He half groaned, half sighed as he disentangled himself. “We need to work out some kind of signal with that girl.”

“What, like a necktie on the door knob?” Gwyn grinned and planted a kiss on his chin. “Aren’t we a little old for that?”

“Mommy?” Katie called again.

“We will never be too old for that.” Gareth reached out to trace a thumb over her lips, sending a fresh ripple through her. “Rain check?”

“Rain check,” Gwyn agreed. She cleared the huskiness from her throat, then responded to her daughter. “Upstairs, Katie. I’m cleaning the bathroom. And guess who’s home?”

“Gareth!” three voices squealed in unison. Feet thundered up the stairs toward them.

Gareth chuckled. “Duty calls. I’ll let you finish up here while I hand out presents, shall I?”

“I thought we agreed you wouldn’t bring back gifts every time you went away.”

“You agreed. I told you that you were a spoilsport.” Gareth staggered under the assault of three little bodies. “Whoa! Easy does it or you’ll knock me over, and I won’t be able to open my suitcase, and then what?”

“You brought us presents?” Nicholas released his hold on Gareth’s legs to dance a little jig. “Yes!”

“I lost a tooth!” Maggie tipped back her head and opened her mouth wide for Gareth’s inspection. “And the tooth fairy brought me a whole dollar!”

Gareth admired the gap in Maggie’s teeth, then lifted an eyebrow in Gwyn’s direction. “And to think I used to be happy with ten pence.”

Nicholas tugged on a pant leg. “What’s ten pence?”

“It’s like a dime in Canada,” Katie said. “Isn’t it, Gareth?”

“Very good, Katie. How do you know that?”

“We learned it in school last year, after you came to live with us. Madame Morin taught my class about Wales because so many of the kids were asking questions about you.”

“Pence is a funny word.” Nicholas wrinkled his nose, then shrugged and turned his mind to more urgent matters, tugging on Gareth’s pant leg again. “So what did you bring us this time? Did you get me the baby crocodile I asked for?”

Gareth smothered a laugh. “Sorry, buddy, no crocodiles. I heard they don’t make very good housepets, so I brought you something else instead. Come help me unpack, and we’ll see what we can find.”

Rubber-gloved hands on hips, Gwyn sighed as she watched her family trek down the hallway toward her and Gareth’s bedroom, with Nicholas racing ahead and Maggie and Katie each attached to one of Gareth’s hands. Gareth looked over his shoulder when they reached the doorway, and she shook her head at him, trying—and failing, she felt certain—to look severe.

“You’re spoiling them,” she said.

“Only a little.” He grinned at her, then disappeared into the room amid excited questions and shared tidbits from the time he’d been away.

Gwyn leaned a shoulder against the door frame and let herself bask in the sheer contentment of the moment. Gareth Connor—her Gareth, against all odds and probability—home again, reaffirming his place in their family, their hearts, their lives. He’d been with them almost nine months now, and she still felt the urge to pinch herself whenever he walked through the door. Who would have ever thought her life would take such a turn?

With a happy sigh, she turned back into the bathroom. Just the tub to rinse and the toilet to scrub, and then she could take a shower. After that, dinner, an evening walk with the kids, and then time for her and Gareth...

And that rain check.
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“DID YOU AT LEAST see a crocodile?” Nicholas demanded, gnashing his teeth and chasing his twin sister around the bedroom. “Did it have big teeth? Did it eat anybody?”

Gareth rescued a squealing Maggie by patting the bed beside the suitcase he’d just opened. Then he put a hand atop Nicholas’s head to slow the perpetual motion.

“No real-life crocodiles and no eaten-up people,” he said, fishing with his free hand under a stack of clothing. “But I did find this for you.”

He withdrew three gift bags and doled them out to the appropriate children according to their favorite colors: purple for Nicholas, green for Katie, and blue for Maggie. The tissue paper from Nicholas’s bag tumbled to the floor.

“Sweet!” the boy exclaimed. “A whole book about crocodiles!”

Maggie set the tissue from her bag to one side. “I got one about birds!”

“It’s about pelicans,” Gareth told her, then quoted from the famous limerick, “It’s a wonderful bird, the pelican; its bill can hold more than its belly can.”

Giggling, Maggie wrapped her arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. “I like birds. Thank you, Gareth.”

“You’re very welcome, little Magpie.” Gareth looked over at Katie. “How about you, Katie? Do you like your book?”

Gwyn’s oldest daughter looked up from reading the back cover of Island of the Blue Dolphins and nodded enthusiastically. “Dolphins are my favorite animal.”

“This book is more about a girl than it is about dolphins, but I think you’ll like it. You remind me of her. Strong and smart.”

“You’ve read it?”

“It was one of my favorite books when I was growing up.”

Katie looked impressed. “Wow, so it’s a really old story. Cool! And thank you!”

Gareth managed to transform a choke into a cough of sorts. There was nothing like kids to keep a man humble, even in his line of work. “You’re welcome,” he replied. “What about you, Nicholas?”

Nicholas, now sprawled on the floor mat at the foot of the bed, turned another page in his book. “What?”

Katie nudged him with her toe. “You’re supposed to say thank you, Nicky.”

“Oh. Right.” Nicholas jumped up and wrapped his arms around Gareth’s waist. “Thanks, Gareth! You’re the best!”

“You’re welcome.” Gareth ruffled the blond head. “Now, how about we head down and get a start on making dinner for your mum? Does anyone know what’s on the menu?”

“Hamburgers!” Maggie beamed. “Your favorite.”

Books in hand, the three kids trooped noisily down the stairs ahead of him. He paused for a moment before following, listening to the swish of water in the tub as Gwyn finished cleaning, the thunder of footsteps along the hallway to the kitchen, the lively jabber of children’s voices. The comfortable sounds of a home. He smiled as the demands of the last three weeks of filming fall away.

It was good to be back.

A small, oblong, wrapped package dropped onto the duvet in front of the book propped against Gwyn’s knees. She stared at it for a second, then frowned up at a bathrobe-clad Gareth.

“We’ve had this discussion,” she said. “Presents for the kids are bad enough, but—”

Gareth cut her off with a kiss, then stretched out on the bed beside her, propping his head up on one hand. His eyes crinkled at the sides in amusement. “Can you at least open it before you lecture me? I think you might actually like it.”

“That’s not the point. I like everything you give me, but I keep telling you I don’t need—”

He laid a finger across her lips and heaved a sigh. “Just open it, will you?”

Gwyn hesitated. She wished she could get through to him how uncomfortable it made her to have him spend money on them this way. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to avoid the supermarket tabloid headlines that had persisted since the paparazzi had discovered their relationship. Gareth could tell her as often as he liked to ignore the hints at—and downright accusations of—gold-digging on her part, but they still stung. A lot. And she couldn’t help but worry he might start to believe them.

Gareth nudged her elbow. “Well?”

She shook her head and leaned over to kiss his cheek, smooth and freshly shaved on her behalf. Her pulse
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