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      Gavin McCabe was going to kill someone. Not just anyone, but Richard Archibald Jensen III—Dickey for short—budding reality star and current pain in his ass.

      “I’m drowning! You’ve got to help me, man.”

      Jason Reeves, Gavin’s partner at their security firm, shook his head and planted his fists on his hips as he watched the spectacle. “He’s an idiot.”

      Understatement of the century right there. Gavin shoved a hand through his hair and watched Dickey go underwater again. Damn it. As much as he’d love to watch the dickhead drown, it wouldn’t be worth the paperwork. Sighing, he toed off his shoes and tossed his coat to Jason, who caught it with a smirk.

      He dove in, ignoring the icy water, which immediately tried to steal his breath. Shit. Dickey was a world-class pain in the ass, but he wasn’t going to last long in this. Gavin looked around and spotted the jackass fighting with his own clothes while he struggled to stay afloat. Three quick strokes got him within reach to grab Dickey by the back of his coat. Instead of allowing himself to be rescued, however, Dickey turned to Gavin and scrambled onto his back like a baby koala, shoving them both under.

      If Dickey couldn’t get hold of himself, Gavin was going to have to knock him out. A kernel of glee sparked at the thought of being able to knock the crap out of Dickey. But no such luck.

      They’d barely broken the surface of the water before he was sputtering again.

      “You’ve got to g-get me out of here, m-man! My d-d-dad will m-make it w-worth your while.”

      “Shut up, Dickey,” Gavin gritted out, peeling the kid’s arms from around his neck so he didn’t drag them both under again. He hauled him over to Jason, who was waiting on the dock. Together, the two of them worked to get him up and out of the water without further incident. Thank God. Gavin didn’t think he could take any more incidents today.

      Dickey had decided to bring half of LA with him when he came home for what he referred to as his “forced holiday.” That in and of itself would have been fine if his hangers-on weren’t all a pack of idiots. People were coming and going out of all areas of the house and grounds, setting off alarms and motion sensors while they partied like the world was about to end. Gavin had even caught a couple of them snorting lines in the pool house seconds before the police showed up. Dickey’s younger sister had decided to give their family reality show a ratings boost by calling the cops. And then today’s disaster. Dickey had decided to take the sailboat out onto the lake and nearly capsized the thing.

      Just the way Gavin wanted to spend what was supposed to be his day off.

      Gavin let Jason drag the still-sputtering Dickey back toward the house to get warmed up before flopping back onto the dock, finally able to breathe a little easier. Today had been a shit show from the start. The kids—his kids—had been up early, which he never minded since he didn’t get to spend nearly as much time with them as he wanted, but a knee to the kidney was not the morning greeting he looked forward to. Not that he’d had a more welcoming morning greeting in way too long. Two guys calling out sick with massive hangovers had him scrambling for a babysitter and coming in to work.

      Now, here he was, sprawled on a dock, freezing his balls off. Living the life.

      Exhaustion was dragging at him, but instead of giving in, Gavin got to his feet and headed to the guard house. A shower and dry clothes. It wasn’t a warm, willing woman, but it would do for the time being. Jason could deal with Dickey and his father while Gavin took a short break to beat hypothermia. The second shift would be there soon, and he could salvage what was left of his day with Jackson and Savannah.

      Being a single parent wasn’t for the faint of heart. Being a single parent and a business owner required juggling skills he was still trying to master.

      The guard house wasn’t bad as far as shacks went. A full wall of computer terminals that fed right into the offices downtown allowed them to keep an eye on every estate they managed remotely. Here there was also a full-sized sofa, a couple recliners, a kitchenette, and a three-quarter bath. It was overkill for the few guards they ever had on hand for this property, but Gavin had never been as grateful for the excess as he was in that moment. He jacked the shower up to scalding and stepped inside.

      The water was returning the feeling to his numb limbs with a vengeance just as the door opened.

      “Dude, your coat’s ringing.”

      

      “No.” Regan Sinclair leaned back on her heels, her thighs burning in her squat, and stared at her sisters. “Not just no, but hell no, no. I’m not a babysitter.”

      Becca, who was reclined against the plush sofa cushions with her arm over her eyes, threw a light punch into their other sister, Chloe’s, arm. “I told you she’d say no.”

      “She’s only saying no because she doesn’t understand the whole situation yet,” Chloe assured their youngest sister. Her voice was soft as she patted Becca’s leg. “Once we explain, she’ll be begging for the chance to watch the twins.”

      Regan rolled her eyes so hard she caught a glimpse of yesterday. “I’m right here, you know. I can hear you. And I guarantee there will be no begging to watch anyone.” Regan glanced over her shoulder to the other room where the five-year-old twins, one boy, one girl, were sitting with their backs to her in front of the TV, entranced by whatever cartoon character was singing and dancing across the screen.

      She dropped her voice a bit, not wanting them to hear her refusing to babysit. Not that they would notice considering how glued they were to the television, but she didn’t want to hurt their feelings. “I’m sure they’re perfectly delightful children, but I’m not up to babysitting today. I had lunch with Dad earlier. The only thing I want to do now is dig through however many boxes it takes to find my corkscrew and open a bottle of wine.”

      Chloe leaned forward, her brow creased. “Was it terrible?”

      Regan felt the throbbing in her temples ease a bit at Chloe’s obvious concern and smiled to reassure her sister. Their father was boorish and overbearing on the best of days. Having Regan return to Sapphire Creek divorced and unemployed by choice had sent both her parents into a tizzy. They simply couldn’t understand why she’d left Todd. Being married to a doctor was a big deal to them. The fact he was a cheating bastard didn’t blip on their radar at all, let alone the fact that their relationship had completely destroyed her personal career aspirations and dreams.

      Shaking her head, Regan dug the heels of her hands into her thighs to ease the burning in her muscles. She needed to get to the gym more often. Maybe she could get in some hiking before the weather shifted completely into winter mode. She used to love spending hours on the trails around Sapphire Creek, Montana, her hometown and current refuge.

      Perched on the side of the mountains, the town offered no shortage of lakes, mountain trails, and waterfalls to keep her occupied, yet was still close enough to a city—a Montana version of a city, but still a city—that she could enjoy the comforts of a larger town should she want to. “It was pretty much what I expected,” she answered her sister. “Mom’s feelings are hurt that I didn’t tell them I was coming home, Dad’s disappointed that I would run from a little adversity. Blah blah blah.” She took a bracing breath, not wanting to admit how much their lack of support hurt her.

      “Did you know Todd has been calling them?” Regan had been stunned when her father had casually dropped that news. Todd, her slimy, cheating, jerk of an ex, who was—according to the lecture she’d received during lunch—so heartbroken that she’d left him and the life they’d created together. Regan had barely been able to restrain herself from snorting when her father told her that. As if. Todd had been so busy seducing the nurses at the hospital she doubted he’d noticed she was gone until long after she’d arrived at the camp in Central America to join a worldwide healthcare organization that helped underserved populations.

      Becca’s dry cough interrupted her wandering thoughts, and Regan refocused on her sisters. She should have come home sooner. More often. Despite what her parents thought, she had tried to make things work with Todd, sacrificing herself in the effort. If she’d been less stubborn, she’d have realized what a lost cause it was.

      “Honey,” she said to Becca, imploring her to understand, “I get that you take your responsibilities here seriously, and that’s a really great thing. But I can’t be the replacement babysitter.” She held up her hand to stop her sister’s objection. “I don’t even know their parents.”

      The girls gave each other the side-eyed look that had Regan backing away again, falling flat on her butt. They were up to something. “What?” she asked, dreading the answer. She did not want to know. Nothing good ever happened when the two of them put their heads together. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      Desperation sliced through her. She knew she was trapped, but just like when they’d been younger and they manipulated her into doing something, she couldn’t stop herself from following along. “The two of you have thirty seconds to spill about whatever it is that you’re planning, or I’m walking.” That didn’t sound nearly as threatening as she’d intended, as evidenced by the smirks on her sisters’ faces. “Actually, I’m going to leave now. You obviously don’t need me, so I’ll head home to finish unpacking. That way we might be able to eat off something besides paper plates the next time you guys come over for pizza.”

      She’d been back in Sapphire Creek for nearly a week, but the truck with her stuff had only arrived that morning. There’d barely been time to direct the unloading before she’d raced off to meet her dad for lunch.

      Getting to her feet, she couldn’t quite make herself move toward the door. Not yet. There was something about the way they were looking at her. The way they calmly waited for her to freak out.

      Damn it.

      “Seriously, tell me what you want,” she ordered.

      “We did,” Becca said, sliding back farther against the arm of the sofa and closing her eyes again. “You just aren’t listening.”

      Becca was looking a little green. “Tell me again,” Regan ordered, reaching out to feel Becca’s forehead and cheeks with the back of her fingers.

      Chloe let out a sigh and shifted so she could pull Becca’s legs onto her lap. “We need you to finish out the babysitting shift so I can take Becca home.”

      Regan shook her head, her ponytail swinging. “Why can’t you do it and I’ll take her home?”

      “Well…” Chloe drew out the word as she twisted her hair around her finger. “I’m no longer on the list of pre-approved babysitters. You they like, or used to like, or whatever.”

      The throbbing in her temples ratcheted up and wrapped around to the back of Regan’s skull. “What do you mean, no longer on the list? What list?”

      “The parents went through a not-so-nice divorce a few years ago,” Becca explained, implying friendly divorces were the norm. Regan had heard of such things but had never actually seen it up close. In her experience, when a couple broke up, they didn’t exactly keep each other on the Christmas card list. Well, apparently Todd kept her parents on his, but that hardly counted. “Chloe sat for them when they were still together, and it was an epic disaster, so she was blackballed by both camps.”

      “It wasn’t an epic disaster,” Chloe objected, giving Becca a light smack on her leg before looking back to Regan. “They came home earlier than planned, that’s all.”

      Becca snorted, which quickly turned into another coughing fit, raising Regan’s concern even more.

      “They came home early and found her with her boyfriend doing the nasty on the sofa,” Becca informed her once she caught her breath.

      “Ew. That sofa?” Regan wasn’t sure why it mattered, but the thought of parking her butt where she knew her sister had had sex didn’t appeal in the least, no matter how many times the upholstery might have been cleaned. “What were you doing having sex when you were supposed to be watching the children?”

      “No, not this one,” Chloe said, petting the soft suede at her hip. “I think Kathy won that sofa in the divorce. It was quite comfy.”

      Regan leveled a look at her. “Eww,” she repeated.

      Chloe rolled her eyes. “The kids were asleep. They were babies, all they did was sleep. And I was nineteen years old and head over heels in love. Turned out Darren was a jerk who got scared off when they came home early. It’s not like I staged it to get caught.”

      Shaking her head, Regan couldn’t help but peek over at the kids again. They were super cute in the way that was reserved for children and puppies. The boy’s dark hair was a touch long and starting to curl. The girl had a lopsided ponytail that, at some point during the day, had slid down and was now hanging under her ear. There was something oddly familiar about them, but that was impossible. She hadn’t been back to Sapphire Creek in nearly five years. They must just have that all-around cute kid thing going on that made them look like a thousand other cute kids.

      Regan drew in a calming breath. In through the nose, out through the mouth. It didn’t help her pounding head much, but it allowed her to hang onto the strands of patience that were slipping away as her sisters tried to manipulate her. Again. “That doesn’t explain why I should turn into a babysitter. I’m twenty-eight years old, I don’t babysit anymore. Ever.”

      “Never say never,” Chloe cautioned with a smile in her voice.

      Becca tried to hold back a laugh but quickly fell into another coughing fit. The girl was not faking this just to get Regan to do whatever it was she was planning.

      “Honey, you really need to go home. Get some rest.” Regan reached out to lay her hand against Becca’s forehead again, only to have Becca swat at her.

      “I can’t leave the kids alone,” Becca reminded her.

      There was no two ways around it. Regan was going to give in and babysit. “There’s no one else you can call to take over for you? Someone on the pre-approved babysitter list?”

      Becca shook her head. “No. I called their dad to let him know I wasn’t feeling great, but he didn’t answer. He normally answers right away when I call while I’m babysitting, but today, something was funky with him getting called into work. He wasn’t expecting it and didn’t seem all that happy about it either.”

      “So this guy is already stressed out. Finding some random woman watching his kids isn’t going to make him happy.”

      “He’ll be okay with it,” Becca assured her. “I think he just wants to make sure he gets home before his ex-wife comes to pick them up.”

      Chloe dropped Becca’s legs from her lap and stood, pulling Becca upright into a sitting position. “You’re going to thank us for this.”

      “Thank you for Becca getting sick and me watching some kids I don’t even know? You may be on the blackballed list, but I can’t imagine he’s going to be too pleased to find a complete stranger in his house, no matter what you guys say.”

      “Savannah, Jackson,” Becca called the children over. They jumped up and skidded into the room with more energy than Regan could even begin to imagine.

      “Are you going to throw up, Becca?” the little boy asked around the gaping hole where his front teeth should be. He sounded somewhere between awe and glee at the thought.

      The little girl nodded, her eyes huge and glued to Becca’s face. “You don’t look so good.”

      “I’m not feeling so good,” she told them, sliding off the couch and crouching to their level, but keeping her distance. “I’m going to go home, but my big sister is going to watch you until your dad gets home.”

      At the words, two sets of identical brown eyes swung Regan’s way and pinned her like she was a butterfly to a mat. “Hi,” she said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “How’s the show?”

      Chloe snickered behind her, and Regan lifted her middle finger behind her back. It was her fault that she was here, about to babysit, of all things. If she hadn’t done that, she could be the babysitter and Regan could be enjoying her wine right now.

      The kids didn’t seem to notice any of the undercurrents and quickly launched into what had been happening on the cartoon, complete with reenactments and sound effects. “That sounds like a ton of fun,” she told them when they finally slowed down to take a breath.

      “Regan is a friend of your Aunt Gwen’s,” Becca told them, getting to her feet and taking her coat from Chloe.

      “Gwen?” Regan’s best friend from high school, the one person who knew her secrets—all but one of them—and stood by her through it all. But—

      Regan unexpectedly felt light-headed and staggered to sit on the now-vacant sofa. Her heart leapt into her throat just as her stomach hit her toes. She looked at her sisters in disbelief. “So, these kids, they’re…?”

      “Their dad is Gavin McCabe,” Chloe told her, wrapping her arm around Becca and shoving her toward the door. “Enjoy your evening.”
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      Gavin’s fingers ached as he gripped the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. The mountain road wasn’t overly treacherous, but the wind had knocked several tree limbs onto the road, making him swerve to avoid the debris. Being outside of town, it was likely one of the neighbors would be out here picking things up before an official county crew managed it. These little things set Sapphire Creek apart from other areas of the country. It was purely Montanan and he loved it.

      What he didn’t love was the delay in getting home. The only thing he could hope now was that he’d make it there before his ex-wife got there to pick up the kids. He didn’t need a lecture about how he wasn’t making them a priority. Not from her. Not anymore. And that didn’t even take into account that the one babysitter they both agreed never to use again was the one currently sitting in his house.

      The throbbing behind his eyes intensified, and he gritted his teeth. He needed to get Chloe Sinclair out of his house before Kathy arrived. Gavin would walk over broken glass to avoid dealing with her when she was pissed off. And she would be if she arrived to find him still at work and Chloe babysitting.

      Keeping his foot on the gas, he took the corner into the older neighborhood on two wheels. Thankfully, the frost from the morning was long gone, so there was no ice to send him sliding into the lake or plowing into any of the trees that lined the mountain road.

      A red Mini Cooper, not the dilapidated Oldsmobile Chloe drove, was sitting in front of his house. No sign of Kathy’s car. Thank God for small favors.

      Gavin jerked the truck into park and charged into the house, ready to give the babysitter-from-hell the bum’s rush out the door and slap some type of dinner on the table so it would at least look like he had his shit together when Kathy arrived.

      “I’m home!” he called out, tossing the duffle with his still-damp clothes onto the bench by the front door. The delighted squeals of the kids made his heart clench, just as they always did. He turned the corner to head into the kitchen, eager to see them.

      There was just enough time to note the sparkling clean countertops and delicious aroma of what he hoped was dinner when the first little body slammed into his legs, nearly taking them both to the floor.

      “Daddy! Becca had to go home because she almost throwed up!”

      “And I helped make dinner!”

      “I helped too!”

      “But I helped more!”

      Separating the two before a full-scale brawl broke out, Gavin stood, hefting one twin under each arm. Their immediate shouts of delight settled him and soothed the stress that had pulsed in his ears for most of the afternoon. Now that he was sure the kids were okay, he could get the demon babysitter out the door and sit down to have a meal with his children. A meal that had his mouth watering, reminding him that he hadn’t had lunch before being called into work.

      He looked up, ready to thank Chloe for everything, when he missed a step, nearly taking them all to the ground again. His mouth started watering for a whole different reason as the kids continued to chatter about their day and their efforts with dinner.

      Strolling into the kitchen from the dining area, drying her hands with a towel and a soft smile on her face, was not Chloe Sinclair. Honeyed hair pulled back into a ponytail drew his eyes to her elegant neck and sun-kissed skin. Her eyes sparkled. Her long legs, encased in some soft-looking pants that cupped every curve, along with her long-sleeved T-shirt was just snug enough to shoot all his blood straight to his balls. Words failed him.

      This was most certainly not the babysitter he’d been expecting.

      Thank God.

      Before he could close his mouth and think of what to say, she gestured to the kids. “Hi, Gavin. They’ve been anxious for you to get home so you could try the dinner they made.”

      Her voice hit him, softer and more melodic than he’d remembered. He couldn’t help but stare, knowing he needed to say something, but his mind was blank. Words, he ordered himself. Anything. Say something, dumbass. “Um, smells good.”

      She was studying him with an eyebrow slightly raised, a soft grin tugging at the corner of her luscious lips, and Gavin stumbled, nearly dropping the kids again.

      When had Regan Sinclair gotten back into town? Wasn’t she married or something now? Living the perfect life with a doctor husband back in the Midwest? His gaze dropped to her hands. No ring. Not married.

      Instead of asking the questions that burned his tongue, he bent and put the kids on their feet and followed them deeper into the kitchen.

      “We made the bobs,” Savannah announced proudly. “The whole thing is a different type of bob. There’s even some fruit bobs, but Miss Regan said those are for dessert.” She nodded to emphasize the word around her missing front teeth, making him grin.

      Regan laughed, and Gavin felt his skin tighten as the sound washed over him. “Kabob,” she corrected, tapping Savannah on the nose. “Don’t forget the ‘K’ sound.”

      Straightening, she turned to him. She was more beautiful now than she’d been in high school. Still blonde and athletic, but something else. Something she hadn’t had when he’d known her before. “I wasn’t sure what time to expect you home, since I didn’t think to ask Becca before she took off. I hope you don’t mind that we raided the fridge. Once it hit four o’clock, the kids started to get hungry.”

      “Of course not,” he assured her, his brain finally kicking into gear. “Sorry I didn’t call to let you—well, Becca—know I’d be late. Nothing about today went as planned.”

      She nodded but didn’t say anything. Her smooth skin begged to be touched, and the tiny wisps of hair that had escaped her ponytail tantalized him where they lay against her neck. That and the fact there wasn’t a tan line on her ring finger. She looked beautiful without any makeup on, smelling like soap and spices. Soft and lovely.

      He was caught off guard, his mind lost in a sort of parallel universe where his fantasies from nearly a decade ago had come true. He cleared his throat and fought the urge to fidget like an untried teen under her stare. Conversation, he ordered himself. Say something. He’d never had this much trouble coming up with small talk. But the only thing coming to mind was, Why did you leave without saying goodbye?

      The corner of her mouth kicked up again. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it was close. When he still didn’t say anything, she finally let out a little laugh and broke the silence herself. “Am I making you nervous, Gavin?”

      “Knock-knock!” The shout came from the front of the house, followed immediately by footsteps. Gavin blew out a breath and ran his hand through his hair. Of course Kathy would show up now, before he’d fully recovered from the surprise of finding Regan Sinclair in his house.

      His stomach was twisted in knots. Yes, he was nervous. And a little pissed off, the old hurt rearing its head whether he wanted to acknowledge it or not. He thought they’d had something—the start of something, anyway—all those years ago, but before he knew what was happening, she was gone.

      There was a lot to be said, a lot that needed to be said, but he didn’t have time to think about how to handle it as his ex-wife strolled into the room. The kids ran to greet her with the same enthusiasm they’d shown him only moments before, repeating the tales of their day in high, excited voices while dragging Kathy over to see their culinary masterpiece. Gavin reached out and grabbed Regan’s hand, pulling her a bit closer when Kathy slid them a side-eyed look while listening to the kids’ story. He didn’t want Regan to leave until he had a chance to talk to her.

      “Becca thought she was going to get sick, but she didn’t.” Gavin couldn’t help but grin at his son’s disappointment. “Miss Regan said that maybe she throwed up on the way home.” He said this last part with a joy that could only be sparked by a child who thrived on the disgusting.

      Kathy sent the kids off to get their shoes on, waiting until they were out of the room before she rounded on Gavin. He felt Regan’s hand tighten on his before she pulled it loose and extended it to his ex-wife.

      “Hi, I’m Regan Sinclair. Your children are wonderful.” Her smile was sincere and lit her face. Gavin couldn’t take his eyes off her. There was no way he was going to let her disappear on him again. Not yet, anyway.

      Kathy crossed her arms, rebuffing Regan’s attempt at an introduction. “Gavin, we agreed that you wouldn’t introduce the kids to any of your women,” she said, her tone sour. “It’s not healthy for them to see a revolving door coming and going from their lives.”

      In response, Gavin lightly gripped Regan’s arm and pulled her back into his side and slid his arm over her shoulder. “Is Shane waiting for you in the car?”

      At the mention of her live-in boyfriend, the man she’d left Gavin for three years before, Kathy gritted her teeth. “It’s not the same thing,” she told him. “Shane and I are in a committed relationship.”

      “The level of our commitment is none of your concern,” Gavin responded, swallowing the grunt when Regan’s elbow hit him in the ribs.

      “Your ex is just about as nice as mine,” she murmured, settling against him.

      Kathy’s eyes narrowed again, putting a look on her face he’d seen often in the past few years. She’d been supremely unhappy when he’d decided practicing law wasn’t for him. She’d claimed to support his decision to accept the funding from his Department of Defense connection and open the property security firm he’d dreamed up, but it became very clear that she’d had an image of their lives together that didn’t include him being anything other than an attorney.

      Their relationship had already been on the downward swing when she’d realized she was pregnant. With twins on the way, they’d decided to give it another shot, but the writing had been on the wall. By the time the babies had turned one, Kathy had been examining her options. He hadn’t made the short list.

      They’d somehow managed to pull it together enough to make some semblance of a family for the kids, and up until now, he was happy to know that Kathy had chosen a good man to be in the kids’ lives. But seeing her in front of him with her arms crossed and refusing to even shake the hand of a woman who’d watched her children this afternoon, all because she thought it might be his girlfriend, set his hackles rising.

      “Regan watched the kids when Becca got sick today. You don’t have to like her, but you do have to respect her and the fact that the kids had a great day with her.” Kathy’s jaw started twitching, and he could tell that she was about to dig her heels in. Not giving her the opportunity, he cut off whatever she was about to say. Lowering his voice, he pulled Regan in a little closer, enjoying the way she felt against him. “She didn’t say anything to them about anything but being Becca’s sister. If you have a problem, it’s your problem. Don’t make it theirs.”

      Regan had gone completely still in his arms. He was glad she’d played along, but he had a feeling he’d catch hell about it before she left.

      Masochist that he was, he couldn’t wait.

      Before anything else could be said, the kids came running back into the room, with all the finesse of a herd of elephants. “Daddy!” Savannah exclaimed, sliding to a stop in front of him. “I need help with my shoes.”

      “Can we take some of the kay-bobs with us, Miss Regan?” Jackson was still tugging his coat up his arms as he bounced on the balls of his feet.

      Regan cut her eyes to where Kathy stood, unmoving. “Sure, if it’s okay with your mom. We made plenty,” she offered with a small smile.

      Kathy dropped her gaze to the boy, taking in his expression before she finally nodded, her eyes suspiciously bright. “That would be nice,” she finally said, eliciting a whoop of joy from her son before he ran to the cupboard and pulled out a take-home container. “We’re going to drive to Shane’s parents’ house tonight rather than wait for the morning.”

      “You’re going to the city for trick or treating?”

      “Yeah.” Kathy breathed the word out on a sigh and shook her head. “His sister and her family are coming too, so we wanted to get there a day early and claim the good guest room. I’ll be sure to text you pictures of them in their costumes.” She sent an apologetic look Regan’s way. “We’ll be back Monday.” She paused and cleared her throat. “Thank you. For taking care of them today. They obviously had a great time with you.”

      Regan smiled again, not quite as bright as she had before, but sincerely. “I’m glad. They really are great kids.”

      Kathy nodded stiffly and turned back toward the front door, collecting the kids’ bags and other essentials. Regan gave Gavin a small pat on the chest and stepped out from under his arm, helping Jackson gather enough kabobs to feed a small army. Gavin swooped down and looped his fingers in the pink laces of his daughter’s shoe.

      “Is Miss Regan your girlfriend?” she asked in a sly stage whisper.

      He couldn’t help but smile. Nothing got past these kids. “Were you listening at the door, Savy?”

      “Maybe.” She grinned at him, her eyes sparkling. “You never had a girlfriend before.”

      Ouch. From the mouth of babes, he thought ruefully. “I’ve had girlfriends,” he told her. “None important enough to meet you, though.”

      “So Miss Regan is important?” His girl was a scary mix of stubborn and smart. There was no way she was going to give up without an answer, not when he’d inadvertently implied Regan was important to him.

      He shook his head and gave her shoe a pat. “Not yet.”

      Not yet? What the fuck was he thinking? Regan Sinclair wasn’t important to him. There had been a time he thought she could be, but that was a long time ago.

      Savannah interrupted his thoughts by smiling up at him, a blinding smile of sheer happiness that made his heart lurch every time he saw it. She threw her arms around his neck, burying her face in his neck like she had from the time she was tiny. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you, baby girl.” Gavin wrapped his arms around her and boosted her into his arms, giving her a gentle squeeze. Jackson tackled his legs to get in on the action. With a grunt, Gavin swooped down to pick him up as well. “And you too, buddy.”

      All too soon, Kathy was shepherding the kids out the door and into the waiting car. He was very aware of Regan standing next to him, waving goodbye as the kids shouted their farewells to her.

      He was still standing there, watching the taillights disappear, when he got socked in the arm.

      Regan, her hands planted on her hips, looked entirely too edible for his peace of mind. And something else, something he hadn’t expected. She was trying not to laugh. “Just what the hell was that?”
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      Regan bit her lip to keep the inappropriate laughter from breaking free. She should be offended or horrified or embarrassed or something over what just happened, but she couldn’t get past how funny it was. Flat-out, belly-laughing, pee-your-pants funny.

      Who would have thought that Gavin McCabe would need to invent a pretend girlfriend?

      Or that he would pick her to be that pretend girlfriend? With the way she’d left things years before, she wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d tossed her out of his house without a second thought. Chloe’s reason for being blackballed had nothing on what Regan had done to him all those years ago.

      Of course, there hadn’t been another option in his kitchen as far as fake girlfriends went, but still.

      “You haven’t seen me in years,” she said carefully, unable to keep the laughter from creeping into her voice, “and now we’re going steady?”

      “And why is that?” he asked softly, pushing the hair that had fallen from her ponytail back behind her ear. “You didn’t answer my calls when you left, then avoided me when you came back to town. I missed you.” His voice sent shivers through all her favorite, and recently most neglected, places. Or maybe it was his touch. Either way, she was shivering and she didn’t like it. Much.

      She’d convinced herself that she’d exaggerated the way he could make her knees go weak with the simplest of touches, but tonight was proving that wasn’t the case. “I didn’t avoid you,” she mumbled.

      “You did.”

      “And you didn’t miss me.”

      “I did.”

      “Prove it,” she demanded impulsively, her heart racing.

      What the hell was she thinking? Prove it? She didn’t want him to prove anything. She needed to head back to her house to unpack some of the boxes that had finally arrived and find that damn corkscrew. She needed to call Gwen, her best friend for as long as she could remember, and vent about the crazy left turn her day had taken, the way her younger sisters had cajoled her into babysitting.

      Except she couldn’t. Not really. Because Gwen was Gavin’s sister and had no idea that they’d hooked up before Regan had left for college. She had to find a way to tell Gwen about that before she found out for herself. It wasn’t something she’d even considered when she decided to come back to Sapphire Creek, thinking that door was firmly closed.

      Undeniably, they’d had something. Maybe it could have been something special. Maybe it was just teenage hormones. Either way, it was certainly electric. But it had been a brief fling because of her softball scholarship and training for her college team starting a mere week after they got together. She hadn’t had time to explore whatever it was.

      Plus, she admitted now as she stood close enough to feel the heat rolling off him, she hadn’t realized how rare that thing between them was.

      And, somehow, it was still there.

      Shaking herself from her thoughts, Regan tried to focus. She needed to do something, anything except standing here in Gavin’s doorway and daring him to prove he’d missed her.

      Too late. Tugging her back into the entry, Gavin closed the door and promptly stepped into her personal bubble, pressing them together from shoulder to knee. He was rock solid and somehow still warm, despite having just been standing out in the icy wind watching his kids leave. She should push him away, but when she lifted her hands to do just that, her fingers curled into the soft cotton of his T-shirt. Bad fingers.

      Regan closed her eyes and took a breath. A deep breath that pressed them even more tightly together and kicked her heartbeat up another notch. She just needed a minute to gather her thoughts. Those recently neglected parts were a bad influence now that they had a hope of getting some personal attention.

      Her eyes flared wide as she heard Gavin chuckle.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” he said, a wicked smile tugging his lips upward. “Keep breathing just like that. It’s the highlight of my day.”

      Feeling her face flame, Regan retreated a step, even more embarrassed to realize he hadn’t been holding her at all, just stepped into her space, probably expecting her to step around him and into the house as he closed the door. Turning, she all but ran back into the kitchen in a futile attempt to outrun the warmth in her cheeks. Gavin followed at a more sedate pace and leaned his hip against the counter to watch as she searched for her purse.

      He just stood there, filling up the room, robbing her of her good sense. The sooner she left, the sooner she could get her heart rate under control. And wasn’t that a sad testament of what her life had become, that she’d prefer to go home alone than explore this—whatever this was.

      “I just need to find my stuff and I’ll get out of your hair,” she told him, looking everywhere but directly at him. Her sneakers were neatly tucked under one of the dining room chairs, and she hurried to slip her feet into them, wishing beyond anything she’d worn something other than yoga pants.

      All afternoon she’d debated begging Chloe to bring her some other clothes. Some makeup. Anything to help her make a better impression than the loungewear she’d put on after the lunch of doom with her father. But the kids had had more energy than any ten people she’d ever met. Each time she’d had a moment to think about it, the thought had been quickly shoved aside to deal with whatever mischief the kids were creating. Instead of primping, she’d played hide and seek and board games with them, and then they acted out a puppet show for her with their stuffed animals. And that was just within the first hour she’d been there. It hadn’t taken long to realize that she needed to pace herself or they’d somehow manage to create a Lord of the Flies–like colony before Gavin ever got home.

      Okay, maybe that was an exaggeration, but things had gotten exponentially easier once she’d started to focus their energy. Which reminded her about the dinner they’d made. “There’s plenty of food left, even with what the kids took. I went a little overboard.”

      She heard him chuckle again and couldn’t resist sneaking a glance his direction. He was still leaning against the counter, ankles crossed, arms loosely crossed over his chest, which emphasized his biceps and stretched his shirt across his shoulders.

      Her mouth went dry at the sight. The man was completely lickable. And it had been far too long since she’d licked anything.

      He’d filled out since the last time she’d seen him, packing on even more muscle, but he still had that lazy charm that had appealed to her from the start. His sable hair stood up in a few places and looked damp—not that she was going to get close enough to check—but he looked good. Too good.

      “Run out of projects to keep them busy?” he guessed, nodding to the two still-full platters of kabobs.

      “You have no idea,” she told him. “I hadn’t planned on being the babysitter when Becca called. But Chloe said she had burned a bridge, so…” She let her sentence trail off, hoping he would object. Tell her that it would have been fine for Chloe to have stayed with the kids. Something that would let her blame her sisters for making her face him this way—in yoga pants and without makeup. They had no idea just how big the can of worms they’d opened was.

      Instead, he nodded. “The babysitter from hell,” he told her agreeably, not sounding at all perturbed at the thought. “When I got the message that Becca’s sister was stepping in, I just about had heart failure.”

      Regan felt her shoulders slump. Damn. So the girls hadn’t been exaggerating.

      She moved to the living room, all but tossing the couch cushions to the floor in her search for her purse.

      Her only plan for the evening was to figure out how to open that damn bottle of wine. She let out a sigh and tried not to think about why she would rather rush back to her empty house instead of facing the music and apologizing for her past behavior. She needed to get hold of herself.

      Gavin didn’t seem like he was holding a grudge.

      Memories played through her mind like a slide show. Turning the corner while hiking up Blodgett Canyon and finding Gavin there, hiking down. His shirt off, his golden skin glistening with sweat, his dark hair damp and curling a little around his ears—much like it was now. They’d talked and he’d invited her to head back to town, to Lucy’s Café. She hadn’t thought twice. Sitting across from him in the diner, sharing some fries, they’d gotten to know each other better than they had before. Later, much later, they’d driven back up the mountain to find a place they wouldn’t be interrupted and had gotten to know each other better still.

      It had been one day. One wonderful, magical day she’d carried with her throughout the years. And at the end of that day, she’d run without saying goodbye. Because her plans hadn’t changed. She was still taking her softball scholarship and leaving as fast as she could.

      But he’d tempted her, which scared her. More than she wanted to admit.

      The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d run all those years ago to avoid the questions that were waiting for her now in the kitchen. And just like before, she wasn’t staying in Sapphire Creek. There was a pile of applications sitting on her dining room table, just waiting for her to make a decision about her next step. Her recent stint in Central America, working with villagers in drought-ravaged areas, had sparked a need to work in a way that made a difference. She just needed to figure out how.

      Scowling at the cushions, she returned them to their appropriate places, folded a throw blanket, and draped it over the arm of the sofa while she was at it. She was working herself into a lather, knowing that Gavin was waiting for her, relaxed but diligent, willing to wait her out.

      Why was he doing that? She was no one to him. Barely a fling. One day of fun that happened many years ago.

      After Gwen told her he was engaged, she convinced herself it no longer mattered and tried to forgive herself for her childish behavior. For never calling him back when he’d tried to contact her. He’d moved on. It was time she did as well. She’d met Todd the next week and moved in with him a short time later.

      Taking a deep breath, she refused to give any attention to the way her nipples tingled as they pressed against her shirt, aching for some attention from the man in the other room. The man who had the starring role in way too many of her fantasies over the past few years.

      Instead, she silently willed all her parts to settle down. She would never be able to apologize if she couldn’t get a grip.

      Lust she understood. It was a basic chemical reaction that afflicted everyone at one time or another. But she hadn’t been ready for it when it came to Gavin. With him, her feelings overwhelmed her, just like they had all those years ago.

      Holy crap. Ten. Ten years ago now. How was it possible that so much time had gone by, yet it still felt like yesterday?

      Why not just go for him? There’s absolutely no reason you shouldn’t be able to enjoy yourself with him while you’re here. He’d be the perfect rebound guy.

      Regan paused. Could she do it? She’d be in Sapphire Creek for a few months at least. Her aunt Catherine was letting her stay in the house she’d originally purchased for her grandparents. It had been empty the past few years, so it needed some serious work, which was perfect because Regan needed some work too. There was a bizarre sense of irony she’d appreciate once she thought about it. She was sure of it.

      Wind battered the house, blowing branches against the siding and making Regan jump. She’d been in the living room longer than strictly necessary to search for her purse, taking a trip down memory lane. With a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and finally returned to the kitchen.

      Gavin perched against the counter, holding a kabob in one hand and licking the juices off the fingers of the other. Her gaze immediately went to his mouth, remembering the feeling of it against her skin. Good lord. He didn’t even have to touch her to rev her engine. With a shake of her head, she got herself moving again. “I just need to find my purse and I’ll get out of your way.” She’d already said that, hadn’t she? He was turning her into a simpleton.

      “You don’t have to rush off,” he told her as he continued to suck at the juices clinging to his fingers. Why didn’t he grab a napkin? It was like he was doing it on purpose. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and she had to wonder if he could tell the turn her thoughts had taken. “We have some things to catch up on.”
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