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Just when he has accepted that he’ll never be a father, Jack Galloway inherits not one, but three kids.




He’s supposed to raise this family with his ex?




And his ex-wife, Roz, has her own ideas about parenting. She’s already doling out domestic duties, as if he had all the time in the world away from his business. She’s also got some crazy notion, that, thanks to their unexpected “family,” the two of them have been handed a second chance.




As if he’ll let either of them get their hearts broken again.




But the real knockout punch? That part of him that hopes that hearts can be mended. And that love will always find a way.
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Chapter One




“Jack…we weren’t expecting you in today…. Oh, Jack, I’m so sorry.”

His secretary’s eyes welled up as she opened her plump arms.

Jack forced himself to squeeze her shoulder as he sidestepped her embrace. “Thanks for your support, Heather. Has Mr. Yoshida arrived?”

Her mouth dropped along with her arms. “Why, yes, but surely you’re not… I mean, Dave is covering for you….”

Jack dumped his briefcase on his desk and turned impatiently.

“They’re in the boardroom,” she finished.

“There’s a lawyer called Grimble arriving in thirty minutes. Look after him until I’m free, will you? I’ll be leaving after that.” He pulled a crumpled list out of his pocket. “Meantime, ring the New Zealand Herald with the funeral notice.”

Heather’s eyes filled again. “Of course. Is there anything else I can do?”

His cell phone vibrated. Jack removed it from the breast pocket of his suit, checked the caller ID, then handed it over. “Yeah. Keep people off my back.”

He hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but he had too much still to do to commiserate with second-tier friends and relatives. “I’m sorry.” Taking a deep breath, Jack started again. “If you could accept condolences and give everyone the funeral details?”

With a sympathetic nod, Heather took the call. “Jack Galloway’s phone. Can I help you?”

He’d forgotten how busy the aftermath of tragedy was. Getting the bodies shipped home, making the important phone calls and initiating funeral arrangements left no time to mourn.

Jack buttoned his suit jacket and straightened his tie, then strode down the corridor to the boardroom. Not that he had tears in him anymore. Grief had hollowed him out six years ago; there was nothing left now, except the echo of it.

And anger.

“I’m afraid I don’t know any details of Friday night’s accident,” he heard Heather say behind him, and his fingers tightened convulsively around the boardroom’s ornate door handle.

All these well-meaning people had a right to know, but to Jack they felt like rats gnawing at the corpses. He wanted to beat them off with sticks, then shake his brother’s body until Anthony’s teeth rattled. You’ve had your joke, Ants. Now get up.

Steeling himself, he pulled the heavy door open and entered the boardroom.

Half a dozen men looked up from one end of an enormous oval table, but Jack focused on only one. “Yoshida-san, my apologies for not being here to greet you.”

The man returned his handshake warmly. “It is good to see you again, Galloway-san.” They were old friends, but only in karaoke bars, belting out eighties hits at three in the morning, did they call each other by their first names.

Jack’s vice president gaped at him. “I was just about to tell Mr. Yoshida and his associates that—”

“No need,” Jack interrupted, “I’m here. Let’s get down to business so these gentlemen can get to the airport in good time.” He shook hands with the rest of the Japanese delegation. “What kind of weather will you be returning to in Tokyo?”

After exchanging pleasantries, they brought out the joint venture contracts that would take Jack’s construction company into the big time—a multimillion-dollar residential subdivision in outer Auckland. He signed the papers and felt nothing.

As their lawyers tidied paperwork, he and Hiro Yoshida strolled to the floor-to-ceiling window. Twenty-five stories up, it normally offered panoramic views of Auckland’s harbor, but on this early November day blinding torrents of spring rain lashed the pane. Jack could feel the last chill of a persistent winter seeping through the thick glass.

Patting his pockets, he retrieved the lighter and ten-pack of Marlboros he’d bought en route to the office. He offered one to Hiro.

One of the lawyers glanced up from the papers and cleared his throat. “I’m afraid New Zealand workplace laws prohibit—”

Hiro leaned forward so Jack could light his cigarette. “I think today,” he said gravely, “we make an exception.” So he knew. Jack drew deeply, welcoming the once-familiar bum in his lungs, then exhaled. It felt like the first time he’d breathed in two-and-a-half days.

Hiro did the same, watching him through the fragrant smoke. “You should be sitting with your brother’s body, my friend,” he said simply, and Jack remembered the Japanese mourned their dead through wakes.

He delayed his answer by tapping his ash into a nearby pot containing a rubber plant. “He and his wife died while they were on holiday in New Caledonia. They…their remains are being flown home today.”

“But you have other family, do you not?”

“No immediate family.” Not anymore.

Hiro’s black brows creased in surprise. “Your secretary said they had children.”

Jack’s sanity over the last horrific forty-eight hours had depended on not thinking too much about the children. “Yes, of course.” He lifted the cigarette, saw his fingers were trembling, and dropped his hand. “They flew early this morning with one of my sister-in-law’s relatives. I’ll see them this afternoon.”

The older man took Jack’s cigarette and said gently, “Go now, my friend.”

Jack bowed. “Hai,” he said simply, then obediently left the room and headed straight to his office. The kids needed familiar faces around them now, not some strange uncle they saw only a few times a year. He’d delegated the personal stuff to people who knew the family’s day-to-day routines.

Others had gone to the house and turned on power and hot water, others had organized groceries and done the airport run to pick up the kids and their maternal aunt this morning.

But at 3:00 a.m., after lying in bed, staring at the ceiling, Jack had got up and driven to the house. He’d picked up Anthony’s running shoes, still lying inside the front door, and taken Julia’s apron from the hook in the kitchen. Methodically removed every sign that might suggest to their children they could be coming at any moment.

He knew how much these things hurt.

Entering his office now, Jack saw a bald man pacing the plush carpet. He’d forgotten the lawyer. Their eyes met and Grimble immediately adopted a sympathetic expression.

Jack waved away his condolences. “Let’s skip the formalities, shall we?” He gestured for the man to take a seat, but remained standing himself. “You said on the phone yesterday that I was the executor of the will…no, don’t start reading the whole thing. Give me the guts of it.”

Slightly flustered, Grimble cleared his throat. “The mortgage will be paid off by compulsory insurance, but your brother and his wife had no other policies.”

“Teacher’s salary, and Julia didn’t work,” Jack murmured. “It’s what I expected…. So the sale of the house is the only money the children will have?” The deal he’d just signed started to mean something again. “I’ll organize fiscal support through the guardian.” This, he knew, Ants and Julia would have covered. “Who is it?”

“Why, you.” Grimble seemed surprised he didn’t know that.

Feeling as though he’d just taken a hit to the solar plexus, Jack sat down hard on the corner of his desk. “Me!”

The lawyer nodded as he checked his notes, then delivered the knockout punch. “You and somebody called Rosalind Valentine.

* * *

Roz sat on her best friend’s couch in suburban Auckland, reading a story to Julia’s just-orphaned three-year-old daughter. It was hard to lose yourself in a story you’d read twelve times since breakfast, but she tried.

“’The dump,’” she began, “‘isn’t a place most animals would choose to live, but Pinky the mouse wasn’t one of them.’” On her lap, Cassie stared fixedly at the picture of the jaunty rodent, her small fingers absently pulling at a loose thread on the well-worn couch.

“Turn the page for me, honey,” Roz said to distract her, but Cassie was a multitasker and managed to keep her grip on the thread. What the hell, the foam was already showing through, anyway. It was that kind of house, unpretentious and restful, reflective of the people who—who had—lived here. Roz picked up her glass of water from the coffee table and sipped, trying to loosen her throat. She’d had to do it a lot since the airport run this morning. Be brave for the children.

Snatches of conversation drifted across the hall from the kitchen, where the latest bunch of well-wishers was dropping off casseroles and condolences. “I can’t look at those poor kids without crying,” said a neighbor.

Roz read louder. “‘Pinky loved the growwwwl of the bulldozers…’” she paused for Cassie to growl “‘…as they pushed the rubbish into neat piles.’” The house still felt cold from being shut up for two weeks, so she did up the buttons of the toddler’s rainbow cardigan.

“I don’t think,” said another female voice, “that the baby understands.”

Cassie growled again, with a deep, carrying ferocity that startled the unseen speakers into silence, and Roz gave her an approving squeeze. “This mini madam,” Julia had always said fondly of her youngest, “is going to be an opera diva or a trade union activist.”

Julia. The words on the page suddenly blurred. “Read faster,” Cassie ordered. The doorbell rang and Roz put the book aside. More flowers or offers of help.

“I’ll get it.” Julia’s sister, Fiona Evans, bustled through the living room, pausing to pry loose the thread from Cassie’s grip. “No, darling, that’s naughty.” A youthful forty-six, the petite salon-blonde had a refined English accent reminiscent of boarding school matrons. “Here, have one of these instead.” She thrust the chocolate box on the table toward her niece.

“It’s pretty close to dinnertime,” Roz ventured, but cautiously, because Fee had been staking territory since she’d landed in New Zealand this morning. By 10:00 a.m. everyone had got the message—she was in charge. She was obviously using superefficiency to manage her grief. The sisters and their families had been on holiday together, and poor Fee had had to identify the bodies. But her behavior was exhausting the kids. And Roz was pretty sure that Julia would hate to see her daughter being stuffed with candy.

“Special circumstances,” Fee insisted. She handed Cassie two chocolates and carried on to the door.

Roz waited until she was out of earshot. “Can I have one of those?”

Cassie popped the one she’d just licked into her godmother’s mouth.

Somewhere Julia would be laughing. “‘The seagulls,”’ Roz read, trying not to think about the soggy mess melting on her tongue, “‘were rough and cheeky, but they had placed webbed feet on foreign shores, and in Pinky’s eyes, that made them gods.’”

Jack came through the door. Roz gagged, then forced herself to swallow the chocolate. She’d thought she was ready for this.

Cassie cupped Roz’s hot face with small, sticky hands and fixed her with a glare from eyes the same nut-brown as her hair. “Read…the…book,” she said in a pitch-perfect impersonation of her Auntie Fee.

“‘They liked being thought gods instead of scavenging bandits, so they often visited his cardboard box home at the far end of the dump.’”

“Hey, Cassandra.” Roz pinned her gaze to the page as Jack crouched down in front of them and offered Cassie a badly wrapped present. “I’m your uncle Jack, remember? I’ve bought you candy.”

Cassie grabbed her blankie, scrunched her eyes shut and turned her head away. It was an old trick, but Jack immediately withdrew a couple of paces.

Roz fought the urge to follow her goddaughter’s lead as she felt his attention swing to her. For a moment longer she stared at the mouse in the yellow-checkered waistcoat, standing proudly outside his ramshackle box.

How do you greet a man who once saw you lying on the carpet in a hysterical heap, begging him to stay? Lifting her chin, Roz eyeballed his left cheekbone and said coolly, “Hello, Jack.”

A man who’d just lost the last of his generation of family? Through a throat raw from crying, she added hoarsely, “I’m sorry we have to meet under such circumstances.”

“We got guardianship. Is that your doing?” demanded her ex-husband.

Startled, Roz met river-green eyes and saw the same boarded-up expression that used to throw her into gut-wrenching despair. Her control snapped. “And bloody sorry that we have to meet at all.” Then the import of his words struck her, and she cried, “What?” simultaneously with Fiona, who’d come up behind him.

Cassie was peeking at Jack through half-closed lashes.

“Where’s Daddy?” she asked suddenly. The adults froze. “Oh, I forgot.” She turned another page of the book with chubby fingers. “He’s dead.”

With a sob, Fiona fled to the kitchen. Roz gulped water, ridding herself of the chocolate’s residual sweetness so she wouldn’t throw up. Jack walked to the window. Even slumped, his broad shoulders blocked out the anemic light of an overcast afternoon. “Oh, God,” he muttered brokenly, “what a mess.”

As she stared at him, inconsequential thoughts filtered through Roz’s shock. He’d cut his dark blond hair short; it didn’t touch his collar anymore. She recalled the only other time she’d seen him in a suit.

At their wedding.

Cassie growled, and automatically Roz began reading again, but her mind was elsewhere. They were guardians? “It’s too dark,” complained the little girl.

Dazed, Roz switched on the table lamp, and the mahogany coffee table gleamed in the spill of light.

Once, it had been hers and Jack’s. Covered with papers, usually, because most nights he’d prepared building quotes while Roz did the books. But she’d always made him phone the slow payers. “You’re a softie,” he’d teased her, then bent to kiss her pregnant belly. “Except here.” They were guardians?

“‘The seagulls thought Pinky was also a brave adventurer,’” Roz croaked, “‘and he was, but only in his imagination.’” Needing order, she gathered loose strands of her limp hair into a tidier ponytail. “‘You see, he’d lost the tip of his mousy little finger in an accident with some rusty roofing iron.’”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jack straighten his shoulders. “I’ll go see the other kids, then you, Fiona and I need to talk.” The grimness was in his tone.

Without looking up, Roz nodded. “‘But Pinky told everyone he’d been in a real house, seen cheese in a mousetrap and coolly decided it was worth losing a finger for.’”

They were guardians!

Somewhere in the fear, a dangerous joy flickered to life.





Chapter Two




Jack followed Fiona into the kitchen and stopped abruptly. She was weeping on the shoulder of one woman, and was surrounded by others similarly afflicted. He spun on his heel, but it was too late.

“Oh, Jack,” she sobbed, mascara trails bracketing her aquiline nose. “I still can’t believe it. Why would they leave guardianship to you and Roz? It doesn’t make sense.”

He scanned the other faces and recognized nobody. “First I need to see Sam and Liam. Where are they?” Fiona’s eyes went blank and he frowned. Damn it, it was her job to know. She was the kids’ rock now. It was a shame her husband, Roger, couldn’t be here to add his customary steadiness.

“Liam popped next door with a neighbor,” said a brunette. “Sam headed out to the garage for something.” Jack retraced his steps through the living room, ignoring Roz. But he couldn’t escape her voice. Every huskily delivered word drew blood.

“‘Sometimes Pinky added a fat, black, hissing cat to his story, and everyone believed that, as well, because of his unusual roof.’”

The door wouldn’t open; Jack broke into a sweat.

“It was the rust-spotted lid of a biscuit tin with a picture of five kittens sitting in a basket…The opening mechanism’s faulty,” she told him. “Hold the faceplate as you turn the handle.”

Ants had always been hopeless at DIY.

“‘For a mouse to choose to live under a picture of his worst enemies was considered a very brave thing to do—’”

Slamming the door shut behind him, Jack paused on the doorstep to suck in fresh air, chill with light rain. Ruthlessly, he rebuilt his self-control, until it was impregnable.

Drizzle dampened his face as he made his way to the garage. It was empty, and Jack despised himself for the involuntary spike of relief.

Of the three kids, fifteen-year-old Sam Evans, Julia’s son by a previous marriage, was the one Jack knew best. And dreaded seeing most.

When at twenty-two, his baby brother had said he was marrying a woman who was not only five years his senior, but had a seven-year-old son, Jack had done his best to dissuade Anthony. Then he’d met Julia and Sam, and had shut up.

About to retrace his steps, Jack heard a cough to his right. “Sammy?” The old endearment came instinctively. For a moment there was silence.

“Over here.” His nephew’s voice had broken in the three months since Jack had last seen him.

Rounding the corner of the garage, he found the teenager sitting on the doorstep, his long hands overhanging gangly knees. The hood of his dark sweatshirt was pulled over a baseball cap, hiding his lank, dark hair.

What Jack could see of his face was sunburned and peeling.

At least they’d had the holiday first.

Skirting the sagging clothesline and its load of rain-soaked beach towels, Jack sat on the wet step beside the boy. Sam’s face was moist; from the shower or tears, Jack couldn’t tell, and knew not to ask.

The acrid smell of tobacco hung in the air, and a mashed cigarette still smoldered by his nephew’s feet. Seeing the direction of Jack’s gaze, Sam covered the butt with his trainer.

“You got another one of those?”

Sam shot him a startled glance from bloodshot hazel eyes, then handed over a ten-pack of Marlboros and a box of matches. Jack lit two and handed him one.

“After the funeral,” he said, returning the packet, “we give these up.”

Sam’s fingers trembled as he dragged on the cigarette. “I don’t want to go to the funeral.”

“Neither do I, but I think we’re too old to get out of it.”

“Auntie Fee says I have to be a pallbearer for Mum’s coffin.”

“You don’t,” Jack said harshly.

For five minutes, they sat in silence, smoking. His nephew’s shoulder, where it touched his, held a terrible tension. But they didn’t have the sort of relationship that would make a hug natural, and the last thing Jack wanted to do was make Sam uncomfortable.

“You need to talk?” Because talking, Jack thought bleakly, solved everything. Yeah, right.

His nephew shook his head, then drew a deep, shuddering breath. “If I don’t have to carry one of the coffins, I’ll go.”

“Whatever you want, mate.”

Again there was silence. Daylight was fading quickly, but Sam seemed equally reluctant to return to the house. And there was a comfort in sitting shoulder to shoulder on the step, even in the cold and the drizzle. Jack watched the cigarette burn to ash in his hand.

Yes, he still had the capacity to grieve. With one contemptuous glance, Roz had evoked emotions that he’d thought would never affect him again.

“So I guess,” Sam ventured, “I stay an Evans now?” Oh, hell. The teenager had asked Anthony to adopt him, and his brother had been over the moon. “I’ll ask, but…probably.” No point in raising false hopes.

“Do we have to go live with Auntie Fee and Uncle Roger? I mean, I like them but…” His voice trailed off.

Jack didn’t want to hear apprehension, so he screened it out. “They seem the obvious choice.”

“But not straightaway, right? I mean, we won’t be going home with Auntie Fee next week or anything?”

“I’m sure she’ll stay on in New Zealand for a month or so.” The lower step was soft…rotten, probably, and some of the spouting looked rusty. Jack would put a crew onto it next week, get the place shipshape before it was listed for sale. The kids needed top dollar.

“No, she has to get home—I heard her tell Roz.” The boy’s voice rose. “I don’t want to live in England.”

“Hey, mate, let’s calm down. Nothing’s been decided yet.”

“So we could live with you?” Sam absorbed Jack’s expression and immediately changed tack. “At least I could. Auntie Fee could take the small ones.”

“You need to stay together. And with Fiona and Roger you’d get to live with your cousins.” Jack suddenly realized he had no idea if they wanted them, and panic hit.

“They’re dorks,” said Sam flatly. “They were no fun on holiday.”

It took Jack a second to focus. “Who? Your cous—”

“I’m not going anywhere before the end of the rugby season.” Sam shoved himself off the step, eyes wild.

A light snapped on, the laundry door behind them opened and Fiona appeared. She’d repaired her makeup and her red mouth made a perfect O of shock. “Sam, are you smoking?”

Jack palmed his cigarette and took Sam’s. “He was holding it for me while I tied my shoelace. Thanks, buddy.”

“I mean it, Jack,” Sam said hysterically. “I’ll go live with Dad’s family.”

Instinctively, Jack dropped the cigarettes and caught him in a bear hug. Despite Sam’s lankiness, the frame under all those baggy bro clothes was still that of a young boy. A lump caught in Jack’s throat, cutting off a reassurance.

For a moment Sam let himself be held, then, with a sob, he pulled free. Furiously wiping his sleeve across his eyes, he pushed past Fiona and loped into the house.

“What’s he talking about?” Her voice rose in panic. “Of course he’s not living with those lowlifes—”

“Stop,” said Jack sharply. “Send someone he knows well to see that he’s okay. Then we’ll talk this through in the study. Bring Roz.”

Her shoulders squared, but her bright mouth trembled. “I want those children, Jack.”

Relief washed over him, easing the ache that had begun when he’d seen Roz with Cassie. “Then I don’t foresee any problem.”

* * *

He was going to offload the kids on Fiona.

Roz knew it as soon as she walked into Anthony’s study and saw them sitting side by side on the ancient leather sofa, drinking tea. Jack hated tea.

Smiling, Fee picked up the teapot. “Roz, let me pour you a cup,” she offered. “Milk, no sugar, isn’t it?” Barely knowing this woman, and without consulting Roz as coguardian, Jack was going to ship them off to a foreign country. Because he couldn’t handle rejoining the human race.

Fury combusted in Roz’s chest, making it hard to breathe, but she welcomed it. Angry, she could deal with him. “You son of a bitch. You’re going to completely disregard what Anthony and Julia want, aren’t you?”

Fee gasped and the tea she was pouring splashed into the saucer, but Jack didn’t even blink. He picked up a paper napkin and began mopping up the spill.

Her color high, Fee found her voice. “How can you talk to him like—”

“She’s grieving,” interrupted Jack. “We all are.” He took the teapot from Fee and finished pouring with a steady hand. “Which makes it even more important to keep emotion out of this discussion.”

Roz narrowed her eyes. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Dear God, she’d spent the last five-and-a-half years schooling herself to accept and forgive, and already she wanted to hurt him. She took the chair opposite the couch. “What about the kids…are you even going to ask them?”

His face impassive, Jack held out a cup of tea. “The children are too young to make a decision.”

She made no move to take it. “Liam and Cassie might be. What about Sam?”

A flicker of emotion appeared in the green depths of his eyes and was gone. “Sam will come around.” He plonked the cup in front of her. “And let’s get one thing very clear before we go any further. You and I were appointed guardians. There was nothing specified about custody.” Jack turned to Fee. “In New Zealand, the two roles aren’t automatically synonymous.”

So that’s how he justified it to his conscience. “Of course they meant custody, as well,” Roz declared.

His attention swung to her like a club. “What makes you so sure?”

She swallowed. “It was over six years ago right after Liam was born. We were expecting Thomas and I only agreed…” Frightened by the blaze in his eyes, she rushed to get the words out. “…because we were just named as backup to your mother.” Except Joyce Galloway had passed away two months ago. “For God’s sake, Jack, what were the odds?”

“I knew you were behind it,” he said bitterly.

“What I don’t understand—” Fee adjusted her position so that her shoulder closed Roz out “—is why Julia chose you, and not me and Roger? I remember her saying you don’t like spending time with the children.” Obviously, Ju had never said why. Jack’s face froze and Roz intervened. “Actually, he spent a lot of time with Sam and Liam before…” His gaze flicked briefly to hers, and her throat closed.

“Before?” Fee prompted. Silver bangles jangled on her wrist as she picked up her cup…jangled on Roz’s blistered nerves. If Fee didn’t have the sensitivity to make the connection then Roz wasn’t going to make it for her.

“Nothing.” Roz sipped her tea, moistened dry lips.

Jack got up and started pacing the room. “I’m happy to take fiscal responsibility, but custody isn’t even an issue.” His lawyerlike detachment raised her hackles again. “Roz and I are divorced, and neither of our lifestyles are conducive to looking after child—”

“Speak for your lifestyle, not mine!” He’d become a hard-partying serial dater within days of leaving her.

“Why?” The grit returned to his voice. “Have you settled down with a third husband?”

Roz smiled at him. “No, Jack. I’ve finally learned that if you want loyalty you get a dog. Though my second husband was a huge improvement on my first. After the divorce, we even managed to stay friends.”

His mouth tightened. “These kids need what they’ve lost, which is a mother and a father and a stable home.”

“Which Roger and I can offer them,” said Fee.

Impulsively, Roz reached for Fee’s hands. “On the other side of the world, away from their friends, their community. I know it’s not your fault—” she said, as Fee’s cold fingers spasmed under hers “—but they hardly know you.”

“We just spent twelve lovely days together, and I owe her—” Fee stopped. Carefully, she removed her hands from Roz’s. “They’re my sister’s children…my blood. And their grandmother’s in the U.K.” Julia and Fee’s elderly mother lived in a nursing home and was too infirm to travel. “You might know the children best, Rosalind, but you no longer have a relationship with them that would be recognized by law.”

“All I’m asking is that we don’t rush into a decision about their future three days after their parents’ death.”

“We need to!” Fee’s cup clattered into the saucer. “I have to return to the U.K. to my own two boys. It makes sense to take the children with me now.”

As delicately as she could, Roz raised the issue that had been bothering her. “Can you really cope with raising five children?”

Julia had always described her sister as a multitasking perfectionist in need of an intervention. “I bought that because it reminded me of Fee,” she’d said once, gesturing to a fridge magnet. It showed a sixties housewife with wide eyes and a toothy smile, and a caption reading, “It’s been lovely but I have to scream now.”

Under her foundation, red mottled Fiona’s cheeks. “What are you implying?”

“Only that it’s a huge responsibility. You need time to think this through.”

“I know my duty.” Fee’s English accent grew even more clipped. “And as far as I’m concerned, if Jack’s happy, that’s it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Roz firmly, “but as a guardian, I have to be happy, too.” She had no idea if that was true or not, but someone had to put these kids’ interests first.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Roz, get real.” Jack was suddenly towering over her. “Who’s going to look after them in the meantime? I’ve just signed a big construction contract, and you have a career. We both live in the city, miles from their schools. And employing some stranger as a nanny isn’t going to help the kids.”

“I’ll take a leave of absence from my job and move in here for a couple of months.” Roz listened to her declaration with the same astonishment as the other two. Her heart jumped into her throat, but she wouldn’t renege. “They need to stay in their own home and stick to their normal routines—at least until the first shock passes. Finish the school year.”

“And after Christmas they come to us,” said Fee.

Roz tried to read Jack’s expression, and found it impossible. “And after Christmas we make a final decision,” she countered.

“No.” He shook his head. “Their parents are dead. To pretend that life’s ever going to get to normal is cruel. Long term, they’ll deal better with the changes if they’re all made at once.”

He’d done that to her, leaving her soon after the tragedy that had shattered their lives and their marriage. The clean break that had left jagged, painful scars. Roz wouldn’t let him do that to Julie and Anthony’s children.

“You’re so wrong,” she said passionately. “Right now, these kids need the nurturing only their friends and community can give them.” All the help that you and I turned down. “Then they’ll be equipped to face whatever changes are necessary—”

Jack was shaking his head again; Roz swiveled toward Fee. “And if they end up with you, well, then you’ve had time to make preparations.” She could see the other woman was considering the idea, but then Fee glanced up at Jack for approval.

“No,” he said again.

Roz grabbed the cuff of his jacket and hauled him to the other side of the room. “We can help them through this,” she said in a low voice. “I know we can.”

His mouth twisted. “Because we’re so well-adjusted?”

“Because we know what it’s like to lose the person you love most.”

A muscle tightened in his square jaw. “Which is why,” he said harshly, “I can’t let you use these kids as surrogates.”

But she’d already questioned her motives. “I can understand why you’d think that, but that’s not what I’m doing.”

“You’ll get hurt, Roz.” There was the trace of a plea in his voice.

“I know,” she admitted. “But the kids’ needs come first.”

“Damn it, if you won’t protect yourself, I will. No!”

And she knew she’d have to say the unsayable, the one thing that would rip out what was left of Jack’s heart, the one thing that would kill whatever hope she’d ever had of making her peace with this man.

“You owe me.” She didn’t have to explain; it was always between them. The thing that had driven them apart, the thing she’d always sworn to him she didn’t believe.

For a long moment, they hung on the gallows of the past.

“I always knew you blamed me,” he said conversationally, but his eyes were so bleak Roz had to bite her tongue to stop herself taking back her words. If guilt would buy time for the kids, she had to use it.

“Okay.” He moved away, closer to Fee. “I’ll apply for temporary custody for two months. Then we reassess.”

Roz relaxed her jaw and released her tongue, tasted the iron tang of blood. “Thank you.”

“I need to go,” said her ex-husband, the man who’d cried with her over their baby’s tiny coffin. He brushed past her to get to the door. “I’ll be able to give them up when the time comes,” he said coldly. “Make sure you can.
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