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Prologue

 


Roxanne King had almost finished beating the
eggs and sugar together, ready to pour into the dry ingredients.
Her five-year-old granddaughter, Holly, hovered over the large bowl
containing the brandy-soaked fruit mixture while her three-year-old
sister, Cindi, was more interested in rolling a toy car up and down
the floor.

“Is it time, Nanny? Is it time to make my
Christmas wish?”

“Nearly, another minute.”

“But, Nanny, it’s been so long.”

Her plaintive voice had Roxanne smiling as
she gave the mixture a couple more beats then smiled at Holly.

“Now it’s time.”

Holly climbed back onto the stool at the
kitchen bench and watched as Roxanne poured the creamy mixture into
the large fruit-filled bowl. She gave it a quick stir then handed a
wooden spoon to Holly.

“Make your Christmas wish now, Holly. Make
sure you stir the batter round three times as you wish.”

Cindi had now climbed up on the stool
alongside her sister and watched with great anticipation as Holly
clumsily twirled the spoon in the mix.

“Dear Santa, I wish for a pink bike.”

“Holly, you don’t have to say it aloud.”

She looked at her grandmother. “But I need
Santa to hear my wish.”

Roxanne held back another grin as Holly
finished stirring then passed the spoon to her sister.

With a knowledgeable voice, Holly said, “You
have to turn the spoon three times, Cindi.”

“Why?”

Holly looked at her grandmother, unsure as
to why.

“It makes sure the Christmas wish has time
to get to Santa, girls.”

“Oh,” Holly voiced as she nodded wisely.

Cindi wrestled with the spoon but amazingly
managed to keep most of the ingredients in the bowl as she turned
it and shouted, “I want a Barbie! And a racing car! And a purple
unicorn!”

“You don’t have to shout, Cindi.”

“I want to make sure Santa hears me,
Nanny.”

Roxanne rolled her eyes as she assured
Cindi, “I doubt he’ll miss your lovely voice, sweetheart.”

Holly hopped off her stool and came round to
stand beside her grandmother. She gazed up at Roxanne, a confused
look on her face.

“Now how long do we have to wait?”

“Wait for what, Holly?”

“For Christmas. Is it soon?”

“Well, this is October and Christmas is in
December, so it’s about eight more weeks.”

“Eight weeks! That’s forever!”

“It will go fast and Santa needs time to
make all the things girls and boys wish for.”

Holly accepted Roxanne’s statement with a
sad nod then she stared at her grandmother.

“You haven’t made a wish, Nanny. You have to
make your Christmas wish now.”

“Okay.”

Roxanne took the spoon that Cindi had left
in the bowl, and with both girls watching her, she stirred the
mixture round three times.

Her wish was silent. It was the same wish
she always made whenever she thought of the past or looked at her
children.

I wish I could have my forever and always. I
wish I’d never run away.

“Did you wish, Nanny?”

“Yes, Holly, I made my wish.”

“I didn’t hear it.”

“Santa always hears Christmas wishes,
Holly.” Roxanne crossed her fingers. Maybe this year Santa will
finally grant mine.

“He heard mine.”

“Yes, he did, Cindi.”

“And mine too, Nanny.”

“He heard all our wishes and now we just
have to wait and see if our Christmas wishes come true.”


Chapter One

 


November 8th had turned into a windy
Wednesday afternoon when Stephanie Rogers came out of her
obstetrician’s office. She stopped on the top stair of the building
entrance staring up the busy street for a cab. Seeing one in the
far distance she gestured at the oncoming taxi as she crossed the
pavement to the curb.

As she watched it pull in through the
traffic toward her, she heard a man shout out, “Roxanne! Roxanne
King!”

Stephanie turned to look as a very tall,
older, but extremely attractive man waved and ran toward her. He
reached her side, panting a little from his obvious fast dash down
the street.

“Oh.” He put a hand across his mouth then
dropped it. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I honestly thought you were someone
else.”

He looked vaguely familiar as Stephanie
suppressed a giggle then declared, “Roxanne King.”

He grinned at her, his smile lighting his
face, and acknowledged her words with a wry look. “Yes, but I now
realize that it couldn’t be you. Please accept my apologies.”

Stephanie inclined her head in
acknowledgment of his apology as the taxi reached the curb
alongside her. She reached for the door of the cab but the
attractive man beat her and opened it.

She thanked him before she climbed in the
cab and certainly not understanding why she bothered, she added,
“It’s funny but my mother’s name is Roxanne King and from old
pictures I see I do look like her. So maybe it was an honest
mistake.”

There was no mistaking the excitement in his
voice nor the way he seemed to bounce on his feet as he exclaimed,
“Oh my gosh! No wonder I thought you were Roxanne!” He seemed to
search her face before asking, “It has to be the same Roxanne,
lived around here about thirty years ago. I mean, it isn’t a common
name.”

“Mm, sounds like it’d be her. I know she did
live here back before I was born.”

It appeared the man couldn’t stop smiling
nor shaking his head as if in disbelief. He asked, “How is
she?”

“Oh, she’s fine.”

Stephanie slid into the cab and the man bent
down speaking through the open door, “Is she living around here
now?”

Not sure exactly who he was despite her
intense feeling of familiarity, Stephanie didn’t want to give too
much information. She pushed aside wanting to share more details
because of the strange instant connection to this good-looking man.
Instead, she merely nodded.

“Well, can you tell her Stefan sends his
best regards, and so does Andy?” He gave her another of those
wonderful smiles then looked extremely serious as he added, “Please
tell her, please. It’s very important. Stefan and Andy.”

Shocked, Stephanie couldn’t reply. She
stared at him, her mind working overtime. Hearing those two names
had sent a shiver of excitement down her spine as she realized who
he reminded her of. Perhaps she read too much into it—but all the
same. She carefully studied the man and noted he seemed about the
same height as her twin brother, Drew, but this man was leaner and
athletic. He also had blue eyes whereas Drew’s were gray like their
mother’s. But her own were a very similar blue to this stranger’s.
This man also had blond hair, the exact shade as hers, while her
brother’s was more mid-brown like their mom’s.

Could it be? Lost in her thoughts,
Stephanie suddenly realized he’d spoken again. “I’m so sorry, I
missed what you said.”

“I just asked that you not forget to tell
her. And tell her...” He appeared to think what he should say.
Finally he spoke, “Tell her we’d truly love to catch up with her.
Tell her we both really miss her, we always have.”

More puzzled than ever she could only reply,
“Um, yes, I will.”

Before he could say anything else, Stephanie
spoke with the driver. “Kensington, please.”

Then she nodded to the man as he shut the
door. The smile on his face could have lit up an entire street. The
cab drove off leaving Stephanie filled with excitement, and so much
confusion. Oh, wow, did I just meet my father? She glanced
back, the man still stood on the curb watching the cab disappear.
His huge grin still shone on his face as he lifted his cell phone
to his ear.

Could it be? Surely I couldn’t
simply have imagined this insane connection. And we have similar
features. Plus, he knows Mom. Then there’s our names. She
hugged herself, unable to wipe the grin off her face as a surge of
excitement poured into her head. Then she slumped back into the
seat. If he is my father how on earth can I meet him again?
Her mind threatened to explode as she attempted to commit his image
to memory. Was it her father? He has to be! Then her
excitement turned to panic.

Oh, damn, what’s Mom going to say
when I tell her?


Chapter Two

 


“Where are you, Andy? Hurry up!”

“Just coming down Main Street, why? What’s
the big rush? You sound really weird.”

“I’ll tell you when I see you, just pick me
up as fast as you can.”

“Okay, okay. Keep your shirt on.”

Stefan Łukasik-Essex pushed his phone back
into a coat pocket and began chewing the edge of his thumbnail. His
heart pounded so loudly in his chest he could feel and hear it. He
was certain any passersby would hear it as well. He kept shaking
his head in wonder, as he’d be doing ever since the lovely woman
told him her mother was Roxanne. Stefan tried to understand his
reaction over what had just occurred. There was no doubt he
couldn’t believe it. Never in a million years would he have thought
he’d see Roxanne. But it’s her, I just know it is.
Dammit, it has to be! Staring up the road impatiently,
he finally gave a relieved sigh when he saw Andrew Essex turn the
Range Rover onto the wide road. When Andrew stopped opposite,
Stefan darted across the road. Dashing between four lanes of busy
traffic, he ignored the blaring of horns, the rude comments, and
the screeching brakes. He practically leapt across the bonnet
before jumping onto the passenger seat.

“Fuck, Stefan! Are you trying to get
yourself killed?”

Andrew’s voice held anger but Stefan knew
he’d understand once he told him. “You are not going to
believe what just happened. Never in a million years. I still
don’t.”

“What the fuck are you going on about,
Stef?” Andrew had begun driving. “And don’t you ever risk your life
like that again or I’ll be the one to kill you!” Andrew glanced at
Stefan and started. “Are you okay? Hell, you look like you’ve seen
a ghost.”

“I feel like it.”

“Well, tell me what’s going on, why the
insane race across the road? What’s so important you’d risk getting
killed?”

“Maybe I should wait until you park because
this is going to blow your mind. Find a space somewhere.”

Andrew gave him another quick glimpse,
frowning as he maneuvered the car through the busy traffic. Stefan
kept going over the conversation in his mind. That woman, there was
no doubt she looked identical to Roxanne, although she had blue
eyes rather than Roxanne’s gray. He shook his head. Really,
I’d been stupid to think it was her. She’d be just under a
year younger than me now, she’d be 52. Lost in his memories he
didn’t come back to the present until Andrew nudged his arm.

“Hey! I’ve been talking to you for ages.
Come on, I’ve parked the car, now spill.”

Stefan breathed in deep then exhaled. “Who
is the one person in this whole world you’d give everything you own
to see again? To hold in your arms? To make love to?”

“That’s easy—Roxanne. Why?” He stared at Stefan, eyes suddenly
widening. “No!” Andrew appeared unable to mask the thrill in his
voice as he shouted, “You didn’t! You saw her, you saw Roxanne?”
Andrew grabbed his arm and squeezing it tight, his eyes bright with
excitement. “Tell me! What did she look like? Is she still as
beautiful? When can we see her?”

Stefan shook his head. “I thought I did, I
thought it was her. I saw her ahead of me, she was crossing the
pavement after hailing a cab. So I yelled out and raced to where
she was. It wasn’t her but… Shit, it was amazing. It was her
daughter, Roxy’s daughter!”

“Daughter? How? Are you sure?”

“Positive. She stopped when I called out.
Mind you, she looked completely confused but then acknowledged that
she knew Roxanne King, that she was her daughter.”

Andrew almost bounced up and down in his
seat as he demanded, “Oh my God. Where is she? Where’s
Roxanne?”

“I don’t know but hopefully she’s back here.
The daughter directed the cabbie to Kensington. Maybe she was just
going home, but maybe, just maybe she was going to see Roxy. I know
it’s a big leap, but hey, we can hope.”

“Roxanne,” Andrew breathed the single word,
his voice filled with longing.

That one word conjured up visions for both
men and they sat in silence with their memories for a few
minutes.

“We have to find her, Andy.”

“Stefan, much as you and I want to see her
again, we have to be realistic. If she’s got a daughter then she’s
probably married. No matter how much we’d love to, we just can’t
turn up on her doorstep.”

“Why not, hun?”

Andrew shook his head. “Use your brains,
Stef. How would you feel if your old boyfriend, or better still,
mine, turned up at our door? On top of that I doubt her husband
would appreciate the fact two ex-boyfriends were trying to contact
her again.”

“I guess so.” A sudden heaviness descended
onto his chest and Stefan sighed. He knew Andrew was right as he
sagged into the seat but it was hard to accept. “Shit, Andy, my
heart went into overdrive when I thought it was her. I don’t want
to go on wondering, I really want to know.”

“That I can understand, babe, mine does too
whenever I think of her. And it’s thumping like crazy now.”

“I wonder if she ever thinks of us?”

Andrew shrugged and took Stefan’s hand.
“Babe, we can’t go back. It took us too long to get over her
disappearing so suddenly.” With his other hand, Andrew thumped the
steering wheel. “Fuck, that’s a huge lie, neither of us are over
her.”

He stared into Stefan’s face, his look
determined as he vowed with a couple of emphasizing nods, “But I’ll
tell you this, if I knew she was single I’d be on her doorstep in a
flash. I’d ask her if she still loved us and if she said yes, I’d
drag her back to live with us then and there. I wouldn’t accept any
excuses. She’d have no damn say in the matter. And then we’d never
let her go.”

Stefan kissed Andrew’s cheek and laid his
head against his shoulder. “I still miss her so much. After all
these fucking years, I still miss her like crazy.”

“We both do, babe, we do. Let’s face it, we
still love her just as much as when she was with us. Nothing’s
changed in our hearts for her, she’s part of us and always will be.
I know it sounds impossible, crazy, insane even, that we could be
in love with someone we haven’t seen for thirty years but neither
of us will ever stop loving her.” He added vehemently, “Never!”

Stefan heard and felt Andrew’s deep breath
then he exhaled just as loud. They sat lost in memories, their
minds filled with love and desires.

“Her daughter is so beautiful, hun, just
like Roxy. It was weird because I felt as if I knew her.”

“That’s because she looks like Roxy.”

“Yes, but there was something else.” Stefan
shrugged. “I can’t explain it.” He twisted his head to peer up into
Andrew’s face. “It was like there was this connection between
us.”

Andrew rubbed a hand across Stefan’s
cheek.

“Listen, babe, I’ve got an idea.” Stefan sat
upright and looked at him “How ‘bout this? Neither of us will be
satisfied until we know exactly how she is, if she’s married, if
she’s happy. So we hire someone to check. Nothing too invasive. We
tell the investigator we need to know where she lives, if she’s
married, or with someone. Nothing else. If it turns out she’s
single—and alone—then definitely we should
contact her. Let’s face it, if nothing else it would be a kind of
closure for the two of us, and boy, do we need it. We love her so
much. Heck, after thirty years we both still can’t get her out of
our hearts. Anyway, if it turns out she doesn’t want to see us it
will fucking hurt but we both need to lay the ghost to rest
finally.”

“I knew there was a reason I loved you so
much, hun. Let’s do it.”


Chapter Three

 


Roxanne sat at the dining table with her two
granddaughters, Cindi and Holly, playing some crazy game involving
Barbie dolls, dinosaurs, and Lego pieces. Roxanne had lost track of
what they were supposed to do with each toy at least an hour
beforehand as Holly kept changing the rules. It didn’t help that
Cindi kept stealing the dinosaurs, much to Holly’s disgust. Still,
they both seemed to be enjoying the fact that Roxanne was happy
enough to sit and enjoy their made-up game.

She glanced up at the clock on the wall
oven—4:23, Stephanie was late. Not that Roxanne really cared
because she didn’t have anything else to do today. These were her
last few weeks of sick leave after a clumsy first year apprentice
surveyor stabbed her right leg with one of the sharp-pointed
supports of his theodolite. So much for my Christmas wish—I got
stabbed two days after making it.

Roxanne stretched then flinched when the
right leg muscles pulled. Thankfully the stitches were due to come
out next Monday morning, but worryingly, her leg was a little red
and very angry-looking in places. It still hurt more than she’d
like to admit but the local doctor she’d gone to had assured her it
would heal completely before she had to return to work in two
weeks.

Hearing a key in the lock, she levered
herself to her feet using the edge of the table. The two girls
having heard the noise knew it would be their mother and they
scampered happily down the hall as she went to greet Stephanie.

“Hi, Mom, sorry I’m late. The doctor was so
busy. I think everyone’s pregnant at the moment.”

“It’s okay, we were playing Barbies.” She
rolled her eyes and her daughter just grinned.

“Yes, and Grandma doesn’t play properly,”
Holly said in disgust. “Mommy, she kept losing!”

Stephanie looked at her daughter and shook
her head. “Oh gee, I wonder why, Holly. Maybe she doesn’t
understand your rules.”

Closing the door behind Stephanie, and with
a skipping Holly leading the way to the family room, Roxanne asked,
“How did it go?”

“Great, everything’s fine, the doctor is
really happy with me and how the pregnancy’s going. Tell you all
about it in a minute but first…” Stephanie looked rather uneasy as
they entered the family room. Roxanne could hear a confused and
slightly embarrassed tone in her daughter’s voice as she stammered,
“Mom.”

“What, Steph? Did something happen? Is
something wrong with the baby?”

“No, nothing like that.” She shook her head.
“Like I said, the baby’s fine and so am I, but Mom, I need to ask.
Who is Drew’s and my father?”

Surprised that Stephanie would bring this up
again after so long, she gave her daughter a confused look and
said, “What?”

“Our father, who is he?”

Roxanne shrugged. “I’ve told you hundreds
and thousands of times, over and over and over again. I honestly
don’t know.”

“Don’t know or won’t tell.”

Surprised by the waspish tone in her
daughter’s voice, Roxanne asked, “What brought this on? I’ve gone
over this with your brother and you until I’m blue in the face. I
genuinely do not know who, and that’s the God’s honest
truth.”

Roxanne watched as Stephanie blushed, looked
unsure, but said, “So if I were to say I met a man today who
thought I was you, a man who reminds me of Drew and myself, a man
who told me to say Stefan and Andy send their regards, it wouldn’t
mean anything at all to you?”

Roxanne gasped. The room spun. Then pushing
hard against her chest, she opened her mouth but no sound escaped.
Suddenly it seemed impossible to breathe. Her legs wobbled and
unable to stand, she stumbled. Stephanie leapt across to her,
grabbing her arms and forcing her to sit on the couch. She then
knelt in front of her mother.

“Mom! Mom, are you all right? Oh, hell,
Mom.”

Roxanne closed her eyes. Somehow she managed
a huge gulp of air but then she couldn’t stop the shallow, ragged
gasps that followed. She knew she had to try to calm her now
rapidly beating heart, try to slow her breathing down, but she
couldn’t. She could feel Stephanie’s hand on her knee but at that
moment she was incapable of saying or doing anything. All she could
do was concentrate on not having a heart attack as her heart worked
hard to burst its way out through her rib cage. Her lungs pumped
overtime as she dragged air in and out loudly.

“Mom, speak to me please! Oh God, should I
call an ambulance?”

Roxanne held up a shaky hand and shook her
head without opening her eyes, hoping her daughter would give her a
few minutes. Leaning her head against her raised hand, she
concentrated on taking a few slower deep breaths but her heart
still raced. Her mind soared back in time, back to when she was 19,
back to when she was deeply in love and lived with two men. How
can I tell her? What will she think of me?

“Mom, please?”

Another few minutes and Roxanne finally
opened her eyes, chest still heaving, and looked at her
daughter.

“Mom! Oh, please tell me you’re all right?
You’re frightening me. Please, Mom.”

“I’m okay,” she said. Her voice croaky even
to her own ears, she exhaled again loudly then drew in another huge
amount of air.

“Just … just let me catch my breath,” she
stammered.

“You’re truly okay?”

Roxanne nodded, glad her heart had finally
settled, albeit beating faster than normal, and she could now
breathe properly. Stephanie raced into the open-planned kitchen,
filled a glass with water, and grabbed a tissue box. Roxanne’s hand
shook as she took the drink spilling some over her legs. She gulped
too big a mouthful and started coughing. A few smaller sips and she
felt better. Stephanie took the glass back and put it on the coffee
table, handing her mother a tissue and putting the box on the table
as well.

“I guess I shouldn’t have sprung it on you
like that. Are you sure you’re okay?”

Roxanne nodded. “I’ll be all right.”

“Mommy, what’s wrong with Nanny?”

“It’s okay, Holly. She just heard something.
You and Cindi go and play in the spare room.”

“Okay, Mommy.”

Stephanie waited until the two girls left
the room before speaking again.

“So you do know them?” Stephanie’s voice
still held her concern as well as her obvious confusion.

Roxanne took another sip of water and a few
deep breaths. This is going to be hard.

“I’m so sorry, Stephanie, I really am. You
and your brother deserve the truth but I...” Roxanne tried to wipe
away the tears that now began raining down her cheeks like a
waterfall. She couldn’t stop apologizing to her daughter.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

“Mom, whatever happened it can’t be
that bad, surely?”

Roxanne knew the time had come, the time
she’d dreaded for so many years. Another noisy intake of air.

“I’m so sorry, Steph, honestly. I’ve tried
to hide the truth from you, afraid of what you’d think of me, how
I’d be judged.”

“Please, Mom. Whatever it is, it won’t
change how much I love you. Surely nothing could possibly be that
horrible!” Stephanie sat alongside Roxanne and took her hand. “You
always said you didn’t know who our father was and Drew and I kind
of thought it may have been a one-night stand. Now I don’t know.
Mom?”

Where the hell do I begin? Roxanne
inhaled loudly then puffed it out just as loud. I have to get
this out.

“I was 19 and just starting at university
when I met Stefan and Andy. They were both studying at the same
university but ahead of me—Stefan was in his final year and Andy
was doing some postgraduate stuff. Anyway, it was crazy, it was
love at first sight for me. Those two were gorgeous and I fell
hook, line, and sinker.” Roxanne couldn’t help but smile as she
added, “The funny thing is, so did they.”

Roxanne grabbed another tissue and mopped
her face, trying to dam the waterfall then said, “They were already
in a committed relationship with each other, they were bisexual,
and they swept me off my feet. I could never have imagined being
with two men but those two…”

Stephanie’s eyes were wide open staring at
her mother. Roxanne could feel her gaze. How will she judge me?
Will she think I’m a horrible person? Roxanne’s only hope was
that Stephanie wouldn’t hate her once she knew it all—but the worst
was still to come.

Another deep breath then she continued her
story. “Anyway, we became an item, became inseparable. I was living
at home and my parents weren’t impressed when they realized what
our relationship was and told me I should stop going with them
both. Said it was unnatural and immoral, they called me depraved
and stuff like that. But I couldn’t, I was too deeply in love. In
the end I left home and moved into their flat with them. We had
over two years of happiness then I discovered I was pregnant.” She
squeezed Stephanie’s hand. “When I told you I didn’t know who your
father was, I was telling the truth. I honestly don’t know
which man was. I wasn’t on the pill but we always used condoms. I
guess one broke but I have no idea whose.”

Roxanne remembered those two men, lying
between them in bed at night. Being treated like a princess. She
would never forget them. A tortured gasp left her lips. I’ll
never stop loving them.

“What happened, surely they didn’t reject
you when you told them?”

Oh hell, now comes the kicker.

“This will be even harder for you to hear
and really hard to understand, Steph.” Roxanne stammered, the tears
that had blanketed her cheeks now soaked her trousers.

She’d been tearing the tissue in her hand
until the shreds mixed with the tears. A deep breath then she
blurted it out, “I … I didn’t tell them.”

She dropped her daughter’s hand and tried
once more to wipe her tears away. Stephanie just looked at her,
absolute shock clearly written on her face.

Finally she asked, “Why?”

“You have to understand. I was young. I was
an idiot. I’d gone from school to the start of university. I was
still living at home at first and rather naive.” She rushed on,
“Anyway, I found myself pregnant and I knew how much they loved
each other. Being a fool I thought if I told them, they’d insist
one of them marry me. I figured it would come between their
love for each other so…” She gave a half-hearted shrug. “So like a
coward I ran away. I’d started work the year before and one night I
told them I had been transferred interstate and had to leave
immediately. I was working for the same company I do now and
studying my third year at university through them.

“Those two men, they … they tried everything
to make me stay but I stupidly thought I was doing the right thing.
I kept telling them it was an unbelievable opportunity and that I
could study at the same time. I honestly believed I couldn’t, nor
would I, risk their happiness. Then the next week, while they were
at work, I left without telling them where I was going. I knew I
was starting to show because I was twelve weeks pregnant.”

Stephanie’s eyes had filled with her own
tears as she listened to her mother’s confession.

“…And without telling them I was
pregnant.”

Roxanne’s tears now fell by the bucketload
onto her legs, the waterfall had turned into a raging torrent. She
sobbed quietly as she stared at her daughter. Stephanie stood,
grabbing a few more tissues from the box on the coffee table. She
knelt down in front of her mother.

Roxanne nodded. She tried to stop crying
then sniffed a few times, blew her nose, and wiped her face.

“What happened when you left?”

Stephanie’s voice held so much confusion and
Roxanne didn’t blame her. To this day she still hadn’t come to
terms with the way she acted.

I can do this, I can tell it all.
Roxanne continued, “Homeless, I thought I could go back to my mom
and dad’s until I found somewhere to live but when I told my
parents I was three months pregnant, that was the last straw as far
as they were concerned. Anyway, I couldn’t hide it much longer. The
relationship between them and me since I’d moved in with the guys
had been more than just tenuous. They were rude to both men
whenever they accidentally met, which was rarely. They’d tell me
how depraved I was. So once they knew I was pregnant, they disowned
me completely, told me to leave and never come back.”

“So that’s why Drew and I have never met
them.”

Roxanne nodded then continued her story.
“Long story short. My work actually did let me transfer when I
asked them and there was a university nearby where I could do my
last year of study. Thankfully I had some money I’d inherited when
your great-grandfather died so I moved, got a small mortgage,
bought the house where you kids grew up, and tried to get on with
my life. I did contact my parents to tell them where I was living
but I got a letter declaring I was no longer theirs because I was
perverted and immoral. They told me I was never to contact them
again.”

“Oh, Mom, that’s awful!”

Roxanne gave a half-hearted shrug. “So now
you know. I guess in my mind I figured I’d fudge the truth to
you.”

All the shame burst out as she sobbed. “It
was the only way I could cope with what I’d done.”

“Mom! I don’t understand. Why didn’t you
tell us?” Stephanie cried. Roxanne could hear the tinge of anger as
well as confusion in Stephanie’s voice. “Why the hell didn’t you
tell them, even after we were born? Surely you owed them that. You
certainly owed us!”

Embarrassment kept flooding Roxanne as she
cried, “How could I tell you I was involved with two men? That I
was in a ménage? My parents kicked me out because of how immoral it
was. All my so-called friends turned on me when I moved in with
those two. They’d all talked behind my back. Whenever I went
anywhere and saw them, they’d point at me and make horrible
comments. Before I moved I was known as a perverted whore at
university. It was hard to face, it hurt so much but I loved those
men, they were my life. I couldn’t tell you, I knew you’d be
ashamed of me.”

“Ashamed? Heavens, Mom, we both love you.
This day and age it really isn’t a big deal like I guess it was
then. Besides, I couldn’t care if you had a dozen guys, but Mom,
like I said, you really should have told them, and you most
definitely should have told us the truth.”

“Oh, I know I should have told them. Looking
back with hindsight I know what I should have done, know how I
should have handled it. But I was so young and by the time I
realized how stupid I’d been, it was too late.”

“But why? Surely it’s never too late to tell
someone the truth.”

“You’re right, of course. But the truth is I
could never pluck up the courage to tell you and Drew. Every time I
thought about telling you I’d remember the reaction I’d gotten from
everyone. The whispers when I’d walk down the street. The way
people treated me like a leper. The abusive names. Then when I
moved to a new area, no more comments. And as the years went on, it
became easier to pretend it never happened. I did answer you both
truthfully when I said I didn’t know who your father was but deep
down I knew I was twisting things.”

“Surely you could have told them. Why didn’t
you?”

“Same reason, the more years that passed,
the more impossible it seemed. I’d treated them so badly, and I
couldn’t face them. I was ashamed—I still am.”

Stephanie rocked back on her heels, and then
sat cross-legged in front of her mother.

She looked wise as she said, “So, let me
guess. They’re the reason you’ve never married? The reason you
rarely go out on dates.”

Roxanne gave a half-hearted grin as she
cocked her head and shrugged in agreement. Her tears still pouring
nonstop. How can I keep crying so much? Where are they coming
from? Then she remembered those wonderful men and knew—she’d
never stopped loving them. Each time she looked at her children it
only reinforced that love, reminding her of what she’d lost. If she
knew they still loved her, if they asked her to come back with
them, she’d move in with them in a flash. There’d be no hesitation
on her part—she still loved them that much.

“And that’s why you named us Stephanie and
Andrew.”

Roxanne nodded again then sniffed back her
sobs. “Yes. It was the only way I could think of to keep them with
me.”

Stephanie forced her mother to look at her
face. She took Roxanne’s hands. “Mom, you have to tell them
now.”

“What? Don’t be ridiculous! That was over
thirty years ago, I certainly can’t now. I’d hurt them so much, I’d
already hurt them when I left. This would only add to their agony.
Anyway, I doubt they’d want to see me.”

“They do want to see you.”

“Oh, and how would you know that? Just
because one of them said to ‘say hi’ doesn’t mean they want to see
me again.”

“Actually, he said to tell you that he and
Andy would really love to catch up. He added that they missed
you.”

Roxanne’s heart once more did funny things.
Suddenly she wanted to scream, she wanted to laugh. Hell, I
think I’m kind of hysterical. She pressed a hand against her
chest again, willing her heart and mind to stop racing.

“Mom, I may be turning 30 soon but I’d
really love to meet my fathers. Don’t you think they have a right
to know? To know they have two children, and they have
grandchildren?”

“I don’t know, Steph, I really don’t. You’re
asking too much. It’s been hard enough telling you.”

“I can’t force you, Mom, but please think
about it. I know Drew would love to meet them too. We’ve always
fantasized about our father and now that I’ve met one of them—well,
I want to talk to him, to see them both. I can’t explain what
happened when we met. There was this instant connection to him,
like I already knew him, and he was someone important to me.
Please, Mom, if not for yourself, do it for us.”

Roxanne shrugged. “It’s really immaterial
because I don’t know how to contact them.”

“Well, obviously he thinks you do, otherwise
he’d have given me a number.”

“More than likely he was just being polite
and knew I couldn’t reach them. Look, Stephanie, I don’t know where
they are or where they live now, so that’s the end of it.”


 Chapter
Four

 


Monday morning Roxanne took a cab to her
doctor’s office and had the stitches removed from her leg. Anyone
who told her it wouldn’t hurt was obviously lying because it stung
like crazy and she just couldn’t stop her tears. By the time she
left the surgery at twelve, she limped badly and was in a world of
pain. The doctor had kept reassuring her, saying her leg would be
okay by the time she returned to work.

“It hurts when I touch it and when I
walk.”

He didn’t really seem to care as he said,
“It’s fine.”

“So what about the discharge when you took
out the stitches? Why is it still red in places too?”

Roxanne cringed at the superior tone in his
voice as he brushed away all her concerns. “Miss King. it’s all
perfectly normal.”

To tell the truth, she didn’t have much
confidence in him. He seemed to ignore her distress, and the only
time he looked at her leg was to remove the stitches and even then
he seemed disinterested. Roxanne felt him wipe the top of her leg
then discard a couple of swabs on the tray where he tossed the
removed sutures. Those swabs looked as if they were covered in some
sort of discharge.

“Why was there stuff coming out?”

“Miss King, when stitches are removed, often
there is a small discharge. It’s perfectly normal.”

“Are you sure?”

His exasperated tone grated




























tmp_0059806-3d2a760d-b24d-4406-92fd-cf854bc2e096_Jei3AM_html_m2f557912.png
)
(

BXX X

{
\

e





tmp_0059806-3d2a760d-b24d-4406-92fd-cf854bc2e096_Jei3AM_html_2db932fd.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING






tmp_0059806-3d2a760d-b24d-4406-92fd-cf854bc2e096_Jei3AM_html_6bd667c.png





cover.jpg
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING «






