
  
  
      
        
          Prodigal Mom Returns

          
		      
          A. J. Stevens

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  


Copyright © 2026 by Andrew Stevens

All rights reserved.

No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Lydia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Lydia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Mark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Lydia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Lydia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Mark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Lydia
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Mark
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Lydia 
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Ben
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

Chapter one
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Ben





The rain pelted against the kitchen window, turning the garden beyond into a watery blur. Ben stared at the droplets racing down the glass, privately betting which one would reach the bottom first. At the stove, Claire stirred something that filled the kitchen with rich, savory scents. His father and siblings moved around him in their usual pre-dinner routine; Ethan set plates with casual efficiency, Mia filled water glasses, his father Mark folded newspaper sections with precise creases. Ben remained perched on his chair, not quite sure where he fit in the choreography. 

"Five minutes," Claire announced, her voice warm and certain.

Ben watched as Ethan, who was seventeen and effortlessly confident, reached over Mia to grab the salt shaker. They tussled briefly, comfortable in their mock conflict.

"Finished your maths?" his father asked, not looking up from his paper.

Ben nodded, then realized his father couldn't see the gesture. "Yes," he said quietly. "All twenty problems."

His father made a sound of acknowledgment, and Ben wondered if he should have added something to make the achievement more interesting. Ethan only needed to mention rugby practice for Dad to ask three follow-up questions. Mia just had to sketch something in her notebook to earn Claire's enthusiastic attention.

"Shepherd's pie," Claire announced, setting the steaming dish on the trivet at the center of the table. "And broccoli," she added, placing a second dish beside it.

"Looks brilliant," Mark said, folding his paper and setting it on the counter. He settled into his chair with a small grunt that reminded Ben of the sound their old dog used to make when finding a comfortable spot.

"Smells amazing, Mom," Ethan said, already reaching for the serving spoon.

"Thanks, Mom," Mia added, pushing her long hair behind her ears. The same green as Ben's, though she never mentioned this shared feature.

Ben stared at the food, suddenly aware it was his turn in the gratitude rotation. "Thank you for cooking," he said. The practiced phrase felt strange in his mouth today.

Claire smiled at him, the real smile that reached her eyes, not the polite one she used at parent-teacher conferences. "You're welcome, love."

The serving began, with the dish making its way around the table. Ben watched everyone take their portions, trying to gauge the right amount to take for himself. Too much would draw comments about his eyes being bigger than his stomach; too little would prompt concerns about his growth.

"Harris was being a complete idiot at practice," Ethan said through a mouthful of food. "Coach made him run laps in the rain."

"Don't speak with your mouth full," Claire reminded him, but her tone was light.

Ben took a bite of shepherd's pie; the familiar taste was comforting. He wondered if Claire had learned to cook from her mother, or if she had taught herself when she married his dad. He wondered about these things often but never asked. Questions about the past were always quickly turned around. 

The rain intensified, drumming against the roof. Mark glanced toward the ceiling. "Good night to be inside."

"My art project got selected for the showcase," Mia said, reaching for her water glass. "Ms. Winters said my perspective work was exceptional."

"That's wonderful," Claire beamed. "We should go see it."

"When is it?" Mark asked, already pulling out his phone to check the calendar.

Ben chewed slowly, listening to the plans forming around Mia's achievement. He'd gotten full marks on his science test yesterday but hadn't thought to mention it. It wasn't exceptional, just expected.

"How was school, Ben?" Claire asked during a lull, and he felt three pairs of eyes turn to him.

"Fine," he said, suddenly unable to recall a single notable thing that had happened. "We're starting a unit on weather patterns."

"Appropriate," his father said with a nod toward the window, and the conversation shifted to the weekend forecast.

Ben returned to his food, focusing on keeping his elbows off the table and chewing with his mouth closed. The rules were clear and comforting. Do this; don't do that. He wondered if there were rules for making mothers stay.

His gaze drifted back to Claire serving second helpings, the careful way she made sure everyone had enough. The way Mia and Ethan thanked her again, the way his father's hand rested briefly on her shoulder as she sat back down. The gratitude was constant, like a spell they cast to keep her with them.

Had no one thanked his actual mother properly? Ben tried to imagine her face, but could only conjure the single photo he'd seen in the family album, a woman holding a baby, her smile not quite reaching those eyes. It wasn’t clear which of his siblings the baby was, but Ben always assumed it was Ethan. 

He looked down at his own plate, at the food Claire had prepared. Perhaps his mother had left because he hadn't been grateful enough as a baby. Babies couldn't say thank you. They just cried and needed things. Maybe he had needed too much.

"May I have more broccoli?" Ben asked, though he didn't particularly want it. Claire looked pleased as she passed the dish.

"Thank you," he added carefully, wondering if the words accumulated somewhere, if there was a threshold of gratitude that, once reached, ensured a mother would stay forever.

The rain created a barrier between their warm kitchen and the dark world outside. Ben thought about water and how it changed things, how it made dirt into mud, how it made visibility poor, how it kept them all inside together tonight. He wondered if it had been raining the day his mother left, if perhaps the weather had played some part in her decision.

"Ben, you're miles away," his father said, not unkindly.

"Sorry," Ben replied automatically. "I was thinking about rain."

"Riveting," Ethan teased, but without malice.

"Actually," his father said, "rainfall patterns are quite complex. Your weather unit might cover that."

Ben nodded, grateful for the momentary attention, though he knew his father was being educational rather than truly curious about his thoughts.

When dinner ended, the clearing-up began with the same efficient routine. Claire rinsed plates, his father loaded the dishwasher, Ethan wiped down the table, and Mia put away leftovers. Ben collected silverware, careful not to drop any. Another ritual, another set of understood rules.

"Thank you for dinner," his father said to Claire, kissing her cheek in a brief, familiar gesture.

"It was just shepherd's pie," she replied, but she looked pleased.

Ben watched them, cataloging the interaction. His father's gratitude, Claire's modest deflection but obvious happiness. Cause and effect. Thank someone, they feel valued. Feel valued, they stay.

The rain continued its steady rhythm against the windows as Ben placed the last fork in the dishwasher. Outside, the world was dark and indistinct. Inside was clear and ordered, with patterns he could observe but not fully understand, like watching a complex machine without being able to see all its inner workings.

He dried his hands on the kitchen towel and hung it back precisely where it belonged, one more small act of order in a world that must, at some point, have fallen into disorder. Why else would a mother leave? Ben couldn't formulate the question properly, even to himself, but it sat in his stomach alongside Claire's shepherd's pie, heavy and persistent.


      ***The family moved to the living room after dinner, the rain still drumming steadily against the windows. Ben settled into his usual spot on the floor near the coffee table, where he could spread out his colored pencils. Claire curled up with her book in the armchair while his father flicked through channels on the television. Mia had her sketchpad balanced on her knees, and Ethan sprawled across most of the sofa, his long legs taking up more space than seemed fair. The question about his mother had been building in Ben's mind throughout dinner, and now it pressed against his teeth like the loose tooth he couldn't help but wiggle.

He selected a blue pencil and began shading the sky in his drawing, pressing too hard at first so that the color came out darker than he intended. The pencil made a scratching sound against the paper, barely audible beneath the television and the rain.

"Dad," he said, keeping his eyes on his drawing. When no one responded, he tried again, a bit louder. "Dad?"

"Hmm?" His father didn't look away from the weather report.

Ben carefully set down his blue pencil and selected a green one, the same shade as his eyes. "I was wondering about something."

His father made a noncommittal sound that might have been encouragement to continue.

"For science," Ben added, providing a reason before asking the actual question, "we're learning about genetics."

Claire glanced up from her book, her attention caught. His father lowered the television volume slightly.

"Like eye color and stuff," Ben continued, rolling the green pencil between his fingers. "So I was wondering…"

He took a breath, aware that Mia had stopped sketching. "About my biological mother."

The room changed instantly. Not dramatically, no one shouted or dropped anything, but Ben felt the shift as clearly as if someone had opened a window and let the chilly rain in. His father's finger paused on the remote. Claire's page remained half-turned. Mia's pencil hovered above her paper.

Ben rushed to fill the silence. "Just because of the science project. About where my eyes came from."

His father set the remote down with deliberate care. "What brought this on?"

The question wasn't what Ben had expected. It wasn't an answer, but neither was it a refusal. He sensed an opportunity.

"Mr. Phillips said we're going to do Punnett squares," Ben explained, the scientific term giving him confidence. "For eye colors and other traits. I don't know what to put for half of mine."

His father and Claire exchanged a look that Ben couldn't interpret. He'd seen this look before, when deciding whether he was old enough for a particular film, or discussing a relative's illness.

"You have everything you need for your science project," his father said finally, his voice gentle but firm. "Your eyes are green. Mine are brown. That's all Mr. Phillips needs to know."

"But…"

"Ben." Just his name, but his father's tone made it clear the subject was closed.

Ben tried once more, focusing on the factual approach. "It's just that Mia has green eyes too, and yours are brown, and Claire's are blue, so I thought…"

"That's enough, Ben," his father interrupted. His voice wasn't harsh, but it left no room for argument. "We're not discussing this. Not now."

"You can work with the information you have," Claire added softly. "If you need help with the project, I can sit with you tomorrow."

Ben looked down at his drawing. He'd pressed so hard with the green pencil that it had left an indent in the paper. "Okay."

The room settled back into its rhythm, but differently. His father turned the volume back up on the television. Claire returned to her book. Mia resumed sketching, though Ben noticed she was gripping her pencil tighter than before.

"Can I have some hot chocolate?" Ethan asked suddenly, breaking the lingering tension.

"There's some in the cupboard," Claire replied. "Make enough for everyone?"

"Ben, want to help?" Ethan stood, stretching his long frame.

Ben recognized the offer for what it was, a kind exit from the uncomfortable moment. He nodded and followed his brother to the kitchen, aware of the adult gazes following them.

In the kitchen, Ethan pulled out mugs with unnecessary clatter. "Hand me the chocolate powder from the pantry," he instructed.

Ben fetched it silently, watching as his brother filled the kettle and switched it on.

"You shouldn't ask about that stuff," Ethan said quietly, not looking at him. "It just upsets everyone."

"Why?" Ben asked, keeping his voice equally low. "It's just science."

Ethan measured chocolate powder into each mug with unusual precision. "It's not about the science."

"Then what…"

"Just drop it, Ben," Ethan interrupted, but without anger. He sounded tired, older than he was. "Some things are better left alone."

Ben leaned against the counter, listening to the kettle begin to boil. The rain had intensified again, battering against the kitchen window as if it was trying to get in. Or perhaps, Ben thought, like it was trying to get out.

"Is it because I did something wrong?" he asked finally, the question slipping out before he could contain it.

Ethan looked at him sharply. "What? No. Why would you think that?"

Ben shrugged, uncomfortable under his brother's sudden scrutiny. "Just wondering."

The kettle clicked off. Ethan poured the hot water into the mugs, steam rising between them like a barrier. "It's not about you, Ben. It's just… complicated adult stuff."

Ben nodded as if this made sense, though it didn't. If it wasn't about him, why couldn't they talk about it? If it was just "complicated adult stuff," why did Mia know about it? She wasn't an adult yet either.

They carried the hot chocolates back to the living room, Ben walking carefully to avoid spilling. The family accepted the mugs with murmured thanks, the earlier moment apparently forgotten by everyone except Ben.

He sipped his hot chocolate, too sweet the way Ethan always made it, and returned to his drawing. The green pencil lay where he'd left it. He picked up a brown one instead and began shading in tree trunks, aware that something had shifted inside him. 

The rain continued its steady rhythm against the windows, a constant reminder of the boundary between inside and outside, between what was said and what remained unspoken. Ben added more trees to his drawing, creating a forest where there had initially been just a few. The trees could be a family, he thought, growing together, roots intertwined underground where no one could see them.

He didn't look up when Claire asked if anyone wanted more hot chocolate. He didn't raise his hand when his father asked who wanted to pick the next television program. Ben remained present but separate, quietly accepting the silence around certain questions while the rain filled in the gaps with its persistent drumming.








  
  

Chapter two
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Lydia





The rain drummed steadily against the roof of Lydia's car, creating a cocoon of white noise that muffled the world beyond her windshield. She adjusted her position, easing the stiffness in her lower back, and focused once more on the house across the cul-de-sac. Number 17 Oakwood Close. The house where she had once hung curtains, measured children against doorframes, and slept beside a man she'd married. Light spilled from its windows, warm yellow squares cutting through the gray evening, making the family inside visible in fragments as they moved through their evening routine. 

Lydia raised her binoculars, grateful for the rain that kept neighbors indoors and provided a legitimate reason for her car to be parked here, windows fogging slightly with her breath. The downpour enforced a stillness that suited her purpose. She had time. Time to observe. Time to plan her return carefully.

The living room curtains remained open, as they always had on rainy evenings. Mark had always said there was something comforting about being inside while watching the weather. Some habits, it seemed, hadn't changed. Through the glass, she could see the familiar shape of his shoulders as he moved between the kitchen and the living room, carrying what looked like mugs of tea. He'd aged well, she thought, with a few more creases around his eyes perhaps, hair slightly thinner, but still fundamentally Mark.

"You're just temporarily confused," she whispered to his distant figure. "You'll understand soon."

The kitchen light flicked on, and she adjusted her focus. The girl standing at the counter was Mia, unmistakably. Fifteen now, not the small child Lydia had last seen properly. Her dark hair was caught up in a messy ponytail, and even at this distance, Lydia could see the familiar set of her daughter's shoulders when she was concentrating. The girl turned, profile clear for a moment, and Lydia felt a surge of satisfaction at the glimpse of green eyes, her eyes, in her daughter's face. Evidence of a connection that couldn't be erased by time or absence.

"My beautiful Mia," she murmured, watching as her daughter arranged something on a plate. "You've grown so well."

A taller figure entered the kitchen, and Lydia shifted her attention. Ethan. Nearly a man now. The set of his jaw was so like Mark's that it made her chest tighten. He leaned against the counter, saying something that made Mia laugh, reaching past her to take whatever she'd prepared. He'd grown protective of his sister, Lydia could tell from the way he positioned himself, like a shield. That was good. Children needed to look after each other.

"You've done well, Ethan," she said softly, as though he might somehow hear her encouragement across the distance and double-glazing. "You've kept them together."

The kitchen emptied, and Lydia's attention drifted to the living room again. A woman moved into view, blonde, neat, efficient in her movements. Claire. The replacement. The surrogate. Lydia watched as she straightened cushions and picked up discarded items, tidying with the confidence of someone who believed they belonged. Lydia's fingers tightened on the binoculars.

"You're just keeping my place warm," she told the woman who couldn't hear her. "They were mine first."

Claire paused, head tilted as though listening for something, then moved to the bottom of the stairs. Her mouth moved, calling someone down. Lydia felt a tremor of anticipation. For several minutes there was no response visible from Lydia's vantage point, then Claire shrugged and returned to the living room, her smile a little dimmer.

Lydia shifted her attention upward, to the bedroom windows. The curtains were drawn in two, but the third, Ben's room, she knew without question, remained partially open. And there in the gap, a tiny figure stood looking outward. Her breath caught. Ben. Not so small anymore. Eleven years old, according to her careful calculations. His face was solemn in the half-light of what must be a bedside lamp, one hand pressed against the glass as he watched the rain.

"Ben," she breathed, the name feeling like a prayer on her lips. "My Ben."

The boy stayed motionless, a quiet sentinel at his window, separate from the activity below. He was watchful, patient, qualities Lydia recognized in herself. He seemed to look directly at her, though she knew rationally that the rain and darkness would make her car just another shadow on the street. Still, something in his stillness suggested awareness. As though he sensed her presence. As though he had been waiting too.

Lydia lowered the binoculars briefly, allowing herself to fully absorb the moment. Her son was standing at a window, looking out into the rain, while she sat watching from a distance. The separation felt both vast and paper-thin. Temporary. A misunderstanding that could be corrected with the right words, the right approach. He would understand when she explained. Children had an innate sense of truth, of biological connection. Ben would recognize her on some fundamental level, even without memories.

She raised the binoculars again. The others moved in and out of view downstairs, Mark settling into his armchair with the newspaper, Claire distributing mugs, Mia sprawled on the sofa with her phone, Ethan disappearing briefly then returning with what looked like homework. A normal family evening. Except it wasn't their normal family. It was hers, continuing without her.

Lydia's attention returned to the upstairs window. Ben had moved slightly, sitting now on what must be a window seat, still gazing outward. His profile was delicate, her nose, her chin, but something of Mark in the set of his eyebrows. And those eyes, though she couldn't see their color from here, she knew were the same vivid green as her own. As Mia's. The family trait that marked them unmistakably as hers.

"You're waiting," she whispered. "You're looking for me without knowing it."

The rain intensified, drumming harder on the roof of her car. The temperature was dropping; Lydia could feel the cold seeping in despite the car's insulation. Inside Number 17, the lights glowed warmer by contrast. She imagined the heat of the radiators, the comfortable weight of the throw blankets she remembered being draped over sofa arms. They would have tea, perhaps biscuits. Claire would have established her own household routines, her own rules about snacks and bedtimes. Routines that had replaced Lydia's.

The thought sent a pulse of something sharp through her chest. Not anger, she didn't allow herself to feel anger. Concern. Maternal concern about whether Claire's rules were the right ones, whether her children were being raised as they should be. Whether Ben was getting the attention he needed, standing alone at his window while the others gathered downstairs.

Lydia focused again on Ben's solitary figure. He was being overlooked. She could see it clearly. In a house full of people, her youngest child was isolated, set apart. She would fix all of that. 
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