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This book is dedicated to Joanna, who first taught me about mercy and compassion.















THE AQUARIUS LEGEND






Greek legend tells of Ganymede, an exceptionally beautiful, young boy of Troy. He was spotted by Zeus, who immediately decided he would make a perfect cupbearer. Zeus, disguised as an eagle, swept up the youth and carried him to the home of the gods to serve as his slave.


Eventually, Ganymede had enough, and in an act of defiance, he poured out all of the wine, ambrosia, and water of the gods, refusing to stay Zeus’s cupbearer any longer. The water all fell to Earth, causing inundating rains for days upon days, which created a massive flood that put the entire world underwater.


In time, Ganymede was glorified as Aquarius, God of Rain, and placed among the stars.












PROLOGUE






Eden




“I promise you I will do everything just as you ask. But come closer. Let us give in to grief, however briefly, in each other’s arms.”


—Homer, The Iliad





I woke under heavy blankets, my eyes popping open so I could take in the room around me. I didn’t move, just listened and looked, trying to understand where I was. It was then I heard footsteps moving toward me and the older man, the jeweler, came into view. It all came back…breaking the vase, paying for it with the locket, the homeless shelter, fainting. I blinked up at him, my fight-or-flight instinct kicking in as my eyes darted around the room, seeking an exit.


“It’s okay. You fainted. My driver helped me put you in my car. You’re at my town house.”


I sat up, pulling the covers up against my chest. I still had all my clothes on, but someone had removed my shoes.


I opened my mouth to say something, I wasn’t sure exactly what, when the door opened again and a woman walked in with a tray in her hands.


Food. My stomach lurched and my mouth immediately started to water at the smell wafting off whatever was coming toward me.


The woman set the tray over my lap, and my gaze roamed it greedily—some kind of soup and several rolls with neat little pats of butter melting on top. My body took over and I grabbed for the spoon with shaky hands and started shoveling it into my mouth. I’d get out of here after I ate. I had to eat. In that moment, the hunger ruled me and it was too much to resist. I didn’t care where I was or why or with whom. The food was the only thing that mattered. When I glanced up at the jeweler and the woman in a housekeeping uniform who stood just to his side, I saw that both of them were watching me with sad, curious eyes.


The woman took a step toward me. “Slow down, little one. You haven’t eaten for a while. You’ll make yourself sick if you eat it too fast. Force yourself to slow down.” Then she put one hand on my back and moved it in slow circles while I slowed the movement of the spoon from the soup to my mouth. For several minutes, the only sound in the room was my unladylike slurping and then my chewing sounds as I picked up each roll and ate them in three bites apiece. The woman’s gentle circles on my back never stopped, calming me, reminding me to eat as slowly as I could. A few times it felt like the food would come back up, but it didn’t, and when I was finished, I picked up the napkin and wiped my hands and my face and then set it down, embarrassed to look at them. My dignity trickled back in now that my hunger had been satisfied.


“Well then, that’s better,” the woman said, and I raised my gaze to her sympathetic face. It felt like so long since someone had been kind to me. Tears filled my eyes, but I looked away before they could spill down my face. She took her hand off my back, picked the tray up, leaned into the man and said something softly, and then left the room.


I swung my legs over the side of the bed, but the man put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Please, you’re welcome to stay here tonight. There’s a bathroom over there.” He inclined his head to the left, and I glanced at the closed door he was indicating. “And this room isn’t used by anyone anymore. Please stay. It’s the least I can do after…today.”


I licked my parched lips, trying to decide what to do. I desperately wanted to stay here in this warm place, where I could sleep in an actual bed, but I didn’t understand why this man had taken me in.


“I broke your property today,” I finally said.


He pursed his lips. “Yes, and you paid for it. And it could have been handled differently. I’m sorry I didn’t step in.”


I wasn’t sure what to say to that and so I remained silent.


“Please. Let me put you up for the night. We can make other…arrangements tomorrow. Yes?”


I fidgeted with my hands in my lap. It was either say yes or go back out into the cold street. But I didn’t know what his “arrangements” might be and that worried me. Still… I nodded tentatively, deciding I’d stay at least a little longer, and when I looked up at him, he seemed pleased.


“Good. Take a shower. Get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.” And with that, he turned on his heel and walked quickly out of the room.


Once he had left, I scurried over to the door and turned the lock and then stood there taking in the details of the room for the first time. It was beautiful. There was a sort of floral fabric on the walls, and I walked over to one and ran my hand over the slightly textured surface. I tried to muster up some gratitude for the lovely surroundings, but there was only numb observance. I turned toward the bed, my gaze moving over the luxurious silk and rich velvet bedding in various shades of cream and lilac. Inviting. I walked back over to it, the call to sleep too great to resist now that my belly was full. I’d shower in the morning.


I climbed back in between the crisp sheets, still fully clothed. Sleep took me under her dark wing, sweeping me away into blessed oblivion.


I dreamed of morning glories, I dreamed of him, my love, wispy images that twisted and turned and washed away under a wave of water so massive I was crushed beneath it. There was no breath in my lungs left to call his name, to whisper the words I needed him to know in the end—that I loved him, that I’d always love him, that he was my strength and my weakness, my endless joy and my greatest sorrow.


I woke up crying, breathless but silent.


In the bathroom, I stripped my clothes somberly and stood in front of the mirror for a moment, running my hand over my flat belly and sucking back a sob before moving quickly to the shower stall. The gentle drumming of warm water was soothing and I tilted my head back, wetting my hair. But that wave came again, rising, crushing, and I hung my head forward and let go of that which I had held so tightly inside for the past week. I sunk down to the marble floor, pulled myself back against the wall tiles, and finally allowed myself to sob as the sound of the running water masked my cries.





After I’d showered and dressed and relieved a small portion of the burden of my grief, at least for the moment, I stepped out into the quiet hallway.


The distant sound of dishes clattering drew me and I peeked into a large kitchen where the jeweler was seated in front of a plate of food, an open magazine on the table next to it.


“Good morning,” he said as he stood. “You look refreshed. Did you sleep well?”


“Yes, thank you.” I eyed the food sitting on the table—a plate of bacon and eggs, and a dish of fruit.


The jeweler waved me over to him. “Please, sit. Eat. We can discuss the arrangements I mentioned last night.”


I nodded and took a seat at the table as he dished up food and set it before me. I took a few bites as I gathered my resolve. I wanted to stay here. The man was nice, or so it seemed. But I was pretty sure what his “arrangements” would include, and I didn’t think it was possible for me—I couldn’t fathom it. Not after what I’d been through. I would return to the street—I might die there, but death didn’t scare me, not anymore.


There’s a spring somewhere in Elysium. I’ll be waiting for you, Eden. Come find me. I’ll be there.


I cleared my throat. “I can’t accept the arrangement you propose,” I said, lowering my gaze.


Through my lashes, I saw his coffee cup halt midway to his mouth. “I haven’t proposed anything yet.”


Heat moved up my neck. “I understand what you want,” I said softly.


The jeweler watched me for a minute and then set his coffee cup down, causing it to clatter against the saucer. His expression was…angry? Sad? I couldn’t be sure. “That’s not what I want.”


I stared at him in confusion. “You said you had an arrangement we could discuss.”


He took a deep breath. “First of all, I don’t think we’ve met properly. My name is Felix Grant. Please call me Felix. Yes?”


I nodded, waiting for him to continue.


“Good. And your name is…?”


“Eden,” I said softly.


“Surname?”


I looked down and cleared my throat. “I don’t know.”


“You don’t know your surname?”


“No, I know I had one once, but after my family died, I went to live with someone else, and…I can’t remember it.”


He was silent for a moment. “How is that possible? How did you attend school without a last name?”


“I never went to school,” I said softly, more heat blossoming in my cheeks.


“How old are you?”


“I’m eighteen.”


Felix looked at me as though he thought I was lying. More silence and then: “Eden, do I need to call the police? What happened to you?”


My gaze flew to his at the word police. “No! Please, no. I… No one is looking for me. I’m not a runaway or anything. I just…I don’t have anyone anymore. They’re all…gone now. Please, no police.” My voice broke on the last word and I looked at him pleadingly, ready to run if he went for a phone.


Felix considered me thoughtfully for several moments before he finally said, “What can you do, Eden? Do you cook? Clean?”


I shook my head. “I wasn’t allowed to do any of that. I can play the piano,” I said hopefully. It was pretty much the only thing I could do.


Felix raised his brows. “Is that so? Well, as it so happens, I have a granddaughter who’s been asking for piano lessons. Are you skilled enough to teach her?”


I nodded slowly. “Yes. Yes, I could teach the piano.”


“All right, then. This is the arrangement I propose—you’re hired. Room and board is included in your salary. And your job involves nothing more than teaching my granddaughter, Sophia, the piano. Is that clear, Eden?”


I nodded, feeling something that felt a little like hope spark inside. I was going to be safe, warm, fed? I let out a silent exhale. I might at least have that.


“Then it’s settled. I’m going to assume that because of where you were lined up last night, you don’t have anything other than what you came with?”


I shook my head, looking down at the clothes that hung off my body. “I’m sorry. Once I work for a little bit, I’ll be able to afford some different clothes…ones that look nicer…” I trailed off, embarrassed, but Felix waved his hand in the air.


“I’ll advance you money for new clothes. Marissa will go out today and pick you up some things. You met Marissa last night.”


I nodded and then studied Felix for a minute. He was older, probably in his sixties, I’d guess, but he was still a good-looking man, with bright blue eyes and a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. “Felix, I don’t understand. Why are you doing this for me?” I finally asked him.


He studied me momentarily and then turned his gaze to several pill bottles I hadn’t noticed before, sitting on the side of the table. He picked up one of the containers, unscrewed the cap, and threw back a pill. I couldn’t help notice that his hands were shaking as he brought a glass of water to his mouth. Was he ill? He set the glass of water back on the table. “Because I made the wrong choice yesterday when I saw what happened in my store,” he answered, his brow dipping. “When I saw you again, leaving the line for the shelter, I recognized it as a second chance to do the right thing. I made the wrong choice once before too, Eden, and I never got a second opportunity to correct that one. Does that make sense?”


“I think so,” I said quietly.


He nodded. “Okay, good, then we each benefit. You have a place to stay and I have a new piano teacher. Speaking of which, I’ll need to get it tuned. It hasn’t been played in years.” Sadness appeared in his eyes for a second and then it was gone as he scooted the chair back and came to his feet. “You rest and relax today. Tomorrow, you’ll meet Sophia. Marissa is here all day if you need anything.”


“Thank you,” I said softly as he walked past me, gratitude and relief filling my chest and causing me to suck in a sudden breath. Behind me, his steps slowed, but he didn’t say anything, and a few minutes later, I heard a door close down the hall.


I spent the morning in my new room, reading the books I found on the nightstand for the escape they brought and curling into a ball and crying when I couldn’t hold back the tears.


Around lunchtime, I heard Felix arrive home. Soon after, the doorbell chimed and then I listened for the next hour to the sounds of the piano being tuned.


When a knock came at my door, I opened it and Marissa was standing there with a smile on her face. “Lunch is almost ready, dear, and the piano is tuned if you’d like to try it out.”


“Thank you, Marissa. You don’t have to make me food though. I can come to the kitchen.”


Marissa waved her hand as she walked away. “It’s no trouble.”


“Marissa?” I called, nerves fluttering.


She turned. “Yes, dear?”


I cleared my throat. “Felix…um, does he…allow you to go out?”


Marissa tilted her head, her brow creasing. “Go out? You mean out of the house?”


“Yes. I mean, if you want to. Does he allow it?”


“Yes, of course. I’m free to do as I like, as are you.” Her expression turned to one of concern.


“Okay,” I said softly.


Marissa just kept looking at me for a second before she nodded and turned away.


I walked to the living room, where I’d seen the large grand piano earlier, and sat down at the bench, taking in a big breath before setting my fingers on the keys. The feel of the smooth ivory simultaneously felt like coming home, and beginning anew—the dawning of a new life I had no idea how to define and hadn’t sought, yet one I would have to live all the same. Without him. I closed my eyes, tears escaping from the corners to slide slowly down my cheeks.


When I heard someone speaking, I opened my eyes, listening to the words being spoken in another room. Despite the sound of the piano, I could hear them clearly, the acoustics in the ceiling delivering the voices straight to my ears.


“She’s good,” I heard Felix say quietly.


“She’s better than good, Felix. Where does she come from?” another man asked, the one who had tuned the piano, I assumed.


“I don’t know. She hasn’t told me. She seems so very sad, though. Lost.”


There was a pause before the other man said, “I knew another piano player who brought that same quality to the music she played.”


“Sadness?” Felix asked.


“More than that. A broken heart,” the other man said.


And then no more was said as the music filled the empty space around me, drifting from my fingers, but originating in my heart, the longing in my soul, from all the shattered places inside me. And each note echoed the same name—Calder, Calder, Calder.







Calder


The street ten stories down swayed below me, the promise of the hard smack of concrete and then blessed oblivion calling to me so sweetly, the same way her music once had. I didn’t want to resist. I hoped I’d register at least a few seconds of unfathomable pain before I floated away. I deserved it. I didn’t want a death that didn’t include misery. Had she suffered? Had she called my name in the dark as the water covered her and then filled her lungs with burning, suffocating terror? A sob, a loud gulp of tortured breath, escaped my throat and I took another swig from the half-empty bottle in my hand. It slid down my throat in a slow slide of fire. Fire.


“Calder.” I heard Xander’s voice behind me, low and filled with fear. “Brother, give me your hand.”


I shook my head back and forth swiftly and swayed precariously on the ledge where I sat. Just a small tilt forward, even the intention of a tilt, and I’d plunge to my death below. To her. “No, Xander,” I said, my words slurring slightly. I was drunk but not too drunk that I couldn’t think clearly enough. Or I thought so anyway.


“What are you doing, Calder?” Xander asked, sitting on the ledge a little ways down from where I was. I squinted over at him. His voice was even, but his eyes were wide with panic.


“I hate to do this to you, brother. But it hurts too damn much. It was my fault. I don’t deserve to live,” I told him.


“Then why are you alive?” Xander asked, his voice smooth and gentle, like a lullaby. My mom used to sing me lullabies when I was a little kid and couldn’t sleep. Of course, my mom had also stood by while my dad tried to set me on fire. But I wouldn’t think of that. I couldn’t because it still made me feel like I was burning even though the flame had never touched me. My shoulders sagged, and I felt the wetness on my cheeks as a breeze blew by.


“You know what I think? I think you’re alive because you’re meant to be alive. For some reason, you’re meant to be here. You’re the only person who made it out of Acadia that day. The only one. And I, for one, refuse to believe there’s not some purpose to that. I refuse to believe you didn’t reach your hand up through that god-awful wreck of water-covered destruction so I could pull you out of there. And I want to help you discover what that reason is, Calder. Take my hand again. Take my hand, brother, and let me help you.”


I turned my head his way again, grief sweeping through me even more swiftly. I took another fiery sip of alcohol.


“You carried me for twenty miles on your back once,” he said, his voice breaking at the end. “Twenty miles. And if you hadn’t, I would have been at Acadia that horrific day too. I would probably be dead now. Would you have left me that day? Did you leave me that day?”


I frowned. “No,” I said. “Never.”


“Then take my hand. Let me carry you this time. It’s my turn, Calder. Don’t deny me that. Whatever I have…”


“I know,” I choked out. I bent my head forward and gave in to the anguish, my shoulders shaking in the silent sobs that wracked my body. When some of it had passed, I whispered miserably, “Fuck.” I wiped my sleeve across my face and threw the bottle to the side. I should have gotten myself more drunk, but I didn’t have a taste for the shit. “This life feels so damn long,” I said after a minute.


“That’s because you’re hurting, and it seems like it won’t ever get better.”


“It doesn’t get better. It never gets better.”


“It will. You have to try. Calder, you have to try.”


“I’ve been trying! For four months, I’ve been trying.”


“It’s going to take longer than four months. It just is.”


I let out a deep breath and stared at the sky beyond. In the distance, I could see it was full of fury, dark, rolling storm clouds moving ever closer. Soon the whole sky would break open, just like me, and the rain would fall.


We were both silent for a few minutes, my head swimming. “Any news on the identification of the other bodies?” I finally asked.


“No,” Xander said. “You know I’ll let you know if there is.” Xander watched the news, listened to the reports about Acadia. I couldn’t bring myself to.


“They still haven’t mentioned anyone who made it out?” My voice cracked on the last word.


Xander shook his head, his expression filled with sympathy.


“The footsteps you saw in the mud…”


“No, brother. And that could have been…just, I don’t know. Please, Calder. Take my hand.”


I turned away, looking back out to the gathering clouds.


Xander watched me for a few minutes and then glanced back at the now-broken bottle of whiskey I’d thrown. “You can’t keep numbing things if you want to move forward.”


I straightened my spine slowly. “I don’t drink to numb things,” I said, meeting his eyes. I knew mine were half-lidded and swollen. “I drink because it makes me feel everything more deeply. I drink for the suffering.”


“Gods above,” Xander muttered, shaking his head. “Then even more reason to stop. You don’t deserve that.”


“Yeah,” I choked out. “I do.”


“It wasn’t your fault, Calder. None of it was your fault.”


I shook my head back and forth, not able to form the words in my heart. It was my fault. She wasn’t here because I hadn’t been able to save her. I’d failed her. And I longed for her so desperately that some days I couldn’t even move. The grief felt like it was tearing my insides open, and the only escape I could think of was death. But what if…? “What if taking my own life takes me somewhere other than where she is?” I asked, my voice barely rising above the wind.


Xander was silent for a minute. “I don’t know if that’s how it works. I want to tell you it does, so you’ll come off this ledge, but you know I’d never lie to you under any circumstances. The truth is, I just don’t know.” He hung his head but kept his eyes turned upward, glued to me.


I looked away, back out toward the sky.


“Calder, I’m not going to say I know what you’re feeling, but I’m missing people as well. And Eden was my friend too.”


I let out a harsh exhale and gave a small nod. Xander had lost his parents, his sister, his brother-in-law, his friends… “I know.”


“Let me help you. And please don’t leave me totally alone. I’m not saying that to pile on more guilt. I’m just saying that because it’s the gods’ honest truth. I’d miss the hell out of you and I’d be alone. Please don’t do that to me.”


I looked over at him, took in the face that had always been a constant in my life since before I could remember, saw the grief and fear clear in his eyes. I breathed out a long, shuddery sigh and reached my hand out to him. He moved slowly but gripped me so tightly that, in that moment, I knew if I lunged myself over, he’d come with me. He wasn’t going to let go. I felt the tears start flowing again, and we sat that way for a minute, just grasping each other. Finally, I began turning as I let go of Xander’s hand and swung my legs around, my feet landing on the solid roof now in front of me. Soft raindrops hit my face, as gentle as a kiss.


I crossed my arms over my knees, my back hunching and my head falling forward. And I cried. Xander moved closer and his hand gripped my shoulder, but he didn’t say a word. The rain continued to fall, soaking the back of my T-shirt, running down my neck and mixing with my tears. After a while, my tears ceased. The rain had become nothing but a light mist in the air. I sat up and stared, unseeing, at the door that led downstairs, to our rathole apartment, and then let out a shaky breath. I was so tired. The alcohol mixed with the ache inside me made me want to sleep. And maybe tonight I could do it without the haunting dreams.


“You know what I’m gonna do tomorrow?” Xander asked.


I shook my head. “With you, there’s no telling,” I said, swiping my arm across my wet face.


Xander chuckled. “There’s my boy,” he said, and I could hear the love in his voice. “I’m gonna stop into that art supply store I pass every day and I’m gonna buy you some supplies. Maybe painting would help. What do you think?”


I ran my hand back through my wet hair. “I don’t know if I could,” I said honestly. “It might hurt.” I paused. “Then again, everything hurts.”


“I’ll get the supplies and let you decide, okay?” he said, gripping my shoulder again.


“We really can’t afford art supplies.”


“Sure we can. I’ve been meaning to take off a few pounds anyway.”


I let out what might have been an imitation of a chuckle and shook my head.


“Come on in,” Xander said. “We have two cans of those beans you love so much.”


“Oh Gods,” I said, grimacing, but when he stood, so did I, following him inside, away from the edge, away from Eden, but never away from the ache that lived in my soul and always, always would.















BOOK TWO



CINCINNATI, OHIO







“No man or woman born…can shun his destiny.”


—Homer, The Iliad















CHAPTER ONE



Eden





Three Years Later


“Eden? Uh, Miss…I’m sorry, I don’t have your last name written down here.” The lawyer, Mr. Sutherland, leafed through the papers in front of him.


“Yes, what is your last name anyway?” Claire, Felix’s daughter, asked sharply. She leaned forward in her chair to look around Marissa to where I was sitting. “I don’t think I’ve ever been told.”


I blinked, snapping back to the present. I had zoned out for a minute, my mind conjuring up the many times I’d tried to engage Claire and her brother, Charles, in small conversation over the years, even through the early days of my anguish, even in spite of the overwhelming grief I was trying to cope with day by seemingly never-ending day. I had only ever been met with disdain. And now Felix was gone, and here we were, sitting together in his lawyer’s office, where we’d been called to collect the last things he’d been working on from his sickbed. My eyes darted to Marissa at the question about my last name. Marissa glanced at the watch on her wrist. “Mr. Sutherland, I hate to rush you here, but I know Eden has a lesson and I have another appointment this afternoon.”


Mr. Sutherland cleared his throat. “Yes, of course. We’re basically done. Mrs. Forester, I just need you to sign here and my secretary will put a copy of the documents in the mail.”


Marissa leaned forward and signed the papers he slid in front of her and then dropped the pen in her purse.


I scooted to the edge of my chair, clutching the large envelope Felix’s lawyer had given me, the one with my name written across the front in Felix’s handwriting, the bold penmanship that made my heart clench with ache and loss. Oh, Felix, I can’t believe you’re gone.


“Now wait a minute here,” Charles, sitting to the right of his sister, said. “What exactly is she getting in that envelope? We need a breakdown of—”


“It’s nothing more than a personal letter,” Mr. Sutherland said impatiently. “I assure you, Charles. The same thing that’s in each of your envelopes.” He nodded to the large envelopes Claire and Charles were each holding on their laps.


“All the same, if we could just inspect it—” Charles started.


“I’m sure Miss”—he glanced at me and then back at Charles—“I’m sure Eden would kindly appease you by showing you the contents if it would mean wrapping this meeting up.” Mr. Sutherland looked annoyed.


I let out a breath and stared at the attorney, my heart picking up speed. This letter was all I had of Felix—I wouldn’t let them take it. I didn’t even want them to rifle through it. It was mine in a world where nothing else was. Marissa put one hand on my knee.


Like a whisper, it came, as it sometimes did: Be strong, Morning Glory.


I stood, holding the envelope against my chest like a life preserver. “No, you may not inspect it,” I said just a little shakily. “If you were so interested in your father’s personal affairs, you should have asked him while he was still alive. You should have shown up to even one of those Sunday dinners he invited you to, called him back once in a while to chat, spent more than three minutes picking up Sophia after her lesson.” I looked pointedly at Claire. “I tried to get to know you. I wanted to be your friend.” Hurt overcame me and I paused, filling my lungs with a deep breath. “But you weren’t interested. And that’s okay, I guess. But now, you do not get to inspect this envelope, because although you don’t believe it, I loved Felix.” I paused again, swallowing down the pain that welled up in my throat, taking in their shocked expressions. I had never once dared to speak to them with anything other than meek agreement. I gentled my voice but still made sure it was strong and clear. “Felix was a father figure. You don’t know anything about me because you never cared to know, but your father was someone who helped me when I needed it more than you can possibly imagine. You have no idea how much that meant to me, no idea.” I looked back and forth between their narrowed eyes. “The answer is no, you may not inspect this envelope,” I repeated.


The lawyer said it contained a personal letter. To someone else, that might not have been much, but it was all I would ever have of Felix. I didn’t have much of anything, but I had this, and two people who disliked me, who had chosen time and again not to show me an ounce of kindness, were not going to take it away. I hugged it to me more tightly, staking claim.


“Now hold on a minute here,” Claire said, standing and pointing a finger at me. “You don’t know anything about us either. You don’t get to stand there and judge us, you little gold digger.”


“Claire, Charles—” Marissa started.


“Gold digger?” I repeated incredulously, interrupting Marissa, disbelief rolling over me. “I never took a dime from your father that I didn’t earn. Not one dime.”


Mr. Sutherland stood from behind his desk. “Everyone, please, these situations can get heated. I understand that, but really, let’s remember this is about Felix’s last wishes. He split his entire estate between you”—he nodded to Claire—“and Charles.”


Claire and Charles glared at him and then turned their suspicious eyes on me. “Fine,” Claire said. “Take your envelope. It’s all you’ll ever get. And we want you out of our father’s house in two weeks. If you wish to continue tutoring Sophia on the piano, you’ll do it from somewhere else.”


My skin prickled with heat, but I did my best to tamp down the hurt. I had come a long way in the last three years. I was no longer the unskilled, timid girl who’d arrived broken and hungry on Felix’s doorstep. I’d learned that I possessed a little more strength than I’d ever imagined, and I’d gained two friends in Felix and Marissa. Yet somehow, I’d ended up alone. Again.


I pressed my lips together, not willing to rock the boat any more than I already had. I cared very much for Sophia, and I didn’t want them to take her away from me—even if I did only see her twice a week. I comforted myself with the knowledge that although they disliked me, they knew I was a good piano teacher. Sophia’s results spoke for themselves.


Plus, I was desperately going to need the income.


“Well then,” Mr. Sutherland said, rounding his desk, apparently spotting a good opening to shuffle us out of his office. Who could blame him? “Thank you all for coming in. Felix was not only a good client but a good friend. He’ll be missed.”


Marissa stood and lowered her eyes and nodded. “Yes, he will,” she said, taking my hand and squeezing it as I gave her a tremulous smile. We followed along behind Claire and Charles.


Mr. Sutherland showed us to the door, and we said our thanks to him one more time, ignoring each other. Just before he closed the door behind us, I turned and he paused. “Raynes,” I said softly. “My last name is Raynes.”


Mister Sutherland looked at me quizzically and then smiled, giving a nod. “Good day, Miss Raynes.”


I turned to Marissa, taking her hand in mine. Claire and Charles were already halfway down the hall in front of us.





Once I was back at Felix’s house, sitting on my bed in the room I’d woken up hungry and grief-stricken in three years before, I opened the envelope with shaking fingers.


Inside was a manila folder with a letter paper-clipped to the front. It was dated one month earlier, right before he’d become so ill, he was only lucid part of the time.


Eden,


If you’re reading this, then I’m gone. I fervently hope me writing this is just a safety measure. I hope I’m able to give you this information myself, but with my health, I have to take precautions. I have to make sure you’re not left with nothing. I can’t bear the thought of leaving you here with as many questions as you arrived with. I’m not a man who finds it easy to express my emotions, but I want you to know how much I’ve grown to love and care for you over these past three years. And I like to believe you see me as a father figure and that you’ve come to care for me as well. This is my attempt at caring for you when I’m no longer there.


I believe your parents’ names are Carolyn and Bennett Everson.


I gasped and dropped the folder to my bed. The corners of two eight-by-ten glossy photos slid out and I stared at them for a second before reaching forward and pulling them all the way out. My heart stopped for a brief millisecond and then took up what felt like an irregular beat in my chest. I lifted the photo on top and gazed at it. It was my mother. I knew it was. A blur of misty images danced through my mind—a ring of laughter, the smell of flowers. That face. It was my face, only older. She’s alive? My mother is alive? How? Before looking at the second photo, I snatched Felix’s letter back up and read the rest.


I believe you were abducted, Eden. And I have questions only you can answer about why you didn’t know that. I hope I can ask you them myself once I’m done gathering all the information I can for you. But as I write this letter, this is all I do have. If I’m gone, I hope it’s enough.


I started this investigation a few months ago, and when I came across the photo of Eden Everson on the missing children’s database, I suspected instantly it was you.


Your parents reported you missing fourteen years ago. It was all over the news for months, especially sensational because your father was a suspect in the case. He had been involved in a business scandal earlier in the year, and he was also apparently connected to someone who may have been responsible for your disappearance, but public details on that are scanty. In any case, he vehemently denied having any part in your kidnapping or knowledge of your whereabouts to his dying day. He took his own life, but in his note, he still declared his innocence and his grief. After your father’s suicide, your mother went into hiding. I can only imagine that after everything she’d endured, being in the public eye was too much to bear.


My investigator found her and discovered that in recent years, she’d remarried and her name is now Carolyn Collins. Her second husband passed away last year. She never had any other children. Her address is in the envelope.


With the help of a good friend who owns Cincinnati Savings and Loan, I’ve also opened an account in the name Eden Everson. I know that you’ve saved all the money you’ve earned from me so you’ll be fine until you can get an ID in your real name and access the money I’ve left for you. It was the only way I considered that wouldn’t involve Claire and Charles.


I only wish I had started this investigation sooner, but you, your music, the smile you put on Sophia’s face brought so much light into my home, and I was selfish with you. I wanted to provide comfort and healing—I hope I at least did some of that. I hope I was a temporary shelter in a storm. And now, my dear Eden, it’s time for you to continue on your journey. It’s time for you to take that brave step out and find your people, your life, your destiny. I know in my heart it’s a beautiful one.


All my love, Felix


Sadness, shock, and hope warred within me. I swiped at the tears running down my cheeks and swallowed the lump in my throat. Felix. You did save me—in so many ways I can’t even count, I thought as I pictured the scared, emotionally broken girl who had stepped off that bus here in Cincinnati three years earlier. In some ways, I was still that girl, but I had also learned to draw upon the strength Calder had seen in me. I liked to think that somehow he knew and was proud. Somewhere he was looking down and calling me his brave morning glory.


Felix had rescued me, given me a home, a purpose, and a safe place to grieve. I’d never divulged to him or Marissa where I’d come from, not even when I saw news coverage about Acadia, where no one had come out alive. But they knew I was emotionally damaged, and they gave me the space I needed to work through some of it in my mind, in my own time. And though much of the last three years had passed in a daze of pain and longing, because of Felix and Marissa, there had been love and comfort too.


And he’d given me back my music and the pride that my sweet little student now loved the piano as much as I did. She had helped me grasp the hope that there were still small pieces of happiness in this lifetime. Not many, perhaps. And they were fleeting. But they were there—and they helped me survive.


Once I got a handle on my tears, I pulled the second picture from the folder and blinked down at the handsome blond man. I tilted my head, trying to recall his face, and although there was a small spark of recognition, I had nowhere near the emotional response I’d felt when I looked at my mother’s photo.


I set it down and began reading through the rest of the paperwork. It all corroborated what Felix had written in his letter, although the scandal my father had been involved in wasn’t spelled out.


At the bottom of the pile lay the photo from the missing children’s database. I stared at it for long minutes, my heart galloping. It was me, no question. Eden Everson. My name was Eden Everson. Is. Is Eden Everson. “My name is Eden Everson,” I whispered. The name felt foreign on my tongue.


I was a missing child. I had been stolen. Shock rang through me like a gong. Hector had lied to me. Hector had kidnapped me. All those years…all a lie. I sat there for a minute simply staring at the wall and letting the truth sink in. My parents hadn’t died in a car accident. He’d taken me from them.


The last page at the back of the folder was an address in the Hyde Park section of Cincinnati. I folded it up and tucked it in my purse sitting next to me.


When I went to put all the papers back in the envelope, I felt something hard at the bottom and opened it wide, tilting it upside down. The locket I’d brought to Felix’s shop three years ago fell out. I let out a small breath, gripping it tightly before bringing it to my chest and holding it there. Oh, Felix. You kind, sweet man. I’ll miss you forever.


A sudden knock at my door made me startle. “Come in.”


The door opened and Marissa peeked inside. “I just wanted to let you know I’m home, dear.”


“Thank you, Marissa.” I licked my dry lips. “Marissa, can I ask you something?”


Marissa came inside and sat on the end of my bed. “Have you been crying?” she asked gently.


“A little, yes. I’m okay. Felix, he wrote me a letter and he… Did you know he was investigating my past, where I came from?”


Marissa looked surprised. “No. Did you ask him to?”


“No…I…I’m not upset about it. In fact, he found my parents.”


Marissa’s eyes widened. “Your parents? I thought you said your parents were dead.”


I nodded and bit at my lip for a moment . “I thought they were. They’re not. Or at least, my mother isn’t.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I think I’m going to go to her,” I said. I think.


Marissa studied me for a few seconds but didn’t ask more questions. It was her way. I knew she’d never pry unless I indicated I was ready to speak more on a subject. “You know I wish I could offer for you to stay here…” Her face filled with regret.


“I know, Marissa. I do. It’s okay. I have some money now, enough to rent a room for myself. And I have a skill, and a reference.” I met her kind eyes. “I know you’d let me stay here if it belonged to you.” I grabbed her hand in mine and squeezed it.


Her eyes filled with more sadness. I knew she’d miss me as much as I’d miss her. “Have you found an apartment yet?”


“I’ve checked out a couple. I just need to decide on one.” They were all small and run-down. I couldn’t afford much, but it would be mine.


Marissa nodded. “You just let me know when you’re ready.”


“I will.” Marissa was going to rent my new place in her name since I still didn’t have identification. Not yet anyway. A world of possibilities swam in front of my eyes and I could hardly put them all in order. I have a name.


“Eden…” Marissa began before she brought her lips together, blinking tears from her eyes. “Three years ago when you first came here, you asked me if Felix would let you go out of the house if you wanted to.”


I took a deep breath and studied my fingernails. When I met her eyes, I said, “Yes. I remember.”


She nodded. “Felix would have never prevented you from doing anything you wanted to do. But it seems…well, it seems that you’ve held yourself captive here since then, rarely ever going out, holing yourself up in your room much of the time.” Her kind eyes were filled with sympathy. “I just hope you’ll see this change not only tinged with sadness but as an opportunity to begin truly living. I have so much faith in you. Felix had so much faith in you.”


My heart constricted tightly. I wondered if I was ready for that. I wondered if I’d ever be ready for that. I gave Marissa a smile. “I’ll try,” I said.


She offered me a small sad smile in return.


“Will you tell me about him?” I asked after a moment. I had always wanted to know what made Felix’s eyes fill with that far-off sadness he allowed through when he thought no one noticed. I wondered what had happened between him and his children and why they were so filled with bitterness.


Marissa studied me for a minute. “You remind me of her in some ways. Only you have a strength she never did.”


“Her?” I asked.


Marissa looked out the window, her eyes going misty. “Lillian, Felix’s wife.”


Lillian. I’d seen her picture in the house, but no one had ever talked about her.


Marissa was quiet for several moments and I thought she might not answer. But then: “Felix’s parents were immigrants. They ingrained in him a very strong work ethic. Work came first. Supporting your family came first.” She paused for a second, obviously remembering. “When he married Lillian, I immediately noticed she was a delicate girl, sweet but always in need of reassurance. She lit up under Felix’s attention. And she dimmed when he wasn’t around. And he often…wasn’t around.” She pursed her lips and paused.


“Lillian made it known to Felix she felt ignored, I suppose. I heard their fights, and I heard her tears long after he had left the house. But for Felix at the time, work was his priority. His business was growing into a big success, and that’s what he nourished. Lillian withered. So many times, I stood with her as she stared out the window when he’d promised to be home for dinner…her birthday, their anniversary. Their children grew and began having their own lives as well, and Lillian’s loneliness increased. And then the diagnosis came. She had cancer. By the time they found it, she didn’t have much time left. Seemingly, she was here one minute and gone the next.” She shook her head, tears springing to her eyes.


“Oh no,” I whispered. “I didn’t know.”


“He never talked about it.” She turned to me. “The thing is, after that, he changed. Work wasn’t his focus as much anymore. He devoted time to his family.” She shrugged. “Of course, some things happen too late. His children harbored resentment. They weren’t willing to forgive. Felix…he never quite forgave himself either.” She gave me a gentle smile. “When you came along, he saw it as a second chance to nourish a wounded heart.” She shook her head. “Of course, he never said that, but I…I saw it. You saved him too, Eden.”


I wiped at a tear that was making its way slowly down my cheek. “He was a good man,” I said softly.


Marissa nodded. “Yes.” She stared off into space, her lips tipping. “Isn’t it funny how we’re all just bouncing around in this crazy world, our own stories, our own hurts, all weaving together, changing outcomes, sometimes good, sometimes bad? Well”—she patted my knee—“I’d like to think you and Felix came together for a reason and you each healed a little because of the other.”


I nodded. “Yes,” I said, trying not to choke up. “I don’t know where I’d be without him. I don’t know where I’d be without you.”


Marissa squeezed me tight and then stood up. After she’d closed my door behind her, I fell back on the bed thinking of what she had said about our varied stories and how we were always affecting other lives—every moment of every day—whether we meant to or not. I closed my eyes and pictured people walking around trailing bright white light behind, some of those lights meeting, tangling, changing colors as they combined. And in my despair, the possibility brought me comfort.












CHAPTER TWO



Eden





I stood in front of the ornate black door pulling gulps of air into my lungs and letting it out slowly. I was trembling, my fists clenched at my sides. What if Felix was wrong? What if he was right, but she rejects me? What if…? I hadn’t even told Marissa my plans. I’d taken the bus and walked the rest of the way to the address Felix had left for me. I’d felt like I needed to do this on my own, and if I changed my mind, only I’d know.


I stood there, staring at the brass lion’s head knocker, trying to talk myself into using it. It looked intimidating in and of itself, never mind the fact that I was already shaking like a leaf, fear pulsing through my blood. Be strong, Morning Glory. I took a deep breath and used the knocker to rap twice. As I waited, I looked over my shoulder, down the long set of stairs leading to the street. This area of Cincinnati was filled with elegant older homes, the yards lush, the trees huge and ancient. My head swiveled back toward the door as I heard footsteps coming toward me from the other side.


It swung open and she stood there, my mother. I knew her immediately. Not only because of the photo I’d seen, but because the feeling that swept over me was the same sensation I’d felt when I’d tried to recall her for the past fourteen years. I started trembling even more. I know you. I belong to you.


I blinked, just taking her in. She was a little taller than I was, probably five foot five or so, and her blond hair was cut into a straight bob that ended right at her jawline. She was wearing a pair of darker jeans with a white sweater. She was beautiful, and distantly familiar. She is real. She is alive—standing right in front of me. I wanted to laugh and cry and run away and launch myself at her.
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