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      There once was this boy I loved very much. He would leave a rose on my doorstep on my birthdays and on the anniversary of the day we met.

      

      I don’t know what happened to him. I lost my memory and my ability to speak after a horrendous hit-and-run accident.

      

      A different boy shows up like clockwork at the bar I bartend at, but he’s not a boy. He is all man. Tall. Imposing. Brooding. Guns for arms. Doesn’t speak a lick to me. He stares at me from his dark corner with this intensity, as though I should know him. Do I? What secret does he hold in that sinfully hot body of his?

      

      I am willing to give up on ever seeing the boy I once loved for time with the man who could have the answer for what’s missing from my life. Where did the boy I loved go?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “And you will keep me safe. And you will keep me close. And rain will make the flowers grow.

        ~ Victor Hugo, Les Miserables
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          ELIZA

        

      

    

    
      “Hey man, your bartender serves mean drinks, but she talks for shit.”

      I reach for my writing board, but my boss, Casey, shakes his head. I go back to dragging the cloth over the counter, grateful it’s ten minutes to closing. There are two customers left. This one and the guy brooding in the dimly lit corner.

      In my peripheral vision, Casey points at the signs posted behind and above me. “You obviously can’t read worth a damn. She’s mute. Bad bicycle wreck.”

      “Are you telling me this piece of ass is a charity case?”

      “She’s my little sis,” Casey says in a terse tone.

      On cue, three large men appear from the back room. If looks could kill. The man drops wads of bills on the table and hurries out the front door.

      Shaking my head, I tap out a group text to my brothers:  stop scaring away customers.

      No point in sending it to just Casey.

      They stare at the screens of their cells. My brother Caleb glances up. His jaw is tight. “No one talks about our sis like that.”

      They turn their backs to me and rest up along the counter, an impenetrable wall of testosterone. Their overprotectiveness doesn’t shield me from his eyes, his curiosity, and the waft of desire that hits me deep in my core when he rises from his seat and stares in my direction.

      Tousled dark head of hair. His face is half in the light and half hidden by the dark corner. Stubble on the half of his face exposed by the light. Square jawline. Wide shoulders. Broad chest.

      He tugs his wallet from his back pocket and drops bills on the table, fanning them out in a half-moon design around his empty bottle of ale.

      A twinge starts in my chest. I’ve seen a man do that before. He is making certain the bills aren’t stuck together, and he’s doing math in his head, accounting for tips. He’s a generous tipper. He also has a thing for the feel and smell of new bills.

      I startle. Why do I know that? I don’t collect his money. Casey does. My brother gave me strict orders to avoid the man the instant he started showing up at the bar every Friday and Saturday night like clockwork for the last month.

      He stares at me for too long, and my brothers don’t like it. They cross their arms and grumble their dissatisfaction. I lower my head and concentrate on wiping the onyx counter until it shines beneath the canned lights.

      There’s this longing to look my fill, to study his face, and brand into memory the square angle of his jaw and the bulges and planes of his formidable body. He’d be soft curves and hard lines beneath my fingertips.

      But a niggling sensation in the back of my mind warns me not to. That I had once gone too far with a man in my astute observation of him and he took it the wrong way.

      My brothers go silent as he passes by them to get to the front door.

      The brooding stranger is as tall as my tallest brother, Collin, six feet two inches. His body is lean but strong, like Caleb’s. Caleb is Special Forces. There’s intelligence in the depths of his green eyes as our gaze locks when I look up. He could give Chris, a philosophy teacher at the local university, a run for his money.

      No words are said between him and my brothers, but again, I have this niggling feeling unspoken words are being spoken about me.

      After he leaves, Caleb shuts and locks the door. Collin and Chris disappear into the back room. Collin returns carrying a large package. In Chris’s hands is a plate with a birthday cake.

      Tears well up in my eyes.

      “Happy twenty-fifth birthday, sis. May all your wishes come true.”

      Caleb lights the candles. Through my tears, I see the happiness in their eyes, as well as a hint of hope. I’m alive, having survived a hit-and-run accident two years ago, but I haven’t spoken since. They’re hoping this is the year I speak again.

      They sing “Happy Birthday,” and my gaze lingers on my brothers’ faces. To be loved by such strong and kind-hearted men. I blow out the candles and pull each one in for a hug. They mean so much to me. They’re the only family I have left.

      Our parents lost their lives in a car accident five years ago, and our grandmother died from a massive stroke while I was in the hospital recovering from the accident that robbed me of my ability to speak.

      But what happened to the boy who had once loved me? Where did he go? Who is he? Collin sets the package on the table and waves me over. I shove thoughts of the tall, dark-haired boy with the hazy face aside.

      He’s not here, helping me celebrate the day of my birth and another year on this earth. My brothers are.

      I open the package, removing first the bow and then the pieces of tape holding the paper in place. Seeing a hint of what’s in the box, I hold back my smile and finish unwrapping the gift.

      When I’m done, Collin grabs the box and holds it up. I slide the blue and silver wrapping paper out and fold it until it’s the size of an index card. My brothers watch with infinite patience. I wonder which brother picked out the paper. Ocean waves. Half-moon. The two images are dispersed throughout. I skim my fingers over the design.

      A lingering image of the ocean and the moon high in the sky hangs in my peripheral vision and then disappears. A memory. I grasp for it, but a headache comes on. I stop fighting for that missing piece of my past life and tuck the paper in my back pocket. The paper is proof of my survival, of celebrating another birthday.

      But am I living the life I am meant to live when a piece of me is missing? That piece leaves a hole in my soul. At night, alone in my bed and staring up at the ceiling, I let the gnawing sensation of regret and deep loss clutch and claw at my heart, the sharp talons leaving me breathless.

      “Eliza, honey?”

      A finger slides under my chin, and my face is tipped up, forcing me to look at Caleb, the oldest of my brothers.

      “It’s your birthday. Give the ghosts of your lost memories a rest. Look forward. Not backward.”

      That’s what he’s not understanding. I can’t. Not when there’s this ache in my chest every time I think of him. He comes to me in my dreams. An apparition that doesn’t speak.

      Why won’t he speak to me? Though I understand it’s a dream, a concoction of my subconscious, I need to hear his voice that he forgives me for what happened the day of the accident.

      Wait a minute, I thought I was alone. My brothers said I was hurt badly in a hit-and-run accident riding my bicycle alongside the road. The driver was never found.

      I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t on a bicycle. The thrum of a motorcycle engine under me. Thick waist beneath my arms. A solid back as I lean forward into him. My thighs cradled his body. He came inside me with a sigh full of contentment.

      Someone clears their throat. I blink. Four pairs of eyes are looking at me, searching my face. My cheeks heat. I point at the rice cooker, mouthing, “Thank you.”

      After I came home from the hospital, I had intense cravings for rice topped with soy sauce. It was bland and salty but warm and comforting.

      My brothers nod, but I don’t miss the looks they’re exchanging. They understood that something more than a thin thread of memory had surfaced in the haze of my mind. I wish I could recall those pieces clearly. Or that I’m brave enough to ask my brothers for what I suspect are the painful parts of my memories.

      Frustrated, I look away and busy myself with eating a small slice of cake before packaging the rest of it for Chris to take home to his roommates. I can’t recall pieces of my past, but what I understand deep down is my brothers have always been overly protective, especially after the deaths of our parents and grandmother.

      I’ll let the thread of memory go for now. It’s my birthday, and birthdays should be celebrated, not wallowed. I start helping my brothers clean the small mess left over from my birthday celebration, but they shoo me away. Collin gets my jacket and holds it open for me to stick my arms through the sleeves. Caleb carries the small rice cooker to my car, though I’m more than capable. Sheesh. But I let my brothers fuss over me.

      It’s not too often they’re all here in Fireside. Caleb is stationed in Texas. And Collin in Alaska with the Coast Guard.

      “You’ll text if you need anything, right?” Casey asks.

      I hold up my phone and smile. They are relieved at the power of technology to communicate with their mute little sis.

      My heart swelling, I pull them in for another round of hugs, then hurry into my car before I bawl. With the window rolled down, I stick out my hand and wave.

      They disappeared from my rearview mirror. I drive twenty minutes to my place and park alongside the curb in front of the small one-story house, tucked away from the street and sheltered by rows of evergreen trees.

      I get out of my car and close the door gently, mindful of my sleeping neighbors. Coming home at two in the morning suits me. I find the dark and the quiet soothing.

      I walk on a stone path alongside the house to get to the side entry. Anticipation knots in my stomach. Will this year be the same as the last, and the ones prior? I see the gift before I feel him.

      I don’t acknowledge the man who followed me home. I’m not ready. What he’s doing is nothing new. He broods from his spot parked behind my car, his intense stare boring into the space between my shoulders. The stranger isn’t dangerous, though how I know that is beyond my understanding.

      Giving my thoughts of him a rest, I return my attention to what is waiting for me, tucked in the lock of my door. There is a gun-gray old-fashioned key slipped inside the old lock. A pink rose, the stem cut short, is cradled in the opening of the key’s round handle. I reach for the rose, and grasping it by the stem, I bring the single blossom to my nose.

      I inhale and close my eyes. The scent is sweet with a hint of spice. With my eyes still closed, I rub my nose back and forth over the closed petals, which are as soft as crushed velvet.

      The spot between my shoulder blades tingles. Refusing to acknowledge the stranger, I inhale a deeper breath and swallow past the lump in my throat and the prickle of tears behind my eyes.

      Why am I close to tears? It’s my birthday, for goodness’ sake, and someone was thoughtful enough to leave a gift for me. The gift arrives year after year. This, of all things I remember, is a piece of my life not told to me by my brothers. It’s a tradition he started, a show of his feelings for me. This year is no different. What’s different is I can’t remember who the gift giver is.

      I turn and face the brooding stranger. I lock my gaze on him and tip my chin. Defiance. Why am I defiant other than I see him keeping his distance from me as a show of cowardice? Yet he braves Casey’s gruffness and menacing silence every Friday and Saturday night.

      Seeming to see the conflict on my face under the porch light, he does something with his hands. I narrow my eyes and suck in a breath. He is signing.

      “Come here.”

      When and where did I learn sign language?

      The silence around me is amplified and my heartbeats are loud in my ears. I shake my head and rush inside my place, not giving him another chance to do something with his hands.
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