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      It’s been eighteen excruciating months of surgeries, intense rehab, and soul-searching therapy. Eighteen months of reliving my assault in my nightmares.

      

      I want the nightmares to stop. I want to pretend the scars on my body don’t exist, but he won’t let me. Every time his email hits my inbox, I’m reminded of his role in my assault, and I…I can’t let him go.

      

      Imagine my surprise when he agrees to help me get over the trauma from that night. We’ll meet face-to-face and talk. I’ll get my closure then forget I ever met Gavin Langston.

      

      But when we finally meet again, he isn’t the man I’m expecting. This man is different and more dangerous to my heart than I’ve ever imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Who knows? Perhaps your love will make me forget all I wish not to remember.”

      
        
        ~ Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo
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      The sun isn’t in my rearview but dead center in my line of sight as I take the turn that will get me to my place.

      I flip the visor down. My fingers shake from the memory that flashes in my mind, coming at me any time, day or night.

      Bright lights in the darkness. Twin beams. Headlights aimed at me. I’m drunk. Dazed. Not too certain I’m seeing what I’m seeing. I wave my arms to get the driver’s attention.

      Does the person see me? The car drives at me. I run and stumble in my high heels. Heels I’d bought specifically for this night out.

      Hulking metal slams into my body. Sharp pains. Bone breaking. I’m thrown in the air and hit the ground with a “whoosh” from my lungs.

      I gasp for breath and see stars behind my eyelids.

      I’m going to die.

      I’m going to die alone in this dark and empty street.

      I didn’t let my friends know I was going out tonight. Didn’t tell my dad, either. They would be all up in my business, and I’m not ready to share with them a piece of the good-looking hunk I’ve been messaging for the last month.

      Brakes screeching in the silence bring me back to the present. That same unbearable sharp pain gnaws at my left hip and shoots down my leg. I clamp my hand over my leg and dig my nails into my skin through my dress, hoping the pain from my fingernails will help ease the other pain.

      Sticky, wet goo on my fingers. I’m bleeding. Bleeding and broken. I need to call for help. I open my eyes and shield them from the glaring headlights with my blood-stained hand held high.

      The person behind the wheel has turned the car around, and I’m dead center in the street. The car comes at me.

      No. No. No.

      I cry out for help and scramble onto my hands and knees, dragging my small purse, cinched at my wrist, with me. A gunshot pierces the air. I duck my head and will my body to move, but my left leg doesn’t get the message.

      Another gunshot and the car veered to the side, missing me. I stretch out on the pavement and fumble for my purse.

      My heartbeats slam against my ribcage. Bile coats the back of my throat. I dry heave. Heavy footsteps come toward me.

      Oh, God, oh, God, the person is returning to hurt me. I grapple inside my purse for my cell phone. The footfalls get closer. I raise my head, but I’m tired. So tired.

      I stick out my arm to stop another assault. A large hand grips my wrist. Thick fingers search for my pulse. A man. The heavy footfalls belong to a man.

      “Help me,” I croak.

      Silence.

      “Please,” I beg. I can’t see his face. It’s too dark. “My hip, my leg…broken. Please.”

      A ping breaks through the silence.

      His phone. He’s getting a message. He pulls out his phone at the same time I grasp mine. His screen lights up the night, giving me a hazy view of his face through my drunken and shocked state. I gasp, recognizing him.

      “You were in the restaurant. My date and I arrived first. They gave us your table.”

      My sophisticated, foodie friends who later visited me at the hospital said the table with a stunning view of the city skyline was the most sought-after table at the Ambrosia.

      He had made a scene when he saw me seated at the table but acquiesced when my date returned from using the restroom. The annoying stranger with the quick temper never apologized to the hostess for reaming her out. What a jerk.

      The cell phone in my hand grows heavy. “Call nine-one-one, please.”

      The air shifts, and the man is…gone.

      But he isn’t gone.

      He’s been with me since that night. He comes to me in my nightmares. My dreams, too. Six months after my assault, he reached out to me through email. I almost deleted the message. Hesitated to respond.

      The questions I had from that night were answered by the detectives who handled my case.

      Why did you abandon me?

      Why didn’t you call for help?

      Why did you leave me in that empty street, bleeding and in pain?

      The questions were answered to satisfaction by the detectives but not by him.

      I had called for help. I had stayed conscious long enough to tell the cops what happened.

      Gavin Langston?

      Gavin Langston didn’t apologize or try to see me until that first email a year ago.

      I pull into my driveway and park. A bone-deep weariness weighs down my body. I shake off the mental exhaustion from reliving the memory and flip up the visor. My movement is slow, and it takes effort to put the visor back in place.

      Pathetic how something as innocent and as beautiful as the sun could trigger my memories of that night.

      I take a cleansing breath and get out of my car. I let myself into my house. Tank lops on over, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth, his blue eyes bright with excitement that I’m home.

      “Hey there, boy.” I give Tank’s head a knuckle rubdown.

      He’s a stocky pit bull I acquired from my neighbor after he passed away from a heart attack four months ago. Lou died and didn’t have family, though he said I was like a daughter to him when I’d moved from L.A. to Oakdale, a small town in southern Washington state, a year ago.

      “Miss me much?” I ask Tank.

      He’s so handsome, his fur a gorgeous shade of dark roast coffee except for between his eyes, around his nose, on his neck, and the underside of his body. In those areas, he’s a stunning snow white.

      I get down on my haunches and hug him. “Guess what Momma got you? Your favorite treats and more food.” I let go of him. “Come on.”

      He follows me to the car. I open the back of my Jeep, pile his box of treats on top of the small bag of dog food, and carry everything to the house. A car stops on the dirt road in front of my place. The passenger-side window rolls down.

      “Need help, Ava?”

      “Thanks, Pete. I’m okay.”

      Pete, a retiree, and his wife, Carol, also a retiree, bought and moved into Lou’s place two months ago.

      “For your sake, I hope the feed store keeps selling that size, missy, otherwise, you’ll want to order the food online.”

      Delivery wouldn’t be so bad, but I don’t mind getting out of the house. I bought my small house on an acre of land for privacy and solitude. There’s nothing but land and trees for as far as the eye can see. That doesn’t mean I don’t like to be around people. I do.

      “How’s Carol?”

      “Waiting with bated breath for that darn granddaughter of ours to break out of the womb.”

      I laugh at Pete’s colorful language. He’s a writer of mystery novels. At my side, Tank’s ears perk. He barks, a show of approval. He loves it when I laugh.

      Pete smiles. “Hi there, Tank.”

      “Say hi, Buttercups,” I tell Tank.

      Three successive barks from my gentle and overprotective guard dog.

      I pat his head and scratch behind his ear. “Good boy.”

      “I see you ditched the cane.”

      “You do realize I was using that thing as a guy deterrent, right?”

      Not that the guys were vying for my attention left and right in this small town full of young families and retirees.

      “I figured as much. Does that mean you’re up for me and Carol setting you up with her nephew? He’s getting out of the army soon and is looking to move to Riverdale.”

      The neighboring town is to the west.

      “We plan on having him over when he has time in his schedule after his discharge.”

      I kick at the dirt. The nephew can’t be that bad if he has a nice aunt like Carol.  “Sure.”

      The stack of Tank’s food and treats is getting heavy in my arms. “Thanks, Pete. Say hi to Carol for me.”

      “Of course. Take it easy, okay? Holler if you need help with anything.”

      He rolls up the window and drives away. Tank and I look after him.

      “Okay, boy, time to go inside.”

      Balancing the bag of food and treats in my arms, I hit the key fob and lock my Jeep. Tank follows me inside the house, and I bump the front door closed with my hip. Tank and I pad to the kitchen in the back of the one-story house.

      As we make our way to the kitchen, I glance down and smile. Tank walks alongside me with his big and solid head held high. He is all muscle and bulk, and I love him though I don’t like the circumstances in which I got him.

      Poor Lou.

      No family whatsoever to claim as his own.

      I set the dog food inside the pantry, pull my cell from my bag, and check my messages and missed calls. My cell’s blown up with messages from my friends wishing me a happy birthday and asking when I will be in L.A. next.

      I give them the old standby via a group text. I’m not in the greatest shape for company or traveling but thank you for the birthday wishes.

      They send back crying emojis followed by hearts.

      Me: Soon

      Me: Give me more time. Please

      Emily: Of course,

      Susan: We love you, Ava

      Addie: We miss u

      Me: I miss u guys too

      I set my cell on the kitchen table and grab my laptop off the counter. Eyeing the bottle of wine in my fridge, I decide to pour myself a full glass.

      After the assault, I avoided alcohol. But it’s my birthday. A good enough reason to have a glass of pink Moscato. The bottle of wine was given to me as an early birthday gift from Pete and Carol.

      I shared my love of Moscato with them at one of our get-togethers. I was too grateful for their friendship to admit I don’t drink anymore.

      Out on my small patio with a view of my flower and vegetable garden, I set my wine glass on the wooden table set low to the ground and stretch out on my lounge chair. I open my laptop and sign into my email. Tank takes up residence near my feet, his attention occasionally snagged by a dragonfly or a bee. Otherwise, he’s content with his head propped on his crossed paws.

      I scan through my emails. My eyebrows tug low to my nose, not seeing his email. My attention shoots to the corner of the screen. August eighteenth. I pull up my calendar on my cell phone.

      Today is the third Saturday of the month. I check my inbox again. Nothing from him. I toggle to my spam folder and check the time. It’s after five. Normally he emails me by three.

      Strange.

      I sign out of my email, power down my laptop, and set it on the wooden table, undecided about whether I should be concerned or relieved. Determined not to let his silence ruin my special day, I reach for my Moscato and sip its sweetness. I sigh when warmth settles in my belly.

      Heat infuses my cheeks. I take a sip and another. Tip back my head and bask in the headiness from the alcohol. I’d forgotten how easily and quickly alcohol hits my system.

      I raise my glass. “Happy birthday to me. Here’s to another year, with or without you, Gavin Langston.”
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