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      My heart matters. I don’t want a broken heart. The whole of me is already broken.

      

      After losing pieces of my memory in a brutal assault, I know better than to get involved with the new guy in the building. Brooks Hunter is dangerously sexy with his piercing gaze and ripped body beneath his well-fitted suit.

      

      He can have any woman, yet he wants me. I don’t deny our instant spark, but I can’t understand his attraction. I’m plain and skinny, wear ugly owl glasses and my monotone black hair is piled high on top of my head.

      

      “Invite me in. Otherwise, I can’t stay.”

      

      He says we know one another. I swear I’ve never met him. A woman can’t forget his type of sexy—mouthwatering and panty-melting hot. But his eyes are familiar, and I can’t shake the suspicion he had something to do with my assault.

      

      When he reveals the unbelievable truth behind the story of how we’re connected, he rocks the very foundation of my safe world. Will I demand he takes a much-deserved hike? Or will I ask him… to stay?
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        “I was never insane except upon occasions when my heart was touched.”

      

      

      
        
        ~ Edgar Allan Poe
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          VIOLET

        

      

    

    
      In the last two years, I’ve had a strong track record of avoiding the opposite sex. Tonight, that record is scrapped.

      The door to office 1106 is left open. Normally, it’s locked. Maybe, I should call security. My friend Natalie, who is one of the guards for the building, can be here ASAP.

      But this office is my last stop. My heart beating fast, I pocket the keys and turn, giving the black globe mounted on the ceiling a thumbs up before facing the door again.

      I nudge at the door with my boot. No tennis shoes for this gal. A kick to the groin of an attacker is best done with boots.

      The door swings open, and I push my cart inside the office. Over the threshold, I stop.

      A man is sitting behind the desk with his hands tented over his mouth. The intensity in his stare sends an unexpected surge of electric awareness through me.

      Have we met before tonight? A woman can’t forget his type of sexy. Those big capable hands and the bulging muscles of his arms beneath his well-fitted suit… I clear my throat.

      “I’m sorry, I thought everyone left. I can come back.”

      My gaze shoots to the view outside his window. I hope he doesn’t misread my discomfort for interest.

      “Yes, give me thirty-minutes.”

      Avoiding his gaze, I back the cart out and park it next to an overstuffed chair in the lobby.

      If my friend Izzy were here, she’d say Mr. Mysterious 1106 is to die for with his piercing stare and sculpted good looks. I’d tell her every good-looking guy can go to Hell. Good-looking guys are nothing but trouble. I’m confident of that truth though I can’t remember the reason.

      I glance in the direction of the office. The silence unnerves me.

      Who’s the new suit? Is he renting the space for the long term? Most importantly, how often will he be working late?

      “If you need to go, you can clean while I work,” he calls out from inside his office.

      I contain the urge to do a happy dance.

      “I’ll be quick,” but thorough.

      As I change out the trash bags, I sneak what I hope are discreet peeks at him. I’m not mentally prepared for another surprise. One move from him toward me and I’m out of there.

      I vacuum next, giving him zero chance of speaking to me. I’m not ready to make conversation. When I’m done, I attempt a quiet getaway. Too bad life doesn’t revolve around what I want.

      “Do you like your job, Miss?” he says from behind me.

      His business-like tone grates on my nerves. I face him. “I’m not old enough to be a Miss.”

      “Nothing against older women but with that tight bun and ugly owl glasses, you’ve got to be what, forty?”

      There’s a sane reason for my appearance and that reason is none of his business. Perturbed, I muster my courage and storm toward him. I smack my palms on his desk and lean in, ready to give him a piece of my mind, a smartass comment. But one look into his eyes and I can’t speak. The shade, a light green with flecks of gold, is familiar.

      Before I can pinpoint where I’ve seen those eyes, he has the nerve to flick a finger across my nose. I lurch back, his touch setting off another round of familiarity deep inside me. I’m positive we’ve never met.

      Without answering his questions, I say a shaky, “Have a nice night,” grab my cart and hurry for the elevators.

      Heavy footsteps follow close behind me.

      Suddenly, I’m back in the pitch black of night, running down a side street searching for help. Rough hands grab me by the waist and hurl me to the ground. My head hits pavement and I see stars. Boots come at me from all sides. I shield my face with my hands.

      The memory is vivid and a cold sweat sweeps over my body. God, I’m going to be sick.

      Willing myself to calm my shaken nerves, I stop at the elevators and hit the button several times. The elevators aren’t moving fast enough. I face the stranger. In my grip is the key for the cleaning closet, its jagged edge pointed upward.

      He approaches with slow, cautious steps.

      My attention drops to his arms. They hang loose at his sides and his fingers are unclenched. But I remember how much pain a man’s open palm can inflict. He notices where I’m looking.

      For a second, I glimpse a burst of anger darkening his face before he blinks, and coolly says, “I apologize for my behavior.”

      He looks at the key in my hand. “I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s no business of mine how old you are or whether you like your job or not. I’m just making conversation.”

      The elevator doors open and without responding, I rush inside, keeping the cart between me and him. When the doors close, and he’s out of sight, I slump against the cool metal interior and try to go to a happier place.

      A memory of my friend Izzy’s beaming smile from one of—I’m certain—many birthday’s I’ve celebrated with her comes to mind. I’d planted her favorite herbs in a barrel planter. She’d said my gift made her year. Izzy loves to cook.

      By the end of my shift, my nerves are back to normal, as though my time with the mysterious stranger didn’t happen. Until the elevator doors open and Natalie pulls me into her arms for a hug. Then I remember every small detail including how the stranger’s hair curled around the upturned corner of his collar.

      “Are you okay?”

      My face heats in embarrassment. Of course she’ll ask.  While I was talking myself down from an anxiety attack, I’ve forgotten the security cameras.

      “I’m fine.” I pat her on the back. I’m not a hugger. Natalie, though, she is so a hugger. “Thanks for asking.”

      “No love at first sight?” She laughs at my awkward pats and let go, pushing the button for the underground garage. “He’s drool worthy.”

      “Looks aren’t everything.”

      “Says the woman that’s caught the looker’s attention.” Natalie glances sidelong at me. Her smile can land her a modeling contract.

      “Why are you working here,”—during the dead hours of three to eleven pm—“when you can be in front of a camera?” She told me she was a beauty pageant contestant.

      The men’s stares annoy Natalie as much as the marriage proposals do. I’m glad she gets all of the attention.

      Natalie and I are opposites. She’s tall and fit. I’m petite and too thin. My friend Connor likes to order me everything supersized.

      Natalie has long blond hair she keeps pulled back in a ponytail. The strands are a natural mix of dirty and light blond. I have my monotone black hair piled high on top of my head.

      Her eyes are hazel one moment and a darker green the next depending on her moods. Mine is a boring brown.

      “I don’t need a camera to show me what my guy already appreciates. He loves me for me, and that’s enough.”

      Lucky her. The elevator doors open and we head for her car.

      “And I like my job.” She hits the key fob. “Gets me closer to being a cop. Figure I’d do my time keeping people in buildings safe first.”

      I’d love to be as brave as Natalie but being brave means taking risks. After losing pieces of my memory for a chance on someone or something that for the life of me I can’t remember, I’m done with putting myself out there. Except for doing things I know won’t get me beat up and lying on pavement, near death.

      “I have something for you.”

      Seated inside Natalie’s car, I search my backpack and find her present wedged between a romance novel and my squished lunch bag. I change my mind and give Natalie her birthday present early.

      “I was going to give it to you after you got back from your ultra-romantic getaway.” She rolls her eyes, and I hold back my smile. “But that’s in two weeks and Connor’s coming home, and he takes up my time and—” I shove the package into her hands. “Just open it. It’s from Connor and me.”

      She opens the package and stares at it before pressing the picture frame to the spot above her heart. The picture is of Natalie and her dog, Gracie, as a pup, sitting on the beach watching the sailboats. In the clouds is the face of an older Gracie, photoshopped in by Connor, keeping watch. Natalie’s Golden Retriever passed away a few weeks ago.

      “The gift’s cheesy.” Avoiding eye contact, I cram the wrapping paper into my backpack. “I just thought⁠—”

      My words get muffled in her hair as she pulls me in for a hug. Wow, two hugs in one night. This is a record for us. I pull back and give her arm a quick pat.

      “I love it, Vy. It’s not cheesy at all. Thank you.” Her green eyes gleam.

      “I had a pet frog. He lived in my bathroom. I think my mom got tired of the croaking and flushed him. I’m sure it’s not the same. Gracie was your baby.”

      What the—? I clasp my backpack to my chest. Why do I remember something so insignificant?

      “I’m sorry for your loss.” I zip close the backpack. Memories of my past come to me at all times. I don’t know what to do with them other than to file them away in the back of my mind.

      “She was old.” Natalie puts the frame back in the box and sets it behind my seat. “But an expected loss is still a loss.”

      Her words tremble. I reach out and pat her hand. Giving me a slight smile, she puts the car in reverse, shifts into drive and cruises out of the garage.

      Relaxing in the seat, I think over what Natalie said. An expected loss is still a loss. In her voice was a deep sadness that I don’t remember feeling. Even missing chunks of my memory hasn’t made me experience a crushing emptiness inside that can drop me to my knees.

      I glance out the window. I’m definitely not normal.

      “Who’s the new guy?”

      Why does the stranger make me feel things I haven’t felt since the assault—a fluttering awareness low in my belly, the extra beats of my heart, a dizziness from just being near him, and that brush of softness from his fingertip? I inwardly sigh at my absurd idea of him finding me attractive.

      “Brooks Hunter.”

      His name doesn’t jolt my memories.

      “He’s been renting the office for the past week. He’s out of there by five.”

      Before I can make it to that floor. What made tonight different that he stayed late?

      “You didn’t think to tell me someone new is on that floor?”

      Downtown Portland disappears behind us, replaced by neighborhood streets lined with houses of different styles. My favorite is the Craftsman homes with their open porches, solid columns and sloped roof. The style reminds me of fairy tale cottages nestled in the woods.

      Not that I believe in fairy tales.

      “He’s harmless, Vy.”

      “You know this how?”

      “He introduced himself his first day, on his way out the door. I didn’t get any creep vibes from him, okay?”

      Natalie does have more experience with men than I do. Trusting her creep meter, I nod. She smiles and turns on the radio. I wait for the usual pieces to fall into place.

      The music comes on, an infectious beat I smile to as Natalie sings off-key. Soon she moves her upper body side-to-side. My grin grows wider. Natalie loves to sing and dance and I love to listen and watch her be happy.  We continue like this for the rest of the drive.

      “Promise me you’ll call a cab if you’re uncomfortable taking the bus.” She turns off the music. We’re parked in front of the mother-in-law apartment I’m renting.

      “Of course.” It’s nice and warm inside the car. I’m not looking forward to my cold apartment. “Have fun on your trip. You deserve the time off.”

      Since moving to Portland and working for the same company as Natalie, I notice she doesn’t take long vacations. Three days top is her usual.

      “Say the words, Vy.” The engine hums and she’s hugging the steering column. “All of it.”

      I avoid her sideways glance. “I promise I’ll take the cab if the bus freaks me out.” I cross my fingers behind my back.

      Eyes narrowed, Natalie wedges her hand between my back and the seat. Her fingers graze mine.

      I heave a sigh of defeat. “Caught.” I’d rather ride with a busload of strangers than risk getting into a cab late at night with a man.

      She pulls her hand away. “You can’t fool me or Izzy and Connor.”

      “Ooh, all of my besties grouped in one sentence.”

      “I’m serious, Vy. We’ve known you for too long.”

      Apparently we all terrorized the same neighborhood together, a time I can’t recall no matter how often my friends bring up the subject.

      “Natalie?”

      “Hmm?”

      “If we’ve been friends since the third grade, why ask for promises I won’t make?”

      A sad smile crosses her face and disappears as suddenly as it appears. “I was hoping you’d forget being scared and take a chance on something new and different.”

      Natalie’s right. What kind of life am I living if I’m living in fear of the possibility of another assault?

      “While you’re on vacation, I’ll take a chance and try something new, okay?”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes.”

      “Pinky-swear,” Natalie says.

      We pinky-swear.

      A smile that can only be describe as hopeful lights up her face. What is Natalie planning in that head of hers? I untangle my pinky finger from hers and scramble out of the car. Have I given my word without understanding her true intentions? What she says next confirms my suspicion.

      “See you, Violet. Don’t do anything a warm-blooded woman would love to do with the new guy.”

      I’m ready to tell her no way will I let him into my small and safe world when she rolls up the window and drives away. Shaking my head, I let myself into my place. I might not remember pieces of my past but I keep my promises.

      Later, after I shower and crawl into bed, my thoughts drifts to Mr. Mysterious 1106. If I see him again, what will he do or say? Will I even see him? Do I want to see him?

      For goodness sakes, he flicked my nose!

      I flip onto my side and turn off the light. Yep, he’s definitely not in his right mind, giving me enough of a reason to keep my distance.

      Yet why do I have the suspicion that running away from this particular man will only make him chase me more?
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