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      Candace Williams stood in front of Suite 801. One of the top shareholders of the hotel chain, where she was night manager, had rung the front desk and asked for her personally. Uneasiness crept over her. Had her work performance been anything less than stellar? She'd seen him in and out of the hotel lobby all night. Or had something about the hotel upset him so that he'd need to speak with her tonight instead of reporting it to her senior manager the next morning?

      She straightened the collar of her white button-up blouse and smoothed the front of her dark blue skirt. Looking at her watch, she noted she had ten minutes left on her shift. She hoped this wouldn't take too long. It was eight minutes until 11:00. She calmed her nerves and knocked on the door after smoothing her skirt for the third time, hoping to rid her palms of the sweat they were insistent on producing. 

      In their brief introduction that afternoon, she couldn't help but notice he was tall and had richly tanned skinned, maybe of Mediterranean descent. Gray highlights at his temples blended into dark hair. She judged him to be around the age of fifty and still in good shape. Distinguished was the word that came to mind. If she were fifteen years older, she might have found him interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Bare feet caught her attention. She stuck her hand out to introduce herself as she brought her eyes up from the floor she'd been staring at. A slight gasp escaped her lips at seeing his unbuttoned shirt. Did she expect him to still be in a suit at this late hour? His shirt sleeves were casually rolled up to his elbows. He motioned for her to come into the room.

      As he walked on into the room he glanced over his shoulder. "Miss Williams, would you like a glass of wine?"

      The question took her by surprise almost as much as his casual appearance. "No, sir. I'm on the job."

      "Oh, yes. Sorry," he chuckled. "I can have coffee or water brought up to the room."

      "No thanks. Room service ended about an hour ago." She tried to be pleasant, but this was the first private meeting she'd had and she was ready for it to be over. The other owners she'd dealt with were stern business owners. Pleasant, but they got down to business, and coffee or refreshments were already set up. Most of them preferred the business meeting rooms downstairs. Few of them used their suites for business with hotel management. And those who did had an assistant in the room.

      She waited by the door while he poured himself another drink, unsure if she wanted to proceed into the room. Tension crept up her back, into her neck and shoulders. Would it be rude to conduct the whole meeting while standing next to the door? She pushed the thought aside and decided she was being silly. He was a businessman who'd had a long day. Nothing to feel uncomfortable about.

      He glanced over at her, "But I'm an owner."

      "Yes sir, but that staff has already gone home."

      "Hmmm, maybe we'll see about adding on a night shift. I'm sure many guests get hungry or thirsty at night. And we are aiming for five stars, aren't we?"

      "Yes, sir."

      "So, how long have you worked for our company?"

      "Three years," she replied, her voice higher pitched than she intended.

      "Three years. That's quite a while to stay evening manager."

      "The day manager has been here several years longer than I have, and I don't see him changing positions anytime soon."

      He turned and walked toward her, "Surely you've thought of transferring to another one of our properties where you could move up in the company."

      "I like it here," she said. And she did like it here. She'd gone to college here and received her degree in hospitality management. Her best friend was here. There was no reason to uproot herself just to be the head manager when she was content with her job and position for the time being.

      He reached out and touched her arm, "Where are my manners? Come, sit," he said as he walked over and sat down on the bed. She chose a chair at the table in the corner. His brow furrowed before changing into a smile as he spoke. "Hmmm. You wouldn't prefer to be in a tropical paradise instead of on the coast of California?"

      "Maybe later in my career. I have long-term plans. Right now, I'm enjoying the experience I'm gaining by shadowing under the head manager here. He's one of the best in the business."

      The man held up his wine glass, "That he is. But you could have a distinguished career. You're bright. I've looked over your files. And now that I've seen you in person, well, a gorgeous woman like yourself should be in a tropical resort. You would definitely add to the beauty."

      The path of the conversation caused her to shift in her seat. She cleared her throat as she looked at him, "Mr. Hanover, I don't mean to be rude, but what is this about? I have other duties to see to before my shift ends."

      He rose to his feet and walked over to her, "Yes, getting down to business." He stood before her and reached out to touch her face. She jerked her head away from him, standing up as fast as she could. Her heart pounded in her chest as a voice in her head screamed.  Stay calm, she told herself. You've dealt with these kinds of men, except none of them were owners of the company.

      He reached for her face again. She pulled her head back again. What was he up to? He had a provocative look in his eyes. It crossed her mind that this business meeting would not end well.

      He leaned forward to kiss her.

      Instinctively, she pushed him away, keeping her hands in front of her. "Sir, I believe you've had a little too much wine and aren't thinking clearly. I believe we should postpone this meeting until you're sober."

      She headed towards the door, but he lunged at her from behind and grabbed her around the waist, swinging her around towards the room. "Now that's no way to act toward a man who holds your future in his hands."

      She fought, trying to pry his arms from around her waist. Her attempts were in vain. He shoved her forward toward the bed where she landed with her face planted in the white comforter. She tried to turn over quickly to get to her feet again, but the bulk of his body landed on her, pinning her to the bed.

      "Mr. Hanover, your behavior is inappropriate, but I will keep quiet if you stop this now."

      "You won't say a word at all. I'll ruin your career and your life if you breathe one word of this," he said as he ran one hand up her skirt and reached around to grab her breast with the other. She heard the buttons rip from her shirt as she struggled. Forcing her arm out from under her, she brought her elbow up and swung it backwards. She struck him across the side of his face, knocking him off balance. As he rolled to the floor, she sprang up from the bed and ran to the door.

      "Don't expect to have a job in the morning!" He yelled at her.

      She jerked the door open hard and ran towards the elevator.

      As she made it to the ground floor, she looked down at her blouse. At least she had proof of the attack. Or did she? Lawrence Hanover was one of the top shareholders of the company, and he’d threatened to destroy her career. She leaned against the wall and sucked in a breath. Tears filled her eyes as she realized her career was in jeopardy. If pushed on the matter, she could claim someone else had attacked her, but it would be a lie. There was no doubt he could ruin her career and her life.

      The elevator doors opened. She stepped out and headed to the front desk to grab her purse from under the counter. The front desk clerk gasped and put her hands in front of her mouth, her eyes wide with shock as she looked at the ripped blouse. Candace shook her head, showing she didn't want to speak of it. All she wanted was to get out of the place and avoid eye contact with everyone. She left a note for Derek, the night auditor, saying she had to leave early. The humiliation of the truth pinched her chest. How could things go so wrong in such a short time?
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      Candace stepped into the small shower stall. She put her back against the corner and slid down the wall. She'd never felt so violated. Dealing with overly flirtatious men was one thing; this was entirely different. All the times she’d heard news stories of rape victims, she’d never tried to imagine how they felt. She felt cold and calloused at the thought of never having cared that much. Now she had an idea of what it was like. She knew strong women got through it, but right now strength was the one thing she didn't have.
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        * * *

      

      Half the night was spent pacing the floor trying to figure out how to handle the situation. The other half, Candace tried to sleep, but tossed and turned for what seemed like hours on end. After working the evening shift for three years she wasn't used to sleeping until the sun was starting to come up. She lay in bed, her eyes growing sleepy. Finally. The glowing numbers on her clock read six zero zero. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      A shrill noise pierced through her room, startling her awake. She looked around trying to focus her vision and pinpoint the obnoxious sound, her brain full of fog. It took a minute to realize she was in her bed. She looked over at the phone on the table and reached to grab it.

      "Hello?" She squeaked out through a dry, tight throat.

      "Candace, this is Raymond. There's a meeting at nine thirty. You need to be here."

      "Okay," she managed to get out. The line clicked dead, so she placed the phone back on the table and looked at the clock. Eight o'clock. "Uh. How do people live on two hours of sleep?" She threw the covers back and stumbled towards the bathroom. Even though she worked nights, she liked at least six hours of sleep. Puffy, bloodshot eyes stared back at her in the mirror. Crying and lack of sleep did not flatter her looks. Reaching into the drawer, she pulled out the hemorrhoid ointment Minna had given her months ago. It worked for models to help lessen the look of bags under their eyes. It had helped her a time or two, or so she thought. She hoped today was one of those days it worked magic. A glance at the clock told her she'd been looking at herself in the mirror for fifteen minutes. Crap. It would take half an hour to get to the hotel. It left her just enough time to get herself together. Light makeup and a quick brush of her hair would have to suffice. Catching the bus this early in the morning was a pain, or at least catching one that wasn't already full. Raymond was anything but pleasant this morning, so that would make matters worse, trying to figure out how the day would play out. She was sure he had heard of the attack last night and would want her to explain. What would she even say? The truth. That was the best way to handle the situation. Raymond would smooth things over for her, he was a great boss and mentor. 

      She pulled on jeans and a tee-shirt. Comfortable was the way to go after the night she’d had and not knowing what awaited her in the meeting. She slung her purse over her shoulder as she headed out the door. Her favorite coffee shop was between her apartment and the bus stop. An extra large cup was needed today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She arrived at the hotel with ten minutes to spare. As she walked in the door, several people at the front desk looked up at her and then diverted their attention back to their tasks. Derek, the night auditor, was still there almost two hours past his shift. He turned and walked down the hall to the right. The air was ripe with tension.  She sucked in a breath, donned a smile and pleasant demeanor before walking up to greet them. The morning crew tried to be pleasant, but she sensed something was up. They all spoke to her like they were unsure of what to say or how to converse with her. Her heart sank realizing they all knew she'd run out last night in a shambled mess. Would she be able to explain what happened without feeling embarrassed?
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        * * *

      

      Derek returned to the front desk while Candace spoke to the clerk on duty. She looked up and spoke to him. "Good morning, Derek."

      Derek focused serious eyes on her. "They're waiting for you in Meeting Room 3."

      "I guess we'll skip the pleasantries this morning, huh?"

      He shook his head. "Being pleasant won't help today. There's been a lot of yelling. You'd do well to not be late."

      "Excuse me? I'm still a senior manager here and, off-duty or not, you have no reason to be snotty with me." Candace didn't wait for an answer before she headed down the hall to the meeting room. She'd never liked Derek and his pompous attitude didn't cause her to soften to him.

      Room three was at the end of the hall on the left. For the first time since she'd started working here, the hall seemed long and gloomy. Butterflies churned in her stomach. The coffee she'd been sucking down churned in her stomach. That's all she needed, puking in a meeting with her boss. Abandonment issues crept to the forefront of her mind, memories and thoughts she'd pushed aside years ago. Why hadn't Raymond met her in the lobby to get her side of the story before requesting her presence? The question hung in her mind even though she tried to brush it aside. She threw her coffee cup in the trash can she passed in the hall and quietly rapped on the door before opening it.

      She quickly scanned the room. Mr. Hanover was sitting quietly, his legs crossed, hands in his lap. Raymond tried to act casual, but beads of sweat formed on his forehead. This can't be good.

      Mr. Hanover stood, spoke to Raymond, and then strolled past Candace, shaking his head as he walked by and headed out the door. When she heard it click shut behind her, she turned to make sure he'd left before approaching her boss of three years. He didn't want to make eye contact, so she sat across the table from him, hoping to force his attention on her.

      He finally looked up, "Candace, this situation is a mess. What have you done? And why?"

      "What have I done? I was attacked. The only thing I've done wrong is to leave my post. Maybe I should have stayed, but I was so upset."

      A perplexed look crossed his face. "Mr. Hanover claims you tried to seduce him and ripped your shirt when he didn't succumb to your advances."

      Candace jumped to her feet sending her chair backwards into the wall. "I did not try to seduce him. He requested a meeting in his suite. When I got there, he was drinking and physically attacked me. Surely you believe me?"

      Raymond rubbed the sweat from his face. "It doesn't matter. He's requested your termination."

      "This is outrageous, and you know it."

      "The way you ran out of here makes you look guilty, Candace. I can't ignore that, and I can't put my job on the line either."

      It all became very clear. He was letting her down, like her father had done years earlier. The majority of the men in her life had all abandoned her when she needed them most. She’d thought Raymond was different. He had almost felt like a father figure to her. Now history was repeating itself.

      "I'm not asking you to put your job on the line. I am asking that you believe me and stand behind me."

      "That would put my job on the line. I've already been threatened."

      "And you bowed down to it?" The disgust rolled off Candace's lips.

      "I have a wife and kids. I can't afford to start over at this point in my life."

      "And I can? Or am I just expendable?"

      "You're young. You'll find another job."

      Candace thought before replying. Mr. Hanover had threatened to ruin her life and her career. He'd accomplished it in less than twelve hours. "I'm pretty sure Mr. Hanover is not going to make it easy for me to get another job anywhere. He's a major player in this industry and you know it."

      "Perhaps you should consider a career change."

      "Thanks for nothing," Candace said as she turned and headed out the door, slamming it behind her. She loved the hospitality industry and couldn't imagine herself in any other. She could relocate and possibly get rid of the black cloud over her head, but she didn't have the money to move. It would take selling everything she owned for one plane ticket. She couldn't just pack up all she'd worked for. There was no way. The best she could hope for was a job in housekeeping, starting at the very bottom, and everyone knew it was rare for a housekeeper to ever work up past the head of housekeeping.
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