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			CHAPTER ONE

			My cell phone started ringing around four thirty that morning. Cecil must have found my note when he came home from his nightclub and found me gone. I didn’t want to hear anything he had to say, but I knew I had to talk to him eventually so that I could get my things out of his house.

			“Hello.”

			“Where are you, Melanie?”

			“I’m somewhere safe. What do you want?”

			“Why did you run away like a child instead of talking about this like a woman?”

			“You hit me, Cecil.”

			“I’m sorry, baby. Come home and let’s talk. I’m sorry about pushing you.”

			“You slapped me, Cecil, you didn’t push me.”

			“And I’m sorry about that. I was under a lot of pressure and you were being unreasonable and I lost my temper. I’m sorry, Melanie. You know I would never purposely hurt you. Come home, baby, and let’s talk.”

			I didn’t want to give in. I was mad at myself for even considering what he was saying.

			“Come home, Mel. I don’t want to be without you.”

			Cecil was the sweetest-talking man I’d ever met. He was a hustler all the way.

			“Tell you what,” he said. “Just come to the club tomorrow. If nothing else, we’ll settle up and I’ll pay you what I owe you.”

			“All right.”

			There it was: I was giving in to him again.

			I showed up at the South Pole the next afternoon. The gentlemen’s club looked depressing in the daytime, with only a few cars in the parking lot. My face still burned with what I’d done there the night before.

			I hadn’t even known Cecil owned a club when I first met him. I was working for a large Chicago accounting firm as a CPA, a nice safe job I’d had for over six years, but to please him, I ended up leaving that job to keep the books at his club.

			I had been working in the office at the South Pole for about a month when one of the barmaids quit. Cecil asked me to work behind the bar until they hired someone new. Bartending was different. I was out front with the loud music and the garish lights, and the guys were, for the most part, respectful. Cecil made sure they knew that I was off-limits. Bartending was okay for the first week, but when I told Cecil that bartending was not for me, he said he totally understood.

			“Hang in there,” he said. “I extended an offer to someone who will be starting tonight.”

			I was glad, because I’d learned by now that Cecil was stubborn like a pit bull. My relief was very short-lived, though, because he had another surprise for me.

			“While you were at the bar, did you notice how much money the dancers make?”

			“Yeah, I noticed,” I replied cautiously. I felt him leading up to something.

			“Well, I think you can make more money dancing than any woman in here, Melanie.” As I drew back in disgust, he pulled me close. “And I’m not just saying that because you’re my girl. I can’t tell you how many guys have approached me about you. You are in demand, baby. Would you consider dancing?” he asked while tenderly stroking one of my weak spots, the base of my back.

			When I didn’t answer, he placed a humid kiss on my lips and said, “Try it, baby, and if you don’t like it, don’t do it again.” He kissed me again, really making me ache for more. “It’s just that simple,” he whispered in my ear.

			When I finally found my voice, I protested loudly. I was hurt that Cecil would ask such a thing from me.

			I was initially solid with my decision not to dance, but after a couple of evenings of sweet talk, gifts, and passionate lovemaking, I was making my debut appearance on the tawdry stage.

			I was extremely nervous. I looked down in a state of shock at the silver tassels hanging off me. If Cecil hadn’t run off all of my girlfriends, I’m sure someone would have told me not to do it. That was Cecil’s way. He isolated me from everyone I knew in my normal life until I became dependent on him for everything. I got what I deserved for wanting to walk on the wild side.

			Cecil walked into the cheap dressing room, handed me a glass of something, and said, “Drink this, Melanie. You’re on next.”

			I drained the glass of unknown liquor, feeling the burn as it slid down my throat. He looked me up and down, and after his critical perusal he smacked his lips. “You look good, baby, and I know you’re going to make me a lot of money tonight.”

			I walked onto the stage and let the world see what I thought Cecil didn’t want to share.

			I don’t know how I made it through the dance. All of my movements felt mechanical, like I was a life-sized wooden doll. Still, I felt the men groping and feeling me all over. Cecil didn’t mind. He was watching me the whole time from the back of the club.

			When the song ended, I hurried off the stage, feeling low as dirt. Cecil was there waiting.

			He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and said, “Good job, baby. Now listen.” He turned me around to face him. Resting his hands on my shoulders, he said, “One of the customers asked for a private dance.”

			I instantly pulled out of his arms. Taking a few steps back, I met his eyes again. “Cecil, you want me to give someone a private dance?”

			He pulled me close again. “Yeah, baby, we’ve got to keep the customers satisfied.”  Then he whispered, “If dude pay me enough money for a private dance, then you dance. You hear me?”

			I stared at him, not believing him. How had I sunk so low? I finally said, “You go give him that dance, Cecil.”

			I retreated, almost running, back to the office. Cecil was right on my heels.

			As soon as the door closed he yelled at me. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you want to make Big Daddy’s money?”

			Who was this man? I stared at him, not believing he was treating me this way.

			“Why are you doing this, Cecil? I danced onstage in a room full of horny men because you asked me to do it for you. But I’m not giving some strange man a private dance!”

			That’s when he hauled off and slapped me. His stinging fingers had enough force to snap my head to the side. I could feel the burn of every one of his digits.

			“You hit me!” I cried. “Why did you do that? Why are you hitting me?!”

			He put his hand up. “Don’t want to hear it.” He turned and walked out of the office, slamming the door.

			I shed that tacky outfit and put on my own clothes in about ten seconds flat. I grabbed my car keys and headed straight for the back door of that awful place. I drove around aimlessly for at least an hour. This was the bottom for me and I only had myself to blame. I had lost everything that was important to me because I wasn’t smart enough to realize how deeply I was being sucked in by a con man.

			Cecil and I met while I was in a healthy relationship with a longtime boyfriend, and the man I had hoped to marry one day, Michael. Cecil was relentless in his pursuit to spend time with me. He offered to take me to lunch or dinner a couple of times a week even though I told him about my relationship with Michael. He promised that he wasn’t trying to come between us, and that he was only interested in friendship. He said he liked my style. After numerous short conversations, I realized that we’d become friends, after all, so I agreed to have lunch with him. I made sure that he understood that in no way was I interested in going any further.

			Although I was happy in my relationship with Michael, I found Cecil exciting and interesting and thought our lunch dates were harmless. Eventually, Cecil convinced me to have dinner with him. He thought I would enjoy his favorite restaurant, but there was a problem. The restaurant didn’t open until 5 p.m. That meant I had to lie to Michael about my plans so that I could have dinner with Cecil.

			I didn’t usually fall for the lame lines that men used when they were trying to get me in bed. I thought I’d heard them all, but with Cecil, he had a way with words. I enjoyed Cecil’s company and he kept me laughing with his great sense of humor. He was very complimentary and made me feel beautiful.

			Still, I was uncomfortable that entire evening, worried about what Michael might do if he ever found out. I loved him, and I planned to end things with Cecil, but Cecil had other plans.

			Before I had a chance to stop the nonsense, Cecil came to my house and told Michael about us. Michael walked out on me that same day.

			I was devastated. I loved Michael and never thought I would lose him this way. I made numerous calls to him, but he never answered, nor did he return any of my calls. I was surprised that he kept the same number. All this because of a sweet-talking man who now wanted me to dry-hump strangers.

			I decided to return to the club. Getting away from Cecil without a lot of drama called for an exit plan. The first person I saw was the new girl, Benita. She had become quite chummy with Cecil. I wondered if he would soon be taking her out for lunches and dinners.

			Cecil looked up when I walked in. “I need you to dance tonight, baby. Some of the guys are asking for you. Can you?”

			He said that like nothing had transpired between us a few hours earlier. “No, Cecil. I’m not doing that anymore,” I said as I sat down and turned on the computer.

			I was shocked when he pulled me out of the chair by my hair. I grunted in pain when my knee hit the side of the desk before I fell to the floor.

			This time I wasn’t scared, I was mad as hell. I tried to stand, but he tightened his grip in my hair and proceeded to drag me down the hall. Other employees stood lined up along the walls and watched me crawl to keep up with him. I saw Benita standing at the end of the hall with a huge smile on her face. When we reached his office, he slammed the door behind us and got in my face screaming.

			“What the fuck did I tell you about talking back to me, Melanie? I told you that I need you to dance tonight.”

			I was finally able to get to my feet. I was crying as I straightened my clothes and fixed my hair. I walked promptly toward the door. “I’m done with this, Cecil. I can’t do this anymore.”

			He grabbed my arm and said, “Have you lost your fuckin’ mind? You don’t leave until I tell you to leave, and if I say you’re dancing, then you’re dancing.”

			I just stared at him.

			“Now sit your ass down and wait for me. I’ll walk you to your dressing room so you can get dressed.”

			“I said no, Cecil.”

			He slapped me so hard my earring flew out of my ear and my hair fell into my face. He dragged me to his desk and practically threw me in the chair. “Now sit down and stay there.”

			That was the last time he was going to hit me. I immediately slipped my hand in the desk drawer and felt around . . . until I found the gun that I knew he kept there. I felt the cold steel as I pulled out the .38-caliber pistol. In one motion I stood up and pointed the gun at him.

			He chuckled. “Put that shit down, bitch, before I take it away from you and beat you to death with it.”

			I was so afraid of what Cecil might do that I slowly lowered the gun. He came toward me, open contempt written all over his face. That was it. I was so done with giving in to a man who seemed to enjoy beating me.

			He reached for me and with an awkward movement I raised the gun again, this time pulling the trigger. Since I didn’t know how to aim the thing, and with its recoil, I shot Cecil in the thigh. About three inches away from where I should have shot him, if I had been thinking straight.

			The office door flew open and Benita rushed in. When she saw Cecil on the floor holding his leg, she started screaming. I stood silently staring at Cecil, twisting in pain.

			“Call nine-one-one!” he shouted. “Call nine-one-one!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			At first I was placed under arrest. That was before Myles Cochran, Chicago police superintendent, happened to show up at the police station that evening. He was an old friend, and when he saw me, his eyes bucked in recognition. I was handcuffed and headed to lockup.

			Myles gestured to the officer, and I was told to sit in one of the empty chairs.

			I studied him as he asked the officer the particulars of my arrest. Damn! He was still a very handsome man. He stood at least six foot four. My eyes scanned his muscular chest and flat abs, and I noticed how his muscles flexed under his white dress shirt when he clasped the officer on the shoulder. I raised my eyes to his face again. Myles had always been a very serious man. He didn’t tolerate nonsense. I moved restlessly in my seat when he glanced at me and frowned.

			He walked over to where I sat and told the officer to remove the handcuffs. “So, what’s going on, Melanie? I wasn’t aware you even knew how to fire a weapon.”

			I started crying.

			He extended his hand to help me out of the chair and said, “Come on.” He pointed to an empty office. “Let’s go in here and talk.”

			He turned to the officer and said, “When you finish your report, bring it to me.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			I was wearing a pair of skintight jeans and a halter top that showed more cleavage than what was respectable. My breasts were barely contained. That was what Cecil liked, and in the environment of the strip club I’d gotten used to dressing that way.

			When I walked into the office behind Myles, he handed me his jacket to cover myself, which made me even more ashamed.

			After covering myself, I sat in one of the two chairs in the room. He sat on the edge of the desk and said, “What’s going on, Mel?”

			Our eyes met and I said in a whisper, “I’m so embarrassed to be here.”

			“What’s going on?” he asked, a little firmer the second time.

			I looked away from his intense gaze and focused my attention on the activity outside the door. Yet that wasn’t helping anything. I had to come clean with him.

			I looked him in the eye and said, “I don’t regret what I’ve done.”

			“Officer White said you shot Cecil Patrick. Why? What association do you have with him?”

			“He was my man.”

			He looked surprised. “Excuse me!” he practically shouted. “You do know who he is, don’t you?”

			Embarrassed again, I said, “His business didn’t affect me until he started trying to put me up on his stage.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			I told him a little about our relationship.

			“Melanie, Cecil Patrick is the biggest strip club owner in town. How could you not have known that?”

			“I know now, Myles. I didn’t think him owning a strip club would lead to him hitting me and forcing me to dance.”

			Myles couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “This doesn’t sound like you at all. Have you been on the street?”

			“No.”

			“What has he made you do?”

			“Dance.”

			“Is that it? Have you had sex for money?”

			I quickly told him that I had not. “I didn’t like dancing and I told him that I didn’t want to do it anymore.”

			“What happened when you refused?”

			“He hit me. He dragged me by my hair and hit me and threw me down in the chair behind his desk and there it was.”

			“What?” he asked, growing interested in my story.

			“The gun he kept in his desk drawer. When he reached for me, I picked it up and pointed it at him. He told me to give it to him or he would beat me to death. I almost gave in, but I knew that he would hit me either way, so I pulled the trigger.”

			Myles was pissed. “Wait here, Melanie. I’ll be back in a minute.”

			I sat patiently, trying to recollect personal things about Myles. He had grown children who were my age. A friend who knew that Myles and I dated years ago told me that Myles’s wife died in a car crash almost two years ago.

			I came out of my reverie when Myles returned. “Cecil is out of surgery,” he announced. “He is expected to make a full recovery. He’s been charged with assault and possession of an unregistered firearm.”

			For the first time I thought about the consequences of my actions, but before I could ask, Myles said, “I don’t expect you to be charged. I’ll speak to the state’s attorney on your behalf.”

			Knowing the police superintendent had its rewards. “Thank you.”

			He reached for his car keys and said, “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

			I started crying again. I hadn’t had time to find a place.

			He released a sigh of frustration. “What’s wrong now?”

			“I’ve been living with Cecil, and I don’t want to go back there.”

			“Do you have any friends that you can stay with until you get a place of your own?”

			“No. Not anymore. Cecil made sure he isolated me from everyone and I acted so stupid, if I were them I wouldn’t bother with me, either. Can you take me to a hotel?”

			He shook his head slightly, dismissing that option. “Let’s go.”

			We walked out of the station to his car, parked in front of a fire hydrant. Once we got inside, he said, “Mel, I’m taking you to my house. I don’t know if you heard, but Claire passed a few years ago, so I have plenty of space. You have to promise, though, that you’re going to work on getting back on your feet.”

			“I will,” I said softly. “I’m sorry about Claire.”

			He didn’t respond.

			I didn’t know how to feel about Myles’s offer. Perhaps sensing that doubt, he said, “I shouldn’t have been involved with you years ago, Mel. I was married to Claire and you were too young for me.”

			His admission allowed me to put the affair in better perspective. “That was a long time ago. I don’t think our age difference meant much, because what we had was meaningful. I don’t feel bad about being involved with you, although I was wrong for continuing to see you after finding out that you were married.”

			We were both quiet for a few minutes before I said, “Thank you for taking me in.”

			Myles became stern again. “If you don’t think you can walk away from Cecil, tell me now. I can’t have a bunch of nonsense in my life. I’m doing this for you because of our past relationship.”

			I turned to face him with tears in my eyes. “I’m so ready for a change. I’m sorry to pull you into my mess. I’ve been so stupid.”

			He was glad to hear I was sounding more like my old self. “Don’t beat yourself up. You know where you went wrong and you are willing to work on getting back on track; that’s what’s important. I’ll take you shopping for new clothes.”

			“That’s not necessary. I have lots of clothes at Cecil’s house that I want to get.”

			His expression became rock hard, and I knew that didn’t bode well for Cecil. “We’ll go by there and get your things tomorrow. Let’s get you settled and we’ll deal with everything else later. Okay?”

			“Okay.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			When we arrived at Myles’s beautiful gated community, I felt safe. I thought his large home was a lot of space for one person, but when I was involved with him years ago, we talked a lot about his parents and his privileged upbringing. His family owned a chain of luxury hotels that his brothers oversaw. Myles was never interested in the day-to-day details of running the family business.

			We toured the entire house, including the outside grounds. The yard was professionally landscaped and looked like an extension of the house. There was a large in-ground swimming pool, a privacy fence surrounding the property, and lots of shrubbery, which kept the yard secluded. There was a fireplace, water fountain, beautiful plants and flowers everywhere, a hammock, a couple of chaise lounges, and a huge outdoor kitchen.

			He showed me to a beautifully decorated bedroom that he said was mine for as long as I needed it. He glanced at my skimpy outfit. “There are clothes in the closet that you can wear. Do you have a lot to get from your place?”

			“Yes. I’ll need to get a storage space. I took a lot of my things from my apartment to Cecil’s house when I moved, and I want everything out of there. I’ll call around for a rental unit and a U-Haul so that I’ll be prepared when I go by there tomorrow.” A shadow of fear flickered in my consciousness. “Are you going with me?”

			“Yes, of course. Plus, I’ll make sure there’s a patrol car posted right in his driveway.”

			“Okay.”

			“Why don’t you go on and get cleaned up and I’ll put something together to eat. Are you hungry?”

			“Yes, I’m starved.” I took off his jacket and handed it to him. “Thank you for everything, Myles.”

			He looked me up and down and said, “You’re welcome.”

			• • •

			I found a few things in the closet that I could wear, though Myles’s wife was shorter than me and a size smaller. Oh well, I thought, at least I’m used to tight outfits. I showered and slipped on a pair of sweatpants that fit like a glove and a T-shirt that was too short. I found a tank top in the drawer to wear under the T-shirt, since the halter top that I wore earlier didn’t require me to wear a bra; this was my only solution for now. It didn’t look trashy but was definitely eye-catching.

			When I found my way to the patio, Myles had his back to me and was removing steaks from the grill.

			“Can I help with something?”

			He turned toward me when he heard my voice. He gave me a complete once-over, seeming surprised that the T-shirt could look so good.

			“If you don’t mind putting a salad together,” he said, “that would be great. Everything else is just about done.”

			“Okay.”

			I went into the kitchen and began chopping ingredients for the salad. As I would have expected, everything was in an assigned place. Myles came in and took plates, silverware, and two wineglasses out of the drawers and cabinets.

			“Red or white wine?”

			“White.”

			When I finished preparing the salad, I took the bowl, tongs, salad dressing, and salad bowls outside. I placed everything on the table and Myles put the platter with steaks and baked potatoes wrapped in foil alongside it.

			“Let’s eat.”

			We sat and began fixing our plates. When I looked up, I found Myles staring at me. I gave him a weak smile and prepared to answer the questions I knew were coming. Myles had a way of interrogating people.

			He began cutting his steak. “I called the hospital. Cecil will be released in the morning. He’ll probably be home when we go to get your things. Are you prepared to see him?”

			“Yes,” I said defiantly. “I have no desire to be with him again, nor do I want to talk to him, if that’s what you’re thinking. I just want to get my things and move in the right direction.”

			“Have you thought about work?”

			“Yes.” In fact, I had been thinking about it all during my shower. “I’m sure I can find work as a CPA somewhere.”

			“I know the owner of an accounting firm who is looking for help. I’ll set up a meeting.”

			Here was the opportunity I needed to get my life back on track. I would finally be free of Cecil. Plus, I didn’t want Myles to regret taking me in.

			“Thank you. I really appreciate your help, Myles.” And I did. I needed to find a place to live and make enough money to cover my expenses. I had a car payment, credit cards, and other bills.

			“I’ll be looking to invest in a condo or something manageable. I like this area, actually, but I doubt if I can afford anything around here.”

			“Purchasing your own home is a good idea. I never liked the idea of renting. I’ll call Harry tomorrow to see if you two can work something out as far as employment.”

			“Thank you so much for everything, Myles. I’ll do my best not to disappoint you again.”

			“I’m not disappointed, Melanie,” he said, though that flinty look returned to his face.

			After dinner, we relaxed on the patio. I found a book to read from Myles’s library and he read the paper.

			“I wanted to tell you that I was very proud when you were appointed superintendent.”

			He laid the paper down. “It was a huge honor to get the appointment, too. It’s been hard, though.”

			“Well, this is right up your alley, Myles. Full control.”

			His eyebrows shot up. “Full control. What does that mean?”

			“Stop playing,” I said lightly. “I know how much you like to take control.”

			He didn’t have a response because he knew what I said was true.

			“Are you a granddad yet?”

			That brought a huge smile to his face. “Yes, I am. Charles got married since we last talked, and he and his wife have three children, Jason, Erica, and Mylee.”

			“Three grandkids.”

			“So far. I’m expecting more, eventually.”

			I was ready for bed by nine o’clock. It had been a long, draining day. It wasn’t often I shot someone, went to jail, and then was fed a steak dinner. I excused myself and told Myles that I would see him in the morning. I heard him when he came up to bed about an hour later. He told me that he watched the news every night before bed and that the TV generally watched him after that.

			• • •

			I got up early the next morning and I felt great. It was the best night of sleep I’d had in months. To show my appreciation, I wanted to have breakfast ready when Myles came downstairs for work. I appreciated finding a new toothbrush on the bathroom counter. After brushing my teeth and washing my face, I slipped into another pair of sweats and T-shirt from one of the dresser drawers.

			The kitchen was a chef’s dream. The refrigerator was fully stocked with all of the ingredients I needed to make a hearty breakfast. Deciding to ask him what he would prefer instead of making a bunch of food that he might not want, I headed upstairs.

			“Hey.”

			I turned to find Myles standing at the bottom of the stairs dressed in a pair of shorts and a tank top. Sweat was running down his face and his shirt was stained with sweat. When I was finally able to pull my eyes away from his body, I managed to say, “Hey,” in return.

			“You’re up awfully early.”

			“Uh. Yeah. I wanted to fix breakfast. I was headed upstairs to take your order.”

			“Really?” he said, smiling. “You’re going to cook breakfast?”

			“Yes. You sound surprised.” I headed back down the stairs and stopped on the last step. We stood eye to eye. “You’re not a street eater, are you?”

			He looked sheepish and said, “I try not to eat in the streets too much, but sometimes I can’t avoid it.”

			I moved past him and continued walking toward the kitchen. “I like to cook, so while I’m here I’ll make sure you have home-cooked meals. It’s the least I can do.”

			“If you want to cook, Mel, feel free to do so. I definitely won’t stop you, but I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

			“Okay. So, eggs, sausage, hash browns, toast? Is that okay?”

			“Yes. That sounds great!” He started up the stairs.

			“What time are we going by my place?”

			“I need to go into the office first, take care of a few things, and get a grip on what’s happened overnight. I’ll call you before I return to pick you up. Make sure you answer the phone.”

			Ignoring his commanding tone, I said, “Okay. Go on and take your shower. Breakfast will be ready when you return.”

			After Myles left for work, I sat at the breakfast bar. Looking around his beautiful home, I wondered if Claire had done the decorating. Were these her plates, glasses, and silverware? Did I sleep on sheets she bought? Did she plant the flowers in the garden? I suddenly felt out of place and wanted more than ever to stand on my own two feet again. Signs that a woman once made this place her home were evident everywhere, and I wondered how Myles dealt with his loss. Prompted to action by that thought, I hopped up and cleaned the kitchen. Once the kitchen was spotless, I headed upstairs for a shower.

			Wrapped in a towel, I searched through the clothes in the closet and found a beautiful sundress. It was the only item I found that had a decent enough fit to wear outdoors. Unfortunately, the only shoes I had were my white tennis shoes.

			Myles called a couple of hours later to say that he was on his way to pick me up. I was nervous about seeing Cecil and decided to relax on the patio and read to keep my mind off things. I was still reading when Myles arrived.

			“You ready to go, Mel?” he asked when he found me on the patio.

			“Yes.”  When I stood up, he stared at me for a long moment and then said, “That dress looks great on you.”

			“Thank you. I hope my wearing it doesn’t bring back unsettling memories.”

			He quickly said, “No, not at all. I hadn’t seen the dress in a long time and I remember how much I used to like it.”

			“I can change if you feel uncomfortable.”

			“No, please don’t. I bought it for Claire when I went to Cancún for a conference about five years ago. I guess after seeing it again, lots of memories came flooding back. They are good memories and I’m happy to see the dress again. Believe me, I’m very happy to see you in it.”

			“Okay, Myles,” I said skeptically.

			I hoped Cecil wouldn’t be home. I didn’t want any trouble; I just wanted to get my things and go. After I gave Myles the address, we rode silently to Cecil’s house.

			“He made bail this morning, so he’s probably at home,” Myles said when the car stopped in front of the house.

			I looked at the redbrick townhouse nervously. Seeing the garage door up and Cecil’s car parked inside confirmed that he was indeed home. The multiple cars in the driveway belonged to his two sisters and his best friend, Ron. There was also a squad car parked across the street, right behind a U-Haul truck.

			Myles got out first. I was nervous when he opened my door and extended his hand. “Come on, Mel.”

			I placed my hand in his and stepped out of the car. I felt secure while holding Myles’s hand, but not wanting Cecil to get the wrong idea and think that I needed Myles for strength, I let my hand slip from his grip.

			He began walking toward the door but soon noticed that I wasn’t behind him. I stood beside the car staring at my shoes. He walked back and stood in front of me. “I know you’re nervous, but the sooner you get this done, the sooner it will be over.”

			When I didn’t look up, he put his finger under my chin and I looked into his eyes. “I’m here for you and I promise not to let him hurt you again. Okay?”

			With that promise of protection, I smiled. “Okay, Myles. Thank you.”

			“It’s my pleasure.”

			And I knew it was truly his pleasure. Myles was always the knight in shining armor type, and this situation was perfect for him to exude his masculinity.

			We walked into the house together. Cecil was lying on the couch in the living room with his leg propped up on the coffee table. His sister Gwen was sitting next to him, and his other sister, Lori, was coming out of the kitchen.

			I grew nervous under Cecil’s piercing stare. I turned away and said to Myles, “I’m going upstairs to gather my things.”

			He hadn’t moved from his position at the door. He crossed his arms over his chest, giving everyone in the room a disapproving stare, particularly Cecil. “I’ll wait here until you tell me you need my help.”

			“Okay.” I ran upstairs before Cecil could say anything to me. Once in my bedroom, I started pulling clothes out of the closet. After getting my luggage out of the closet in the spare bedroom, I filled it with things I would need to get me through. I packed my toiletries in the luggage, secured my jewelry chest to take along with me in my car, and filled garment bags with as many items as I could.

			I heard Myles talking, but I was unable to make out what he was saying.

			A short time later I came to the top of the stairs and called, “Myles!”

			He looked up.

			“Can you let the moving guys in and ask them to bring the boxes out of the moving truck?”

			Before he could answer, Cecil shouted, “What are you doing, Melanie?”

			“I’m moving out!” I shouted back.

			“Come here and let me talk to you for a moment.”

			I looked at Myles before coming down the stairs. Gwen got up and walked over to Myles and said, “Who are you, her dad?”

			“I’m a friend.”

			“He’s the superintendent of police, Gwen. I’m sure you’ve seen him on TV. Superintendent Cochran,” Cecil said contemptuously.

			“Oh snap, that is you, ain’t it?” She raised an appreciative eyebrow while looking Myles up and down.

			Myles gave Cecil a hard look but didn’t say anything. Instead, he walked to the door and signaled for the moving guys to come inside.

			Before I could escape upstairs again, Cecil asked, “Are you sure you want to go, Mel? You know, I understand why you did what you did, and I promise you, baby, the bad stuff that happened between us will never happen again.” He glanced at Myles and then continued. “I don’t expect you to do any of that stuff. If you don’t want to work, then don’t. I’ll take care of you.”

			I saw Gwen roll her eyes. She never liked me and always told Cecil not to do anything for me. She accused me of being a gold digger.

			I almost laughed. Now that I had found a way out, I would not look back. “No, I’m done. I’ll get my things and go.”

			“Just like that, huh?”

			“Just like that.”

			Myles silently watched our exchange. When the moving guys came inside, I was happy for the chance to escape any further conversation with Cecil. I rushed the guys upstairs and started directing them to the items I was taking out. Myles helped me pack the rest of my things in the boxes.

			I loaded my car with luggage and other personal items. Everything else was going into storage. After retrieving numerous items from the kitchen and things I had stored in the basement, I looked around once more to make sure I had everything. Finally, I removed Cecil’s house keys from my key ring and placed them on the kitchen counter.

			He made one last attempt. Calling out from the couch, he said, “That’s it, huh, Mel?”

			I was confident with my decision to end things, so I simply said, “Yes.”

			I knew Cecil wanted to get me alone so that he could attempt to sweet-talk me into staying, but being incapacitated left him powerless. It was killing him not being able to stand eye to eye with Myles, too. He prided himself on being intimidating.

			I led Myles to the garage, where my car was parked. Standing by the car door, Myles reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out several items. He took my hand and placed a key card inside for the entry gate to his property, a garage door opener, and door keys.

			I closed my hand around the items and listened while he explained. “I made space for you in the garage. Your name is listed at the guardhouse just in case you have trouble using the gate key, and you have keys to the door. Also, and this is the last thing and the most important, on this piece of paper is the alarm code. I’m hoping you can memorize it and throw this piece of paper out. I don’t like to leave a paper trail, and I see”—he tilted his head toward the house—“that mack daddy in there has the same system here, so I’m sure you know how to use it.”

			“Yes, I know how to use it. Thank you again for everything, Myles.”

			“You’re welcome. The keypad is by the wall switch in the kitchen when you come in through the garage. I’m going back to the office, but the guys driving the U-Haul will take your things to your storage space and return the key to me. So you go on home and get situated and I’ll see you later.”

			I was thankful for his help in making this trip I’d been dreading so easy, and I cheerfully offered, “I’ll fix you a nice dinner this evening. I want to show you how much I appreciate your help.”

			A frown appeared on his face. “Don’t worry about it, Mel. I have a date, so I won’t be eating with you.”

			A date. I hadn’t thought about a woman in Myles’s life. I suddenly felt like an intruder. Worse, I felt like a freeloader. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

			Myles didn’t budge until I pulled out of the garage and was on my way.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			I stopped at a local deli and picked up a turkey sub and a bag of chips. When I arrived at Myles’s house, I used the private gate entrance and everything worked just as he described. After hauling everything inside, I grabbed a bottle of water and sat on the patio and ate my lunch.

			Myles came home a couple of hours later, and we talked briefly. He wanted to make sure I was comfortable. I assured him that everything was good before he went inside to get ready for his date.

			About an hour and a half later, Myles stepped onto the patio and said, “Mel, I’m on my way out. If you need me for anything, call me on my cell phone.”

			I kept my voice perfectly neutral, like a friend. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”

			After Myles left, I closed up the house and went upstairs to prepare for my interview the next day. I hooked up my laptop to update and print my resume.

			I chose to wear the same navy blue suit I had worn to the successful interview I had at the last accounting firm I worked for. After running my hands through my hair, I was happy that I made an appointment for an early morning wash and blow-dry and an appointment to get a manicure.

			Once I went to bed, it seemed like hours passed while I lay in bed staring at the ceiling. I thought about all of the dirty things Cecil had done to me. It was weird, but I missed him. I wanted to call him. I wanted him to explain to me why he treated me the way he had. I thought he loved me. I allowed myself to be abused to make him happy. I was so into making him happy that I lost respect for myself, and that was what bothered me the most.

			Uncomfortable, I turned over onto my side. I had often wondered if my life would have been different if I had been raised by my parents. They were killed in a car crash when I was two years old. I had many pictures of them and would sometimes stare at them for hours at a time, but I was young when they died and I had no clear memory of them. They were both French Creole, and from my pictures I saw that I inherited my hazel eyes from my mom and my light brown skin tone from my dad. My hair was fine and curly, and I wore it straightened and at shoulder length most of the time. The highlights matched my eyes.

			After my parents died, my father’s sister, Aunt Allison, took me into her home with her husband, Uncle Jack, and my cousin Nicole. Nicole, who was one year older, was more of a sister than a cousin and I was happy to have her to grow up with.

			I knew early on that I was different. Uncle Jack made it clear to everyone that I was not his daughter. I once overheard him complaining about taking me in without having access to my trust fund and how unfair it was that he had to feed and clothe me and not be compensated for it. Although Aunt Allison did her best to show me love, I always knew that Uncle Jack didn’t want me there. I’d go out of my way to make him proud, but nothing I did was ever good enough. I had good grades, and knowing Uncle Jack worked with my dad as an accountant, I proudly announced that an accountant was what I wanted to become, too, but that didn’t matter, either. He only saw me as a burden, nothing more. On his accounting table, I was a long-running debit.

			Uncle Jack died of a heart attack when Nicole and I were in high school. I felt sorry for Aunt Allison because she was sad and cried often. She missed having Uncle Jack around to take care of things.

			We’d lived in New Orleans all of our lives, but Aunt Allison couldn’t stand the memories and moved us to upstate New York, where she had friends and where she decided to buy a country inn. I was very happy to leave the memories of Uncle Jack behind and start over in a new place.

			The weather was a hard change for us, coming from a warm climate, but we quickly made the adjustment.

			My aunt often told stories about my parents and how beautiful my mom was. She said I was the spitting image of her, and when boys started coming around for me and Nicole, Aunt Allison had her hands full.

			She also told stories about how my father had to fight more than once to stake his claim to my mom and that he was very possessive, but proud to have my mom as his wife. From the pictures I had of my parents, I knew she told the truth when she said that my dad was quite handsome, too, and that my mother had her own troubles with the women in our New Orleans neighborhood. I’d stare at their pictures often, wishing I could have known them.

			Rolling onto my back again, I glanced at the clock and couldn’t believe it was 2:33 in the morning. I desperately needed to fall asleep, but my mind would not rest. I was finally able to shake off the old memories, but started focusing on my immediate future, like what I’d be doing tomorrow.

			I had an appointment scheduled with Mr. Wolcott after my interview, to devise another financial plan. Mr. Wolcott was my trustee administrator. He had worked for my dad, who owned a successful accounting firm in New Orleans, and when he passed, everything he and my mother owned that was of value was put in a trust for me. Aunt Allison had been named executor, and when I turned twenty-five, the trust was turned over to me. I’d never touched the fund in the six years that I had control over it and hoped I wouldn’t have to until I was ready to buy a house. I was issued a distribution check for several thousand dollars twice a year, which I channeled into another account that continued to accrue interest.

			I couldn’t stay with Myles forever, and getting my finances in order was an important part of my life plan. I also had a possible house to consider. Feeling better about things, I was finally able to fall asleep.

			• • •

			I had to drive across town for my morning appointments, but I made it back to the house in time to get dressed and make it to the interview with ten minutes to spare.

			When I entered the restaurant, a crowd was waiting around the hostess podium to be seated. I was suddenly nervous about the interview because getting this job meant getting back my freedom and I wanted it badly.

			The hostess kindly escorted me to the bar area, where Harry waited. He was an older man around sixty. His white socks gleamed like neon against his black slacks. When he stood, I found him no taller than me.

			A faint smile crossed his face and his voice was like a drone when he extended his hand and said, “Melanie.”

			I shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Harry.”

			He courteously motioned me forward. “After you.”

			We followed the hostess to our table. I placed my portfolio out in plain view, wanting him to know how serious I was about employment. “Thank you for taking time out of your schedule to meet with me, Harry. Myles speaks very highly of you.”

			“He thinks a lot of you, too, and strongly recommended you for this position. Let’s order some lunch and talk about your qualifications.”

			Since Myles had pumped me up, I needed to prove that everything he said about me was true.

			Halfway through the meal, Harry asked about my accounting experience. “Give me a little work background, Melanie.”

			I went back as far as college and then gave a detailed description of the two jobs I’d held as an accountant. I didn’t think it was necessary to mention my stint at the South Pole.

			After I explained my qualifications and skill level, Harry announced that I was a strong match for the position and offered the job to me on the spot. I wanted to throw my arms around his neck and kiss him, but I sat calmly and accepted his offer with a handshake. We discussed the starting date, benefits, and salary.

			I left the restaurant feeling a lot better than I had in a long time. I called Myles and told him that everything went well and that Harry offered me a position, which I accepted. He said that we would celebrate when he came home.

			After I hung up, I started wondering who I should call next. I had managed to drop everyone who was important to me, and when I finally realized that they were trying to help me, it was too late.

			I particularly missed Angie, and I decided I would give her a call. I hoped she had the same number and that she would consider forgiving me for being a damn fool. I also hoped that she missed my friendship as much as I missed hers.

			I dialed her number, but the call went to voice mail. I exhaled and decided to leave a message.

			I was scared and nervous when I said, “Angie, this is Melanie. I know that I’m the last person that you want to hear from, but I miss you and I thought I’d take a chance by calling and asking for your forgiveness. I finally woke up, Angie. Everything you tried to tell me about Cecil was absolutely true. I was blind and stupid and I guess I had to get my ass beat to wake up and realize the truth. If you don’t return my call, believe me I understand. I don’t deserve forgiveness, but I miss you so much and I just wanted to let you know that I’m out of my stupor and I’m trying to rebuild my life and I hope that you’ll be a part of it. I’m staying with a friend who is helping me get back on track. I’m starting a new job next week working as a CPA again and trying to pick up where I left off. I have a new cell phone number, too. It’s the number I’m calling from and if you want to, please call me.”

			• • •

			My meeting with Mr. Wolcott went well, so I stopped at the mall and bought a couple of blouses and a pair of jeans. I needed the distraction.

			When I arrived at Myles’s house, he was in the yard grilling. When he saw me, he came inside and opened his arms, and I walked into them. It was our first intimate contact and being in his arms felt good. I closed my eyes, inhaling his masculine scent, and memories of another time came flooding back. A far more heated time.

			I pulled out of his arms, scared where my thoughts were headed.

			“Congratulations, Melanie,” he said while watching me. I was sure he too felt the intimacy of our embrace. “I knew you would get the position. Harry has already called thanking me for the introduction. He was initially impressed with your qualifications, but even more so after meeting you. He thinks you will be a great fit.” In a slightly softer tone he said, “By the way, you look nice.”

			Blushing, thinking about my own reaction to him, I said, “Thank you.”

			“Come on and have a seat and let’s eat.”

			“Let me get out of this suit and wash my hands. You are something else, Myles. Your girlfriend is a lucky lady.”

			“I’m the lucky one, believe me.”

			• • •

			When I returned, Myles had lit candles and was pouring wine. He handed me a glass and made a toast, wishing me success in my new position.

			“Have a seat.”

			I sat down and Myles put a plate of asparagus, potatoes, and a juicy rib eye in front of me.

			“Are you packed and prepared for your trip?” He had told me he would be going away on a business-related matter.

			“Yes. I’ll probably be gone by the time you wake up in the morning. I have an early flight. You know how to reach me if you need anything, right?”

			“Yes. Where are you going again?”

			“San Diego for a convention. It’s spending three days with people that I only see once a year. It should be good.”

			“Sounds nice. If you need me to take care of anything while you’re gone, let me know. If you don’t mind, I’ll be doing some gardening. I asked Ralph and he said that he didn’t mind my meddling. Is it okay with you?”

			“Yes, of course. Do what you need to do. I love gardening myself, so I understand.”

			After we were done with dinner, Myles stood mighty slowly. “I overdid my workout this morning,” he offered as explanation for his stiff movements. When he began to clean the table, I said, “Don’t worry about this stuff. I’ll take care of it. Why don’t you go on and get the rest of your things ready for your trip.”

			After cleaning the kitchen, I returned to the yard and continued reading the book I had borrowed from Myles’s library. A short time later, Myles joined me on the patio with the newspaper and some other documents that he dropped in the chair next to me before he headed toward the bar.

			“I’m having a glass of wine. Would you like anything, Mel?”

			Thinking that a glass of wine would be nice, I said, “Yes, the same. Thanks.”

			Noticing him wince when he sat, I stood and said, “Can I give you a massage? Maybe that will help relax you.”

			He looked up at me cautiously. “You’re multitalented, huh? I’d appreciate whatever you can do.”

			I stood behind him and began massaging his shoulders. He felt tense at first, but before long I could feel him relax. He moaned and told me how good it felt. I massaged his temples, down the side of his face, his neck. I kept my hands at his shoulders because anything lower would have changed the climate of the massage. At last, I hit him on the arm and said, “I hope that helped.”

			“More than you know. I feel much better.”

			When he finished his drink, he got to his feet and said, “I’m going to head upstairs and get ready for bed. Thanks for the massage, Mel, and if I don’t see you in the morning, I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			I didn’t miss his erection when he stood. “Okay, have a safe trip.”

			I watched Myles walk inside the house, a little too intently. I was attracted to him and I was horny. What a bad combination.

			I had to keep things in perspective. Myles had brought me into his home to allow me time to get myself together.

			I was having bad thoughts and Myles obviously was, too. I had to stop whatever was starting between us immediately. He had a girlfriend, for goodness’ sake. I would not mess that up.

			When I made it to my bedroom, I checked my cell phone and discovered that Angie had returned my call. I listened to her message, and although reluctant, she offered to meet for lunch the next day. I decided to call and set up a time and place.

			When she answered, I nervously said, “Hello, Angie, this is Melanie. How are you?”

			“I’m good, Mel. I got your message and yes, I’d love to see you.”

			I sighed with relief and grinned from ear to ear. I didn’t know what to expect, but she sounded happy to hear from me, too. “Thank you so much for finding time for me, Angie. What time and where would you like to meet?”

			“How about lunch at our favorite lunch spot? I haven’t been there in a long time.”

			A nervous giggle escaped. “I haven’t been there since the last time I was there with you. I’m really looking forward to seeing you, Angie. What time?”

			“How about noon?”

			“Sounds good. I’ll make the reservation and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			“Okay. It’s really good talking to you again, Mel.”

			“I’m glad to be talking to you, too.”

			I sat on the end of the bed holding the phone with a smile on my face. Renewing my friendship with Angie brought me one step closer to getting my life back on track. I looked up to find Myles leaning against the door frame watching me.

			“Good news?”

			I smiled broadly. “Yes. Very good news.”

			He didn’t inquire further and I didn’t offer, but he looked as if there was something more on his mind.

			I arched my eyebrows, questioning his silence.

			He stared a few seconds longer before stretching to his full height. “Sleep well, Melanie.” He turned and walked out. I heard his bedroom door close.

			I couldn’t stop thinking about Myles while I was lying in bed. I was definitely attracted to him, but that was nothing new. He was a handsome and powerful man. I had had a hard time pulling away from him when we dated almost ten years ago.

			I languished amid some steamy memories that played through my mind. I became so warm I had to throw off the covers. Feeling the cold bite my bare skin, I made up my mind.

			No more massages.
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