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To my husband, 
who is always patient and supportive
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Life is not what you expect:
It is made up of the most unexpected twists and turns.
~Ilaiyaraaja
 
 
ALONG with five other women, I was forced to entertain those so-called VIP clients in the mirrored-wall drawing room. Perhaps I was the only reluctant one because the others seemed to do this job willingly and blithely.
And they called me the newbie.
Vera, the madam, led me to a maroon velvet settee, where a large, middle-aged man was sitting. He was in an expensive black suit, and his salt-and-pepper hair was combed back and plastered with greasy hair pomade. And he was eyeing me in a lecherous manner.
So… This is the man I am paired with, or should I say assigned to, tonight. My stomach clenched at the thought, my hands sweating.
Vera introduced me to the man in a foreign language that I did not understand and then said to me, “Mr. Cantu especially requested your company. Be a darling and make sure he enjoys himself.” She tilted her head, gesturing for me to sit next to him.
When I did not move, she reached for my wrist and firmly locked it with her long fingers as a warning. Maintaining her sugary smile at Mr. Cantu, she whispered menacingly in my ear, “Do not try my patience. You know better.”
Her words sent a chill up my spine because I had been reminded numerous times what the consequences would be if I disobeyed her. I plucked my wrist from her grip and sat down on the sofa far away from the man. It was a loveseat, so he easily snagged my arm and pulled me close to him. 
While the beefy hand dragged me across the seat, I quickly crossed my legs and pulled down the hem of the mini dress, which was so short that it barely covered my hips.
Expressing a satisfied smile, Vera wished Mr. Cantu a good time and left us.
My heart pounded, and I flinched when the man put his arm around me. Pulling the dress in place with one hand, I tried to keep him from getting too close with the other.
“You are so beautiful. I love American girls.” He flattered me into giving in to his loathsome behavior and kept putting his big, fat hands on my bare thighs, knees, and arms, no matter how many times I pushed them away. The odor of his unpleasant cologne was suffocating me, and his alcohol breath was nauseating.
Feeling frightened, helpless, furious, and disgusted, I was absolutely sickened by the whole environment and was on the verge of getting physically sick.
My hostile attitude toward her valued guest must have caught her attention because out of the corner of my eye, I saw Vera sauntering in my direction. Her emerald sequin gown flattered her with a plunging V-neckline and a thigh-high, slit sheath skirt. Her hips swiveled from side to side in a seductive sway, and she threw coquettish smiles at other patrons when she walked past them. 
But I dared to look into her eyes, hoping she would get me out of here. Whom was I fooling? She was the reason I was here, and I was her means of generating revenue. Feeling a lump in my throat, I tried to fight back tears.
She caught my glance and flashed me a disapproving glare.
“Stop it!” I huffed and slapped Mr. Cantu’s demeaning hand away from my breast, feeling violated and disgusted.
But my action only infuriated this condescending man. He started yelling loudly in his language and turned toward Vera, who put on a plastic smile when she approached him.
She placated him in his language and sat down between us, facing the irritated man and puffing out her barely covered chest.
Quickly, I shifted to sit on the arm of the sofa to be as far as possible from them.
The man looked annoyed but seemed mollified. He nodded at whatever Vera was saying and gave me an irksome glare.
Staring down at my trembling hands, I tried to hold my tears in.
Vera startled me when she reached for my hand. Gracefully, she stood up and pulled me up, giving me a frigid stare in the process.
She must be enraged at me. I could not see it, but I could feel it. She had never shown her displeasure in front of her clients. As a matter of fact, she had never shown her anger in front of us either. Her icy glare and indifferent remarks were more mortifying and petrifying.
Obediently, I followed her and left the room through the side door. She took the narrow staircase, heading upstairs.
Vera stopped in front of the security foreman, Max, who was leaning against the landing newel, blocking the stairway, and had no intention of moving.
Vera stepped close to him and gently pulled on his black tie to bring him closer. He leaned in, gazing at her seductive eyes.
“Sie isch wieder chrank,” Vera said to Max in what I believed was German, telling him I was sick again.
The language they spoke sounded like German but was different from what I had learned in school. Although my German was not fluent, I understood the basics. Nevertheless, I was able to follow their conversation. 
They did not know I understood the language, and I intended to keep it that way. Therefore, I pretended to look lost and confused. 
Frowning, Max scrutinized me with his piercing blue eyes.
Turning my head away, I avoided his penetrating glare because I did not want him to find out that I understood them.
“I will send Monique back down after I take her back to her room.” Vera switched to English for my benefit, and her voice was lazy and luscious just for Max. She walked past him, brushing against his toned body.
I walked along the wall opposite Max, trying to keep a safe distance from him while passing him.
Suddenly, he stepped closer.
I halted and squeezed my eyes shut. His face must have been less than an inch away from mine because I could feel his warm breath and smell his fresh scent.
“Perhaps I should teach her how to stay healthy,” he said to Vera in his deep voice.
Astounded by his comment, my eyes flew wide open and met his midnight blue eyes, which were perfectly outlined by long black eyelashes.
He smirked in triumph since he had gotten my attention. And slowly, he stepped aside.
Promptly, I ran upstairs, my heart racing.
Hate these heels! 
I stopped, took off the sky-high stilettos, and ran as fast as possible to my room. Hot tears were welling up and running down my cheeks. I quickly wiped them away because I would not give them the satisfaction of seeing or hearing my weakness.
I sprinted into the room and slammed the door shut, not caring if anyone was after me. Throwing the shoes across the room, I slid down against the door and fell onto the floor. I could no longer contain my anger and sorrow. Hugging my knees, I wept in silence.
 
That night in Paris with my friends was meant to be a celebration, but my life was turned upside down. The last thing I remembered was sitting on the chaise lounge in the ladies’ room of Étoile, an upscale nightclub by the Seine. I was suddenly hit by a bout of dizziness. At that time, I believed I must have had too much to drink and decided to lie down and rest for a few minutes. But when I opened my eyes again, I was nowhere near Paris…
That night had replayed in my head countless times.
I should’ve stayed close to my friends.
I shouldn’t have drunk anything at the club.
I should’ve just stayed at the hotel. 
I wish I hadn’t gone to Paris. 
I wish it were a nightmare. 
I wish…
 
 
 
——
 
 
This duology is intended for mature readers and must be read in order. 
The Very Thought of You contains a cliffhanger. 
The Very Thought of Us concludes the story.
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Human trafficking takes many forms, and it occurs across the world in countries, rich and poor. If you see suspicious activity, please report it to your local law enforcement. You can protect your family, neighbors, and community, and you can save someone whose life may be in jeopardy.
If you or someone you know is in immediate danger, please call 911 (Americas), 112 (Europe and parts of Asia), or local emergency telephone numbers.
 
If you or someone you know is a victim of human trafficking, 
GET HELP NOW:
	US: National Human Trafficking Hotline 1-888-373-7888

	UK: The Modern Slavery Helpline 0800 0121 700

	27 European Countries: European Commission National Hotlines

	Organizations fighting human trafficking and supporting survivors

 
Understanding Human Trafficking:
	Polaris 

	DeliverFund

	The National Center for Missing & Exploited Children (NCMEC) 
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