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Chapter 1 

I was in my office working diligently on a client memo after a particularly steamy session 

with Hayden in my car. Hayden Towne, the agency siren, was my casual sex partner. That day 

we had a two-hour lunch that involved a bottle of Dom and a long drive up The Pacific Coast 

Highway towards Malibu. Her scent still enveloped me when I returned to the office, despite 

numerous hand-washings and teeth-brushings. 

Someone was knocking on my door with persistence. “Come in, Cassandra,” I called to 

my assistant, not even paying attention to the sound of the door opening and shutting. I continued 

to tap away at my keyboard until the curious silence taunted me enough to stop typing and turn 

around. There stood Hayden near the door, in the same royal blue dress that I had gathered up 

around her waist only an hour earlier. 

“What’s up?” I said, getting to my feet and stepping cautiously around my desk. There 

was an insouciant look on her face as she moved closer – so close I felt my nostrils flare at the 

smell of her perfume, which still lingered faintly in my mouth. I placed my hand on her waist 

with familiarity, thinking I was in no mood to see her so soon after our mid-day frolic. “You 

back for more?” 

She quickly swatted my hand away. “You wish. You’re going to want to sit down for 

this, Craig,” she announced, shooting me a smug grin with those perfect teeth. She moved 

sideways around me and flounced over to the white leather couch in my office sitting area. It was 

opposite a fireplace, above which my most treasured Chagall painting hung. Hayden always 

jokingly referred to the area as my casting couch because we had done it so many times there. 
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Hayden patted the seat next to her like she was managing partner of my advertising agency, not 

the other way around. 

I slowly approached her, wracking my brain for the reason she wanted this impromptu 

tête-à-tête. It was obviously not about sex. When I reached the couch, she tossed her bleached 

blonde hair and gazed up at me with those heavily mascaraed tanzanite eyes. “Sit,” she offered, 

patting the seat again. 

I relented and parked myself next to her. “What’s going on, Hayden? Did we lose a 

client? Just come out with whatever it is.” I hated guessing games and I didn’t trust the way she 

was looking at me, the tone of her voice, or anything about her demeanor at that moment. 

She erupted in a wicked laugh. “You’re about to lose a lot more than a client.” She 

handed me a folded letter, sat back and observed me, hands crossed over her chest with a purple-

lipped sneer. 

All I read was the first line, “Please accept this as my letter of resignation,” before tossing 

the letter on the coffee table. I glared at her. “You can’t resign. You have a contract and it’s not 

up for another year.” 

“A contract without a non-compete,” she gleefully reminded me. “Which makes it 

worthless.” I recalled her insistence that I omit the non-compete clause. I didn’t argue because I 

was doing Don a favor –Donovan C. Keller, my father – by hiring her. Her father was Stephan 

Towne, California’s District Attorney and, because Don had won a lifetime of cases defending 

well-known mobsters in our hometown of San Francisco, the relationship between the two men 

had always been adversarial. Don ordered me two years ago to hire Stephan’s daughter when a 

vice president of accounts position opened up. It was his attempt to ease their relations. 
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“What are you saying, Hayden … did you get another offer? Whatever it is, I’ll match it.” 

There was no way I would allow her to walk out the door, no matter how talentless she was. Don 

would strangle me. 

She cocked her head to one side and drew her hair behind her ear. “Being the sexist pig 

that you are, I knew you’d think that; but actually, I’m starting my own agency.” 

Sexist pig? I had to hold back my anger at that swipe. “How are you going to start an 

agency with no clients?” I scoffed, rising from the couch just to put distance between us. “That’s 

a bad move, Hayden. Anyone will tell you that.” 

She immediately stood and straightened to her full height, shoulders back. Hayden was 

just under six feet tall, and today she was wearing five-inch heels, which put her at my height. 

“Oh, I’ll have plenty of clients – in fact I already do.”  

That’s when the proverbial nickel finally dropped. She was leaving my agency and 

starting her own – with my clients. 

*** 

Never get accustomed to defeat. That’s what I told myself every morning since that day – 

the worst career day of my life. I call it the worst career day because it certainly wasn’t the worst 

day of my life. It’s important to know the difference. That day, I was blindsided – it was a 

complete ambush.  

The year following that unpleasant day had been painful – so painful that I was faced 

with laying off half my employees. My pride wouldn’t allow it; however, and I didn’t want word 

to get out that I was struggling, even though the rumor mill was already churning. I ended up 
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breaking down and begging Don for the cash to keep my company afloat another year. He 

reluctantly gave in, but the transaction earned him license to further humiliate me with lectures 

about ‘learning when to keep it in my pants,’ ‘thinking with the wrong head,’ and ‘being asleep 

at the switch.’  

The biggest irony was that I started my agency, Keller Whitman Group, much the way 

Hayden started hers – only I stole clients from my former mentor, Warren Mitchell, about a 

decade earlier. It took many long walks on the beach in deep meditation to discover the law of 

Karma. Hayden beat me at my own game. She got me where she knew it would really hurt. And 

why? At first, I thought it was for money and power – the same reasons I killed Warren’s 

business. But I found out later it had more to do with helping her father take down the Keller 

family. She cleverly executed her plan the day she started working for me – and consensual sex 

was her way of keeping me oblivious to her behind-the-scenes machinations. I never got why 

people said Hayden was the female version of me until that day in my office. 

That was why today was so important. If I blew this meeting, I would have no other 

recourse but to close my agency and start over – but doing what? All I ever knew was being an 

ad guy. At forty, I was too young to consult and too old to work for anyone else. I was too 

notorious in the industry to be anything but the boss. I pictured myself sitting at home, 

unemployed, crafting my memoir, pitifully savoring the fragments of my life when things were 

different – when I had everything because I was Craig Axel Keller. My nickname in town was 

‘The Axe,’ because I was brilliant at cutting deals. I pitched and won the biggest clients, had the 

highest reported revenue of any competing ad agency. My weeks were overflowing with power 

lunches in LA’s trendiest restaurants. Women crawled all over me – wanting a tiny slice of what 



Adele Royce – For Position Only © 2020 
 
 

5 
 

I had, no matter how I demeaned them. But life was different now. I was teetering on the edge of 

becoming obsolete. This meeting had to be perfect. 

I pulled on the silk olive-green robe that hung near the shower, and sifted through my 

long, rectangular walk-in closet. I passed my hand along the vast assortment of custom-made 

Italian suits, color-sorted from dark to light. As I did this, the tassel cord belt on my robe kept 

coming untied, causing the robe to gap open. Each time this happened, I would yank the two 

ends of the cord, pull them together and tie them in a knot. The cord situation was getting on my 

nerves, which were already frazzled. The robe was a frivolous purchase from my last trip to 

Rome. I always loved the way Italians dressed. It was what originally attracted me to my ex-

wife, Alessandra. She was born in Rome and had the innate sensibilities and taste in fashion that 

imbued most Italians from an early age. 

I took the time every morning to go through my suits one by one to determine which 

conspired with the plans on my calendar. Once I selected the suit, I moved to the ties, then to the 

shirts, shoes and, finally, belts. The shoes determined the belt, so belts were always last. 

It was important I select the right combination today because I was meeting with Warren 

for the first time in at least two years – since I bought out his agency. I was going to have to 

prostrate myself to sell him on an idea. I needed to wear something that was understated yet 

elegant; confident but not arrogant. A dark navy suit said class but still demanded attention. The 

tie was another story altogether. I went through the display of silk ties, a wall of shelves with 

infinite tiny square compartments cradling each individual tie, again arranged by color, so I 

could easily move to the palette of choice. Red would scream power, but it was such a cliché. I 

wouldn’t own a red tie unless it had some sort of pattern. Solid red ties were for wannabe 
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politicians and car salesmen. I moved to the blue section and found one that only whispered 

power, because it was pale blue with a tiny thread of red woven inconspicuously into the fabric. 

This was the right one. 

Once I was fully dressed, I gave myself a once-over in the full-length mirror. Not bad, I 

thought. I had inherited Don’s looks, which was both a help and a hindrance. It subjected me to 

labels like ‘pretty boy,’ and ‘girly’ when I was younger. People immediately focused on my light 

jade eyes and the long lashes that any woman would die for. I had to work harder to prove my 

masculinity. By college, the braces that had rendered me a complete nerd in high school gave me 

teeth that rivaled a toothpaste model. I discovered my looks were an asset in every way, both in 

school with female professors and out of school when applying for jobs. 

I leaned into the sink and washed my hands one last time. It was the seventh time I had 

washed them since getting out of bed, not including my morning shower. 

As soon as I was satisfied that I looked the part to win Warren over, I sauntered toward 

the front door of my Malibu home. Before I passed the entryway to the front door, I stopped and 

picked up a framed photo of my older brother, Donovan James Keller, or DJ, as we called him. I 

did this every morning – and felt the same tingling in my hands – the crippling sensation of 

knowing I would never see him again. I started the photo ritual many years ago – it was 

something Alessandra had scolded me for. She thought it was masochism – an act of ‘emotional 

cutting’ as she always accused.  

I quickly replaced the photo and exited my home to find the black Bentley convertible. I 

took a long look at it and ran my fingers along the side of the door before opening it and peering 

inside, immediately smelling the clean car scent. It was my home away from home. I eased in, 
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scanned the rearview mirror as the colossal wrought iron gate slid open. Then I backed out of the 

driveway and headed east toward Santa Monica. It was only around eighteen miles – a twenty-

five-minute drive in light traffic, which seemed to be flowing at a fast pace today. I didn’t want 

to show up at Warren’s office with disheveled hair, so I skipped putting the top down. 

In the good old days, when business was flourishing and a certain euphoria radiated 

through my soul, I would put the top down as soon as I was off the freeway and play a little 

game, counting how many women’s heads I could turn. My usual projection was around ten, but 

sometimes it was lower. It depended on where I was.  

I noted the change to the building’s façade as soon as I pulled into the parking lot of 

Mitchell Vance & Mercer. It used to be Warren Mitchell & Partners before I took them over and 

forced Warren out. He formed Mitchell Vance & Mercer about a year after that. Warren hadn’t 

taken defeat sitting down. He had pretended to go into retirement, all the while accumulating 

clients so that he could open his new agency and hire back two of his original executives – both 

partners now. Warren had even managed to buy his old building back.  

I parked and immediately pulled out a bottle of hand sanitizer from my console, 

squeezing a glob into my hands and thoroughly rubbing them together. It felt cold and gooey. 

The pungent scent of alcohol filled the car as thickly as my vulnerability. 

The possibility of rejection gnawed relentlessly at my gut. I was shocked that Warren 

would take a meeting with me after what I had done to unravel him in the past. He was kind to 

me – treated me like a son. And, in return, I nearly crushed his business. I knew this meeting was 

a long shot, but I had to take the risk. There was no other choice left. 
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I just had to sell it right. That’s what Don had taught me throughout my life. He was the 

greatest salesman I’d ever met and schooled me properly when it came to the art of persuasion. I 

never called him Father or Dad. He was always Don to me. My parents were Don and Julia, not 

Mom and Dad. I always wondered what it would be like to call anyone Mom and Dad. 

When my children, Axel and Anabel, were born, I vowed they would always call 

Alessandra and I Mom and Dad. But it was a battle with their grandparents, who still insisted 

they be called Julia and Don, even by my kids. At the end of the day, Alessandra won that battle 

and they were stuck with Nonna and Nonno. 

I entered the building, and an attractive receptionist looked up and smiled. “You must be 

Craig Keller,” she said. “Please have a seat. I’ll let Warren know you’re here.” 

“Thank you,” I responded, returning her smile and finding a chair in the tidy lobby. 

Always be friendly to the administrative staff. That’s the only way they will remember you. I 

clutched my briefcase as though it were filled with cash and stared blankly at a bouquet of red 

silk Gerber daisies sitting on the coffee table. I vaguely wondered why Warren wouldn’t spring 

for real flowers like I did. It was expensive but said so much more about the success of an 

agency. Subtle touches like that eluded Warren. 

I heard high heels clicking down the hallway and almost felt my heart stop. Could it be 

Jane Mercer? I was dying for a glimpse of her but didn’t know how I’d address her after 

everything that had happened between us. The owner of the high heels turned out to be another 

associate – a woman in her early twenties - probably a junior account executive. She passed a file 

to the receptionist and clacked her way back down the hallway. 
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After about five minutes, the receptionist called to me, “Mr. Keller, Warren’s ready to 

meet with you. I’ll show you to his office.” 

“Great,” I responded and got to my feet. 

I followed the receptionist down the hallway and noticed she had a decent body. Not 

great, but decent. She stopped at a door with a plaque on it that read ‘Warren Mitchell’ and I felt 

a twinge in my stomach – past misdeeds echoing through me – brewing like a thunderous cloud 

ready to burst. He might turn me down, but what if he doesn’t? 

The receptionist knocked at the door, opened it and poked her head inside. “Warren, I 

have Mr. Keller here.” 

“Thanks, Pearl,” I heard Warren’s voice call from behind the door. Pearl. Not a name I 

expected. Pearl glanced in my direction and opened the door wider, gesturing for me to enter. 

Warren was at his desk, but stood and approached as soon as I walked in. I noticed his 

full head of salt and pepper hair was greyer and longer than I remembered. It gave him a hip-

intellectual look. He was also a lot more casual than I recalled; he used to be a suit-and-tie guy, 

but today he wore a simple checked, open-collared, button-down shirt tucked into belted suit 

pants. He was not smiling. 

“Keller,” he said finally, voice shrouded in distrust, and motioned for me to sit in one of 

the chairs opposite his desk. 

I preferred to sit at his conference table, so we were on equal footing, at least physically. I 

always positioned people across from my desk when I wanted to show power and superiority. 

“Warren, how’ve you been?” I selected the chair on the side where I could still see the door. That 
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was something Don had taught me – always sit where you can see the door. “Thank you for 

taking a meeting with me.” 

“Consider it a professional courtesy,” Warren responded, slouching a bit in his chair, still 

not smiling. “You’ve piqued my curiosity if nothing else.” 

“Whatever the reason, I appreciate your time.” My voice came off fake polite. I placed 

my briefcase on the chair next to me and spotted the familiar framed black-and-white 

photographs of the men he worshipped: JFK, Steve Jobs, David Ogilvy. The fact that Ogilvy 

mentored Warren came up a lot in conversation when Warren was mentoring me. It was a 

technique he used to put me in my place. It never worked. 

“You can start by telling me why you’re here,” Warren urged. “The last time I saw you in 

this office, Keller Whitman Group was buying me out. Since I have no plans to go public 

anytime soon, I can’t imagine the reason you’re here.” 

“Then I’ll cut to the chase,” I replied, thinking that was the best way to deal with Warren 

– the only way. I found that out quickly when I went to work for him right out of college as a 

copywriter. In those days he was fond of hitting me with the adage, I don’t care how you made 

the watch, just tell me what time it is. “I have a business proposal for you.” I could hear the 

apprehension lodged in my throat. 

Warren shrugged and looked unmoved. 

“There’s a relatively new agency that’s rapidly gaining market share,” I said. “Have you 

heard of Towne Ink?” I felt my neck stiffening at the mere mention of Hayden’s agency and my 

hand instinctively flew up to adjust my collar. 
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“I know the name,” Warren answered, looking barely amused. He casually fingered a red 

blown-glass paperweight in the shape of an apple and spun it around on his desk like a top. 

“You know the managing partner worked for me at Keller Whitman Group, right?” 

“You mean Hayden Towne? I heard she did a lot more for you than just work,” Warren 

quipped, swiveling his chair to one side. 

I didn’t flinch. I never did when confronted with something that would be embarrassing 

or incriminating to anyone else. Don taught me that showing shame or regret was weak. But the 

truth was, I was crumbling inside – the mere image of Hayden caused a black bile to bubble up 

in my abdomen. And although sleeping with Hayden was one of the most regrettable things I had 

done in my life, especially since she duped me and made off with half my clients, I couldn’t 

undo it. She was still there, like a loaded pistol that could go off at any time and without 

warning. 

“When she left my agency, she stole a sizable chunk of my business,” I explained. “And 

she’s continued to do it by partnering with a large service provider and channeling her efforts 

into a fully digital marketing space.” I paused a moment to let Warren process my words. With 

Warren, you had to give him time in between small nuggets of a larger info-dump.  

“I’ve spent the past year researching how to take my agency in the same direction 

without dropping the traditional advertising elements that made us successful in the first place,” I 

continued. “It hasn’t been easy.” 

Warren laughed. It was a snarky laugh unaccompanied by a smile. “I’m assuming you 

didn’t come all the way over here to warn me about your old girlfriend, Keller. But if you did, 

I’m really not concerned.” 
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A sharp pain sliced through my chest. Warren was not buying my spiel. I could hardly 

blame him, but I was not about to give up. I had too much to lose and Warren was my only hope 

of saving both my business and reputation. I leaned in and lowered my voice. “You should be. 

We all should be, Warren. She’s way ahead of us – has an army of data-analyzing, social media 

savvy junkies working for her now. They are the future of advertising. At the end of the day, 

they’ll be the ones understanding consumers’ deepest desires and winning everyone’s business, 

not us.”  

I sat back and waited for Warren’s response. I had a feeling that last bit would appeal to 

Warren’s analytical side. He was always obsessing about numbers and statistics, never about the 

overall picture of what we were doing: Selling the American dream to whomever would listen – 

the suckers of the world. We were the whores pumping our seed into the psyches of those with 

disposable income. And the only thing that mattered was how deep you went and how often you 

came. 

He rubbed his chin and raised his eyebrows at me. “What are you after, Keller?” 

“A partnership,” I answered, returning his stare but feeling sick inside at what was at 

stake. “Towne Ink poses a significant threat to our conventional methods and they’re doing it by 

being more consumer-centric.” 

Warren’s expression changed to one of intrigue – although I couldn’t tell if he was 

pondering my audacity or my courage – there was a fine line. I felt like I might be pulling him in 

– at least enough for him to hear me out. I shifted in my chair and crossed my legs. 

“They’re focused on content and distribution platforms,” I said. “Neither of us is doing 

that effectively. But if you and I were to join forces….” 
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“Hold on a minute, Keller,” Warren interrupted, now looking dumbfounded. “You came 

here proposing a partnership – with my agency? Why on earth would I do that?” He abruptly got 

to his feet and paced the floor, stopping and staring out his office window at the thick layer of 

smog masking downtown Santa Monica. A full minute had passed before he finally turned to me 

and said, “What’s in it for me?” 

“Everything,” I answered, focusing all my energy on sounding confident. Warren had a 

scathing look on his face, one I’d come to know well over the years. I was going to have to work 

quickly to keep him on track. “Are you comfortable your clients won’t notice you aren’t 

evolving as fast in the digital marketing landscape the way some of these up-and-coming 

agencies are?”  

He just glared at me, hands on hips, saying nothing. 

 “I’m not,” I admitted. “That’s why I’m proposing we combine efforts – keep our top 

talent but reduce the overall headcount so we can focus resources toward the data and analytics 

business – that’s the only way we’ll be able to drive personalization. Isn’t that what you want?” 

Again, Warren said nothing. I started to feel my argument was falling on deaf ears. 

Warren just didn’t seem ready to look past our history and see the writing on the wall. He had to 

admit that effective digital marketing and analysis were the current feeding frenzy of the 

advertising world. I also came to understand the parental side of Warren when I was his protégé. 

No matter how badly I’d screwed him over in the past, he would always long to have that bond 

with me back. I silently prayed that’s what he wanted – and no matter how nonchalant I acted 

externally, I wanted it, too, badly. I needed him to be the father I never had – the type of father 
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who would forgive my misdeeds and embrace me once again – love me unconditionally like Don 

never could. So, I held on. “I know you’re skeptical. I would be, too.” 

“Skeptical doesn’t even begin to cover how I feel about doing business with you,” 

Warren replied irritably. 

I took a deep breath. “I know there’s baggage, but we’re in a position to dominate the 

market. I have the most talented creative director in the city, and he’s poised to knock out any 

number of stellar ad campaigns. I also have the rarest gem in media planning.” 

Warren now focused his steely grey eyes on mine. I was trying to read him, but his 

countenance just wasn’t giving him away. I kept going. “We take the talent from both our 

rosters, add a highly functioning, tech-deep marketing team, and we have all the building blocks 

to create a powerhouse of an agency … one that’ll drive client business much further than we 

could if we operated independently – as competitors.” 

There was no way Warren could deny that my creative director, Alonzo Costa, and media 

planner, Bobbi Silverstein, were the best, not just in a huge city like Los Angeles, but on a 

national level. Those two alone were worth millions in revenue, and he would have them at his 

disposal. The client revenue I had left in my arsenal, even after losing so much business, would 

be icing on the cake. 

Warren retorted, “It’s not your staff I’m worried about. It’s you. You’re one of the most 

deceitful, unscrupulous people I’ve ever met, and I’d be a fool to trust you again. Are you 

forgetting everything that happened in the past?” 

Warren was referring to my rather lengthy history of stealing his clients, employees, and 

partners. The only thing I hadn’t stolen from Warren was his wife, although recalling Caroline 
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Mitchell from the photos plastered all over Warren’s office, at one time I would have had no 

trouble going after her, too. She was a beautiful blonde, after all. I just wished there were some 

way to express to Warren that I’d changed. I’d been humbled by the loss of half my clients at the 

hands of someone even more unscrupulous than me. 

“Warren, I know I’ve been one of your biggest adversaries in the past, but Hayden 

Towne is an adversary to us both now. And she’s winning.” I tried to keep my tone above the 

level of pleading. 

Warren frowned and eyed me with suspicion. “What happens to Keller Whitman 

Group?” he asked. “Are you just going to close your doors? What about all the equity you’ve 

established in your name alone?” 

I had his interest now. He never would have asked that question if he weren’t interested. 

“Keller Whitman Group goes away,” I answered without emotion. “Ben Whitman’s moving on 

and the rest of the partners have no idea how to take the agency to the next level. It’s all been on 

me and I’m ready to cut them loose.” 

“Are you asking for a spot on the masthead?” Warren asked. 

“I expect to be added – but to the end of the lineup,” I answered, thinking I would never 

accept that; however, today was just about whetting Warren’s appetite for a deal. “It’s not going 

to hurt your agency’s reputation to have the name Keller attached to the brand.” 

“You’re forgetting one important detail,” Warren expressed, leaning back in his chair, 

crossing his arms over his chest and studying me. I knew he was trying to evaluate my 

trustworthiness. “What about my partners? They have equal weight when voting on any changes 

to our agency. Both Jeffrey Vance and Jane Mercer would have to agree to a new arrangement.” 
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“Does that mean you’re willing to pitch it to them for a vote?” I asked, feeling success 

within my grasp. 

Warren didn’t answer my question. He sat for a moment as if considering it. “You know 

neither of them is a fan of yours, especially Jane.” 

I knew Jane would be a tough sell. I had had an affair with her years ago, while I was 

married, and I treated her terribly. Then, when I bought out Warren’s agency, I treated her even 

worse and basically strong-armed her out of her job. Unfortunately, Jane was part of my long and 

checkered history with women. I went into therapy to sort out these problems. I was making 

progress, albeit slowly. Still, I hated what I had done to hurt Jane. In the end, she hurt me, too. 

But she would never believe me if I told her. I sighed. “What do you want me to say? I know 

how Jane feels about me but she’s a professional, and I have a hunch she’ll see value in this 

alliance.” 

We stared at each other in uncomfortable silence until Warren finally spoke. “I’ll need 

numbers from you – hard numbers on client revenue, and they’d better be impressive. Throw in 

the salaries of your creative and media people plus what you’d want as a draw. All I can commit 

to is looking it over for now. If it meets with what I have in mind, I might share it with Jeffrey 

and Jane.” 

This was it. I had him. I couldn’t wait to call Don – to share my triumphant sales pitch. 

Warren bought it and that’s all I expected from this first meeting. I felt my neck release almost 

instantly, the tension diminishing. I stretched my hand across his desk to shake his hand, which 

he rejected, leaving me in the awkward position of having to take my hand back without looking 
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tragic. “I’ll have that information for you by end of day,” I said, rising to my feet and grabbing 

my briefcase. 

Warren escorted me to the door, and I walked confidently to the front office, knowing I 

had just conquered the most difficult obstacle – convincing Warren this was a good idea. I 

arrived at the front desk where Pearl sat, thanked her and said goodbye.  

That’s when I saw Jane entering the building. Our eyes met and she did a double take, her 

pretty, pink lips parted slightly and her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?” she 

demanded in a tone I would have considered insubordinate if she still worked for me. 

“Meeting with Warren,” I answered coolly, feeling my heart race. 

“I can’t imagine what you have to meet with Warren about,” she returned. 

I shrugged. “Ask him.” I knew my tone conveyed indifference when I should care what 

Jane thought. I should care a lot. I needed her vote. But I couldn’t help it. Don had ingrained it 

into my brain – never bow down to anyone, no matter who they are. Plus, there was something 

so withering about seeing her for the first time in two years and having her so unhappy to see me. 

I don’t know what I expected but it seemed exaggerated. It was difficult to recall the time when 

she thought I was the most attractive man on earth. 

“That would mean I’m actually interested,” she replied, “which I’m not.” 

Before I could respond, she shouldered her way past me and disappeared down the 

hallway. I must have caught Pearl’s attention when I turned to watch Jane walk away because 

she was staring at me with a puzzled expression. I gave her a half smile and shrug, then exited 

the building. 
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Heading back to my office downtown, I called Don. “Donovan Keller’s office.” It was 

Shari Blackman, Don’s assistant. 

“Shari, is he available?” I’d known Shari since I was a child. She was a tough but kind-

hearted woman who doted on my father and never left his side until he went home for the 

evening. 

“Yes, dear, hold on a moment,” she responded. 

“Craig.” the crunchy voice broke in. I could tell from his tone whether he wanted to hear 

a long story, a short one, or nothing at all. It sounded like he had some time on his hands. 

“Don,” I started brightly. “I just finished meeting with Warren.” 

“Well, son? How’d it go?” Don still had a bit of an Irish accent, even though he was the 

grandson of Irish immigrants and had been born and raised in the Bay area. His strict Irish 

Catholic roots were important to him and since he was raised close to his highly accented 

grandparents, he never lost his own. 

“It went well,” I responded. “I’m confident this is going to happen.” 

“Did you bring in all the good stuff? You know, everything I told you – the reasons that 

would make it an impossible offer to refuse?” 

“I brought in all of it. He’s asked for preliminary numbers to review with his partners.” 

“Good job, son,” he commented. “It’ll be a relief to finally get you off my payroll – 

you’re much too old to be sucking money off your old man.” 
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Of course, he would not be able to resist a jab or two at me. “I don’t like it any more than 

you do.” 

“Well, I hope you’ve learned something from all this,” he concluded. “Keep me posted.” 

And the line went dead. 

I wished I could have had more time to explain how I had steered the meeting – to make 

him proud of me. My mind suddenly went back to Jane and the look on her face – such utter 

disdain. She appeared the same, except with a little more confidence. She had the shiniest auburn 

hair that hung long and loose down past her shoulders. But those green eyes captured me again, 

just like the first time I saw her. She was so young and innocent then – so insecure, and I wanted 

her in a way she would never understand. I could have consumed her. She was like a brilliant 

jewel, devastatingly sexy in an uncontrived way. All I wanted was to possess her – to control her. 

And there was something in her look today that made me want to do it again.  

With both hands on the steering wheel, I took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. These 

were the feelings I needed to bring up in my next session with Dr. Truer. But for now, I at least 

had my foot in the door with Warren. 
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Chapter 2 

It was nearly 7 p.m. and I was sitting in Dr. Truer’s office, waiting for my session. I met 

with her twice a week, on Mondays and Thursdays. I never knew what to do or think when I was 

in the waiting room. Usually, I was still in the frenetic work mode of conference calls, emails, 

and constant requests for approval on client issues. Dr. Truer’s whole office building smelled 

like old, sick people, and her office was particularly bleak. An old radio was chained with wiring 

to the floor, so no one could steal it … as if anyone would want to. Dusty old dolls, teddy bears, 

and board games in boxes with frayed cardboard edges sat in a wooden box to the side of the 

room. Back issues of Psychology Monthly beckoned from the coffee table with headlines like 

‘Silence Your Inner Critic’ and ‘10 Life Skills Even You Can Learn.’ I pulled a small bottle of 

hand sanitizer from the pocket of my suit jacket, feeling like I needed to douse my entire body 

with it. 

While this was not the type of place I would normally go, Dr. Janice Truer was the best 

psychologist in the city. She had been a close friend of Don’s for years. While he never told me, 

I suspected Don had referred numerous mob clients while in San Francisco. I’d heard from Don 

that she had relocated and set up shop in L.A. I figured she would be frank, wise and helpful. I 

never told anyone I was in therapy, especially not Don. He would see it as a sign of weakness 

and vulnerability. 

I heard Dr. Truer’s heavy, uneven footsteps draw closer and her inner door open and shut. 

Then she opened the door to the waiting room and stepped out. She always appeared to have 

stuck her finger in a light socket, with that frizzy blonde mop of hair sticking out in every 

direction. Her pale, freckled face was slightly shiny and her eyes glassy. Still, she had a warm 

smile that assured me everything was under control.  
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“Craig,” she greeted me, holding the door open like she was welcoming me to a cocktail 

party; but there were never cocktails, only words … discussion … talking … stuff I normally 

avoided. 

I stood and crossed the threshold into her office, which was furnished like an antiquated 

living room with its behemoth wooden bookshelves surrounding her desk and credenza. A rust-

colored couch sat directly across from her desk. It had been worn thin by decades of patients, 

neurotically fidgeting, twisting, shifting legs, and undoubtedly many who treated it as a 

temporary bed while they spat emotional vomit all over Dr. Truer’s kind, encouraging face. 

Dr. Truer sat across from me in a marigold La-Z-Boy and kicked her feet up on the 

matching ottoman, like it was she who had had a rough day, not me. I wondered how she could 

sit there and listen to everyone spewing their dire crises and not slit her own wrists. She was the 

one who kept people from slitting theirs, from jumping off the ledge.  

“Well,” she said with this sort of self-effacing smile she always gave me when our 

sessions began. It was her way of saying, ‘I know you don’t like this, but we have to start 

somewhere and I’m expecting you to lead the conversation.’ 

“Yeah, so … I guess we can pick up where we left off last week,” I responded.  

“We were talking about your father,” she said in a somber tone. 

“You mean Don,” I corrected her. 

“Of course. Yes, we were talking about your relationship with Don. You started to tell me 

about something that happened to your brother and how it affected your relationship with Don – 

and your relationship with women.” 
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I took a deep breath. This was a topic I had been fearing. It was the single worst day of 

my life – my adolescence – and it certainly set the tone for my future. We had barely scraped the 

surface of what happened to DJ. The subject came up in the last session, after I revealed Don’s 

method of childrearing and his fondness for corporal punishment. His belt had cracked against 

my backside so many times as a kid, my skin was tough as rawhide. Dr. Truer had asked why I 

didn’t get emotional when I talked about it. She said it was like I was reading a script or a story 

about someone else’s life, not my own. She called this dissociation. Tonight, however, I was not 

sure how I would feel about telling this story. 

“Are you okay?” Dr. Truer was asking me. I must have been staring into space. 

I cleared my throat. “Yes, fine. I was just thinking about DJ.” 

“Tell me about him.” 

“He was five years older than me,” I disclosed, picturing DJ with his glossy straw-

colored hair, large honey-brown eyes, and earnest look on his chiseled face. He looked more like 

Julia than Don, but he had been given Don’s namesake and was well on the road to becoming a 

replica of his father. Don was making sure of that. 

Dr. Truer was looking at me expectantly, although still with the kind, empathetic look in 

her eyes. Sometimes I just wanted to wipe that look off her face and tell her to be real. 

“He was in his first year of law school when it happened,” I began, remembering where I 

was when I heard the news. I was a senior in high school, but DJ had encouraged me to ditch 

class and sail on Don’s yacht, with DJ and a bunch of his law school buddies. They had raided 

Don’s bar and mixed strong rum cocktails which I guzzled while intermittently taking hits of pot.  
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“There was an accident while DJ was yachting out on the San Francisco Bay,” I said, the 

police images of DJ’s bloody, mutilated body infiltrating my brain. 

“What kind of accident?” asked Dr. Truer. 

Suddenly the stinging pain of being awakened by police, naked, in bed with a woman I 

didn’t know, seared through me like fiery cinders. I found out later she was a hooker who had 

been passed around by DJ and his friends. It was my seventeenth birthday and DJ must have told 

them all I was a still a virgin. They felt it necessary to get the younger Keller wasted and 

deflowered … a hazing of sorts. 

“I … um, he fell overboard and was chopped in pieces by the yacht’s propeller.” As I 

uttered these words, I recalled the lengthy investigation and how everyone, including the four 

crew members and captain, had been interrogated for months. 

My eyes met Dr. Truer’s and her look was one of concern. I couldn’t stand when she did 

this. I quickly looked away, focusing my eyes on one of the books sitting on the shelving behind 

her: Man and His Symbols by Carl G. Jung. 

“Can you tell me a little more about what happened?” she asked, her voice gentle and 

controlled. 

“I would but I don’t really know,” I responded. “No one saw the incident. All of our 

stories corroborated.” 

“Does that mean you were on the yacht when your brother fell overboard?” She squinted 

and cocked her head at me, as though she were studying my reaction. 

I nodded. “Yes.” 
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“I don’t mean to push you, Craig, but that had to have been a very traumatic incident in 

your life, one that likely changed you forever. If you’re comfortable, we should explore that for a 

moment.” 

She was not going to let me off the hook. I was going to have to tell her something. 

“Honestly, I don’t remember a lot about that day, other than I got really drunk and was passed 

out when my brother died. The police woke me up and told me what happened. The rest is a blur. 

A lot of questions, Julia crying, Don crying – everyone in despair.” 

“What happened after that?” 

I shrugged. “We moved on, but the family was never the same. Don was supposed to pass 

the torch to DJ – he would take over Don’s law firm. There were high hopes for DJ, but they 

were shattered that day – shattered forever.” 

“How did the accident affect your relationship with your parents?” 

“On some level, I think Don blamed me at first, but he couldn’t really because I was 

unconscious. I think he felt that I should have been cognizant of DJ’s whereabouts. I think it 

frustrated him that he couldn’t lay blame on me – on someone.” 

“Why do you say that?” she asked, shifting her feet on the ottoman. “Did you think you 

needed to take the blame?’ 

I shrugged and stared at my feet. “What really killed Don was hearing through the mafia 

grapevine that the hit was ordered from prison – a mobster named Sal ‘two-toe’ Marinelli. Don 

had screwed up his tax audit defense and left him open to a federal RICO and money-laundering 

charges. It cost him not only life in prison, but he also lost all his legit businesses.”  
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I paused to look at Dr. Truer, who signaled me to continue. 

“Allegedly, Marinelli arranged for a hooker to proposition DJ. He always had a weakness 

for cheap women, and he gave her access to the yacht. She managed to sneak a hit man on board 

while everyone was intoxicated. Once on board, the hit man coaxed DJ to the aft of the yacht and 

threw him overboard. As soon as he was sure DJ was, in fact, shredded by the propeller, he 

disappeared.” 

Dr. Truer had a hard time hiding her horror. For once, she was speechless. 

“So, you see, indirectly, it was Don’s fault. The blame could be placed squarely on his 

shoulders. He would never admit it, but it’s there. It’s there every day I see him, talk to him; it’s 

there.” 

“And where does that leave you?” Dr. Truer asked with an empathetic frown. 

“Of course, they got rid of the yacht, but I’m a dreadful reminder of it all. I mean, it 

happened on my birthday, for God’s sake. When that day comes around each year, no one’s in 

the mood to celebrate anything, especially me.” I instinctively took the bottle of hand-sanitizer 

from my pocket, squeezed some into my palms and rubbed them together before continuing. 

Dr. Truer’s eyes followed my hands. 

“In case you haven’t figured this out yet, I was never the favored son. I was never like 

DJ. He was scholarly and ambitious, and I was a silly dreamer. I went into advertising and, while 

my parents paid for my tuition as an undergrad at Stanford, they were horribly disappointed in 

the career I chose. I didn’t want to step into Don’s shoes and, because my parents lost DJ, they 

lost everything.” 
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“How do you feel about your parents now?” she asked. “Do you still harbor feelings of 

guilt over the accident?” 

I felt my fingers tingling as I glanced down at my watch. It was only 7:35. “I’d like to 

stop now,” I said abruptly. Dr. Truer’s eyes moved to the clock, which was situated to my left, 

hidden by a fake potted plant. She could see it, but I couldn’t. I often saw her eyes dart to the 

clock throughout our sessions so that she kept track of time. 

She smiled. “Okay, Craig. But just so you know, I have to bill you for the full session.” 

“Fine,” I answered, rising to my feet. 

“I’ll see you Thursday,” she called after me as I briskly made my way out of her office, 

out of the old, sick-smelling building and into my car. As I slathered sanitizer all over my hands 

and wrists, I glimpsed the rear-view mirror and noticed my eyes were watery. Damn, I can’t do 

this. 

*** 

The treadmill speed was soaring as I absentmindedly flicked the speed button, feeling the 

muscles in my legs respond to the machine’s demand. My feet thudded against the rubber 

platform with a relentless cadence. I broke a sweat, beads forming at the base of my spine and on 

my forehead. I wanted to cleanse my mind and body of the day’s events – to shed the impurity. 

Tonight, it would somehow take longer – I could just feel it. I wondered how long and how fast I 

would have to go. I pressed my finger again on the speed button and felt my legs responding, my 

heart pounding, my breathing becoming increasingly difficult, in through the nose, out through 

the mouth. Go faster – don’t stop! 
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After the treadmill, it was on to weights … tonight was arms and back night. Abs were 

always last. I spent every evening in my home gym. When I bought the estate in Malibu, I 

wanted everything self-contained and within reach. I found a house at the edge of the ocean. I 

could walk along the beach every morning and evening and then retreat into my home. I rarely 

went out in the city anymore because, when Alessandra and I divorced, the paparazzi had 

become unbearable. They were manageable in the past, and back then it was fun. It helped 

business that I was seen in every tabloid, at different parties and events. I was still married and, 

therefore, nothing was ever negative. But during the divorce, Alessandra had seized the 

opportunity to poison my image and it remained poisoned ever since. The previously dashing, 

flirtatious Craig Keller was now a predatory womanizer.  

*** 

It was after 10 p.m. and I needed a shower. I had exhausted every muscle in my body. 

This was why I would never be anything but in excellent shape. Even at forty, there was not an 

ounce of fat on my body. It still looked and felt the same as it did when I was in my twenties. In 

fact, I didn’t look much different, either. It was my mind that had been polluted. I silently wished 

there were a workout for that – something that could sponge the rot from my soul – the sickness 

wrought by sexual deviance, marital infidelity, and the cruel disregard of others’ feelings. 

Sometimes I felt like Dorian Gray, but there was no gruesome hidden painting, further 

deteriorating with every sinful, disgraceful act, protecting me from scrutiny. There was no proof 

– nothing tangible I could see to understand the impact of my words and actions. 

The shower water was now hot and steaming and I scrubbed my body with soaps of all 

varieties; I kept multiple bars, gels, and liquids in my shower. I had a process. First, I started 
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with the bars and then I put on the scrubbing gloves and went over my entire body with each gel. 

There were five in all. Then, I moved to the liquids – this was the rinse cycle. Finally, I would 

wash my hair twice and condition it. The women I allowed near me all said I smelled like soap. 

After toweling off and applying numerous unscented lotions and creams, it was time for 

bed and a glass of Scotch to lull me into oblivion. I had one every night as soon as I was seated 

upright in bed, silk pajamas on and legs tucked under the covers. I always kept a bottle of my 

favorite Scotch, Bruichladdich Black Art 1992, in my bedroom. I had a whole collection of these 

bottles, neatly lined up behind the bookcase. It was really a compartment hidden within my 

bedroom wall. If you moved the bookcase, there was a safe nestled in the wall. The combination 

was DJ’s birthdate, 12-10-1973 and the wall pulled out like a door containing inside shelves. I 

kept the good stuff in the safe along with other valuables. 

I took sip number one and felt immediately relaxed. By sip number two, my cell phone 

was ringing. It was after midnight and I quickly glanced at the phone screen. “Erin” was 

flashing. She must be drunk and wanting sex. There was no way I was going to answer. I made it 

a rule to eject any woman from my house prior to midnight. I simply couldn’t handle anyone 

sleeping in my bed, messing it up and then becoming a burden the next morning. When I 

entertained females, I usually made sure they were out by 11:30. I turned the ringer off and tried 

to erase Erin from my mind. I had met her at a fundraiser for Alzheimer’s – she was wearing a 

tight red dress and came on to me while I was bidding on some bauble at the silent auction. I 

remember her leaning forward, her large breasts exposed as she eyed the dollar amount of my 

bid. 
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“Are you bidding tonight?” I asked, focusing my eyes on her breasts instead of her 

average-looking face. It was caked with heavy foundation – so much so that it cracked in the 

corners of her mouth and in the crow’s feet around her eyes. 

“I’ll bet you say that to all the girls,” she answered, smiling at me, further cracking her 

face paint. I guessed she was in her late thirties – that age when women tend to act desperate in 

front of attractive men in their same age group. “Are you here alone?” she asked. 

I looked around me and back at her. “It seems that way. And you?” 

“I was,” she said, still grinning. I hated it when women were this brazen, although I knew 

she would be an easy one to get into bed, to put up with the biting and the eventual dismissal 

from my lineup. That’s what they were these days – a part of the current lineup. I was no longer 

dating. That required effort. And I was so picky about women that I’d tired of the constant 

searching – the unceasing evaluation of potential partners. The only touchy thing was taking the 

mediocre women – those who didn’t meet my criteria – to my house.  

Once they were there, they presumed they could return, so I had simply resorted to taking 

them for drives in the Bentley. It was easier that way. There would be no memorization of my 

address – no getting into my space. I knew of a spot in Pacific Palisades, off the Pacific Coast 

Highway – where I used to take Hayden. If I drove to the top of a steep and winding hill, there 

was a secluded area where no one would see my car – there was no chance of getting discovered 

or arrested. I kept condoms and a clean towel in my car, in the event I met someone. 

I had mistakenly allowed Erin into my house. She waltzed through it viewing the art on 

my walls with acquisitive eyes, thinking perhaps she could be Mrs. Keller. I always laughed at 
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those women – the ones who never got that being Mrs. Keller was the absolute quickest way to 

hell. 

I took sip numbers three and four consecutively. I was starting to get sleepy. I would not 

return Erin’s call. She would call exactly three more times, and the pitch of her voice would get 

shriller with each successive call. The final phone message would include some declaration of 

love for me, which had little to do with reality. It would also include a barb about seeing 

someone else. I was so completely bored. Without the help of sip number five, I fell asleep. 


