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Amber Needs a New Set of Rules
“We got off on the wrong foot yesterday.” Amber’s cheeks bloomed with color. “This is a working relationship. I won’t be sleeping with you.”
“So certain,” he murmured.
“I’m not going to be your beck-and-call girl.”
“Pity.” Evan scanned the restaurant.
“Look, I have a job to do.”
Evan imagined running the back of his hand over the slope of Amber’s breast. “Just what is your job?”
“Chief Efficiency Officer.” She allowed herself a private smile. “I’m here to make you play better.”
“Well, if it’s cause and effect you’re looking for, you kissed me and I put one in the hole. So…”
“Smooth. Lines like that usually work for you, do they?”
He drew back in mock innocence. “Lines? I don’t need lines. I’m Evan Oliver, the biggest badass in the NBA.”
“More like the biggest head case in the NBA.”
“If that was true, I wouldn’t need you.”
“I’m not saying you’re crazy.” Was that a tinge of desperation in her voice? “You just lack…I don’t know. Focus?”
His knuckles popped as his fist clenched. If one more person told Evan he lacked focus he’d have to punch them. “I can be very focused.” He relaxed his fingers over his thigh as he leaned in closer to whisper in her ear. “Amazingly focused.”
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L.A. Happenings by Lyle Lincoln
…Kent Decklin, that movie star heartbreaker, is back on the open market. Seems he broke up with starlet Mimi Sorbet two days ago at Mr. Chow over garlic noodles…and over being caught with his hands full at a Malibu beach party last week. No dessert for Kent. And Mimi? Hollywood’s ping-ponging boy-toy can’t seem to put herself on a diet. She was spotted at the Forum the next night nibbling on the ear of one soon to be NBA bad boy, Evan Oliver.
And finally, this column bids adieu to Dooley Rule, creator of the celebrity-embraced Rules of Attraction. Dooley died yesterday, just days after learning he had an inoperable brain tumor. Although the multimedia empire may continue, it’s questionable whether the controversial life coaching program Dooley offered to the likes of basketball superstars, like Zee Johnson, and mega Hollywood forces, such as producer Cal Lazarus, will continue. Can anyone fill Dooley’s shoes? Or keep his Hollywood secrets? Certainly not one of his estranged children, of which there are many. And yet one wonders…can the surviving Rules afford to lose their meal ticket?
Chapter One
“…And when it comes to my children…”
Perched in a chair in the Beverly Hills offices of Kremer, Hurley & Smythe, Amber Rule stopped tearing the tissue in her lap to shreds and waited to hear if her father loved her or not. To her left, her half-sister Cora released the stranglehold she had on the pendant of her silver necklace and leaned forward, sparing a disparaging glance at Amber’s mess. In the chair to Amber’s right, her half-brother Blue positioned his chair ahead of them both.
For twenty-seven years, Amber hadn’t known where she stood with Dooley, never knew if she’d be greeted with a smile and a bear hug or a reprimand for some unknown transgression. And now…
Franklin Kremer, her father’s ancient attorney, paused to adjust his thick trifocals.
A soft spring breeze teased the drapes framing the open patio doors and Amber tugged her lavender Pashmina shawl tighter about her shoulders. The only sound in the room came from the echoes of the hungry paparazzi three floors below them on Wilshire Boulevard. Lacing her fingers together, Amber imagined a plump water balloon arcing through the air, exploding on an intrusive black camera lens.
The so-called press weren’t as anxious as the Rule siblings to discover the heart of Dooley Rule or the fate of the Dooley Foundation and its fortune. They hunted the person who would possess the celebrity secrets rumored to be in Dooley’s files with one question: could they be bought?
Amber, who lived an anonymous life now, would do anything to protect those secrets, because some might well be her own. She couldn’t say the same about her two younger half-siblings.
“…Each of my children age twenty-five and older shall be required to work at the Dooley Foundation for one year and to generate at least a million dollars in revenue in addition to fulfilling a task I have assigned them.”
Tissue snowflakes drifted to the floor around Amber.
“What task?” Blue demanded, glaring accusingly at Amber. “You set this up with Dad, didn’t you?”
Amber opened her mouth to say no, but their father, or at least his lawyer, wasn’t done yet, having flipped to the next page of the will and tilted his chin just so in order to make out the rest of their sentence. “If they complete both sales goal and task to the executor’s satisfaction they will receive three million dollars a year from the estate as long as the estate is able to provide said funds. And if – ”
Three million dollars? If Amber’s father thought he could buy her for three million dollars a year…Well. She squared her shoulders. She hoped he was wrong.
Evan Oliver, the newest bad-ass of the newest NBA expansion team, the L.A. Flash, elbowed a defender out of his way, planted his size thirteen Nike’s two feet from the basket and launched himself in the air in front of a seven foot tall Korean, fully expecting the giant to swat him like a bug. Instead, the Korean center stood like a wide frozen X leaving Evan plenty of space to dunk between his freakishly long arms.
It should have been beautiful, a triumph, an action that proved Evan was worth the four million dollars the Flash was going to pay him for joining them during the last month of the regular season after their aging star shooting guard, Zee Johnson, blew out his knee against the Lakers.
Evan extended one of his nearly freakishly long arms (he was as tall as his six and a half foot wingspan) toward the basket. The Korean’s eyes widened in surprise and then fell in disappointment as he realized Evan was going to score on him. For a moment, Evan felt sorry for the guy.
And in that moment everything went wrong.
A sweaty body jostled Evan’s left side. A hand closed around his right bicep just before Evan put the ball in the hoop.
The orange rock clanged against the rim and bounced into the air as four bodies, including Evan’s and the Korean’s, tangled mid-air and then thundered onto the hardwood at the L.A. Flash’s practice court.
Whistles blew. Limbs scrambled. Cussing ensued.
Somebody’s elbow jabbed its way into Evan’s right thigh, nearly to the bone. Somebody’s knee tried to find a home on Evan’s spine. He yanked his face out of the Korean’s rank armpit and rolled away from the initiation melee.
“God damn it, Oliver, finish! Two feet from the basket and you can’t score? This ain’t no sissy streetball game where players stand by and watch you score. This is the fuckin’ NBA.” The gravelly, booming voice of the Flash’s coach didn’t worry Evan near as much as the cramp in his thigh or the spasm in his back. “Now pick up the pace and run it again.”
Clamping down the need to bash someone, Evan scrubbed his face with the inside of his black mesh practice jersey as he walked off his injuries on his way back to mid-court. Another league, another rite of passage. Two weeks from now the other Flash players would see he was worth the money. If Evan could hold onto his temper they’d quit trying to use him as a punching bag.
If they didn’t break one of his bones first.
“Run it again,” Coach Spinks bellowed, leaning against a table near the middle of the practice court. The tall, wide black man shook his head and mumbled something to the rest of the coaching staff that had them shaking their heads, too.
All coaching eyes swiveled back to Evan. He’d been offered a contract by the Flash’s headstrong owner, Jack Gordon, without any consultation with his coaches. That had to hurt. This workout was just a formality before the deal was inked. Nevertheless, Evan was scoring this time if he had to run over someone to get to the hole.
“You are smoking from all seven upper orifices,” the seven foot Korean said, pointing at Evan’s face. “It does you no good that they see they make you mad. We will score many points, you and I. If we are on the same unit and you can’t score, pass the ball to me. I will finish. I am Ren Du, pride of South Korea.” Ren thrust a hand the size of a baseball mitt at Evan.
Evan was torn between thanking the too skinny, too nice Korean and swatting his hand and offer away. Evan Oliver didn’t need anyone finishing for him. That’s what his father had told him for years and that’s what his agent said now. And, admittedly, there were days when Evan believed his own PR. Not that it looked like today was going to be one of those days.
“Hey,” Spinks interrupted them before Evan could reply. “This ain’t no boys club. Run the fuckin’ play again.”
With a puppy-dog grin, the Korean loped ungracefully back to his position on defense with the first unit, where he’d try his best to keep Evan from scoring. Evan nodded to the point guard on the second unit and ran toward the basket in the left lane.
Chapter Two
Amber sat quietly, shaken by three million tempting reasons to return to work for the Dooley Foundation.
“Daddy didn’t love anyone.” Cora, the youngest of them at age twenty-five, broke the hush that had settled in the somber room, even silencing the old lawyer.
“He loved himself.” That was Blue calling the kettle black. With a job at a production studio, chiseled features and a tall, lean frame, Blue had easily become a serial dater of actresses and reality show celebrities. “Why else would Dad call the press instead of us when he learned he was dying?”
“It’s so unfair,” Cora said. While Amber had found charities and investments to occupy her time, Cora preferred the life of a full time shopper and socialite.
Amber tried to look beyond Cora’s debutante misery. Now that their father was gone, they needed to set their differences aside. Amber reached out, intending to gently squeeze Cora’s hand.
Cora recoiled, glaring. She was everything Amber wasn’t – tall, slender and confident with tamable dark brown hair and that superior L.A. attitude that meant she was never happy. Classically beautiful and draped in a form-fitting black beaded cardigan and gunmetal gray pencil skirt, Cora fit into the somber lawyer’s office. “Daddy gave you everything when he was alive.”
“He was contractually obligated,” Amber murmured.
“You got paid because Daddy transformed you from a fat, social reject into a passably pretty, celebrity-dating disaster.” Leave it to Cora to view Amber’s purgatory as Shangri-La. “Why he chose to feature you in all those motivational books and DVDs is beyond me.”
Knowing the answer, Amber clenched her hands in her lap.
Cora’s eyes narrowed when Amber didn’t rise to the bait. “I mean, everyone knows you had sex with Sam Slade in the back of his limo after the Golden Globes…”
Wrong. While Amber dealt with a wardrobe malfunction (no one told teenage Amber that there were bras for bareback gowns), Sam tried to taste her panties. She’d planted her knee in the horny young star’s face, which was still red when she kicked him out of the limo at the after party at the Beverly Hilton Hotel.
“And you had something going on with Ashton Kutcher before Demi uncovered him…”
Wrong again. Nous permettre d’avoir le sexe did not mean I think you’re sexy in French – thank you, Cora, for leaving that false translation where Amber would find it the night she and Ashton were introduced.
Cora arched one thin brow as she delivered her coup de grâce. “And then there was Kent Decklin.”
Amber redraped the Pashmina over the scoop neck of her dress so that it fell to her waist in an unflattering vertical sheet.
Blue came to Amber’s rescue. “Cora, would you rather discuss why you weren’t featured as a train wreck in any of the Dooley Foundation programs? You were probably more qualified to be his guinea pig than Amber was.”
Cora managed to glare and pout at the same time, unaware of how lucky she’d been.
For years, Amber was the main attraction in Dooley’s infomercials, his personal before-to-after example of how to transform your life: fat to thinner, dependent teen to independent adult, social dork to paparazzi princess. Dooley Rule pointed out all of Amber’s failings – on camera no less – and then made it appear he’d fixed them. He used Amber to hawk his personal life coaching services and peddle his motivational books. She had no interest in the Dooley Foundation and the Rules of Attraction it hawked: Choose, Voice, Trust, Welcome.
Over it.
Mr. Kremer cleared his throat.
“Why would Daddy do this to me?” Cora delayed the will with more whining. “He knew I had plans.”
Suddenly anxious to leave, Amber gestured to the lawyer. “Let’s get this over with.”
Cora smirked. “Can’t wait to return as the Foundation’s star, can you?”
Amber looked out the window. Over the past few years, Dooley had tried several times to lure Amber back to the Foundation, first with promises, then with gifts and, finally, with very loud ultimatums over the phone. But she’d come to like her freedom and her privacy.
“And if they do not fulfill both obligations…” The old lawyer droned loudly as if their interruptions annoyed him. “They will receive nothing from the estate.”
Had Dad loved any of them?
Gaze fixed on her hands, Amber knew her siblings were right. The answer had to be no. Dooley Rule was more interested in orchestrating their lives then ensuring their happiness.
Amber unclenched her fingers and plucked a stray bit of tissue from the hem of her black Calvin Klein sheath, feeling guilty that she couldn’t dredge up more sadness about her loss. Over the past few days she’d experienced a nebulous emptiness when she’d thought about her father, whereas before there’d been roller coaster tracks of disappointing lows and exhilarating highs.
Mr. Kremer reached into a drawer and withdrew three envelopes. “You may disclose your task to each other if you like. You have a week to notify me of your decision, after which time the offer is null and void. Should you decide to work you must show up at the Dooley Foundation on the next business day following your notification. While employed, you will receive a small salary and entertainment account to be used when entertaining clients.” He double-checked the names on the front of the envelopes and then handed them out.
Amber’s fingers shook so badly she nearly dropped hers. She should leave now, offer unopened. If only Amber could be sure her siblings weren’t interested in selling out what could be her secrets. If only…
Cora gracefully retreated to the corner by a sturdy wooden bookcase filled with old law books. She’d inherited none of the Rule awkwardness and all of her supermodel mother’s expensive tastes.
Blue leaned a bit away from Amber to read his missive, his untucked turquoise striped button down seriously rumpled. He enjoyed the spotlight and benefits of a Hollywood lifestyle, but like their father, fidelity and loyalty weren’t part of his vocabulary.
Trust Blue and Cora? When it came to money, Amber didn’t trust either one.
There was only one thing to do to ensure her privacy. Agree to the terms of the will and then destroy everything in the Dooley Foundation offices with her name on it, every note, every video clip, every file. And while she was at it, she’d shred and delete everyone else’s too. All those Hollywood celebrities, all those L.A. power brokers. Everyone who’d ever been a client of Dooley’s would thank her. Once the sensationalism of Dooley’s death passed, Amber would no longer read the newspaper’s daily gossip column or check TMZ.com with trepidation.
So what if Amber lost her father’s allowance and a chance at three million dollars? She’d live a quiet life in Pasadena, where she’d sought refuge three years ago, living off her Foundation royalty checks and her small investments. A few less dinners out, a few more efforts to plunder Barneys clearance rack and she’d be fine.
She stared at her envelope, still unopened in her lap. This was just like Christmas. There was either something really great inside or something she’d want to return. Her father delighted in creating surprises, reveled in carrying off the unexpected, had no scruples when it came to exploiting his children – mainly Amber – for financial gain.
Amber drew a deep breath and ripped her envelope open. If her father wanted to humiliate her for a year, she had to know what he had planned.
Dear lovely Amber…
How could she be lovely? Amber was short, size eight – a veritable whale by L.A. standards – with unruly, long red hair, pale skin that never tanned and naturally large breasts that drew double takes when she’d rather not attract attention at all.
As I write this to you on my death bed, I find I must tell you that you’ve been my inspiration from the start…
Because she was so not perfect and there was money to be made in “fixing” her.
…and now you’ll be the Dooley Foundation’s CEO.
Amber squinted at the page, certain she’d misread this last part. CEOs carried responsibility for making money. Despite her success in investing, Amber’s experience leaned more toward spending.
Nope. There it was: C-E-O.
I know you’re up to the challenge and care deeply about what happens to the Foundation’s clients.
Okay, Amber had worried about Dooley’s clients. Some of them would be fine, only paying him because it was fashionable to do so. But others she’d met benefited from Dooley’s influence and his Rules of Attraction. He’d helped child stars overcome addiction, movie directors control their anger issues and athletes burst their God-like ego bubbles and up their game. If pressed, Amber could acknowledge that her father somehow bumbled along and managed to make a difference in certain people’s lives, despite his unconventional ways and lack of fashion sense. It was his eccentricities that endeared him to his clients, leading to confidences that Amber suspected the opportunistic Dooley had noted somewhere.
I’ve instructed Franklin Kremer to move your things to my house in Beverly Hills. As CEO, you’re to live there for the next year (no extended vacations or multiple overnight visits with friends and no remodeling).
Leave Pasadena for the paparazzi capital of the world? Call her father’s house home? Live down the paparazzi clogged street from Tom Cruise’s fortress and around the corner from David Beckham’s similarly stalked showplace?
Amber fell back into the chair, certain she could hear her father’s laughter.
Chapter Three
Evan let the hot shower spray pound out the abuse the team had inflicted as he listened to the locker room talk around the corner. Most athletes gossiped worse than girls. These guys didn’t realize that Evan could hear every word.
Or maybe they just didn’t care.
“He’s faster than you, Jablone.”
“Like you didn’t huff and puff keepin’ up with him, too, Bell.” Jablone snapped back.
Evan’s cheekbone throbbed where Jablone had surprised him with an elbow.
“I heard he tore up the European leagues,” someone else offered.
“Then why’d he come back after just a few years? To play streetball? I don’t think so. Damn sissy game, that is.”
Annoyance knotted Evan’s gut. These NBA prima donnas wouldn’t last one game on the street. They played with brute force. Streetballers were all about speed and finesse. The best streetball games were played one-on-one or in small units of two or three. That was a lot of court to cover without a seven footer hanging out in front of the basket to save your ass if you were slow on defense.
“Fool. AND1 paid Oliver big figures and put him on TV. I ain’t seen nobody propositionin’ you.” The southern twang sounded like the first unit gold-toothed point guard from Mississippi, Antoine Watson.
“Dude, he’s got more endorsements than all of us combined. What does he need the NBA for? If I was him I’d move to a beach in Mexico where you can get all the international pussy you want.”
Evan had dreamed of playing in the NBA since he was a little kid. He’d been drafted out of college, but circumstances had forced him to take the long way around to the legitimate court. No one was taking his shot at NBA greatness away from him this time.
“All this talk is not right. Oliver is our team member now. We must treat him with respect.”
The chorus of “Shut the fuck up, Ren,” aimed at the gangly Korean was nearly deafening and made Evan smile, which sent his cheekbone pinging with pain.
“Leave Ren alone. I don’t care where Oliver came from as long as he helps us win.”
At least Evan had two supporters on the team.
“Spoken like the fuck whose job isn’t on the line.”
“What? Would you rather Jack Gordon bring in that Richard Simmons look-alike who made us spout all that choose-voice crap before games last year?”
“The same crap that got us to the playoffs?”
“They ain’t bringin’ those Rules back,” Antoine drawled. “That Dooley dude died last week.”
Evan’s fingers were puckered. He’d had enough and turned off the shower. By the time he’d toweled off and returned to the locker room, everyone was gone. But they’d left him a present.
There was a small pile in front of Evan’s locker, all products he endorsed – a crushed Mountain Dew can, a flattened Yolo energy bar, a shredded And1 T-shirt and a discarded stick of All Man deodorant, which had been used to write the word choke on the safe above his locker space.
“Welcome to the NBA,” Evan murmured kicking the pile aside before tugging on a pair of mid-thigh boxer briefs. He sure as hell wouldn’t log a Twitter update about this.
“Yeah. Welcome to the NBA.” Smirking in a vaguely familiar way, the newcomer stood two or three inches taller than Evan, flaunting his self-felt superiority with his expensive hair cut, designer tie and custom suit. The guy was either management or the press, although most reporters didn’t bother suiting up anymore. “Did you think it’d be easy?”
His voice struck a chord, too. Evan tried to place him and failed.
As if he had all the time in the world to bull-shit with this suit, Evan tugged on a pair of basketball shorts and a T-shirt. “It’s never easy.” Most times you had to prove yourself both on and off the court, spill a little blood, blacken an eye or two, exchange insults.
“I’m surprised you admit it.” He leaned against a locker at the end of Evan’s row, studying him. “I’m the Flash’s play-by-play radio announcer now.”
Now? So they had met before. Evan stuffed his sweaty practice clothes in a laundry bag with number thirty-five on it, cinched the top and tossed it into the corner with the rest of the team’s bags for the equipment manager to wash. “Trying to work your way into TV?”
“Isn’t everyone? Except you, that is.” The weight of the man’s stare was heavy with expectation.
Finally, Evan gave in. “What?”
The guy unwound a slow grin. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
“Should I? I prefer to forget assholes.” Evan stowed his basketball shoes in his sports bag. He never left his good shoes anywhere. That would be like Batman leaving home without his mask and cape.
“Back at UCLA I did all your dirty work on defense and you dished me the ball when you couldn’t score. I made your game look good and what did I get? Nothing.”
Memories resurfaced along with the guilt and a name. “Brock Hamilton.” He’d been a year behind Evan at UCLA and the most vocal of Evan’s detractors when Evan left the program after his junior season to pursue a career in the NBA. “Eight years is a long time to hold a grudge.”
“Eight years is nothing. You left us when we were on the brink of achieving everything that’s important – championship rings, NBA offers, seven figure salaries.”
“I’m not responsible for anyone’s success but my own.” That was Evan’s father talking, quelling remorse from the past.
“You made that abundantly clear when you decided your knee was too bruised to play in the championship game. Pussies like you don’t last in the big league.”
“Thanks for the insight.” Evan pushed past Brock toward the door, but his former teammate’s words followed him out into the hallway.
“Enjoy your time, because it’s going to be short. And this time I’m in a position to make sure everyone knows what a loser you are when you fail.”
For several minutes Amber let herself be hypnotized by the pendulum in Mr. Kremer’s grandfather clock, trying to work up the courage to speak.
Without warning, Cora stormed out.
Shoulders hunched, Blue stewed in the corner, ignoring or unaware Cora had bailed on the deal.
Their father’s lawyer organized paper clips on his desk as if they were dominoes.
Amber drew a deep breath. If she wanted to remain hidden from the public long term, she was going to have to step back into Tinsel Town’s harsh glare for a few days. A week, tops.
Clearing her throat caught Mr. Kremer’s attention. “I’ll sign,” Amber said.
Blue nearly fell over as he spun around. “What?”
How could Amber explain her sanity depended upon it? If she walked away now, she’d never sleep again for wondering if Blue or Cora or someone else was going to unearth some emotionally wrenching and acutely embarrassing video of her.
She shrugged.
“Dad must have told you what was going on.” Blue studied Amber. And then his eyes narrowed. “What role did he give you?”
Amber tucked her letter back in its envelope, suddenly weary of games. She had an advantage over Blue. She’d have a better chance of finding Dooley’s private stash of confidences while living in his home. “What does it matter?”
“So he put you in charge.” Blue’s jaw ticked. “Damn it, Amber. This is our future. Don’t just jump in to check a box on the conditions of a deranged man’s will.”
Mr. Kremer rearranged the paper clips into a fan shape.
“Dad was eccentric, not crazy.” Amber sighed, fiddling with the loosening ends of her shawl.
“He showed up in a safari outfit at the last James Bond movie premier. He wore an Elvis wig when he went grocery shopping.”
“He had to keep the Rules in the press somehow.” And in recent years he’d been unable to tap Amber for celebrity buzz.
“Like that explains the last twenty years.” Blue scoffed. “Oh, I forgot I was talking to the Paparazzi Terminator.”
“It was a teenage phase,” Amber said defensively, flinging the Pashmina over her shoulder. Who would have thought a couple of misadjusted sprinklers and slingshot launched water balloons would create such a hullabaloo? Certainly not an overexposed teenage girl. Back then, those meager defenses helped Amber stop running every time she noticed a camera lens aimed her way. “Besides, a little water never hurt anyone.”
“Just their cameras.” Blue tossed his hands. “I can’t believe you’re still so gullible.”
“Do you plan on contesting the will?” Mr. Kremer asked Blue. “I can only advise against it.”
“You would,” Blue glared at him, then turned on Amber. “You’re so naïve. This isn’t about taking care of us. It’s about making sure dad’s legacy lives on. Who’s going to coach A-list celebs? Be featured in the Foundation’s DVDs?”
Amber shrank back. “Not me.”
“That’s right. Not you. Not Cora. Not me.” Blue crossed his arms. “What happens to your little dividend checks if the Dooley Foundation goes under?”
Amber’s mouth dried out. She wet her lips and turned to Mr. Franklin. “We’re just going to be figureheads. Dad has life coaches on staff.”
“Not really,” her father’s lawyer admitted, tugging at his wide, Nixon-era pea green tie.
Amber tried again. “He has staff…”
He swept the paper clips were swept into a desk drawer. “A part-time administrative assistant. She’s working on her degree at UCLA.”
Frowning, Amber recalled the bustle in the office years ago. “But – ”
“Actually.” Mr. Kremer looked pained. “Your father hadn’t produced a DVD or a book in years. His business had dwindled down to only a few high profile clients.”
The smaller royalty checks. The desperate phone calls from Dooley.
“So…?” Clutching her Pashmina, Amber couldn’t bring herself to say it.
Mr. Kremer nodded. “The Dooley Foundation might not survive another year.”
“But the will – ”
“Now she sees the light.” Blue rolled his eyes heavenward.
“You knew all along,” Amber accused Blue. Her livelihood, her sense of security, her dusty stock of water pistols were all on the line here.
Blue shook his head. “Rumors.”
“So you’ll walk away,” Amber surmised, with a sinking feeling. She had no hope of turning the Foundation around without experienced life coaches on staff. Amber didn’t believe in the Rules of Attraction.
And she couldn’t manage the Foundation without someone like Blue, who had a business degree and job experience. Although Amber backed several ventures in the Hollywood/ Beverly Hills area, she had no input in the day-to-day management of the businesses she invested in. Given the proper funding, she could hire someone more qualified to run the Dooley Foundation, but there was that issue of trust and confidentiality, virtually non-existent in this town. It was Blue or nothing.
“Unlike you, I have a steady paycheck.” Blue tapped his envelope against his thigh, looking uncertain.
It was his hesitancy that gave Amber pause. Money was a huge motivator for her brother, but Amber had something else on Blue if that didn’t work. “I bet your steady paycheck is nowhere close to three mil a year.”
Blue pierced Amber with a stare. “I could do this, but I don’t need to. He made you CEO.”
“It’s just a title. He liked it more than president or founder.” But Amber stopped short of relinquishing that title to Blue. Something wouldn’t allow her to bow down to him.
CEO? What was she thinking?
About the past. And the future. She’d show up, find and destroy those tapes and files, but she wouldn’t sell herself out for the Foundation again. Protecting her privacy was priority one. Meeting her sales goal was priority number two. But would Blue honor the debt he owed her?
Amber held Blue’s cold gaze. “You’ll sign, too.”
Blue shook his head.
Amber played her last card. “You owe me. I’m calling in your debt. We’ll do this. Together.” Amber extended her hand to Blue, hoping he’d honor the promise he’d made years ago when he’d called Amber first to bail him out of jail.
Blue hesitated and in those few seconds Amber nearly forgot to breath.
“Okay. I’ll sign,” Blue said finally. “But when I meet my sales quota I’m retiring. Which means you need to have your shit together.”
“Not a problem,” Amber lied, shaking his hand.
Drained and defeated, Amber rode the elevator downstairs alone. Her father had thrown in one last surprise. The will included a clause relinquishing Amber’s rights to future book and DVD royalties if she didn’t fulfill its conditions to the letter. If Amber wanted to protect herself she was in for the full twelve months and committed to making a million dollars in sales.
Amber hesitated in Mr. Kremer’s downstairs lobby, unsure how to reach her car through the paparazzi swarming on the sidewalk. She was defenseless and Blue was still upstairs, dragging his feet over the papers he needed to sign.
Deciding to wait for him, Amber retreated a few steps to the elegantly paneled elevator doors, but a few photographers spotted her on the other side of the glass and trained their black mega lenses her way. The rapid-fire click-whir of their cameras penetrated the lobby.
Amber’s fingers tightened on her small L.A.M.B. clutch purse.
“Hey, Miss Rule. Give us a smile.”
“Come on out, girl. We just want a picture.”
Only a picture? Amber wasn’t that naive. But she couldn’t just stand there. Independent photographers were predators, they could sense fear and they knew how to exploit it. They’d wait until Amber was trapped outside and then pounce, pushing for a reaction, for information, for anything they could sell.
Amber adjusted her wrap over her shoulder, took a deep breath and plunged out into the mayhem. Immediately, a dozen men swarmed her.
“Give us a smile, doll.”
“Miss Rule, did you inherit the Foundation?”
When Amber didn’t answer, the paps closed in, blocking her path. The stench of stale cigarette smoke coated her lungs. Her steps faltered.
“Any new DVDs on the horizon for you?”
“What about Dooley’s files? Who got those?”
“Has Kent Decklin asked about his privacy? Bet you’d like to see him exposed.”
Amber froze. Did she want to know Kent’s secrets? Her ex-lover had certainly exploited hers.
The breeze kicked up and sent lavender Pashmina fluttering in the lenses of several photographers to Amber’s left, exposing the scoop neck of her blouse and a conservative amount of cleavage, which was far more than she wanted them to see. Cars thundered past, not quite drowning out the cacophony of shutter clicks and shouted questions, yet Amber still didn’t move.
A hand captured Amber’s elbow. Blue steered her forward. “Guys, we just lost our father. We’ll make an announcement that’ll answer all your questions next week.”
“We will?” Amber asked when they’d broken through the pack and entered the small parking lot. What could they possibly say to make those sharks disperse?
“You will.” Blue released Amber and veered off toward his car. “After all, you’re the CEO.”
Chapter Four
“I’m glad to see you brought the girls out today.” Trina Hurst, Amber’s best friend and one of her business partners, gestured toward Amber’s chest as the two women walked up the front walk to Dooley Rule’s house.
Amber’s spine stiffened. “I don’t know what you mean. This is a conservative dress.” Barely a hint of cleavage.
“It’s beautiful.” Trina was quick to agree. “And you’re a knockout in it because you didn’t cover it up. No shawl, no sweater, no shrug, no security blanket. I can actually see your figure.”
Amber smirked, regretting having left her Pashmina in the car on the circular drive.
“Don’t give me that look.” Trina bent to gather up a week’s worth of newspapers, her chin length brown hair swinging over her delicate features. “You were blessed with a va-va-voom body. Would that I had some of your curves.” Trina glanced down at her A-cups as she stood. “You shouldn’t let a dickhead like Kent Decklin make you feel like you need to hide your body, especially now that you’ll be working with clients in L.A. Powerful women need to make a powerful impression. So you’ve got big boobs. So Kent Decklin exposed them to the world. Get over it. There’s plenty of time to dress like a grandma when you’re a grandma.”
“Nobody cares how I dress in Pasadena.” Amber sniffed, but unpleasant memories of the intimate video Kent had posted to YouTube intruded anyway. “Besides, you’re assuming I’m going to take an active role in the company.”
“Honey, you’re the CEO. You can’t get any more active than that. And besides,” Trina added slyly. “Who would put their future in Blue’s hands?”
Before Amber could admit she’d done exactly that, a black SUV slowed as it passed and then pulled over to the curb in front of the house next door. The passenger window dropped smoothly and a large black camera lens poked out.
“Why couldn’t Tom Cruise or the Beckhams be home?” Amber wondered aloud. There were swarms of paparazzi around their homes when they were in residence. This straggler had meandered up the road and gotten lucky when he spotted them.
Amber hurried to the door, missing her Pashmina.
The front door to the house opened soundlessly with her key.
Amber stood on the threshold, half expecting her father to appear in the hallway, booming out a welcome or grousing about something she’d refused to do. She hadn’t been inside her father’s house in nearly three years. It seemed wrong to return now when so much with her father was unresolved.
Did Dad love me?
Amber would never get an answer. That’s why after leaving the lawyer’s office she’d swung by Tingle, the Westwood bar Amber co-owned with Trina, to drag her along for moral support.
Trina nudged Amber inside, closed the door and stepped onto the foyer’s dark chocolate tile, gazing around in amazement and dropping the newspapers in the process. “White shag carpet, orange and black club chairs, plaid fur footstool, gold marbled mirror tiles on the wall.” Trina glanced back at Amber, a fine-boned pixie in a white denim mini-skirt, blue tie-dyed tank top and simple heeled sandals who almost fit into the time warp they’d stepped into. And then she sang. “This is the dawning of the age of Aquarius – ”
“Please don’t.” Amber’s shoulders tensed. Sometimes it was hard to be friends with a music history major who loved expressing herself in song.
Trina’s blue eyes twinkled, but at least she stopped. “Are you sure this isn’t Austin Powers’ house?”
Amber worked up the courage to take a step inside. “You missed the Rules carved in the mantel over the fireplace. If it was Austin Powers’ house there would be no rules.”
“Pun intended, I’m sure.” Trina ventured deeper into the house. Stopped. Pointed. “Oh, my God. The kitchen...”
Amber couldn’t move past the foyer, couldn’t take her eyes from the hallway branch to the left that led to her father’s wing. “Still have those white plastic tulip chairs with red seat cushions?”
“Yeah, baby, yeah,” Trina did a poor Austin Powers imitation as she disappeared into the kitchen. “And orange Formica countertops.”
“Same old, same old.” Amber sighed and quit looking for her dad.
Trina returned, nodding. “Crazy time machine we stepped into. When you described it I expected old, faded and tacky. This is designer sixties. It’s actually kind of cool.” Trina peered at Amber. “Are you okay?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know.” Amber couldn’t have done this alone. She had no idea what they’d find in the house, much less how she’d live here for a year. “Thanks for coming, Trina.”
“It’s not like I had a lot to do today.” Which was a lie. Trina managed Tingle and tended bar, which suited her energetic, burst into song personality. Amber was just the silent partner, providing initial funding from her Dooley Foundation nest egg to help start up the business. After two years and a long recession, Tingle was about to start turning a modest profit.
Amber and Trina had met at fat camp when they were fifteen, bonded by the need for unconditional love food gave them. Their friendship had endured the high school drama bestowed upon misfits, Amber’s meteoric affair and breakup with Kent Decklin and Trina’s bout with anorexia. Amber had checked Trina into a clinic for the eating disorder after Trina’s twin brother was killed in Iraq. At five foot three inches, Trina was now a one-hundred and ten pound weakling, but she’d regained her appetite and will to live.
Dooley Rule had wanted to feature Trina in an infomercial after her recovery (as if his Rules had anything to do with that), but Amber had put her foot down. They’d argued about it in this very foyer in front of one of her dad’s tacky, seventies-style drawings. Her father framed and displayed his artwork as if it was priceless. Peter Max, Dooley wasn’t, but he used the same cosmic 1960s style and vibrant colors in his art.
Amber realized she was face to face with a drawing of a garden – dirt giving way to stems, stems blossoming into various flowers, some in glorious bloom, others with petals crumpling. The garden was one of her father’s favorite themes. This was just one of many on display throughout the house.
And Amber was going to have to live here, encased in energetic, retro color. “I feel sick.” She couldn’t decide if she was going to vomit or succumb to a migraine.
Trina closed the distance between them and hugged Amber. “Losing a parent is tough, even when it’s Dooley Rule you’re losing. We’ll take it slow. Where do you want to start?”
“The office.” Amber led the way down a hall, high heels dragging in the shag.
“You really think Dooley kept files on you?”
“He was always asking me questions and scribbling in his notebook.”
“That doesn’t mean – ”
“I was featured in three Foundation infomercials.”
“But – ”
“And four books. Strangers know intimate details about my life.” Like how the popular girls in junior high had taken a picture of Amber changing clothes for gym class and posted it on My Space. According to Dooley, she’d learned how to move on with his help. Not.
“Point taken.” Trina paused in the middle of a series of her father’s pictures lining the walls. “Zoinks. I see naked women in every one of these garden pictures. Am I supposed to see that? Was he like a male Georgia O’Keefe or something?”
“Trina.” This was why Amber had never invited anyone over to her father’s house. Amber turned, her hand resting on the door to the office as she captured Trina’s gaze. “You can look at the pictures later.”
“You’re right.” But her blue eyes drifted toward the colorful collection of flowers. “I’m just overcome by the vibe. I expected it to end in the living room.”
“I assure you. The entire house is like this.” Amber sighed and at that Trina straightened her shoulders, nodded solemnly and said, “I’m here for you…sister.”
Rolling her eyes, Amber opened the office door half expecting to find her dad at the desk, doodling with colorful pens on his blotter. But the room was empty, the desk devoid of a computer. On the floor in the corner a picture of a garden filled with delicate blue starflowers leaned against an empty silver frame, waiting to be put together.
“It does exist,” Trina breathed reverently, crossing to the far corner where a three foot tall cylindrical lamp hung from the ceiling on a bronze chain. “You told me about this years ago, but I thought you were joking.”
The lamp was a classic, or so her father claimed. The pagoda-style top and base were connected by three bronze columns and criss-crossed with wire that, when the lamp was lit, carried drops of oil from the top to the base. A buxom, naked woman was the trapped centerpiece, arms and face raised as if caught in the midst of a joyous dance.
“I’m your Venus. I’m your fire,” Trina murmured while studying the lamp, striking a pose similar to the lamp Goddess. She smiled over her shoulder at Amber, who lagged back by the door. “It’s tacky, but geez, she’s hot. Why didn’t your dad put this in the bedroom?”
Amber’s shoulders tensed again. “This is tame compared to the bedroom.”
Trina looked at the lamp and then back to Amber, sending her dangling gold earrings swaying. “We’re searching that, too, right?”
“Curb your enthusiasm. This is my life.” My home. The headache won out. Amber pushed her thumbs into her temples.
“Sorry. I’m sorry.” Trina immediately backpedaled. “It’s just this house is like stepping on a Disneyland ride. The details are so complete, it’s hypnotic.” Trina took in the floor to ceiling shiny orange curtains, vintage metal teacher’s desk with a row of troll dolls, tie-dyed desk chair and stuffed white owl on the book shelf. “Is that a real owl?”
“Trina, focus,” Amber said through gritted teeth. “His laptop must be at the Santa Monica office. I’ll take the desk. You try the credenza.”
“Right. Ok.” Trina looked abashed. “What exactly am I looking for?”
“Files with my name on it or in it. Video of me. Manuscripts that mention me.” Amber drew a breath.
“Groovy,” Trina said, once more in the spirit of the house, adding a quick, “Sorry.”
“Just look.” Amber’s hands trembled as she opened the first drawer filled with colorful file folders.
There were hundreds of files. It took them nearly an hour to go through them all because they paused several times to share the name of a famous client, most of whom were dead or retired from the limelight. In the end, they found five folders of various colors with Amber’s name on them, but there was nothing in the files that was of any use.
Regardless of whose name was on the tab, Dooley’s files contained one or two faded sheets from a yellow notepad sparsely covered with gibberish – snatches of phrases that rhymed or made no sense, intricate doodles of kaleidoscope circles emitting rays of sunshine or his more familiar flowers budding, blooming and dropping petals. All drawn with painstakingly short, fine strokes.
“Your father was either an idiot,” Trina said, putting ransacked files back where they belonged. “Or brilliant. And we’re just too cross-eyed and numb to know the difference at this point.”
“There’s nothing here that would embarrass anyone.” Amber sat on the floor surrounded by open files, cold despite the sun streaming through the window on her. “So what if some A-list star had life coaching? You can’t tell what they came to my dad for.”
“And that’s why no one’s ever been able to pry secrets out of the Dooley Foundation.” Trina scooped up another armload of files. “You don’t have to worry anymore.”
Amber shook her head, unable to shake away the fear. “I don’t believe it. We’ve got to be missing something.”
“If you say so, we’ll look again. We’ll turn the house upside down, search the office, check his safe deposit box.”
But Amber didn’t share Trina’s optimism. “It would be just like my dad to leave no trail, to look down on us and laugh knowing that he’d left a clue somewhere but that we’d never find it,” Amber said, realizing that she was trapped into doing her father’s bidding, only she had no idea how to coach anyone. She was going to be the laughingstock of L.A. Thanks, Dad.
Amber’s muscles tensed until she worked herself into full panic mode, words racing each other to tumble from her mouth. “What if this is all the notes he ever took? His books are all about the power of positive thinking and taking advantage of golden opportunities. How did he coach these people? Did you see anything about what he did or why?” Blinded as she’d been to protecting her privacy, Amber hadn’t realized how important the nuts and bolts of her father’s program were until now.
Amber sifted frantically through several open folders on the floor and began reading aloud. “Arrogant. Impatient. Self-absorbed. Tippy-top. And then he drew a droopy flower.” Amber tossed the file aside and arched her aching back. “I’ll never be able to help anybody. They’ll all demand their money back.”
“He’s got to have methods.” Trina knelt beside Amber, gathering up more files. “He had people working for him, right? They had to know what to do. Come on. Let’s dwell on the good news – there’s nothing incriminating here about you or anyone else. You can panic about the coaching later.”
“Sales are down and if they stay that way I’ll lose funding for Hathor House.” The home for young women with eating disorders that had helped Trina and continued to help others, regardless of their ability to pay. The Dooley Foundation was their biggest contributor.
“Hey, snap out of it.” Trina gently shook Amber’s shoulders. “Things are not all doom and gloom. When Michael Jackson died, his CD sales skyrocketed.”
“Please don’t compare my dad and the Rules of Attraction to Michael Jackson.” But Trina’s distraction did the trick. Amber was able to breathe again.
“That is a stretch,” Trina allowed. “But you can hope, can’t you?”
“I can hope there are folders outlining his programs and life coaching strategies at the office.” Amber checked the time on her cell phone. “And that I’ll get there before Blue.”
“If you’re still worried about Blue selling secrets, don’t be. Chances are you’ll find more of the same at the office.” Trina stood, taking the folders with her. “And maybe there’s nothing to find. I mean, all these people are old geezers and has-beens.”
“Thanks.” Amber stood, clutching the files with her name on it, casting about for her high heeled sandals.
“Except for you,” Trina hastened to add, shoving folders back into the stuffed drawer. “His more recent files are probably in the Santa Monica office.”
“Along with his computer.” Amber spotted her shoes in the corner. “I’m going over there right now.”
“But first, can you show me your dad’s bedroom?” Trina grinned devilishly. “Please-please-please?”
She shouldn’t. It was mortifying. But if Amber didn’t do it now, Trina would bother her until she did. “Fine. But only to make sure he didn’t leave his laptop in there.”
He hadn’t.
But there was something poking out from under the floor length red satin bedspread that flowed over the round water bed in the center of the love pit her father called a bedroom.
Trina stood to one side, a dreamy expression on her face while she snapped her fingers and sang softly to a rack of black leather whips and studded collars. “They say this cat is a bad mother – ”
“Shut your mouth.” Crossly, Amber finished the Shaft line for Trina and went for a closer look at the bed while Trina ogled at the mirror on the ceiling, the Kama Sutra wallpaper and the in-room Jacuzzi tub watched over by a naked Grecian goddess. None of which Amber could get rid of.
“We should order this wallpaper for the bathrooms at Tingle,” Trina said, leaning in to peer at a naked couple with legs entwined in a pretzel knot.
“There’s enough sex going on in Tingle’s dark corners already.”
“How would you know? You haven’t been inside at night in months.”
True. Amber and Trina had dinner together nearly every night before Trina opened the nightclub, but Amber invariably headed back to Pasadena by nine. And yet Amber knew the L.A. club scene from previous experience. “Are there still dark corners in Tingle?”
“Yes.”
“Then people are still having sex there.” Amber bent to pick up a woman’s shoe beneath the bedspread, a black sandal with rhinestones and a six-inch heel meant to titillate. Not a speck of dust on it.
“Great,” Amber dropped the shoe on the white carpet. “On top of everything else, my dad had a better sex life than I do.”
“Yeah, well. He didn’t wrap himself up like a mummy and hide in Pasadena.”
Chapter Five
“We’ll let you know.” Cy Maxwell, Evan’s agent, finished a call before falling into step with Evan outside the Flash’s practice facility. “Sorry I missed practice. How’d it go?” Cy glanced at Evan and then did a double take. “Is that a…Did someone give you a black eye?”
“It’s nothing.” Evan fingered the swelling over his cheek, which didn’t bother him near as much as hearing the bitterness in his former college teammate’s voice a few minutes earlier.
Cy barred Evan with an arm. Since he was a head shorter than Evan and about thirty pounds lighter, that arm was level with Evan’s solar plexus and only courtesy made Evan stop twenty feet from the welcome to the NBA gift he’d bought himself – a spanking new, stop sign red Ferrari F430.
Cy checked to make sure they were alone before speaking. “Tell me there’s someone else who looks worse than you – and I’m talking visible damage.”
“I didn’t play nice in the sandbox, Mom.” Evan had given nearly as many dirty hits as he’d collected.
“You have a kick ass rep on the street thanks to AND1. We want to go up from here, not down.”
Evan brushed Cy’s arm aside. “Now you sound like my dad.” Which was not a compliment as far as Evan was concerned. “Besides, I thought fighting added to that bad-ass image sponsors like.”
“Only if it’s you doing the swinging.” Cy hop-stepped in front of Evan in his Hollywood uniform – blue button down, khakis and loafers. “We had it good at AND1. We left too soon.”
Evan liked Cy. He worked at Multistar Talent Brokers, where Cy had created a symbiotic relationship to promote his diverse list of clients. That’s how Evan had ended up at the Flash game with actress Mimi Sorbet the other night. She’d put on quite a show for the press at the game, after which they’d parted ways over double cheek air kisses.
Cy was well connected when it came to endorsement opportunities and a damn good negotiator. That’s what Evan’s dad had been looking for when Evan first went pro. Cy’s one weakness was he wouldn’t let crap go. When Jack Gordon approached Cy about Evan, Cy had nearly turned him down without asking Evan what he wanted to do.
“Remember the Lebron James dunkfest?” Evan asked, referring to a popular YouTube video of a high school kid dunking over Lebron, making him look like an amateur. “I left AND1 before some high school punk out-played me.” Age was Evan’s enemy. Sure, Evan was in his prime at twenty-eight. But his training routine and drive would only sustain his speed for so long, an attribute necessary in streetball. It was time to break into the land of the giants. At six-six, Evan was short for the NBA. But he could outrun a seven-footer on his worst day and outwork guys his own size with superior strategy, foot speed and skill.
“You had years left on the street,” Cy protested, like any good agent would when his client was taking a risk.
“And if I play my cards right I’ll have a career in the NBA when my playing days are over.” Coaching or managing. With a push of a button, Evan unlocked the Ferrari. “I thought agents were supposed to think long term.”
“And I thought you hired me to make you a shitload of money,” Cy countered.
Those were his father’s words. Evan’s fist clenched the strap of his workout bag. “That was seven years ago. And maybe you don’t recall, but I’d just been signed by the Seattle Supersonics.”
“And subsequently shot.” Cy glanced significantly at Evan’s right thigh. He was one of the very few people who knew the real story about Evan’s injury. “Most agents would have dumped you then.”
But not Cy. The ballsy young agent had taken what should have been a career-ending event and come up with a cover story about Evan being a streetwise kid and a backup plan that had taken them this far. But Evan wasn’t going to settle for less than his dream.
“I don’t want to be one of those guys who says I had my chance and I blew it.”
Cy considered Evan’s words and then gave a curt nod. “If that’s what you really want, we’ll go for it. But I’ve got to warn you, Jack Gordon is out to screw us, but good. He wants to add a rider stating you have to lead the team to six wins by the end of the season or we only get one point five million with a thanks but no thanks if you wanted a new contract in May.”
“Fuck that.” The Flash had fallen apart without Zee Johnson, the point guard sidelined with a knee injury. It took time for a team to gel and there were only ten games left before the playoffs. If Evan was to produce those six wins, he’d have to be a one-man show, which could only happen if his Flash teammates created opportunities for him to put the ball in the hoop. They were more likely to trip him on the court than stand in Evan’s defender’s way so he’d be open to score.
Evan glanced around the parking lot for something to take out his frustrations on, but there was only his shiny two hundred fifty thousand dollar mistake. “Fuck me.”
“No.” Cy shook his head. “Fuck Jack Gordon. It’s not too late to go back to AND1.”
“We had a verbal agreement.” A handshake over beer at some crappy sports bar where Evan had been hard pressed to contain a goofy grin. Evan’s fingers curled. He wanted to plant his fist in Jack Gordon’s face.
“In principle, the terms were agreed to, but Gordon is a tricky SOB.”
“You’re supposed to be trickier.”
“You met him without me.” Cy might as well have said I told you so.
But Cy was right. Evan had backed himself into a corner. He still had an open door in the European leagues, although the pay wasn’t as hot as AND1 or the U.S. NBA. And there was always Australia, only he’d need crash pads and a helmet to play there, along with a good doctor and a low key lifestyle to fit their pay scale.
Evan stared at the Ferrari’s low slung body and swore again.
“It gets worse.” Cy looked grim. “I just got off the phone with AND1. They don’t want tarnished goods. The only way you’re going back to them is if you make a big splash in the NBA. If you sign with the Flash…losing is not an option.”
A little after five, Amber turned into the Dooley Foundation’s parking lot at the corner of Wilshire and Santa Monica’s Third Street Promenade, just in time to see Blue pull into the CEO’s reserved parking space. Frowning, Amber parked her Mercedes coupe next to Blue’s vintage Austin Martin, got out of the car and waited for her brother, wrapping her Pashmina around her shoulders.
Blue stood, cradling something in the crook of his right arm. Something poofy. That moved.
“You have a dog?”
A tiny gray poodle, not much bigger than one of the sandals Amber wore, peered at Amber beneath teased curls and blue ear bows.
“It’s dad’s dog.” Blue locked his car and led the way to the rear door.
“Dad didn’t have a dog.” Amber reached out to pet the little thing, who was really cute, in a bug-eyed sort of way.
The dog growled and pawed wildly as if it was going to leap on her.
Amber snatched her hand back and gave Blue plenty of room to open the side door and ascend the back stairs to the second floor.
He adjusted his grip on the beast. “Dad had a dog. Mr. Jiggles here. Dad took him everywhere.”
Try as she might, Amber couldn’t visualize Dooley carrying around a rat with pom-pom bangs. “Did you pick him up from the house? Because I was just there.” And Amber didn’t like the idea that Blue had a key to her father’s Beverly Hills place.
“Kremer’s wife was taking care of him. I just picked him up.”
“And they asked you to take Mr. Jumpy – ”
“Jiggles. Mr. Jiggles.” Blue continued up the stairs. “And they didn’t ask me.”
Understanding dawned. Amber hurried after him. “That’s your task? Adopting dad’s dog?”
“I expected to see you carrying his cat,” Blue countered.
Amber didn’t take the bait. “Dad didn’t have a cat. Or a dog.”
“And you know this because you visited Dad all the time.”
She hadn’t, of course, but neither had he. “So now you have a dog.” Blue was so not the portable dog type. He wasn’t a dog person period.
Blue spun on the landing to face Amber. “Yes. For a year I’m going to be a glorified pet sitter, 24/7. Are you happy now?”
Amber slowed, studying the poodle. “He’s cute in a homely sort of way.” Amber reached out to pet the dog once more and Mr. Jiggles bared his teeth.
Blue did, too. “Tell me you’re going to suffer all year.”
“Well, I…” All of a sudden, living in a 1960s shrine didn’t seem like such a hardship.
“That’s what I thought.” Blue produced a key and turned to the door, which was framed with the Rules of Attraction – Choose, Voice, Trust, Welcome.
“Hey, I’m going to suffer. Have you seen Dad’s house? All that shag and nakedness.”
Blue swore. “It figures. You got Dad’s house. I got a rat with bows.” He pushed into the office.
A very vacant office.
Oh, it was beautiful and calming, with a muted red Oriental rug and live bamboo plants against smooth celery colored walls. The office furniture was a deep cherry and the lighting soft. The effect was more like a luxury day spa than a place of business. Nowhere did it say: Secrets stored here.
The reception desk appeared occupied, with colorful paper clips, pens, Post-Its and a desk plate introducing Gemma. But the first two offices on each side of the entry were sterile and bare, as was each office down the long hall. Only their father’s office showed signs of life.
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