
  
    [image: Press Release]
  


  
    
      
        
        PRESS RELEASE

        By

        Leslie O’Sullivan

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Leslie O’Sullivan

      

        

      
        Edited by Theresa Cole & Lisa Green.

        Cover Design by MiblArt.

        All stock photos licensed appropriately.

      

        

      
        Published in the United States by City Owl Press.

        www.cityowlpress.com

      

        

      
        For information on subsidiary rights, please contact the publisher at info@cityowlpress.com

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.

      Except as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior consent and permission of the publisher.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Leslie O’Sullivan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rockin Fairy Tales:

        Pink Guitars and Falling Stars

        Gilded Butterfly

        Wild Azure Waves

        Crimson Melodies

        Emerald Spire (Winter 2024)

      

      

      ***

      
        
        Behind the Scenes:

        Hot Set

        Press Release

        Not to Scale

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Leslie O’Sullivan

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hot Set, by Leslie O'Sullivan, is a contemporary love story that creatively infuses modern concerns with the nostalgia generated by a period television show. The Irish setting was fantastically romantic, and I thought the cast of characters was refreshingly practical for a group involved in show business.” — Reader’s Favorite 5-star review

      

      “As full of heart and soul as the music it describes, Crimson Melodies drew me in with a fresh take on a classic tale, masterfully combining celebrity and monster romance vibes to give me everything I wanted and more!” — S.C. Grayson, author of Beauty and the Blade

      

      “Submerging readers into a fantastical world, Wild Azure Waves is a love story swimming with music, mysticism, and magic.” — InD’tale

      

      “Pink Guitars and Falling Stars is a fast paced and very engaging read, with a constantly evolving main character and a colorful cast.  The adventure wraps up nicely, and ends with a hint of what is next in the Rockin’ Fairy Tales series.  This is a great read if you are looking for an action-packed modern fairy tale with aspiring rock stars who fall from the sky.” — Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      “Gilded Butterfly is a unique and magical mashup of fairy tales, Shakespeare, and lore, unlike anything I’ve read before. At its heart, is a beautiful story about family, the destructive power of chasing fame and money, and the healing power of love. The twists, turns, and magic sprinkled throughout create an engaging story that brings a new kind of fairy tale to modern Hollywood.” — Megan Van Dyke, author of Second Star to the Left

      

      “Pink Guitars and Falling Stars is an interesting take on the story of Rapunzel…O’Sullivan has definitely nailed the initial animosity between Justin and Zeli. As they become closer, the relationship jumps off the page and morphs beautifully. There are awesome love scenes with a lot of description which pull the reader right in and keep a tight grip… A fascinating remix of a popular fairy tale with some very sexy differences. One to add to the e-reader and to be read list!” — InD’tale

      

      “With wickedly clever wordplay, fresh and lovable characters, and an utterly unique take on a classic fairytale, Pink Guitars and Falling Stars is one of the swooniest romances I've ever read. You'll be cheering for B.A.S.E. jumper Justin to help Zeli escape her tower in the heart of Hollywood's twisted music industry and fall equally hard for their chosen family on the Boulevard. A romantic, heart-in-your-throat read!” —  Sarah Skilton, author of Fame Adjacent

      

      “Leslie O’Sullivan’s narrative style in Gilded Butterfly celebrates truth, love, and heritage, and reads as pure poetry from the opening line until the end.” — InD’tale

      

      “Pink Guitars and Falling Stars reads like glitter and stardust, like a song of the heart set free and realizing every dream.” —Fairrryprose

      

      Pink Guitars and Falling Stars is a winner of a 2023 Gold Author Shout Reader Ready Awards “Top Pick.”

      

      Hot Set is a 2023 Holt Medallion Winner for Mid-Length Contemporary
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      The weekly call from my boss is overdue. Every Wednesday, this phone chat with L.A. guarantees loss of appetite and teeth grinding. I regress into a secondary schooler summoned to the principal’s office instead of the thirty-two-year-old head of P.R. for a brilliant TV period drama that’s currently rocketing in popularity.

      I beat samba, waltz, and tarantella rhythms around the phone on my desk to summon the call with no result. Perhaps tapping out “Bohemian Rhapsody,” best rock song ever written, will do the trick. Better yet, here in the land where the blood of druids and pagans still flows through my fellow Irish locals, a ritualistic “ring damn you” chant may be the wisest choice.

      If only I knew one.

      The glint of an overhead light catches my new coat of nail polish. I chose a perfect tonal match to my plum-colored skirt and suit jacket. My reflection in the glass office wall is a study in plum. My suit and nails are the exact shade of my leather desk chair. Except for the pale skin of my face, I’d disappear completely into my surroundings, a carnivore poised to pounce on the unaware. Here in my personal jungle of plum, steel, and glass, I am the alpha predator.

      Or am I?

      I glare at the non-ringing phone on my desk. This call is my weekly judgement, shifting my position to more prey than predator. Och! I’m being as dramatic as a scene in our television show, The Chieftain’s Son. My overly loud exhale falls somewhere between ironic chuckle and frustrated huff. I prefer to initiate calls instead of being shackled to the receiving end. Control is my goddess, and I gladly worship at her bejeweled sandals.

      A backwards shove of the chair gives me freedom to pace between door and desk. My feet pinch from a day in heels. I can’t decide if I’d rather down a generous pour of the red blend waiting at home or soak my feet in it.

      “Ring, you bloody bastard.”

      The alarm on my cell trills half-six, day’s end for most everyone else here at The Clan, production headquarters of The Chieftain’s Son. It’s my daily reminder to catch people before they leave for the day if I’ve got a bit of news or instructions for them. My frustration ebbs a bit at the thought of the accolades for our brilliant show. In our first season out of the gate, we scored ten Crystal nominations, the most prestigious U.S. television award, along with additional smatterings of European honors. Everyone on our team in the FYC, For Your Consideration, campaign across multiple awards made final cuts. That’s an entire bird’s worth of feathers in my cap for the backbreaking work to coordinate the publicity and marketing chores between here in Ireland and Hollywood. Truth is, the challenge lights me up as bright as a Beltane bonfire.

      So, why does my gut ping like radar detecting an imminent attack while I wait for the damnable L.A. phone call?

      Through the glass wall of my office, I return waves from folks leaving for the day. When I deal with Hollywood, the time difference between here in County Kerry, Ireland, and the land of palm trees and over-priced sunglasses makes their quitting time the beginning of my workday.

      Collin, one of our senior writers, pops his head in. “Pub call, Meg. You in?”

      “Waiting to chat with L.A. Maybe after.”

      He flips a strand of black hair out of his eyes. “Bobby’s standing the first round.”

      I hate to turn down a fresh drawn Guinness, mother’s milk. “Can’t commit, Coll, but thanks.”

      “Anyone ever tell you, Ms. McGrath, it’s no crime to ease up now and then?”

      “Every day.” Easing up is a non-negotiable for me. High standards make the world go ‘round. “If luck is with me, I will walk through the pub door before the second round.”

      “Here’s hoping.” He tosses me a parting smile and heads out. From a side view, I notice Collin’s belly has shifted from paunch to trim. The once-a-day walk and weekly round of golf Gillian Bettencourt O’Leary, our newest staff writer and wife of our star, instigated with the writing staff is paying off.

      Ten more minutes plod along as slow as cattle blocking the lane, and I drop back onto my desk chair. This isn’t the first time Dashell Everett, my boss at the True Time Network, ranked a call to his on-site publicist for The Chieftain’s Son television program a lower priority than morning espresso. With The Chieftain’s Son debut at San Diego Cali Con, the celebration of the popular arts chock-full of celebrities and high-octane fans, less than a month away, Dash and I have a laundry list of logistics to button up. Or rather, I’ll fill him in on everything I’ve inked in. He’ll respond with a few inane questions, one or two ludicrous suggestions, and then sign off with his signature morning yawn.

      Maureen, the most manic of our writing staff, swings in on my door like a kid on a playground. Her kinky red hair frizzes in an impressive nimbus to frame her face. It must be a nightmare to run a comb through that maze. She balances a small dessert plate on her palm, maneuvering a flat figure eight with it through the air.

      “Megsie, I’ve brought deliciousness.”

      I slash an X with my hand. “We agreed to bury the ‘Megsie’ thing.”

      She dances around my desk, tempting me with the pastry on her plate. “How about Megalith? Megawatt?” Maureen cuddles up to my chair and waves the goodie under my nose. “Dulce de leche Napoleon with your name stamped in the icing.”

      I accept the offering of my favorite dessert and set it next to my computer. “Did you think to bring a fork?” Maureen’s fiancé is the pastry chef at our fanciest hotel in Waterville, the closest town to The Clan production complex. The man is a god with his sweeties. “Or are you withholding utensils until you explain the conditions of this blatant bribe?”

      She spins my chair so we’re face-to-face and clasps both hands over her heart as if suffering a mortal wound. “Can’t I gift one of my bridesmaids with something to put a smile on her face and crumbs on the lapel of her tailored suit jacket?”

      I defy anyone not to crack a smile in the wake of Maureen’s Maureen-ness.

      “I want your opinion on the sweetie. Grady’s thinking to make our wedding cake a three-tiered version of this Napoleon.”

      I cock my head. “The groom’s baking his own wedding cake?”

      “You think he’d trust anyone else to do it?”

      There’s something Maureen’s Grady and I share. If you want a thing done the way it should be, you do it yourself.

      Her livewire locks tickle my nose as she darts in to give me a peck on the cheek. “You caught me on the bribe. Nothing in life comes without an angle, Megsie.” She rests elbows on my desk. “Here’s my ask. I know you planned for the two of us to room together at Cali Con, but will you die of loneliness if I have my own digs?”

      “Bringing Grady to San Diego, are you?”

      “He begged the week off from the hotel, and we thought it would be lovely to tool around California with Jack and Gilly a bit after the convention.” Her eyes take on a wicked glint. “You’re very welcome to share the room with the both of us, it could be interesting.”

      The needle on my danger meter bounces into the red at the mention of our star and his hush-hush missus. “Tool around where with Jack and Gilly?” I’m at my wits end trying to keep news of Jack O’Leary’s marriage on lockdown. How can those eejits think prancing around together in the land of Paparazzi-on-every-corner is anything but image suicide for Jack? It’s vital his female fans continue stoking their fantasies about him being available.

      “Stand down, Warden. Bobby’ll be with us as well.” She crosses fingers on both hands and makes circles in the air. “We’ll make sure to keep at least two bodies between the happy couple wherever we go. You have my word not to make your job any harder than it already is.”

      Truth be told, toolin’ around on adventures with the person who shares your dreams sounds grand. Seeing Jack and Gilly together pokes at the fingertip-sized scar on my heart from the few times in the past I’d thought such a connection was possible. Part of me pulls to support the two publicly, but the stronger force says to sit them down and warn: what are rainbows now will disappear when the sun shines bright enough to illuminate fan backlash.

      I mentally count our reserved rooms. Our senior writer, Danna, bugged out of Cali Con in favor of staying here and cracking the whip so Collin, Benj, and Benny, the rest of our writing staff, will polish their scripts for the second half of season two. Gilly, Bobby, and Maureen will carve out writing time while we’re in San Diego. “You and Grady can take Danna’s room.”

      Maureen bows. “You’re a love, Meg.”

      Before the door closes, I call after her. “Bring me a fork.” I jot a quick note to schedule a meeting to discuss “toolin’ around” with all parties involved.

      My eyes flick to my wrist. The watch I set to Hollywood time is nearing half-ten.

      These calls with Dashell Everett make me a dog on a leash. They’re infuriating and irksome. It rankles I’m required to pass every business move I make through him. The end of my probationary period with the True Time Network is almost up. Surely, with the splash I’ve planned for The Chieftain’s Son at Cali Con, on top of all I’ve done for the show, Dash will finally sign off and give me free reign and full authority to run things on my own without his constant gatekeeping. To kill time, I adjust room assignments on my spreadsheet.

      “Meg, got a minute?”

      I almost squeak with surprise when the man himself, Jack O’Leary, star of The Chieftain’s Son and the face voted most likely to set female hearts aflame, pokes his head in my door. The advantage of glass walls is to see someone coming, which only works if you’re looking in the first place.

      I’m tempted to lock my door until I get the business with my boss done, but blowing off my lead actor isn’t good policy. “Always. Come in.”

      I wave him in. His new bride, Gillian Bettencourt O’Leary, follows as close as a shadow in his wake. Here’s the very pair making my job harder than it needs to be.

      “I’ve got a call coming in, but I’m yours ‘til then.”

      I rub my lips together. I’m not being charitable or fair. Gilly is a rare talent, one of our ten Crystal Award nominees for writing a truly beautiful season-one finale. She didn’t scheme to slip between Jack’s sheets as so many would. The two fools fell in love.

      They plop into my guest chairs, never releasing the hold on each other’s hand. Gilly smiles at me. I’ve got to give her credit. Even after I tried to warn her off Jack, she’s been kind to me. It’s me having trouble warming up.

      “I’ve got news I thought you should know,” says Gilly as Jack trains a loose strand of strawberry blond hair behind her ear. “I’ve signed with Jack’s agency.”

      I nod my head. “I know, your agent called me.”

      “Great. Then he told you about the panel he booked for me at The Con?”

      I lean forward. “The Con?”

      “Sorry, Meg, I mean Cali Con. My parents used to go all the time. They always called it The Con.”

      I hold up a finger. “Hold on. Did you say ‘booked’?”

      My tone is harsh enough to make Gilly sit back in her chair. Jack’s features harden, a male of the species defending his mate.

      I compose myself. “Go on.”

      Gilly lays a hand on Jack’s arm, clearly sensing the protective waves jumping off his skin. “It’s the Pages to Screen panel on Friday morning.”

      “Her award noms give my woman wicked clout,” says Jack, beaming at Gilly.

      “And you didn’t think to check with me first?” I regret the snap in my voice. We’re not adversaries here. Same team. Same goals.

      Then why is the burn in my chest getting hotter? The goddess of control sits at the edge of my desk, crossing her legs and throwing me an over-the-top-of-the-glasses look. The Chieftain’s Son’s presence at Cali Con is my domain. My plans for our show’s involvement at the event are flawless. Wrinkles, alterations, or hiccups of any kind take a swing at my perfection.

      Jack’s blue eyes shift from crystal to storm-cloud gray. He and I got along brilliantly before Gilly showed up. Now, I’m afraid he sees me as the witch who insists on keeping his marriage secret while I force him to play kissy-face with his co-star, Niks Tellefson. It’s Jack’s dedication to the show, not any loyalty to me, driving him to act out the fauxmance with Niks. I wonder if Gilly and Jack have a voodoo doll of me at their place. That would explain my constant headaches.

      “We’re checking with you now, Meg,” says Jack, his tone confirmation of the diminished warm fuzzies between us.

      I’ve got to fix that. Not just for the sake of the show. I miss the easiness we used to enjoy with each other.

      Gilly is so flustered, a stab of guilt pricks at me. For the love of God, she tears up, and I feel like a first-class shit.

      “I’m really sorry, Meg,” says Gilly in a six-inch voice. “I thought you’d be happy the show increased its representation at the Con.”

      I take a deep breath and wave my hands. “I am.” I manage a smile. “It’s grand. I’ll blast it out on social straight away so the fans will know where to find you.”

      Gilly’s made every effort to warm to me. The barrier between us is my doing. Our showrunner, Bobby Provost, is close with Jack and Gilly. He’s also one of the few people on the show, besides Maureen, that I count as a real friend. I don’t want to damage our long-standing friendship by ruffling Jack’s feathers and making the new Mrs. O’Leary cry. In truth, I’m frustrated with myself for not scouring the Cali Con schedule for more potential exposure for anyone involved with the show.

      My push was for Deidre LaRochelle, author of The Chieftain’s Son book series and permanent fixture here at The Clan, to represent in a big way at Cali Con. Deidre had slammed the door on that idea. I get it. Deidre’s been paying her appearance dues on the convention circuit for over a decade. She’s paid up.

      I adjust my bruised ego over Gilly’s news and initiate damage control. “What do you golf nuts say? Give me a Mulligan. I truly appreciate Chieftain’s Son scoring another panel seat.” I use my pinkie to flick a mascara flake out of the corner of my eye. “I’m wound a bit tight with Cali Con so close.”

      Gilly reaches across the desk and pats my hand. She doesn’t mean to condescend, but that’s how my nerves translate the contact. “You’re amazing, Meg. Cali Con is going to be killer.”

      “Amen,” I say, rising from my seat. “Now, off with you both. I’m due”—I frown at the phone—“overdue for a call from L.A.”

      Jack regains the friendly attitude I appreciate and waves a business card at me. “I hired the assistant you recommended.”

      I recognize the card of Cam Stephens, the latest in a line of assistants I tried out who didn’t live up to my standards. After a bit of a struggle, we’d mutually agreed it was a bad fit. I truly believe Cam will do fine for Jack.

      “Will Cam be joining us in California?”

      “Naw. He’ll be coming on board when we get back.”

      “Fine.” I smile at Gilly. “Your appearance news is brilliant, Gillian. I’ll update your schedule.”

      Jack smiles as they slide out the door. “We promise to print it out, save it to our phones, and write it in Sharpie on our arms.”

      It takes me a second to register his tease. There’s the good-natured Jack O’Leary impossible not to like. I should hire him as my life coach.

      Arms wrapped around each other, Gilly and Jack glide down the hall. Before they’re out of sight, Gilly turns to drink in a long look at me. I expect agitation, but instead, softness unnervingly close to sympathy shows through the glass. There’s no call for me to be the object of such an expression.

      The two lean their heads together and whisper. Whatever the exchange, it ends in a kiss not intended for an audience.

      “Glass walls,” I hiss under my breath and look away from them. A flurry of emotions spins through my head, wedges on a wheel of fortune. Unwelcome and unexpected spikes of what I’m loathed to admit is jealousy hit me. What those two have, many would call enviable. I dig thumbs into my temples. I refuse to be envious of Jack O’Leary and Gillian Bettencourt O’Leary. It’s a bad investment of energy for me right now. I don’t have the time or desire to be on the hunt for what they have. I owe The Chieftain’s Son my all. It’s made a strong showing in its first season, and I’m charged to keep it at a gallop.

      I sneak a glance in their direction. The last remnant of jealousy melts into a puddle of wistfulness. Even I admit there is genuine sweetness in their relationship. They are so easy with one another. It’s hard to believe it’s only been months since they first met. The two seem like an old couple who’ve already shared a lifetime of love and memories. I lay a hand to my cheek, surprised to find a bit of moisture at my fingertip. The half formed tear sends the skeptic in me on a mini break. How must it feel to be so sure of a partner?

      I dismiss the unwelcome sliver of loneliness attempting to sneak into my psyche. There’s logic they fell hard for one another. They’re an equation of proximity plus the fusion of artistic personalities. The real question here is: how much has love diluted their own individual identities? Ah, there’s the peril of love. It takes two people and sloughs off enough of who they are to snug their puzzle piece into someone else’s. I never want to be stuck to another person to create a single shadow. “Me” has power. “We,” signifies a proportional loss of self.

      The phone finally rings. I wake the agenda on my laptop as I check my hair. What am I doing? This isn’t a video chat. I could be in bathrobe and slippers. Dash would never know.

      Snatching the receiver, I commence the meeting. “Meg McGrath.”

      A sleepy California accent answers. “Mornin’, Meg. It’s Dashell.”

      He speaks as if caller ID doesn’t exist. “Your mornin’, my evenin’.” Damn it. There was too much unintended edge to my tone. “You’re on speaker so I can type. Are you looking at the agenda doc?”

      I hear Dash gulp whatever his liquid morning fuel might be. “Give me a sec to bring it up.”

      While Dash retrieves the agenda, my computer pings with a message. My heart skitters when I click on the attachment. A gorgeous color graphic rendering of a towering wall of Southern Cal Stadium, the baseball complex across from the Diego Bay Events Center, home of Cali Con, graces my screen. Adorning the massive structure is a building wrap featuring the signature portrait of Jack and Niks as their characters from the show, Donal Cam and Nieve. Letters spelling out The Chieftain’s Son on the True Time Network shimmer in gold. It’s dazzling. It’s perfect. The jewel in my Cali Con crown.

      “Dash, the final version of the building wrap for Southern Cal Stadium is in. It’s grand. I’m forwarding you the latest rendering with the changes we asked for.” I hear keys clicking at his end as I read the rest of the message. “According to schedule, it’ll be up less than two weeks before the convention starts.”

      Dash’s hum of pleasure flows from the speaker. “It is a beaut’. Nice work, Meg.”

      I glow with accomplishment.

      “We’re placing the Star’s Shadow wrap next to yours. True Time’s two hottest shows, lording over the event,” says Dash.

      Thank goodness we’re not on video chat, so I’m not forced to temper the bitterness tugging down the corners of my mouth. I worked blazing hard to secure that prime location. My cutthroat negotiations knocked a show from one of the three big U.S. networks off Southern Cal Stadium to make room for The Chieftain’s Son. Dash tosses off the building wrap placement for his bit of Sci-fi fluff, Star’s Shadow, like it happened with no more effort than ordering a sandwich with salt and vinegar crisps.

      “Another update, Gillian Bettencourt is slated for an additional panel.” I share the addition, feeling my scorecard needs another tick even if her agent is the one who pulled off the booking. “Pages to Screen.”

      “Fine, fine,” says Dash. “Add it to your Cali Con playbook.”

      “Already done.” As if I need telling to keep the game plan up to date.

      “About that playbook…” Dash clears his throat. “There’s a question I must put to you, Meghan. Is it enough?”

      I bite my bottom lip to prevent going on the defensive. How can he be asking me this now, less than a month before go time? I’ve bled, securing panels, press events, party appearances, autograph sessions, hotels, security, transportation, media blitz, appearance fees, and fecking building wraps. What the hell can he mean?

      My mind flashes on the possible comebacks my boss expects and settle on a good one. “Is it ever enough? I’ll continue to work full-tilt once I hit the ground in San Diego to make sure I grab up any additional opportunities for The Chieftain’s Son.”

      “Let me be up front with you, Meghan.”

      Well, crap. That’s two Meghans in one conversation. I am in the principal’s office and not for anything good.

      “Please.”

      “You’ve done quite the admirable job with The Chieftain’s Son. I know your probationary period with True Time is flashing red, so I owe you clarity about my end of things. I’ve got a full plate. It’s time I step away from my involvement in Chieftain’s Son so I can focus on upcoming projects and network expansion.”

      Step away? I do my best not to choke on the adrenaline surging up my middle. Is this the happy news I’m to be trusted to captain the publicity and marketing for The Chieftain’s Son without requiring Dash to sign off on every bit of minutiae?

      “We’re prepared to offer you the permanent number two position on the publicity/marketing team for the show.”

      I did not hear him right. “Excuse me, did you say number two?”

      “Yes, you’ll stay on board with The Chieftain’s Son, but I’ll put a more seasoned player to head up the department. Like I said, Meg, you’ve done a fine job with an untested show, but our baby hit the stratosphere. You’re still a newbie in the overall game, so I think it’s best to move forward with a number one who has a proven track record. Together, you two will keep the show’s climb meteoric.”

      My hands shake. “This isn’t fair. I’ve been instrumental in the rise of The Chieftain’s Son. Ten award nominations in the U.S. and more if you add in Europe, Dash.”

      “Star’s Shadow grabbed ten Crystal noms as well. If you’d beat them, I might be inclined to overlook the P.R. mess between your star and his alleged mystery woman that whipped fans into a social media uproar. I know you’ve been teasing an offscreen Jack O’Leary/Niks Tellefson pairing, but so far, the impact of your hints is a Band-Aid on a broken arm. Jack is our publicity brass ring. We’ve got to avoid the fallout and potential ratings drop if the public catches a whiff that your fabricated romance is a ploy to dupe them.”

      My stomach curls in on itself. If Dash knew about Jack and Gilly’s marriage, he may fly over here to push me off the Cliffs of Moher. “I’ve got a game plan.”

      “I’m sure you do, but there remains the question of your experience and expertise to pull it off. Placing a head of P.R./Marketing in Ireland that isn’t as green as your local countryside will head off a disaster.”

      “I’ve been pulling it off.”

      There are a few false starts on his end before he lets loose. The pulse on my throat bangs like it’s trying to split my skin.

      “You didn’t pull off Jack’s offshoot project.”

      “Hold on, Dash. Secrets of My Ireland is supposed to be a between-seasons filler to give the fans a steady dose of Jack. You greenlighted the concept and tentative production calendar for the space between seasons two and three. The Chieftain’s Son shooting schedule was too tight to fit it in between seasons one and two. We can’t burn out our biggest draw.”

      “Timing isn’t the issue. Jack hasn’t signed a multi-season contract for Secrets. I know for a fact piles of movie scripts are landing on his doorstep. If he lands a sweeter between-seasons deal, we’re screwed with a one-off.”

      Shit, I should’ve pushed Jack harder to sign on for more than a single go of the companion project. I counted on his loyalty to stay on for more. Dash is right. I’ve committed a classic rookie error. Jack will do what’s best for his career, not mine.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, searching for a clear thought path. A single question for Dash rises above the static. “What can I do to prove to you the number one spot belongs to me? Give me a challenge, a goal. I guarantee I am as capable as your Hollywood pro.”

      He’s silent for too long. Is he figuring out the cleanest way to fire me or taking my request seriously?

      “Dash, it’s humiliating and unfair to be demoted to number two given where I’ve taken the show already. If you won’t consider keeping me in the lead position, I may have to bow out.”

      Holy Mother. Did I just give one of the chief executives at the True Time Network an ultimatum? No denying I’m green, but I do believe I am capable and talented enough to foster an even steeper rise in The Chieftain’s Son popularity and ratings.

      There’s an edge of panic in Dash’s voice I find gratifying. “Let’s back up a little here, Meghan. I need you to stay with the show.”

      One more Meghan and I’ll scream.

      “The plan is to marry your Chieftain’s Son expertise with a proven hand in the overall publicity playing field. I’m drafting a winning team.”

      Now it’s my turn to be silent. Grunts and hums from the other end of the line give me hope. They need me. I’m important enough not to be shoved off Ireland’s sea cliffs.

      “The offer wasn’t meant as an insult. I thought you’d appreciate a mentor.”

      Is he kidding? Does he expect me to lap up a blatant demotion?

      My throat tightens. I will not cry. My mother’s I’m not surprised expression vaults into my psyche. She believes my job on the show is a lark, a temporary fling. The script my parents wish I’d follow is to take a slight taste of a bigger world, then choose to live small. Settle in my home village and market local businesses, marry a man I’ve known since primary school, and be a loyal daughter. Their script, not mine. I want to be a Jack O’Leary, the kid from a small Irish town who succeeds in a big way. Accepting the life my family perceives for me is the definition of failure.

      “I’ll be frank with you, Meg. It isn’t solely my call. Given Chieftain’s Son splash and potential for longevity, True Time wants a heavier hitter to take lead on the show. Personally, I feel I owe you the shot you’re asking for.”

      A shot, a chance. I’ll take whatever he offers. My knee-jerk ultimatum gains traction. There’s some gratification the network doesn’t want to lose me altogether.

      “Here’s what I can offer. First, fill every Chieftain’s Son panel, autograph session, and other events to bursting. I want lines of fans salivating at the chance to be in the same room as our people. I want to see Jack O’Leary’s and Niks Tellefson’s faces plastered all over the news coverage of Cali Con. Make The Chieftain’s Son San Diego’s hottest ticket.”

      “Done.” Sounding confident is the first step to being confident.

      “Next, I want a twenty percent increase in trial subscribers to the True Time streaming app credited to The Chieftain’s Son by Sunday night of The Con.”

      Twenty fucking percent! Dash might as well have asked me to perform the labors of Hercules.

      “And a signed contract from Jack O’Leary for three seasons minimum of Secrets of My Ireland. You pull all that off, and I’ll go to bat for you at True Time.”

      “Anything else?” I say it as if he’s asked me to do something as simple as washing his electric car.

      “All right then. I wish you luck, Meghan McGrath.” His tone is brittle. We both know his checklist is virtually impossible. We both know he’s dangling this sweetie so, in the end, I’ll accept the number two position under a fool from L.A. The click of Dash’s Hollywood phone is a mouse trap snapping on my future.

      I let my head fall onto my hands. I’ve stepped in it now.
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      I do my grandest thinking underwater where survival equates to lung capacity. Every morning, thirty-five laps allow me to shed tension and the pressures taxing both my dreams and waking days.

      Today, I consider staying under an option.

      How the hell am I going to pull off Dash’s laundry list? The smart play is to call him back with an “I’ve seen the light” admission and accept the number two position. I’d still be on the show and in the game. I’ll acquiesce to whatever Hollywood wanker he banishes to Ireland to take over the number one P.R. spot and pretend the fool has something to teach me.

      That call would be the death of my dreams and the first step on the road to marrying Deacon O’Connell or Owen Mulrooney, popping out ten kids, and stagnating in Cahersiveen for the rest of my life. My parents would light a thousand candles in triumph as I marched my row of children to their house for family dinner each Sunday after mass.

      Ten kids, good God. It takes me thirty-five laps a day to maintain plump. After double digit pregnancies, I’d displace enough pool water to flood the deck.

      I’ll never make that call to Dash. I’m not a second-place person. If I can’t fill the top spot, I’ll burn in the fires trying. I should tell Bobby, the showrunner of The Chieftain’s Son, what I’m up against. In every duel, combatants have the right to a second.

      I gulp air on the next stroke. No, I won’t put another divot in my pride by admitting to Bobby that True Time’s confidence in me has unfairly become threadbare. Bobby is a passionate sort. He’d be red-hot angry and might say something to Dash intended to help that only succeeds in landing me on shakier ground.

      My ground is shaking enough.

      If I’m going to climb my personal Everest without oxygen, it’ll be a solo act. Solo is my forte. My string of successes has been planned, orchestrated, and carried out by me alone on my own terms. This may be an ungodly challenge, but it’s mine. I am a team of one. I’ll choreograph a win. I will not fail.

      A flip turn sends me into lap thirty. Today’s watery workout is a preemptive strike against seventeen hours in the air between Shannon Airport and San Diego. At least I’ll layover long enough at Heathrow to grab lunch with my college roommate, Julie. I was hoping she’d be the flight attendant on my jump over the Atlantic for a lengthier life chat, but she’s coming in as I’m going out. She promises to have a generous pour of cabernet waiting for me. There’s no taboo on day drinking when the day is spent skirting the clouds.

      Dash’s insane list of what I need to accomplish turns my nerves into a quivering mass. Hopefully, flying in a day ahead of the rest of my crew will give me time to hone those willies into an outer layer of confidence.

      Blue tile-crosses mark the wall at the far end of the pool. Are they an intentional cue for good Irish Catholics to think of God as we swim laps?

      The closest thing to God in the pool with me is a ghostly image of Father Connery wagging a finger. By vowing to check every box of Dashell Everett’s list of demands, have I committed the sin of ambition? Och, there are worse sins. If I am sinning, Father C. will get an earful at my next confession. I’ll do years of penance to keep my job.

      On my penultimate lap, I catch sight of the line of life preservers along the wall. Beneath them is a How to Save a Life poster. As far as signs or portents go, it’s not fancy, but I’ll take it. I will save my own life.

      I’m so preoccupied with sin and redemption, I nearly crash into the pair of legs dangling in the water. Pulling up short, I sputter out a mouthful of pool water.

      “Sweet Maker, Taryn. Must you plant yourself in my way?”

      My sister kicks her legs, spraying me in the face. “You set my alarm for godawful o’clock to unlock the gym for you. Out you go. We’re off to the airport at half-six.”

      I breathe in the chlorinated air trapped above the indoor pool and check the clock on the wall. Six o’clock. Time enough to shower and get on the road.

      Taryn bends so her face is even with mine. “You should’ve bunked off your laps this morning to give yourself an easy go getting ready.”

      I cluck my tongue. “No reason to break routine, and you know what Mommy says. As long as you don’t go past curvy and chunky, God’ll forgive you.” I slap the surface of the water.

      My sister rocks her head back and forth as I watch our mother’s voice play through her thoughts. “This swim obsession of yours is not as thick as the time you gave being a vegan a go.”

      My love of Irish beef, butter, and cheese made my stab at the vegan lifestyle a point of hilarity with my family. I’m not in a relationship with kale and quinoa, but I do try and give my cholesterol levels a fighting chance with the greens. Taryn and I were both born with Mommy’s pear-shaped silhouette. We three McGrath women will cast a fruit shaped shadow ‘til we’re in our graves.

      Taryn swings her legs out of the pool and dries them with a towel. She tosses me a fresh one off the stack behind her as I climb out of the pool. This place is her pride and joy, the Cahersiveen Swim and Gym. She’s the shiny red apple of my parents’ eyes. The daughter content to stay at home and open a local business as they did. My folks’ tiny art gallery started with watercolors by local artists around the Ring of Kerry. Now they’ve expanded to include photographers.

      I created an online presence for the gallery and tripled their income, which turned out to be a fatal error. My parents believe doing the same for the local businesses in small towns and villages that dot the Iveragh Peninsula is the life work I’m meant to do.

      It’s not the scenario I paint for myself.

      “Have you made up your mind on your fool’s errand?” says Taryn, giving me squint-eye.

      “If you’re asking if I’ve changed my mind to fight for my job, the answer is no.” I flip my hair forward and give it a rub before twisting it up in the towel.

      “Can I say something?”

      “Not if you’re still campaigning for me to take my boss’s offer of number two.”

      Taryn grabs my upper arms to hold me in place. “Did it ever occur to you bellyaching over being stuck here in Kerry is a gut punch to the family?”

      I shiver despite the muggy air. “You know I don’t mean it to be.”

      “You’re tone deaf, Meg, spouting negativity about a small life and dreams to paint on a bigger canvas. That small life is what is dear to me, to Mommy and Daddy.”

      I cover her hands with mine. “I’m not devaluing what’s a perfect fit for you.”

      The weight of disappointing my family turns my stomach into a hunk of lead. If I fell into the pool, I’d sink to the bottom. Me alone is the skin I live in. Sometimes it’s a friend, sometimes it burns the life from me, carrying the weight of full responsibility, but the times I’ve given the we scenario a go, it’s blown up in my face. People disappoint. Levels of investment differ. I’m best as a solo pilot for my own life. I choose the course, the expectations, and create success.

      Guilt from family pressure can’t knock my hands off the controls.

      She gives me a little shove and turns her back. “But you are.” Arms crossed, she turns to face me. “We live in the most beautiful place in the world. Cahersiveen’s given me a gorgeous, hard-working husband who adores me and my own place here.” She windmills her arms to take in the pool and gym beyond. “I want you close to be auntie when I have my babies.”

      I wrap a second towel around my body, anxious to shower and get going.

      “Taryn, you know my heart’ll always be with our town and family.” Kicking off my swim shoes, I make a puddle on the concrete. “More than half the people we went to school with already left with no intention to come back. I don’t see you spooning guilt their way.”

      “They’re not my only sister.”

      We both stand our ground, shooting stubborn from our eyes. The battle lasts half a minute before we’re clutching one another.

      “I love you, Tary, but I want to play beyond Ireland. See if my talents and working my fingers to the bone can take me to America, to Hollywood.”

      She rubs her nose in my hair. “As I see it, you’ve one foot in Hollywood already with the show.”

      “I want both feet in. Can you understand, Sissy?”

      Her pout reminds me of my first day heading off to primary school. Taryn was having none of being left behind. I came home to the arms and legs pulled off my dollies.

      “I can understand, Megs, but I hate it. I don’t want my big sis off far and away.”

      I swipe pool water and maybe a tear or two from my face. “I’m going to win this fight and keep my job. With the way Chieftain’s Son is going, it’ll probably keep me here a good ten years.”

      “Taking the number two will definitely keep you here for ten years. I promise to make you an auntie several times over by then.”

      I shake my head.

      “I know you, Meg. You’re set on leaving before the full ten no matter if you’re number one or two. You’ve got American stars in your eyes.” Just as I think she’s going to let off and at least pretend to support my big picture, Taryn’s expression turns mean. “Think of what you can do for local businesses with your marketing wizardry. It’s giving back, Meg. Why can’t you give back and be happy?”

      “It’s not the path I see for myself.”

      Taryn snorts. “The solitary path. That’s why you’re fighting the number two spot. Meg McGrath barrels along and gets the job done alone. It’s clear what your ‘why’ is, but where’s your ‘we,’ sister?”

      My shoulders crack as I roll them to chase the tension of Taryn’s pressure. “You know, apart from family, I’ve not had success with the ‘we’ model.”

      Taryn’s groan ricochets off the tile walls. “If you go on about that fucker Dominic betraying you back at the end of secondary school, I’ll shove you into the water.”

      “You know it was more than that. He used our relationship to sabotage my Trinity scholarship project.”

      “As I said, fucker. Not everyone is out to get you, Meg. You can’t let a decade-old kiss-and-steal dictate the rest of your life.”

      “But it’s okay for my family to do the dictating?” Truthfully, I love the idea of expanding local Irish businesses, but it’s not a path the persistent voice in my mind calls out for me to follow right now. Someday, I hope to dabble in what Taryn’s egging me on to do, in addition to a future brilliant job that takes me away from Ireland to Los Angeles, the heart of the entertainment industry. I will carve my place in that world. If I’m given the chance to bring Chieftain’s Son to where I know it can go, then I’ll have the clout to move up.

      “You’re breaking my heart, Megs.”

      It’s my turn to wear the McGrath mean face. “Stop, Taryn. My mind’s made up, and a mountain of guilt isn’t going twist it into the shape you and Mommy want.” The towel drops from my body. I snatch the end and snap it at Taryn. She’s quick, and soon, I’m on the receiving end of her wicked towel crack. “Ouch.”

      “That’s for making your mother cry,” she shouts. We launch into a full-fledged towel flicking battle until we’re laughing like fools.
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      I enjoy a bit of fun and don the aloof attitude of a celebrity as I saunter over to the driver holding up a sign with my name under the True Time Network logo at the San Diego Airport. Plenty of stares fly my way only to shift the focus of their hunt once they decide I’m nothing to dwell on. Here on the eve of the eve of Cali Con, lots of folks are on high alert to spot the pretty and famous.

      My driver, Chip, gushes over The Chieftain’s Son, quoting line after line. His high cheekbones and rapid-fire delivery make it impossible to believe he’s not named for the hyperactive woodland critter from my kiddie books. “I work for True Time, so it’s cool to give me scoop on Jack and Niks. How serious are they? Do you think they’ll get married like Donal Cam and Nieve on the show?”

      Ha to you, Dash. Even this lackey behind the wheel of a company car buys my finely honed fauxmance between the stars of my show. My confidence recovers a jot after the bruising it’s suffered from Dashell Everett’s threat of demotion.

      “So, Chipper, how long have you been working for Mr. Everett?”

      “It’s not Chipper, just Chip.”

      “Apologies.” That was a slip on my part. He reminds me of the kid who works at the chipper down the street from my folks where they get their Friday dinner fish and chips.

      “I don’t work for Mr. Everett.” He barks out a laugh. “Technically, I guess I kind of do. I work for Mr. Malley, and he works for Mr. Everett.”

      Chip’s chattering wears me out, making me keenly aware I’ve been on a plane for nearly twenty hours.

      “Mr. Malley’s the greatest. You know him, of course, since you both work for Mr. Everett.”

      “Can’t say I’ve met your Mr. Malley.”

      Chip looks momentarily baffled but then launches into a soliloquy about the Cali Con panels he’s dying to see. As we come in range of the Diego Bay Events Center, he points out every hotel towering above the harbor. The kid squeals as he calls out the name of any show on the building wraps that peer down at us. We jerk to a stop at a red light as he flails an arm toward the side of the street opposite the water.

      “Oh my God. Look at the façade ‘Vertigo Redux’ slapped on the library. I’m totally going to be first in line when the Redux Experience opens on Wednesday.” He leans so far over the wheel to stare up at the next hotel, I’m afraid he’s going to jump the curb.

      It’s unnerving being on the wrong side of a car that’s on the wrong side of the road. I silently wish for a steering wheel to materialize in front of me so I can take control of Chip’s mad ride.

      “I’m guessing it’s your first Cali Con, Chip?” I want to call him California Chip. He could be on a tourism advert with his sun-bleached hair and tan.

      “Yep. I’m like so grateful Mr. Malley brought me down here to help him out. I like totally owe him. He got me a P.A. job on Star’s Shadow when I had no experience. He keeps telling me I have the personality to go into P.R., but my sights are on being a producer.”

      Mr. Malley must possess endless reserves of patience to put up with Chip, the ball of hyper, and his likes.

      The zingy tone of an alarm wails from his pocket. Chip’s face loses its tan. “Oh crap. You’re late to the True Time meeting.”

      I grab the edge of the seat when he screeches up to the curb in front of the events center. In a frantic blur, he reaches into the back seat to retrieve a large manila envelope. The package sails onto my lap.

      “Whoops. Sorry. Your badge, press kit, and the other stuff Mr. Malley says you’ll need is in there.” He points to the events center. “Go to those double glass doors, and they’ll let you in. The meeting is on the second level, room 28A.” He looks panicked. “I think it’s 28A, it might be 28D. Crap.”

      I push open the door, anxious to get free of Chip’s mania. “I’ll find it. You’ve done a grand job getting me here. Thanks, Mr. Chip.”

      “I’ll make sure your stuff gets to your hotel room.” He nods to a huge bridge that spans above the highway and ends at a steel and glass building blocking the morning sun. “Bayview Grand. True Time snagged an entire floor for the Chieftain’s Son and Star’s Shadow people.”

      I can’t fault Chip in either the enthusiasm or abundance-of-information departments, but another minute with him and my blood pressure will burst my eyeballs. I slam the car door a bit too hard to be considered friendly, so I counteract with a tight smile and wave.

      Chip salutes and goes on his merry way to deliver my luggage. For an awkward moment, I wonder if I should have tipped him. There’s a ridiculous notion. He’s a True Time Network employee, not a bellhop.

      After five thousand miles, I step onto true California soil. I don’t count the airport since that’s more like neutral ground instead of a destination and doesn’t truly commit you to a place. My new pair of heels aren’t touching soil exactly, rather the sidewalk in front of the Diego Bay Events Center. I’m about to enter a room with heavy hitters that, before now, existed as nothing more than CCs on emails to me. The only network people I’ve met in person are the small team of suits who pop over for table reads and meetings with Bobby. Even Dash and I are only a pair of faces on our rare video chats to one another. He and his cronies will get their first glimpse of the small-town Irish girl steering one of their hottest properties.
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