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      “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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      If dread is ground glass shredding your stomach, then I’m digesting a set of eight crystal goblets. As I ready my opening shot on the seventeenth hole, Lanie Blesch’s giggles rise from the golf cart parked alongside the tee box. Aglow in her fifteen minutes of fame as the spokesmodel for everything from moisturizer to orthotic inserts, Lanie flirts with abandon. Her target and cart buddy this morning is my boyfriend, Treat Graham.

      This woman who holds the gold medal for stellar BMI is everything I’m not—tall and curvy with negative body fat in all the right places. I flick one strawberry blond braid over my shoulder and wonder if I could pull off Lanie’s fluffy chocolate bob with strands of amber peeking through at strategically stylish locations. Next to her overflowing sexuality, I come off like Treat’s tomboy sidekick.

      When Lanie adds another lipstick smudge to the collar of Treat’s gaudy, neon pink polo, I take a step back from the tee and drop my lethal glare to the grass before anyone notices. It’s hard to justify visually disintegrating Lanie since she has no clue the man next to her is off limits. Per an agreement I’m rapidly losing patience with, my two-year relationship with Treat is a secret.

      Bobby Provost, who shares my golf cart, takes a break from destroying every blade of grass on the tee box with his practice swings. He sidles up next to me. “Gillian, you okay?”

      Ironic question from the man who’s responsible for half the pulverized goblet glass sitting in my digestive system. I toss Bobby a smile that would register as less than ten percent genuine to anyone who knows me. “Rethinking my club.” And the gag order on my relationship.

      A gust of wind knocks my newly acquired Chieftain’s Son baseball cap off my head. As the showrunner bringing the most anticipated series of historical romance novels in a billion years to television, Bobby is a swag dispenser. Everyone in this charity golf tournament is outfitted with Chieftain’s Son logo caps, jerseys, and metallic water bottles.

      “I’ve got it,” says Bobby, chasing my cap as it skids down the rise next to the tee. Definitely a gentleman, for more reasons than one. Thankfully, for the last sixteen holes he has diplomatically ignored the giant elephant riding between us in the golf cart. Nearly a year ago, our mutual literary agent approached me with Bobby’s interest for me to possibly join the writing staff of The Chieftain’s Son. An opportunity so unexpected and frightening it came from whatever territory is out beyond left field.

      Treat’s words ring in my head from our discussion about whether or not I should even entertain Bobby’s request to take a meeting.

      “Why put yourself through it, Babe? You’ve never written a script in your life. Face it, Gilly, you are master of the short game. Copywriting for my company is your sweet spot.”

      Treat is blunt, but I know he only has my best interest at heart. Raw truth—my agent couldn’t sell my book; therefore, I live in the stable reality of being the reigning queen of clothing blurbs for Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear.

      I shake out my hand, numb from gripping the club too tight. If penning catalogue copy is my career, at least it involves writing. Is the definition of a career what you do to pay the bills when you’re two years shy of thirty?

      When Bobby Provost, gentleman, and I did meet face to face this morning, I managed what I hoped was an appreciative “thank you” for even considering me for the position on his show, followed by an apology that things didn’t work out. We shook hands and Treat whisked him away to talk business, but something about the look Bobby’s jade-colored eyes shot in my direction didn’t feel like a period at the end of a sentence.

      Thankfully, in less than an hour, Treat will finish selling Bobby on the crossover marketing benefits if our companies pair up. The Irish Country Lass clothing line will shoot on Bobby’s company property in Ireland, featuring show locations. The Chieftain’s Son will get some dandy print exposure for its premier season.

      Bobby waves my rescued cap like he’s starting the Indy 500. “Victory.”

      “Good catch,” I say, fitting the hat back on my head as Bobby salutes.

      I clear my head by ripping a handful of blades from the grass and let the wind carry them to calculate my shot. The faster we play these last two holes, the faster I’ll avoid any talk with Bobby about his offer, and the faster I can pull the pin on the what the hell grenade I plan to heave at Treat for his flirting overdrive with Lanie.

      My tee shot hits the fairway dead center. To my delight, momentum carries it forward a gratifying distance.

      “Brilliant,” says Bobby, applauding. “One fairway shot, a chip, putt, and you’re the birdie queen of the day.” He pulls off his own logo baseball cap and trains his hair back. “How many so far?”

      “Nine birdies,” I say, and head back to our cart. I’m behind the wheel before Bobby finishes his tee shot.

      He pops onto the seat next to me. “I chunked it. Is it driving you nuts to play with a duffer like me?”

      I muster a smile. “You’re far from a duffer. If we didn’t have Lanie and Treat dragging us down, we’d own this tournament.”

      Bobby is the type that perpetually moves and chatters. Luckily, a sweet, candy-coated personality keeps his hummingbird vibe from being irritating. He’s the geeky big brother that all my friends would confide in. Treat actually expected me to flirt with him. I’m a good little soldier for Lawson Graham Premier Sportwear and loyal girlfriend, but I have my limits. It’s awkward enough spending this much time with Bobby after rejecting his job offer. Given our age gap, which has to be at least ten years, any attempt at flirting would reek of insincerity. Treat’s the game player, not me.

      Treat and Lanie blow by in their cart, barely missing ours. She drives like an idiot, trashing shrubbery as she rips down the cart path. The flirty laughs between them threaten to bring up my breakfast burrito. Treat doesn’t even wave at me.

      The jerk can’t spare one measly, reassuring smile. Less than six months ago, we were together in Oregon eating his mother’s homemade chicken marsala while his stepdad reminded him daily that he’d be a fool to ever let me go.

      On the drive back to L.A., Treat professed a dozen times how much he adored me. Adored, not loved. Here in reality, adored translates to undercover relationship. Treat made it clear from the beginning that if our situation ever became breaking news at Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear, we’d get the axe. I’m certain that axe would only swing my way since Lawson Graham is Treat’s father. Lucky me. I get to carry on a hush-hush relationship and watch my boyfriend play gigolo every time Daddy needs someone to court a spokesmodel or female designer.

      A pang of disappointment stabs as I relive the joy of living as a non-secret couple with Treat up in Oregon. People take handholding and quick kisses for granted.

      After his next shot, Bobby lopes over to me like a deer. The entire cart lurches when he leaps in. “Well, that drive made up for my previous chunkage.”

      My face heats. “Full disclosure, I missed it.”

      “I’m sure I can repeat it—never.” He laughs.

      Before I step on the gas, he raises a hand. “Hold up. I don’t intend to waste the serendipity of sharing this golf cart with the author of Traipse of Moonlight because her boss wants to use my property.”

      The serious look and tone of his voice set off a warning klaxon in my brain. No, not now. Don’t do it, Bobby. Throw the elephant in the cart some peanuts and call it a day. Please kill off any mention of our awkward history when we’re so close to the finish line.

      “Why in the hell is Gillian Bettencourt wasting her talent writing banal clothing descriptors for a Ralph Lauren wannabe company?”

      I’m not sure how many times per minute one is supposed to breathe, but I don’t make the quota.

      Bobby continues. “In the spirit of full disclosure…”

      I remember to breathe but forget to blink.

      “My offer still stands for the author of Traipse of Moonlight to join my writing staff for The Chieftain’s Son.”

      I swallow a very unladylike gulp. This is not a conversation I ever wanted to have, but he’s got me cornered.

      “Traipse never made it.”

      He stares me down. “Awards and landing the literary agent that we share say otherwise.”

      I attempt to match his intensity. “It’s a decent novella that became a novel she couldn’t sell.”

      Bobby holds up a hand to stop me. “It sold me. From the day Jen passed it to me last year when I was reading everything in sight about Irish history and folklore, Traipse of Moonlight has been a major tonal inspiration in my development of The Chieftain’s Son.”

      He gestures so wildly I have to lean away to keep from getting whacked.

      “The way you juxtapose the despair of the villagers with the unrelenting possibility of hope is gorgeous. Your story shares DNA with Deidre LaRochelle and her Chieftain’s Son series.”

      “Traipse isn’t a romance.”

      I must present like a shock victim because Bobby speaks with slow and succinct phrasing. “It is a love story. The passion those parents feel for their sick child and the bargain they make with the Otherworld…grand stuff.”

      His energetic dance calms. “And my dear Miss Bettencourt, The Chieftain’s Son series is so much more than a romance. It’s got historical gravitas and a timeless message.” He runs a finger across his chin. “As does Traipse of Moonlight.”

      I rub my hands together, shoring up courage to reject Bobby a second time. His offer is nuts. I barely survived converting Traipse from a novella to a novel.

      Bobby knocks on the roof of the golf cart. “I don’t invite people lightly to be on my creative team, Gillian. Your story has stuck with me. I see raw talent in you. Talent to be cultivated.”

      “My novella version of Traipse is likely a one hit wonder.”

      He points at me. “How will you ever know if you don’t take a shot?”

      My damp hands slip off the steering wheel. “I’m not good enough for something this huge.”

      “‘Not good enough,’ says the woman whose prose about trekking in flagstone jackets raises Lawson Graham stock prices.”

      “I’m good at the short game.” Treat’s words feel sour on my lips. “I’m not a fool, Bobby. I know writing for your show is a once-in-a-lifetime offer. It’s just one that would be a better fit for someone else.”

      Bobby dismisses my embarrassment with a flick of his wrist. “I disagree.”

      I can’t deny the rush I get from this guy addressing me as a writer. My pilot light to become a novelist sputtered out shortly after Traipse fell flat and I landed the blurb writing gig at Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear. Bobby’s offer makes my light spark for a moment but then die. Except for witty descriptors, my writing muscles have atrophied, and I know zilch about screenwriting.

      My mind flashes on the trio of manuscripts I wrote in grad school hiding on my hard drive. The stories I never raised enough courage to even show my agent.

      “What can I say to make you reconsider, Gillian?”

      I fidget instead of answering.

      Bobby leans in closer. “I dare you.”

      I slide away. “I don’t know the first thing about writing a screenplay…teleplay? See, I don’t even know what to call it.”

      “No one knows how to write one until they do it. We’ll teach you. My writing staff is as generous as they are talented, and I’m betting you’re a fast learner.”

      I can only imagine how big of a thorn a green writer with no experience would be in the side of a staff trying to condense a twelve-hundred-page novel into thirteen episodes. I’d resent the hell out of me. I’m not eager to flaunt any more insecurity, so I go with the practical argument. “You shoot in Ireland. I live in L.A. Bit of a commute.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re a hard ass, aren’t you? I’m used to people begging to get a foot in the door of The Chieftain’s Son. We’re on the brink of a five-season pick up, and I’ve no doubt we’ll add five more to that, a season per novel. What’s not to love?”

      “The offer is flattering, but I just don’t see myself joining a television writing staff. Too intimidating. I’m sorry.”

      A muscle on Bobby’s jaw twitches, and his fingers tap the dash of the golf cart. The hummingbird perks up. “What if I find a way to ease you more slowly into the picture?”

      I nearly take the bait but stop myself so I don’t give the impression of false interest. I need to veer away from this subject and resuscitate the Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear agenda.

      “Continuing our trend of full disclosure, what will it take for you to agree to Lanie Blesch over your leading lady as the spokesmodel for our line?” I ask.

      Bobby’s eyes narrow at my skittish change of subject. The way he appears to be reading me like a cheap novel is disconcerting. I fully expect him to reject my new choice of topic and launch back into his campaign to unhinge my life.

      “My green Irish hillocks are ripe for the picking if Mr. Graham signs my star, Niks Tellefson, as spokesmodel.”

      Relief softens my stone-hard muscles. The elephant has been evicted from our cart as we shift back into conversation that doesn’t force me to take stock of my existence.

      The corner of his lip sneaks up and his pupils flare. “Hmm? Then again, Mr. Graham wants my land, and I want his writer. Dare I say there may be a bargain in the making?”

      And Jumbo plonks back onto the seat between us. I sputter like a kitchen faucet coming back on after the water’s been turned off. Treat will have an apoplexy if my repeat rejection of Bobby’s job offer gets in the way of his plans for the Ireland shoot.

      Someone hollers behind us, and I realize we’re stalling the tournament. I hit the gas to drive the cart up to where my ball landed. “That’s not where I was going with the conversation,” I say as I hop out and grab my six iron. “You know that one has nothing to do with the other.”

      Bobby chuckles. “I didn’t get where I am without testing every available angle.”

      Every available angle to bait me again. His business with Treat and his job offer to me exist on two entirely different planes. There’s no leverage crossover between them, and Bobby Provost will not bamboozle me into thinking there is.

      As I line up my shot, I notice Lanie and Treat are nowhere in sight. They must already be on the green. Damn, how long were Bobby and I yakking? I’m equal parts flattered by his kind words and jittery from his pressure. A golfer’s worse enemy, distraction, clutches the back of my neck, and I slice my shot into the trees.

      “Damn it.”

      It takes my entire reserve of self-control not to stomp back to the cart or snap my club in two. That was my worst shot of the year.

      Bobby leans with his back against the cart. “So, you are human.”

      “Tragically human.” I pick out a few clubs. “I’ll go find my ball and meet you on the green.”

      He tugs at the sleeve of my newly acquired Chieftain’s Son jersey. “New deal. If I can’t convince you to join my team, which I’m not giving up on yet, how about this? I’ll agree to let Treat Graham use The Chieftain’s Son property for his shoot and go one more round with him over the spokesmodel stand-off, if”—he holds up a finger—“you join The Chieftain’s Son foursome in our charity golf tournament at the end of the month.”

      “Which course?”

      “Gal Tré in Kerry.”

      I stumble on the cart path. “As in Ireland?”

      Bobby nods. “Expenses paid by the network. It’s a good cause.”

      I should say yes. The showdown for the Irish Country Lass model will be over by then, and I can settle back into my clandestine but adoring relationship with Treat.

      The thought of putting the Atlantic between Treat and me feels perilous. The shattered goblets in my stomach tinkle a warning, but I shake it off. A night in my apartment in front of the fireplace with Treat and a bottle of wine will wash away this rising sense of doom. He cozies up to women for business, but at the end of the day, it’s my bed he’s in. Or was in. It’s been over two months since he’s been in town long enough to spend couple time with me, our longest separation so far.

      Unwelcome thoughts percolate in my head. What scares me the most? Treat not showing up at my door or seeing his face next to me on the pillow while I continue to invest in a relationship that only goes in circles?

      “You’re sweet, Bobby, but this is a crazy time for me with looming Irish Country Lass deadlines. I can’t get away.” With what I intend as a kindly wave, I head into the trees to find my errant golf ball. It sits on a tidy patch of grass between two sycamores in a direct line to the green. I may pull off a decent score on this hole in spite of my godawful slice. As I address the ball, a familiar giggle fouls the air to my right. Shadows dominate this makeshift forest but don’t obscure everything. As I turn toward the sound, golf becomes the least of my problems.

      Shafts of sunlight filter through the trees to feature Treat pressing Lanie against a nearby trunk. His hands twist her hair in a way I know all too well. My boyfriend’s lips devour Lanie’s mouth, neck, and single exposed breast. Treat’s hand travels down her ribcage, over a hip to disappear under a Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear golf skirt. The two rock and slide together in a rhythm that fills me with the chilling certainty that this isn’t their first encounter.

      When she hooks her leg around his hip, I bite back a scream. To make the nightmare vanish, I whip around, execute a violent backswing, and strike my ball with gale force intensity.

      Frantic commotion explodes from the green. I lift my head in time to see Bobby Provost, showrunner of The Chieftain’s Son, crumple onto the grass.
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      In my fantasies, an entire boy band or Hemingway were the men sharing my teenage bed. It was never a slightly scrawny hummingbird of a guy. A hummingbird whose wings I clipped with a crazed golf shot.

      They’d only release Bobby from the hospital to people who would wake him up every hour for the next twelve. I figured the best place for a concussed showrunner is my parent’s place. There, I’d have backup for waking Bobby throughout the night. Most of all, I needed my mom. As soon as Bobby was snoozing under no less than three quilts, all lifted from television shows my parents designed the sets for, I unraveled in her arms.

      The hallway light is burned out, so my mother and I stand in the dark outside my bedroom. The odd thing is my tears are akin to mourning the loss of a death you knew was coming, not the kind where you get an unexpected, tragic phone call. How long have I been subconsciously preparing myself for the demise of Treat and Gilly?

      Mom squeezes me tighter. The advantage of having a chubby mother is the ability to bury your woes against a squishy, comforting shoulder.

      She holds me at arm’s length. “Sweetheart, if it’s any consolation, I do believe Treat loved you as much as a spoiled princeling can love anyone besides themselves.”

      “No more bashing.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to pretend it doesn’t irk me you invested over two years in that man while he insisted on a secrecy manifesto.”

      I rip fresh tissues from the box in her hand. “But—”

      She raises a hand to shush me. “I’ll stop bashing if you refrain from excusing him.”

      My standard defense for Treat’s lack of commitment bubbles up then fizzles. I feel more duped than dumped, but if I paint him as the devil, I’m an even bigger loser for sticking with him all this time.

      “Hush-hush doesn’t mean it isn’t real.” Treat sang that song every time I fretted over our secret. And I believed him. I accepted his cadre of reasons our relationship had to fly under the radar as logic.

      Mom straightens the collar of my golf shirt. “Now buck up, honey. It’s almost time to wake Bobby again.” She sets the tissue box on a table in the hall. “I’m going to go make our guest some soup.”

      “Soup for a concussion?”

      “Soup for anything.” She sweeps down the hall, leaving me to reset.

      Mom never liked Treat, but until tonight, she tolerated my obviously misplaced loyalty to a man who adores instead of loves me. After unleashing her pent-up dislike for him, she promised we’d eat caramel truffle ice cream straight out of the carton.

      On the other side of my bedroom door, my responsibility gently snores. I slip into the room. Bobby doesn’t move. He’s curled onto his side with a hand by his mouth. I’ll bet he sucked his thumb as a kid.

      I gently shake his shoulder and whisper. “Bobby?” He’s not waking up. Oh, God. What if his brain is swelling or some other cranial malfunction? I’ve damaged the showrunner of the most anticipated television show in a decade. Fans will kill me.

      “More oomph, Gillian,” says my mom, barging into the room. “Wake it up there, Bob.”

      Bobby’s eyes open and widen like Mom and I are oncoming headlights, but then he settles into a moan.

      I offer a couple of capsules on my open palm. “For what ails you.”

      He wiggles into a sitting position. “I’m trapped in a coven of merciless women. A man needs his sleep.”

      Mom clicks her tongue. “After near murder by golf, that’s off the table. Do you prefer chicken noodle or Italian wedding soup?”

      I want to drop my head into my hands at this blatant reminder of the disaster my rage-fueled golf shot created. “If you’re a good patient, I’ll let you sleep an hour and half before I wake your concussion next time.”

      Bobby assesses my red face. “Don’t cry, golf buddy. I promise not to sue.”

      I turn and blot my eyes with a crumpled tissue.

      “Tell me, Amethyst,” says Bobby to my mom while he pops pills and chases them with half a bottle of water. “How many of Gillian’s golf kills have you buried in the backyard?”

      Mom smiles. “Is Forensic Files on your IMDB or are you just a fan?”

      Bobby points a finger at her. “It’s always the husband.” He and Mom share a laugh as Bobby eases back onto the mound of pillows.

      Mom drags the white toll painted desk chair she made for my eleventh birthday next to the bed. “Are you up for a little Chieftain’s Son dishing?”

      “God, Mom. Let the man concuss in peace.”

      She leans closer to Bobby. “I won’t spill any classified information. I’ve worked in television long enough to sign a trail of NDAs. I can be trusted. This is personal curiosity. Is that Jack O’Leary doing justice to the role of Donal Cam? I’ve never heard of the guy.”

      Bobby rubs his temple.

      I stand and crook my arm through my mom’s. “I’m sorry, Bobby. I’ll escort the crazy woman off the ward.”

      He holds up a hand to stop me. “No, it’s fine. Talking about the show will bring me back from the brink of death.” He gestures downward with his hand. “Maybe at a slightly lower volume.”

      Mom gives me a triumphant waggle of her head and leans back in the chair. “So, Jack O’Leary—discuss. Is he worthy to bring Deidre LaRochelle’s heartthrob off the page?”

      “Throngs of women following him everywhere say yes.” Bobby shakes his head. “Poor guy can’t sneak out to buy toothpaste without inciting a fan tsunami.”

      My mom clucks. “So, he’s pretty. Can he act?”

      “Jack’s been a fixture on the Dublin stage for a few years now.” He snaps his fingers. “Have you ever caught Randy in 6B on BBC? He’s the fitness obsessed neighbor.”

      “Nope.”

      Bobby raises his eyebrows to me. “Are you a Randy fan?”

      This actor who may be facing gum disease due to popularity piques my curiosity. “I’ve never seen it.”

      “Jack was pretty damn hilarious. He pulls off an A-game airhead.”

      Bobby starts to wilt.

      “Okay, Duffer, back to the land of nod. Just don’t go in too far past the border.” I shoo Mom toward the door and call over my shoulder to the man in my bed. “See you in an hour.”

      “And a half,” he says.

      I chuckle. “And a half.” I would have enjoyed a big brother like him.

      “Maybe by that time, Amethyst will have convinced you to join the Chieftain’s Son team.”

      An annoying big brother.

      I close my eyes for a long beat. When I open them, Mom gives me the single eyebrow raise. Bobby has a shit-eating grin on his face. Double-teamed. I face my mother. “Bobby wants me to golf with some Chieftain’s Son folks in a golf tournament.”

      He shakes a finger at me. “I see you’re as wily as you are stubborn.” Bobby turns doe eyes on my mother. “Did Gillian tell you Traipse of Moonlight has been a major tonal inspiration for my show’s vision?”

      Mom shoots me a glance. “No, she did not.”

      “So, I suppose she also neglected to mention my offer for her to join the writing staff of the show.”

      “Holy mother of God,” squeaks my mom. “You said yes.”

      “No, she did not,” says Bobby, parroting my mother.

      Mom’s eyes widen.

      “The offer is way out of my league,” I mutter, caught like a rat in a trap with no juicy chunk of cheese for consolation.

      Mom holds up a finger and disappears.

      Bobby’s gloating turns to chagrin. “You’re never going to wake me again, are you? I’m about to be set adrift in concussion limbo forever.”

      “Siccing my mother on me is not playing fair.”

      “I suck at golf etiquette too.”

      I drop into the chair. “It’s crazy flattering my story meshes with your show—”

      Bobby lays the back of his hand on his forehead. “As my dying wish, don’t turn me down again. Come to Ireland. Play in the charity tournament. I’ll give you a tour of The Chieftain’s Son complex in Kerry. It’s ‘pretty brilliant’, as the locals say. We’ll take your picture next to the board in the writer’s room where we proudly display our staff copy of Traipse of Moonlight, and you’ll see why you belong with us.”

      A book comes sailing through the doorway and lands on the foot of the bed. The Chieftain’s Son.

      “A little something to kill time between wake ups,” says Mom, baring teeth in her wiliest grin.

      Bobby throws her a thumbs up. She bows and leaves us alone.

      “You do sort of owe me after…” Bobby points to the bruised bump on his temple. God, if my ball had hit a few inches to the right, he’d be the late showrunner of The Chieftain’s Son.

      I drop my head back to stare at my lavender ceiling. The color is supposed to be calming. It ain’t working. A concoction of pissed off and regret slosh inside me. Part of me wants to confront Treat, another says never look back. Saying yes to Bobby is running to something instead of just running away from the man who crossed the line from wooing a client to being a cheating bastard. God, this is such a leap.

      “Nap time.” I reach over and turn off the bedside lamp without answering him.

      Bobby’s eyes close before he sinks all the way into the pillows.

      I retrieve The Chieftain’s Son from the bed and run a thumb over the well-worn cover. I’ve read this book a dozen times. Inside the front cover, an illustration of a powerfully built blond fellow in a tunic and other assorted draped fabrics stares at me. Donal Cam stands beside a snow white horse. The man’s cheekbones alone are the stuff of dreams. This Jack O’Leary fellow has a lot to live up to. Atop the steed sits an ethereal beauty in a long green dress with a fur collar. There’s something about the way they look at each other than flattens what’s left of my heart. That look says love, not adore.

      Is Treat even thinking about me? Is he with her tonight? A sob busts out with such force I slap a hand over my mouth and shoot a glance at Bobby. He’s out cold. It’s twisted, but I’m grateful for his concussion. Taking care of this friendly stranger gives me purpose, at least for one night. Tomorrow is not something I’m looking forward to. After witnessing Treat’s lusty slobbering over Lanie, how am I going to walk into the offices of Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear and pretend nothing has changed?

      I hope knocking back The Chieftain’s Son will be a distraction. I set a phone alarm for ninety minutes, as promised. A niggle of self-satisfaction that the showrunner of this phenom personally asked me to join the team stokes a small flicker of adrenaline inside me. What if I did say yes? Bobby knows how inexperienced I am. It’s not as if I’m misrepresenting myself. Am I up to the challenge? Fear mixes with the adrenaline, and I feel wobbly. Kicking off my shoes, I snuggle into my favorite armchair.

      The Chieftain’s Son, Book One, by Deidre LaRochelle

      Time and love are the strongest forces a human heart must endure.

      A tear sneaks all the way to my chin. You got that right, sister.
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        * * *

      

      “Color coded Post-its. I’d expect no less.”

      Bobby’s voice snaps me out of a doze. “Technically, they’re Post-it flags.” I rub my eyes to pull myself through the threshold of sleep. “Hey, you woke up on your own.”

      Stripes of morning sun wash the stubble on his face into a walnut sheen with a few hints of gray. Treat’s beard is as black as coal. Harsh and prickly.

      “I may survive yet.” He swings his legs, clad in my father’s sweat pants, off the side of the bed and stretches each arm across his chest.

      He wobbles and gingerly probes the impact zone on his temple.

      “Slow and easy there.” The Chieftain’s Son plops onto the carpet near Bobby’s foot when I reach out to steady him.

      He retrieves it. With his thumbnail, he fans the line of Post-it flags sticking out of the pages.

      Waves of shyness and embarrassment collide in a cross current as my cheeks heat up. “I had to do something to occupy myself while I made sure you didn’t go to the great golf course in the sky.” I shrug. “Text analysis is my drug of choice.”

      His lips curl into a caught you smile as he thumps the cover. “Will you share your system, or must I crack the color code unassisted?”

      “You’ll laugh. I’m over-the-top systematic.”

      “I didn’t get where I am without reveling in the glory of systems.”

      I indulge in a moment of envisioning Bobby as my mentor.

      I take the book from him. “Green is everything that makes Donal Cam tick, motivations, quirks, his big want—the usual nuggets.” I open a page wearing a purple flag. “Purple is the love interest because green and purple are complementary colors.”

      A crease etches a path across Bobby’s forehead. “No, red and green are complementary. Thus, the harmonious décor of Christmastime.”

      “Not on the color wheel of light. And in the world of romance, isn’t love all about the light?”

      Bobby studies me.

      “Red for the main plot points. And I twist them”—I point to one of the crumbled red flags—“when there’s a plot twist or a red herring.” I stick four fingers into the book, dividing it into five sections. “Sign Here arrows for act breaks. Five, not three. Three is too watered down. It doesn’t give enough traction to story shifts.”

      Bobby sets his hands on the edge of the mattress and leans closer, studying my face. “I forbid my staff to write in anything but five act structure. Shakespeare was on to something.” He jerks his chin at the book. “You organized the whole book in one night?”

      I nod at the clock. “I’m quite familiar with the material, and you’ve been in and out for twelve hours.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Have you fallen in love with Donal Cam all over again?”

      I toss the book on the bed. “Maybe, even though he’s a teeny bit too good to be true.”

      He leans back, hands behind his head. “It seems a shame to waste twelve hours analyzing the hell out of a story and do nothing with all that brainwork.”

      If he only knew the real work going on in my brain. As each hour ticked by, I had to face the fact that the life I’ve settled for has been blown to bits. A life that slowly broke my heart.

      I check in with the mauve carpet to gather my nerves then meet Bobby’s targeted gaze. “When you said, ‘ease me into the picture,’ what exactly did you mean?”

      The grin on his face is hard not to answer with one of my own. “Holy shit, Miss Bettencourt, has the tide turned?”

      New layers I hadn’t noticed earlier under his easy-going, nice guy attitude show themselves in Bobby Provost’s expression. He’s waiting me out. Calculating the penultimate chess move in his game.

      Once, when my Dad was fried after art directing six seasons of a grueling crime drama, he’d said to me, “Gillian, every director is part Doberman, and every showrunner is a gambler. One bites, and the other never completely shows his hand.”

      What the hell do I have to lose by saying yes? Bobby’s dangling a shot for me to make art through storytelling instead of selling clothing. “Why did it take seventeen holes for you to revisit your job offer to me?”

      I see the all business, showrunner side of Bobby come online. “Since you turned down a meeting with me, I never got the chance to read you, just the work. Gillian Bettencourt might have been a bubble-headed wannabe novelist who thinks she’s this century’s Jane Austen. Yes, Traipse of Moonlight is something unique and original, but a roomful of monkeys with typewriters may accidentally write Macbeth. If you turned out to be a zero, I’d have assumed you stole the story from your agoraphobic college roommate. In which case, I never would have repeated the offer.”

      When Bobby stands, the rigidity of his posture borders on imposing. “I don’t play fast and loose with my show or the people I allow to work with me. I’m potentially investing a decade of my life and my livelihood into The Chieftain’s Son. It will not be less than exquisite. Before I opened the gate of my kingdom even a crack, I had to get a valid sense of who you are.”

      Am I flattered to have passed Bobby’s test or insulted he thought I had potential to be a bubbleheaded, Shakespeare-typing monkey?

      “Look, Bobby. I don’t know the form. I have no experience telling a visual story. That’s what I was trying to do last night with the breakdown. See if I could imagine lifting The Chieftain’s Son’s words from the page and turn them into a movie in my head.”

      “And?”

      I look away from the eagerness in his eyes to the glare bouncing off the window. “I liked it.”

      He retrieves The Chieftain’s Son from the quilt and plops it back into my hand. “I’ve been where you are, Gillian—at the beginning. It’s scary.” Bobby chews on his lip. “As far as easing you into the picture, does the title of Assistant to the Writers sound less intimidating? I’m offering you the chance to take this season to learn the form, the process, the new way of storytelling, and apply your talent. The ball is on your tee, Gillian Bettencourt.”

      I nod to Bobby, and using The Chieftain’s Son as my club, I swing.
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      Two hours on Irish soil, and I understand why Deidre LaRochelle set the ten books of her Chieftain’s Son series here. The beauty is addicting. The people personify charm. Everyone I’ve met, from the taxi driver to tournament folks, bubble with warmth and humor.

      Gal Tré Golf Course surpasses the most luscious places I’ve ever played. Grass appears to have been replaced with emerald velvet. The rise and fall of the hills echo the waves cresting below the cliffs. Greens and fairways flow into one another with the grace of clouds lightly blown by the wind. The Atlantic itself shushes and hums as a backing track.

      I saw Bobby briefly before I was whisked in a golf cart to the eleventh hole where our foursome will start the tournament. My coffee and I are first to the tee. I didn’t get to play the course before today because I had to finish the descriptors for the entire Irish Country Lass line for Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear before I left L.A. I’m operating on maybe four hours sleep since I’ve yet to master the art of snoozing on planes.

      I pat my cheeks. “Wake up, Gilly.”

      Wind off the Atlantic packs a bite, so I slip on a jacket. With my trusty seven iron, I begin a regime of stretches.

      Across the tee box, movement catches my eye. A man large enough to snap Treat in half wheels his golf bag on a pushcart up the small rise. He’s wearing a baseball cap with The Chieftain’s Son logo embroidered on the front. I should probably dig mine out to represent.

      What department did Bobby recruit this guy from? The man’s build screams scene shop, possibly electrics. I can easily picture him climbing a ladder with a monster stage light in each hand.

      When my teammate swivels to position his cart at the edge of the tee box, the back of his cap comes into view. It rides too high on his head, forcing the brim down at a steep angle. A bound lump of straw-colored hair bulges out of the opening in the back of the cap.

      “Man bun alert,” I whisper low enough so the wind doesn’t carry my voice.

      Treat gave that particular look a go last year. Godawful. His coiffure read more barista-in-training than senior manager of an international sportswear company. My fingers were sticky for days from the copious amounts of hair spray and gel it took to keep Treat’s saggy sack of hair on trend.

      “Chieftain’s Son!” booms a voice from behind me. Bobby fist pumps and kicks a leg out the side of the golf cart he’s driving like a maniac up the path. A man I’d peg to be around my dad’s age with a dour face and iron gray hair rides beside him.

      Bobby leaps from the cart, leaving his passenger to slide across the seat in order to hit the brake. He sprints over and crushes me in a hug. “Here’s our birdie queen.”

      The goofy hummingbird I met in L.A. sheds the all-business, executive producer skin he wore back at the clubhouse.

      “Come meet Doolin.”

      A closer look reveals Doolin as a nice-looking man who wears golf clothes well on a slender physique. He offers a hand. “Doolin Byrne. You’re very welcome here to our team. Rumor has it you’ll be putting Bobby to shame.” I love Doolin’s Irish accent. Bobby should trade his California sound for Oirish.

      Bobby rubs his right temple. “Stay away from her drives, and you’ll survive the round.” He nods at Man Bun, who turns his back to us. Our silent teammate arranges the clubs in his bag on the pushcart. “You’ve met J, I see.”

      “Actually, no.”

      Jay selects a club and takes a few practice swings, still not facing us. He’s wearing jeans and a Chieftain’s Son logo baseball jersey. Someone thinks appropriate golf dress code does not apply to him.

      “Already in the zone, I see,” says Bobby. “J is into this book called The Inner Game of Golf. It’s some type of Zen in your core approach to the game.” A phone alarm buzzes in Bobby’s pocket. “And we’re off.”

      Jay tees up a day-glow yellow ball, steps back, and points his club toward the fairway. Without a glance in our direction, he addresses the ball and executes a tee shot with hesitation and a hitch at the top of his backswing that sets my teeth on edge. The sheer power behind his motion launches the ball high in the air and, lucky for the Zen master, centers it nicely on the fairway.

      Only then does he look at us. “Morning,” he says with a wave. The tilt of his cap brim shadows his face. I catch a glimpse of a strong chin with a cleft in the middle. Instead of coming over, he wheels his pushcart to the path and stands apart.

      Something about his brush-off behavior harkens back to Treat. Despite my disgust with his Lanie cheat, I felt two years of investment in him called for discussion about my relocation to Ireland. How much would it even affect Treat if I vanished from Lawson Graham Premier Sportswear?

      Said conversation died on the vine. Since the L.A. tournament, my so-called “boyfriend” has been nothing more than an out-of-office reply on email with two exceptions. First, a bouquet of tulips appeared on my doorstep with a note.

      G-

      Kudos on being my wingman for the Irish Country Lass shoot.

      No signature. Did Treat think the florist was in fact a P.I. charged to fly back to Lawson Graham with the scandalous reveal the boss’s son sent his fashion copywriter flowers?

      The only other contact was a brief text volley where Treat explained he was off with Papa Lawson to court fall retail placements for the Irish Country Lad and Lass sportswear lines. I mentioned the renewal of Bobby’s offer to me, to which Treat replied, “Some guys need to hear no twice. You’re right where you belong.”

      Where I belong. Where Treat wants me to stay because it suits his needs, not mine.

      It was in that moment I realized how low my supply of trust in Treat had already waned. Watching him slam Lanie Blesch against a tree felt more like confirmation than shock. No doubt he’s off with his dad, but my gut tells me Lanie is also in the mix. I’m dying to casually work the spokesmodel question into a conversation with Bobby. How many levels of petty have I sunk to by hoping Lanie lost the gig?

      “Ladies first,” says Doolin, fanning his arm across the tee.

      I tee up and send my ball soaring through a cornflower blue sky.

      Behind me, Doolin lets out a long, slow whistle. “So, Bobby wasn’t blowing sunshine up our asses. That’s one grand shot.”

      Bobby applauds. “Wait ‘til you see her putt. Poetry, my friend.”

      Doolin says something in Irish and gives me a broad grin. “Yep. You’re very welcome here.”

      I glance over at Jay, but he’s already making his way up the path toward his ball. For nine holes, he plays his solitary Zen game. It drives me crazy that Jay putts out before Doolin, Bobby, and I join him on the green. For those same nine holes, Bobby stays in the cart with Doolin, so I don’t get the chance to quiz him for details about my new job. All he’s tasked me to do so far is work on my relocation to Ireland and “reread the hell” out of The Chieftain’s Son books one and two. I will be buying stock in Post-it flags.

      I call out my score to Doolin. “Five on that hole.”

      As I reread the hell out of book one, I played around with dividing it into episodes as a writing exercise. I’m damn proud of the way my breakdown honored the romantic heart of the piece without sacrificing the wealth of history. My imagined episodes build enough tension to make an audience dig their fingernails into the palms of their hands. I feel I’ve uncovered the connective tissue of The Chieftain’s Son, but Bobby’s right about my lack of screenwriting knowledge. I could have missed some essential strokes to tell the visual story. I’m dying of curiosity to see how Bobby and his staff broke down the book. Is it close to what I did? If my take on chopping up the story is even in the same zip code of what the staff is doing, this rising fear of being out of my league might ebb a smidge.

      When we finish our tenth hole, I point to the retreating figure of our elusive teammate. “How do we know Secret Agent Jay is being honest with his score?”

      Doolin and Bobby let loose twin explosive laughs.

      Doolin lays a fatherly arm over my shoulders and flicks a finger in Jay’s direction. “You’re looking at the most honest man in Ireland. That one there’s got integrity tattooed on his bum.”

      I smile at Doolin. “Just no people skills?”

      We catch up to Jay two holes later. In an unspoken pact, we give him exclusive rights to the tee box. He begins his requisite three practice swings. Oh, God. That backswing, that hitch at the top. What the man could accomplish if he’d just add fluidity to his swing.

      At the apex of his third backswing, I knock my head against the steering wheel of the cart and groan. “I can’t watch anymore.”

      Bobby, who’s selecting a club from his bag saunters over to me. “What?”

      I turn my back on the tee. “Jay’s backswing. He’s got this funky hitch at the top that totally kills his momentum. If he wasn’t all muscle, his ball wouldn’t get any distance.”

      “That so?”

      The voice behind me is not Doolin. Oh, crap. Jay heard me. Slowly, I turn toward him. He’s so tall he bends quite a ways to peer into the golf cart. I get an extreme close-up of the muscles bulging under his baseball jersey. His build isn’t gross like weightlifters in TV competitions. Jay’s body is solid and formed in a way that would make a sculptor weep with joy to have him as a model. Before my gawking becomes embarrassing, he slides into the seat next to me and pulls off his cap. The hair lump, now free from elastic, cascades in golden waves to his shoulders. Man bun down. Who is this guy? Freakin’ Achilles?

      “What would you have me do?”

      His Irish accent is as lyrical as Doolin’s is crusty. The strong chin is just a tease of a man so gorgeous God could have retired after creating this guy. From high, broad cheekbones, his face tapers gracefully down to that dimple. Along his jawline are three identical, tiny moles right in a row. I want to touch them and count one, two, three. Jay’s lips are the color of a blush and full enough to be inviting, but not so big as to produce sloppy kisses. I am staring. I want to stare more.

      “It’s my backswing, is it?”

      I bite hard on the inside of my cheek to avoid falling into a trance. “Uh, yeah.”

      “Care to show me?”

      Bobby knocks on the top of the cart. “Zen timer run out, J?”

      Jay wags a finger at Bobby. “The new system’s shaved six strokes off my last round so far.” He knocks a fist to his abdomen. “It’s all about the core.” He points to the sky. “And connecting to the world ‘round you. Put them together, and you lose six strokes.”

      I have an urge to pound on Jay’s abdomen to prove it’s as solid as it looks.

      “Shall you doctor up my backswing, Gillian?”

      Hearing my name spill from Jay’s lips jars me. “You know who I am?”

      “Yeah. Bobby here hasn’t stopped gushing about the new writer since he got back from L.A. Welcome to The Chieftain’s Son family.” Jay takes my hand in his. It’s big and so warm I feel heat through my golf glove.

      Bobby smacks the top of the cart. “We’ll all celebrate Gillian over a pint after the round.”

      Doolin hollers from the tee box. “Will you break up your chat fest and tee off, for the love of Saint Michael? It’s getting too cold for my bones out here.”

      Jay pops out of the cart. “I’m at your mercy, Gillian.”

      My brain snaps into teacher mode. I’ve coached a dozen high school kids straight into golf scholarships. This is no different, as long as I can stop staring at eyes that match the blue of the Atlantic so perfectly the sea and the man are reflections of one another.
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