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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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      Bipolar disorder looks different in every person who faces the challenges of this mental illness. In Not to Scale, Elodie’s relationship with her diagnosis is directly modeled after my own personal journey. I have been fortunate to be well taken care of by open-hearted psychiatrists, psychologists, therapists, and beloved friends and family who help me navigate life with this reality. My gratitude to them is limitless, and it is my wish that all who live with bipolar disorder will find a team as beautiful as the one I have been gifted with.
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      Click here to sign up for the City Owl Press newsletter and be the first to find out about special offers, including FREE book days, contents, giveaways, cover reveals, and more!

      

      Sign up now and become a City Owl Reader today! And join our City Owl Reader-Author group here for even more deals and a whole lot of community and fun!
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      The tall blond Irishman on the morning shift behind the rent-a-car counter at Shannon Airport pins me with a knowing stare. “Ms. Pettipas, are you certain a stick shift is the way to go? It’ll be your off-hand doing the work.”

      I treat him to a casual wave while my insides organize an uprising. Twirling the silver birthstone ring on my right ring finger with my thumb calms the insurgence. “I’m always up for a challenge.”

      Five minutes later, I’m loath to admit tall, blond, and Irish was right. I should have opted for an automatic rental. It’s been ten years since I last drove a stick, and that was with my right “on-hand.” There’s a serious communication breakdown at present between my brain and left extremity as I attempt to work the gear shift. I’m not even close to leaving the rent-a-car parking lot when sticky third gear growls an unhealthy grinding noise. I half expect the cheery rental car attendant to throw himself in my path, waving his arms to insist I stop torturing his car. Adding to the miserable experience, I look over my right shoulder instead of my left to back up and stare at the car door.

      A wise woman would head inside to the counter and insist on an automatic with a backup camera. Stubborn and determined me refuses to give in to my perpetual fear of failure until I stall for the third time in a row. Crawling back to the original parking place in second gear, I kill the engine and drop my head onto the steering wheel. Seeds of panic sprout in my chest.

      I can’t do this.

      I punch my thighs. “Stop it, Elodie. You’re thirty-two. At your age, panic is a choice.”

      At far too many points in my life, in my career, I’ve let anxiety drive me into hiding. It’s set me back and made it harder on the next job to convince myself I’m not a fraud. Today it will not be anxiety for the win. I’ve landed my dream job, heading the art department of a crazy popular TV show with resources that would make most production designers moan with contentment. Even better, The Chieftain’s Son is a time-hopping period piece begging for the very research deep-dives that set me on the road to my career in the first place.

      I point a finger between my eyes. “You will not cocoon because of a stick shift.” Determination to seize the gift of reconstructing history my new job promises bubbles inside me.

      After fourteen hours in the air and a lost suitcase, I wish this moment was history. Years of travel working in film taught me to pack my carry-on as if I’ll be stranded on a deserted island with only the contents of two zipper compartments for survival. My current deserted island is Ireland.

      “Elodie Pettipas, you are a self-sufficient and capable woman.”

      My therapist, Kevin, is a huge proponent of positive self-talk. Still, the vise constricting my chest converts breaths into gasps.

      “Correction, you are a self-sufficient and capable hot mess.”

      The bright yellow sticker on the sun visor screams at me to drive on the left side of the road. My whole life has veered onto the left side of the road. I will be living in Ireland for the foreseeable future. I barely know the sum total of one person here, Bobby Provost, the showrunner who hired me from video chats and phone calls. Rich and Amethyst Bettencourt, the angel mentors who took me under their wings in my early days of TV art direction, plunked me onto Bobby’s radar and vetted me to the showrunner. I respect their faith in my talent more than my waning confidence. The Bettencourts would never recommend me if they doubted I could handle this monumental opportunity. Screw imposter syndrome, I will not let them down.

      Their daughter, Gillian, is a writer on The Chieftain’s Son and married to its star Jack O’Leary, a union I’ve sworn not to blab about. I suppose that increases my total to knowing one person virtually and two others by association. Three people in Ireland I almost know.

      The cell buzzes in my pocket. It’s Bobby Provost. “Hey Bobby.”

      “Welcome to Ireland, Elodie. Are you still at Shannon? The airline said your plane landed an hour ago.”

      I’m surprised how quickly his voice grounds me. We’ve already planted the seeds of our working relationship long distance. Bobby is easy to laugh with. We’re both guilty of bird walking off work topics, then stretching conversations by sharing the horror stories from previous shows we worked on, disagreements over movies and other TV shows, and regaling each other with theater major shenanigans from our mutual but separate days at the same Hollywood adjacent college. I enjoyed talking to Bobby at the end of his days when mine were just beginning in LA and felt a little guilty keeping him chatting into his wee hours. Not guilty enough to end the call. I wonder how much opportunity we’ll have for these talks when we’re both buried in the demands of a brutal production schedule.

      “It did. The short customs line was the stuff of dreams.”

      “Our driver, Patrick, can’t find you.”

      “You sent me a driver for a three-hour trip?” Am I offended he discounted my ability to drive from County Clare to Kerry or touched at the gesture? I settle on relieved I’ll dodge baptism by fire on Irish highways while jet lagged.

      “Didn’t you get my text?”

      I scan my phone screen. “No text.”

      He’s quiet for a second. “Damn, I emailed. Sorry, meant to text.” Bobby pauses. “I wish I’d had time to call before you took off, but my schedule was nuts today.” There’s a definite charm running through the scattered tone of his voice, reminding me why I’m always eager for his calls. “Anyway, Patrick’s camped out at baggage claim.”

      Judging from the small crowd at the single terminal airport, Patrick’s probably the only person still at baggage claim.

      “Look for a retired footballer type in a Chieftain’s Son baseball cap.”

      The long trip and lost luggage tip my attitude from relieved to touched by Bobby’s gesture. “A guy who will save me from driving an off-hand stick shift on the left side of the road? Yes, I’ll go find St. Patrick in a baseball cap.”

      Bobby laughs. A surge of warmth dissolves my rising panic. I’m getting very used to that laugh. I wouldn’t mind getting even more used to it.

      My phone buzzes with an incoming call from the airline. “I’ve got another call. Talk with you soon, Bobby.”

      “Looking forward to it, Elodie Pettipas.”

      The man’s voice is the sunny equivalent of a smile. I answer with my own smile as I click over. My heretofore jumpy stomach is infused with a dose of Bobby Provost honey for a moment before my nerves fire up again. Am I leaning too far into the connection I’ve forged with Bobby over our transatlantic chats? Damn, I know my therapist would push play on his familiar tune that I tend to attach to authority figures and hunger for their approval. Bobby probably already has an Irish girlfriend. The good ones usually do. I hard swallow the lump of disappointment taking up residence in my throat as my phone pesters me with a reminder someone is waiting for me to answer. “Elodie Pettipas here.”

      “Ms. Pettipas, good news, we’ve found your luggage. It should be arriving at Shannon Airport within the hour.”

      Luggage, a driver, and only a few hours until I meet Bobby face-to-face. Looks like Ireland is not my deserted island after all.
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      I point out the window with my slice of take-out pizza. Not take-out, take-away. I’ve been schooled by Patrick, my driver, to use the correct Irish term for to-go orders. “There’s another one. Can we stop? I want to take pictures.”

      Patrick chuckles but doesn’t slow as we soar past the long-dilapidated stone tower near the roadside that screams castle.

      I accidentally slap the window with my pizza as I strain my neck to keep my prize in sight. “Hey, we’re going to miss it.” Wiping the smudge with my napkin only makes it smear more.

      “You’ve already used up your pull-over quota taking pictures of the last five stacks of stone.” He raises a finger. “And a food stop. If we don’t push on to Waterville, I’ll miss my own dinner at home.”

      After setting my slice on the grease-soaked paper plate in my lap, I turn to Patrick. It’s weird having the driver to my right. He offered me the back seat, but I insisted on joining him in the front. As far as I’m concerned, we’re equal players on the same team. I won’t act hoity-toity by succumbing to any front-seat/back-seat societal pyramid.

      “I don’t have it in me to pass honest-to-God castles. It’s the perfect research opportunity to touch the stones, close my eyes, and soak in their story.”

      Patrick glances my way to answer but frowns when he sees my pizza art on the window.

      “Sorry. I’ll clean that up.”

      He waves a hand. “No need. I suspect I’m just as handy with a spray bottle as you.”

      “The smudge blew my chance to convince you to increase my castle stop quota, didn’t it?”

      St. Patrick pats my arm. “Stop your worrying, darlin’. You’ll have plenty of chances. You can’t swing a wet cat in a circle without hitting a castle in Ireland.”

      After one castle-free stop to dump the pizza box, which Patrick claimed was stinking up his fine car, we finally turned onto the famous Ring of Kerry, the road that loops around the scenic Iveragh Peninsula. Despite the chill outside, my new pal, Pat, insists we crack the windows to chase the pizza smell away. As we near our destination of Waterville, we bond over our love of Star Wars and the root beer barrel hard candies I brought from home.

      “I’m to deliver you straight away to The Clan so you can catch folks before the day’s over.”

      I’m itching to explore The Clan, a self-contained production facility repurposed exclusively for The Chieftain’s Son TV show. I’ve been in touch with most of my department leads and am excessively impressed with the production design playground at my disposal.

      As we turn down a lane so narrow, I’m surprised the car fits, Pat jerks an elbow toward the road we’d been travelling on. “I’ll drop your gear off at Water Villa in town. You’ll be staying in the same flat our Gilly once claimed.” He winks. “Maybe the place has a bit of magic, and you’ll be as lucky in love as our Mrs. Jack O’Leary.”

      The car wobbles sharply as Pat’s hands slip off the wheel. He recovers control, but his face flames. “Och, there I go running off at the mouth about things I shouldn’t.” Pat wipes a hand over his chin. “Our publicity boss, Meg McGrath, will have my head on a platter.”

      I lay a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, Pat. I’ve signed my NDA concerning Gilly and Jack. I also know her parents. The O’Leary marital status is old news to me.”

      His upper body sags in relief. “Brilliant.”

      “And I’m good at playing dumb, so this Meg will never know you busted out state secrets.”

      Pat turns to look at me. “You’re a keeper, Ms. Elodie.”

      I lean back in the seat, enjoying the lush country around us. “The only love I’m on the lookout for is with history and making Ireland’s visual past come alive.”

      After one unfortunate liaison with a lighting director who was so persnickety, he ironed a crease into his jeans, I’ve avoided show relationships. There’s beauty and danger to attachments that form when people make stories together. Existing inside a creative cocoon fosters closeness replicating true love but inevitably falls apart after the show wraps and common purpose fizzles. The fact Gilly and Jack took the marriage step signals a level of commitment I hope for their sake will defy the odds and stick after the end of The Chieftain’s Son.

      My self-preservation, avoidance policy certainly doesn’t support the hints of a mini-crush I have on Bobby Provost. I rub my hands over the thighs of my denim overalls, replaying some of our longer conversations. His friendliness was probably nothing more than making me feel at ease and welcome in my new position. I might as well be crushing on Jack O’Leary. An echo of Bobby’s laughter bops around in my head. What if my attraction is not one sided?

      Pat slaps the steering wheel. “Oh, now you’ve gone and done it.”

      I shoot a glance around me for additional pizza damage. “Done what?”

      “Said you’re not looking for love.” There’s a twinkle in Pat’s eye and a grin that says trouble. “You’ve given the Good People permission to find it for you. Watch yourself. Next thing you know, a cat’ll give you the eye after it washes its face, a sure sign you’re in for a marriage.”

      I pause for him to go on with his tease. Our talk of the Good People and respecting Irish superstition is one more appealing layer to help me truly understand this country from the inside out. “Do people here really believe in them, Pat, the fairies?”

      “Some more than others.”

      “And you?”

      “Let’s leave it with I’d never mess with a fairy mound or a hawthorn tree.” We pull up to a guard station and Pat hails its occupant. “Yo, Dev.”

      I’m introduced to Dev, the guard who could easily pass for a bouncer. He exchanges outrage with Pat over a football match. This Irishism I know. Football here is soccer to Americans.

      While Dev and Pat harangue about Fucking useless strikers, I take an opportunity to soak in my surroundings. Sheep dot a palette of deep-green, sprawling fields like white paint spatter. The land is idyllic, timeless. My heart aches a bit for the generations of Irish who had to leave their verdant treasure because of famine or violence. Vistas from Shannon Airport to here in Kerry, the jovial company of Pat, and of course castles already have me falling a little in love with my temporary home.

      We blow by a gravel parking lot, oops, car park, in front of the warehouse-looking headquarters of The Clan.

      Pat drives a block down the road and stops the car. He points at a small rise in the near distance. “They’re shooting Jack and Gilly’s travel show on that bitty hill. I don’t want to get any closer and spoil the sound.” He opens the glove box and hands me a yellow wrist band. “This’ll tell the lot you’re one of us.” Looking off across the field, he sighs. “The show’s gotten so big, we’ve had to up our security. Lots of snoopers make their way onto the property.” Pat fans a hand over the hazy landscape. “This late in the year, it’s not so bad. In summer, poor Dev needs backup from the Gardái.”

      “The Guards?” I picture American National Guards riding in on tanks with Jack O’Leary, hero of The Chieftain’s Son, Donal Cam, on his white horse, Streaker, in the lead.

      “Gardaí—police.” Pat snorts. “You need to set yourself down in front of Irish TV for some education.”

      “That’s probably the best advice for acclimating I’ve gotten yet.” I shrug into the flannel-lined, waterproof down jacket recommended to me for Irish weather and grab my backpack. Before I close the door, I lean in and give Pat a peck on the cheek. “Thanks for the lift and the unplanned castle stops.”

      A slight blush makes his cheeks rosy. “Follow the curve in the road around to the far side of the hill, and you’ll see the main path to the top. Be seeing you, new girl.”

      Being called a girl from Pat doesn’t feel demeaning at all. It’s sweet and brings the same flattering rush I get from being carded at bars. Barely being able to claim five feet and the youthful genetics gifted to me by my parents does allow me to still pass for girl. Being dismissed because of my youthful vibe or getting called kid pisses me off, but I’ll take a well-intended girl until the day under-eye wrinkles rob me of the title.

      As soon as I shut the door Pat, or Paddy as Dev called him, rolls the car in reverse down the road a way before he starts the engine and disappears. Turning, I face the hill and my future. I giggle as my inner Bilbo Baggins plays in my head. I always recite a slight variation of his iconic “Stepping onto the road” quote every time I start a new gig. Now’s as good a time as any to bust it out.

      I whisper Bilbo’s words, since I’m not sure how close I am to the shoot and mics.

      My heart pounds as I come abreast of the hill and hear the faint murmur of voices from the top. The quiet of the surroundings allows sound to travel unimpeded. There are a handful of well-placed boulders on the slope, and the climb doesn’t look too steep. My stomach flipflops at the thought of trudging up the main path while everyone stares at me. If I approach from here, it will give me a chance to peek at my new work family before they see me. First impressions matter, and I want to make a good one. Once I get the lay of the land, I can step out from behind a boulder and enter the scene with a prepared witty comment or surprise them with my sense of fun.

      My trek is successful until I hit the halfway point. The damn hill is much steeper than I figured, and the ground has turned into sticky muck. I pause, calculating the difference between the distance to bail and go back or to forge on. It’s not much further to follow through on my hill-climbing commitment. If only I had the waterproof hiking shoes tucked away in one of my suitcases instead of airplane-comfy slip-on sneakers.

      I silently swear, sloshing and sliding another few feet toward the top. This is not exactly the entrance I envisioned to introduce myself to seasoned members of my new crew. Pat’s affectionate title of girl is about to take a derogatory turn once I slurp onto the scene. Shit, I need these people’s respect.

      Get over yourself, Elodie.

      I can spin my arrival on the scene as daring and adventurous, not the idiot who ignored the smart way up the hill. On my next step, my sneaker sinks into a mud patch. Before I have a shot at fighting the suction, Ireland attempts to swallow me whole. Calf, knee, and thigh follow my foot as I grab hold of the ropy root of a nearby tree. I list sideways as my right leg disappears into the soupy hole. Tragic imbalance pitches my body forward, the reward—a face full of Irish soil.

      Every Irish folk tale I read in preparation for this job zips through my brain. Am I being pulled into the underworld to be mocked by the fae? Is the ancient spirit of an Irish king claiming me as his vassal?

      From the hilltop, I hear a clapperboard and the announcement of a take. Instinct takes over. I don’t dare move and spoil the shot. As I lay shivering like a half-dipped chocolate-covered strawberry, I’m treated to a beautiful narrative of the marriage proposal Jack O’Leary gave Gillian Bettencourt on this very hill. Bobby told me they squeeze in shooting segments whenever they can for Jack’s companion show, My Two Loves, the two being Ireland and Gilly. The filler to air between The Chieftain’s Son seasons will arrive on the heels of the public announcement of Jack and Gilly’s marriage. They’re banking a true-life romance will temper the disappointment of Jack O’Leary fans who harbor dreams of snagging him as the star in their own love stories. Rich and Amethyst Bettencourt filled me in on the PR nightmare their son-in-law endures preserving the ruse of his single status. The insanity is a strain on the whole family.

      I conquer nature’s forces with minimal maneuvering and free my leg from the hole with a muted suction pop. As silently as possible, I slink behind a boulder. I’m glad to be in Ireland, but I never intended to give it a literal hello kiss. Thankfully, my water bottle is easily accessible so I can rinse the grit from my teeth. Attempts to slough the mud off my jacket only smears it. This is a disaster.

      Mud bath me will absolutely not be meeting anyone today. As soon as the company leaves the location, I’ll pick my way to the road and take Patrick up on his offer to call if I need toting about. He seems the generous sort to be all in for a rescue mission to sneak me into my apartment in Waterville for a thorough de-mudding. Poor man. His car will never be the same after meeting me.

      A simultaneous drop in light and temperature cues the end of the afternoon. The cuff of my jacket protected my smartwatch, and I see it’s after four p.m. The hustle on the hilltop suggests they got their shot and are wrapping the day.

      I wait out the familiar sounds of a crew packing up. As the October nightfall gets serious, the chatter from walkie-talkies dies. I hug the shadow of the boulder so cold it may as well be a block of ice until a van and equipment truck amble down the road toward The Clan’s facility.

      Carefully regaining my feet, I decide continuing the short distance to the top of the hill is the safer risk than navigating merciless mudholes on the downslope. Pat told me to take the honest to goodness path to the hilltop. I should have listened instead of attempting this ill-advised jaunt to appear spontaneous. How big a bribe will it cost me for Pat to agree to a pinky-promise NDA to keep silent about my regrettable mud slog?

      Time to climb. After gingerly testing the ground in front of me with the muddy toe of my sneaker, I slide around the boulder and get smacked in the face by a blinding beam of light.
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      The momentum of shielding my eyes works in tandem with the steep slope to send me face-planting for the second time onto the soggy ground.

      The light drops as a man calls out, “Jeez, sorry. Stay there. Let me help you.”

      Between the growing darkness and retina burn, I can’t see a damn thing. Fingers grip my upper arm to help me to stand.

      “Elodie?”

      In the glow of the flashlight, I see the outline of a familiar face in 3D for the first time.

      Bobby Provost.

      This is the mother of horrible first impressions. Nothing to do but make light of it. “No one here by that name.”

      “It’s me, Bobby.” His grip becomes gentle as he helps me up the few feet to the flat top of the hill. “Patrick said he dropped you off. When you didn’t show, I semi-freaked out.”

      I pretend to scan the area in alarm. “Why? Are there lurking alpha predators you’ve re-introduced here on studio land?”

      “Not unless you count irritable sheep.” Bobby sweeps the flashlight over me, assessing the damage. “Patrick should have shown you the easy way up.” He bends to wipe the mud stuck to his hand from my jacket on a patch of grass.

      “He might have mentioned it. Let’s leave it at I opted for the bigger challenge.” I take a step away and attempt to slough mud off my sleeves. Bobby will brand me the biggest idiot he’s ever met. What sane person ignores a nice well-trod path in favor of a steep sloppy slope?

      I brace myself to endure the extreme awkwardness of the moment, mentally preparing a speech to defend my capabilities to be the new production designer of The Chieftain’s Son.

      Hey Bobby. Don’t you prefer a bold and daring person to head your art department? Risk taking—the path less traveled and all that. You’re looking at her.

      “Elodie, I can safely say you look…” Bobby attempts to swallow a chuckle and fails miserably. “Shorter in person.”

      I stretch my arms wide, inviting a hug. “Great to meet you too, Bobby. Bring it in.”

      He jumps backward so quickly, it’s my turn to giggle. In moments, we’re sharing a laugh at our ridiculous rendezvous, and my tension eases up.

      “I’m more accustomed to being covered in paint,” I say, taking a breath and shaking out the bottom of my jacket. The snap of a frigid breeze throws me into a shiver.

      “We need to get you dry. I’ll drive you to The Clan.” He gestures toward the official path down the hill. “My car’s at the bottom.” Eyeing my muddy coating, he adds, “I’ve got a blanket in the trunk you can sit on.”

      As we make our way to the road, I stare down at the me-mess he sees. “It’s not far. I’d cause less damage walking behind your car.”

      “Not going to happen. I won’t have you dying of exposure your first day on site.” Bobby opens his trunk and retrieves a plaid blanket followed by a large garbage bag. “Do you mind stowing your jacket and shoes in here?” He flashes a dubious eye at my overalls but doesn’t add them to the inventory.

      “Bobby, I refuse to walk into The Clan like…” I fan a hand down my body. “I’ve already blown a year’s embarrassment quota with you. This melted fudgesicle look will not be the eyeful on which my team will form their initial impression.”

      Bobby raises a fist to his lips to hide a laugh then drops it. “Fair point.”

      “If you’d be so kind as to give me a lift to my flat in Waterville, I’ll transform and meet my people tomorrow as a competent and loveable boss.” A clipped “Oh” escapes my lips as another blast of frigid air lowers my core body temperature.

      Bobby scampers around to the passenger door of his black Hyundai. I lower my head to hide a smile. His high energy bled through the internet, but I didn’t take him for a scamperer. It’s charming, an entertaining addition to my overall positive opinion of the showrunner. I decide to add Scamper-Bobby to the list of attributes I already find appealing about him.

      “I’m not going to make you marinate in mud for half an hour.” He spreads the blanket over the seat. “My place is close. I’ll take you there for a preliminary rinse and dry before we hit town. I promise my shower is not single guy grungy.”

      Single guy—so noted.

      I scan my surroundings, which are devoid of any building apart from The Clan complex. “Do you live under a tree in a Peter Pan and Lost Boys situation?”

      He laughs. “Actually, that was a childhood dream of mine.”

      I cock my head to the side. “Only childhood?”

      He holds up hands in surrender. “You got me. I’m still in search of a well-appointed underground hideout.”

      “If your dream has a shot at coming true anywhere, it’s going to happen in Ireland,” I say, scooting, not scampering to the passenger side. Are scooters and scamperers compatible?

      “Truth,” he says and shuts my door. He slips behind the wheel, starts the car, and without my even having to ask, cranks the heater. “I stay in a very small house that’s not much more than a glorified trailer we had put on the property down the road from The Clan. Jack and Gilly are my only neighbors in a matching mini domicile. Our low-key pair of addresses gives them privacy and me the convenience of short travel time to a bed given my ridiculous work hours.”

      A vision of Bobby in bed wearing a come-hither look warms my insides. When he accelerates, I nearly bite my tongue the road is so bumpy.

      Bobby whips his gaze to me. “I mean, if you’re okay with it.” He runs a hand through his hair. “I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable, taking you home the minute we meet in person.” He gives a nervous laugh.

      I add Nervous-Bobby to my catalogue of moods he wears adorably. The urge to cup the side of his face and tell him it’s cool dies quickly. That brand of touching within moments of meeting is a recipe for awkward. As if my mud romp hasn’t achieved full awkward.

      In the bluish light from the dashboard, I see his lip crinkle. “It’s just after all our late-night conversations, I feel comfortable with you, as if you’re already a friend.”

      Friend zone warning lights flash in my psyche. Ugh, such a zone has killed many a possibility between two consenting hearts. Shoot, is that what I have, a consenting heart? Is my resistance to cross the crime scene tape into Friendlandia with Bobby cranking up my crush?

      While my mind races, my mouth stays conversational. “Your late night, my early morning.”

      “Right, right,” he says, nodding while he studies the road illuminated by headlights alone. It’s bizarre driving into pitch darkness. In a few moments we’re alongside The Clan buildings, which lend a little light to the situation. “I can take you into Waterville if you prefer.”

      My preference is to spend more time with Bobby. The warmth I’ve felt through our chats carries over into real life. My curiosity about this fine fun fellow is something I may be interested in exploring. Besides, a chance to clean up ASAP and remove mud from places it has no right to linger is too good to pass up.

      I twist in the seat to face him, careful to stay on the blanket. “Am I keeping you from work? If you want to drop me at your place, I can call Pat to haul me into Waterville once I’m presentable.”

      The combination of blue dash light and Bobby’s blush turn his face a delicate lavender. “I actually granted myself a night off to welcome you.”

      “And cleaned your shower for me. How thoughtful.” I’d bump his shoulder with mine if it wouldn’t unleash an avalanche of quickly drying mud flakes. I throw mud to the wind and crank up my flirting. “Do I want to know what else you’ve planned for our getting to know you night?”

      “Hmm, if the shower went well. I considered a personal...” He winks at me.

      I love he dishes the flirt right back.

      “Tour of The Clan and a good ole Irish pub dinner.”

      Is this legit flirting or is it friendly banter? What do I want it to be? Mini therapist sitting on my shoulder screams the warning please the authority figure in my ear. I’d better make the shower nice and cold.

      Bobby pulls next to a metallic pre-fab house the size of a three-car garage. A motion sensor light blasts across the gravel drive. The place is no frills except for the wooden flower boxes bursting with pansies and daisies on the ground along the front of the compact house. It’s a nice touch. I wonder if Bobby does the gardening or a greensman from the crew does it for him. He jumps out the driver’s side and as I suspected, scampers around to open my door.

      “Elodie Pettipas, you are very welcome to my humble Hobbit hole of a house.”

      Taking care not to shed any more mud than I already have in his car, I swivel and stand. He hands me the trash bag of my muddy duds. “I’m honored to heave my happy heft henceforth.”

      “Hereafter a heartfelt happenstance to…” He waves me off. “I’m H’d out.”

      “A head writer with no words? Did I break you?”

      “Just my H’s.”

      I can think of a few more when it comes to him: handsome, heavenly, hot… I sneak a peek to the front of his slacks, but it’s too dark to satisfy my wonderings of if hung, horny, and hard will ever be on the table.

      Thirsty much, Elodie? Slow down. No matter how many lingering convos you’ve clocked together, don’t consider jumping him two seconds after you’ve met. Bobby is not someone you swiped right on a dating app. You have to work together.

      My stomach rumbles, and my H theme shifts to hungry, hamburger, hash browns. This afternoon’s takeaway pizza buzz has long since worn off.

      Bobby folds the blanket into a plaid envelope and slides it out of the car. Stepping over to the fringe of what appears to be wild grasses, he shakes the mud clots free and calls over his shoulder. “Door’s open.”

      Wow. There is still a place in the world where you can leave your door unlocked. Twenty Pettipas points for The Clan land.

      I smile at the memory of the silly point system between my dad and me. He used to award me points for just about anything: cleaning my room, finishing my homework without being nagged, making him smile. Being a tragic pleaser, I stored up a dragon’s hoard of virtual Pettipas points. Rarely, I’d squander a couple for a trip to the ice cream place on the corner for a chocolate dip cone or a ride on the carousel at the mall. If I’d only known dad wouldn’t be in my life long enough to cash them in.

      I stop on the collection of pavers at the front door fitted together to create a small entry area and stare down at my still muddy overalls. “I think I should add a few things to the dirt bag.”

      He scans me in a decidedly non-sexy way. “I’ll turn around.”

      Ouch. Loss of Pettipas points for that disappointing vibe. I am a head case. Visions of dancing naked in the Irish moonlight with Bobby is so un-PC as to be ridiculous. While he gazes into the Irish night, I strip off my overalls and socks, leaving me in t-shirt, bra, and underwear, the only survivors of muddagedon. Damn it’s cold.

      I reach for a nonexistent knob. Instead, there’s a latch higher on the door. I step inside and use the door as a shield. “You can turn around.”

      “Leave the dirt bag on the stoop. I’ll have wardrobe perform their magic on it tomorrow. Bathroom is the door to the right. Use whatever you need. I’ll dig up some clothes for you.”

      Blindly patting the wall inside the door, I locate a switch and turn on the lights. He’s right, the place is Hobbit scale without the charm. No architectural detail. Furniture that would take first prize in a contest for bland. I stand in a main living space, hugging my shivers to take in a small functional kitchen to my right and an electric fireplace to my left. It may be a vanilla space, but since I’m basically the size of a Hobbit, Bobby’s house feels perfectly to scale for me. He gets points for a handful of pictures on the wall I plan to inspect later, and a collegial theater/film department pennant push-pinned between the two side-by-side doors on the back wall. We touched on the subject of college. Knowing we share an alma mater makes my heart glow with a little slice of home.

      Through the open door on the left, I spy a bedroom. The queen bed covered in a generic beige comforter claims most of the space. The sight of it triggers exhaustion from both travel and my travail up the hill. I ache to get clean and collapse in this potentially cozy with some added personal touches, house. Maybe Bobby will let me take a run at decorating for him.

      Sweet warmth restores my core temp when I step under a balmy spray compliments of a tankless water heater. I wash airplane miasma and Irish earth off my weary body. There’s one towel hanging from a hook and a second on a rack on the back of the door, which I claim guest rights to. From my trusty be prepared backpack I grab toothbrush, clean undies, and a sports bra. I’m dealing with my hair when a knock at the door makes me jump. As if I don’t know who it is.

      “Shorts or sweatpants?”

      Shorts? Is he kidding? Yoga pants and a long-sleeved tee are stashed in the bottom of my backpack, but borrowing Bobby’s clothes has a sensual appeal I’m not going to pass up. Is it the fresh Irish air that sends me straight to the naughty place?

      “Which has a drawstring?”

      “Sweats.”

      “Ding, ding. We have a winner.” With the towel wrapped around me, I crack the door and look up at Bobby. He looks taller in the light. I reach for the clothes and get a little thrill as his gaze sweeps down the towel with more heat than his previously non-sexy assessment. Maybe I’m not the only one harboring a little bit of naughty.

      Or maybe he’s in shock his new production designer is basically naked, wrapped in his one guest towel. I pull the door shut.

      After taming my hair and my libido, which I decide to categorize as going too far in appreciating a friendly face in new surroundings, I step out of the bathroom. Bobby’s Chieftain’s Son sweatshirt is so long, it hits my knees. With cinching and rolling, the sweatpants are baggy but workable.

      Bobby hunches at the small table for two in his kitchen with his nose buried in a laptop. I sidle up beside him, probably closer than I need to be. “You’re working.”

      He turns his head to smile at me. “You know me. I’m always working.”

      I do know several outer layers of this man, but does that mean I really know him?

      Bobby side-eyes his screen as a message beeps in. “Ready to go?”

      “Kicking me out already?”

      Bobby snaps the laptop shut, refocusing on me, flustered. “I thought you’d be anxious to get to your flat and get settled after⁠—”

      “My mudtastic debut?” I stroll over to the college pennant and run my finger over the felt. “Remind me… Class of?”

      “2008.”

      I lay a hand over my heart. “2013.”

      He leans back in his chair. “We just missed crossing paths.”

      I raise a fist and sing the opening lines of our alma mater.

      Bobby jumps to his feet, joining in.

      Together we bust out the rest of the song in the middle of his living room. Laughing after our mutual final flourish, Bobby hugs me.

      Oh, damn. This is nice. He’s a squeezer. The initial contact stretches a few counts past the standard grab and go. I’m first to retreat, despite how yummy it feels. Perspective and pace, I tell myself.

      Bobby practically jumps away, increasing the distance even more. “Elodie, I’m sorry. Meg is always at me to dial down the physical.” His nervous laugh makes another appearance. “She’s worried I’ll be too touchy with the wrong person and well, misinterpretation could lead to unpleasant legal consequences.”

      Again, the urge rises to rest my hand against that handsome cheek, sprouting the beginning of brownish-black stubble. Maybe smooth a stray cowlick of his mostly straight-with-a-few-sneaky-waves hair back into place. I twist my ring to fight temptation. “We’ve been chatting for weeks. I just used your shower and am wearing your clothes. A simple hug between theater alums is not an issue for me.” My words sound casual enough, but a burn in my belly drifts to the possibility of a less simple hug in the future.

      “Thanks for letting me off the hook, Elodie.”

      A yawn escapes before I can quench it. “It’s probably a good idea for me to get settled. I have studying to do before I meet my peeps tomorrow.”

      He raises eyebrows. It makes his gray-green eyes the color of my jade earrings look rounder and puppy cute. “Studying?”

      “You’ll see tomorrow.”

      “Will I?” He grabs his keys. “Might this have something to do with all the personnel pictures and bios you had me send?”

      “Hey Bobby,” I say, not taking the bait.

      “Yes?”

      “Do you know a good place to get decent takeaway fish and chips in these parts?”

      “I might,” he says, throwing the door open wide. “I could insist you answer my question before I feed you.” He laughs. “But I’m not the dealing kind of guy.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Yes, you are, Mr. Showrunner.”

      “Okay, yes, I am, but you get a first-night pass. Good for one time only.”

      As I step through, my shoulder brushes his side. The heat rising off his body is as warm as his personality.

      Ms. PR Meg may soon bust me for being too touchy. Ah, but what delightful consequences too touchy might offer.
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