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Praise for Hollyland


“Hollyland is a treasure. I stayed up all night reading, unwilling to put it down. What I thought would be a chick-lit romp turned out to be a delightful, romantic, inspiring story I can’t stop thinking about. This book is a love letter to art, creativity, and passion. The characters come alive on the page and leave you wanting more. Leavy is a genius.”

—Jessica Smartt Gullion, author of October Birds




“Leavy has penned a whimsical and engaging adult fairy tale that explores the search for magic or gold dust in our lives. Hollyland is an endlessly entertaining romp down the yellow brick road as the characters search for passion in all forms. Romance meets comedy meets suspense, with oodles of inspiration thrown in for good measure. This book was so captivating that I read it in one sitting, and the ending was so satisfying, I wanted to read it again.”

—U. Melissa Anyiwo, editor of Gender Warriors




“Author Patricia Leavy does an excellent job of building up her characters in this enthralling romance novel . . . the story is alluring and enchanting.. . . Hollyland takes the opposites attract trope to a new level by creating characters that are deep and compelling against an intriguing Hollywood backdrop. This will make a perfect feel-good beach read.. . . Hollyland is a novel that left me smiling.”

—Literary Titan, 4-star review




“Some fun secondary characters, a well-drawn setting, and an exciting eleventh-hour kidnapping plot propel Leavy’s story. The author also offers rich details about Rye’s Hollywood world and Dee’s opinions on art . . .”

—Kirkus Reviews




“Hollyland is a rip-roaring ride through hilarious, romantic, and sometimes downright mysterious ups and downs. With the right amount of awe, giggles, and laugh-out-loud moments, Hollyland shines. Whether you come for the comedy or the sexy and sweet romance, Dee and those she holds dear will wrap you up in a hug and tug on your emotions from cover to cover.”

—J. E. Sumerau, author of Scarecrow




“Hollyland is one of the best love stories I’ve read. I could not put this book down. Leavy has crafted a riveting story about never settling in love or art. A light and surprisingly provocative book for smart and sassy readers. Absolutely brilliant.”

—Sandra L. Faulkner, author of Real Women Run




“Leavy is a master at penning love stories that are so much more. She writes light, hope, and optimism in every corner. Hollyland is the novel we’ve been hoping Leavy, an acclaimed arts researcher, would write. It’s a beautiful romance appropriate for anyone looking for joy, escape, and inspiration. It’s also an important statement about the role of the arts in our lives. Every art educator and artist should read this book. Highly recommended!”

—Jessie Voigts, PhD, founder of Wandering Educators
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Bob Leavy,

always an optimist
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DEE CLUTCHED HER CELL PHONE AND EXITED THE crowded bar to see a line of hopefuls waiting to get in. Looking for a quiet place to take her call, she walked around the corner to the empty side street, the warm LA breeze blowing through her long, chestnut hair. Just as she put the phone to her ear, actor Ryder Field stepped out of the side entrance. With a string of film credits to his name, he was best known for the twelve years he starred as CIA operative Bruce Jones on the hit action television series The Mission. Examining his tight black jeans and black T-shirt that showed off his muscular, tattooed arms, Dee couldn’t help but notice how impossibly sexy he was. They made eye contact, and she looked down ever so slightly. He smiled at her, and then leaned against the stucco exterior of the building and lit a cigarette.

“Uh, hi. I’m here,” she said, trying to refocus on her call. “Are they freaking out? . . . I guess you haven’t read it yet,” she said with a chuckle. “Well, yeah, you could say that. It might be a little provocative. As soon as we hang up, I’ll text you the bits you should be aware of . . . Right now? . . . Jesus, just let me text you in a minute . . . Fine.” She glanced over at Ryder, who smiled and took a drag of his cigarette. She looked away, lowered her voice, and said, “On page one, there’s an explicit oral act in the balcony of a church. Page four, bent over a pew . . . No, the other thing. Page seven, on the altar . . .” She glanced up at Ryder, who was staring at her and trying to keep a straight face, laughter in his sea-colored eyes. “Well, tell them it’s not technically forbidden in the Bible. I don’t think it’s expressly mentioned . . . Oh, one more thing. Holy water is used as a metaphor throughout . . . Think about it . . . Yeah.” She laughed nervously. “Oh, I can imagine the subject line of that email! . . . Well, just tell them, ‘Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore.’” She laughed again. “Yeah, okay. Thanks, bye,” she finished, hanging up.

She looked sheepishly at Ryder. He turned to face her and leaned his shoulder against the building. “Sorry about that,” she said.

“I have a million questions about that call,” he said.

She smiled. “Have a good night,” she said as she turned to leave.

“Wait! You can’t leave me wondering like that. You’re not going to tell me?”

She swiveled to face him. “Not much to tell. The editorial board at my publishing house in New York is a little concerned about some of the content in my latest book. Same story, new day.”

“Sounds like a hell of a book.”

She giggled. “Honestly, it’s not as salacious at it sounds. If they didn’t get distracted so easily, they’d see it’s really just a sweet little story about identity in America.”

“Then why, uh, push the envelope?”

She shrugged. “Because I can. I don’t need another reason.”

He smiled and looked down, his face turning red.

“I love art more than anything; it’s sacred to me. Artists need to be free. Art shouldn’t have to apologize for itself. It should provoke, inspire, unsettle, and disrupt—or at least aspire to,” she explained.

“What about entertain?”

“Sure, that too. Of course, art and entertainment aren’t always the same thing, are they?”

He looked at her intently as if she had just asked a question that he had been asking himself for years.

She continued, “I just mean that as soon as you’re thinking about entertaining, you’re thinking about audience. Sometimes art gets watered down to appeal to the masses or to placate the people holding the purse strings. It’s hard to be truthful or to follow your own creative heart if you’re too concerned by what others might think. Let’s just say that I’ve never been terribly interested in what’s trendy. There’s no place for that when making art.”

“I’m Ryder Field. My friends call me Rye,” he said, dropping his cigarette butt, stepping forward, and extending his hand.

“I’ve seen some of your work. Dee Schwartz,” she said, shaking his hand.

“So, you’re a writer?”

“Actually, I’m an arts researcher. I’ve written and lectured about the relationship between art and science, but I also dabble in poetry and fiction.”

“Did you study art in school?” he asked.

“I guess I’m a bit of a mutt. In college, I majored in psychology with minors in neuroscience and creative writing, and then I got my doctorate in art education.”

“Wow, that’s quite a résumé,” he said, his eyes wide. “Not the typical LA story. I’m impressed.”

“Don’t be. It was just a convoluted way to help people understand art so they could better appreciate it, especially in education. In truth, I was chasing something deceptively simple yet elusive, maybe something you can never hold on to.”

“What’s that?” he asked, hanging on her every word.

“Magic.” He looked at her like she’d just said something he’d never be able to forget. “That probably sounds silly,” she said, biting her lip.

“Not in the slightest,” he replied. “I’ve been doing that my whole life, chasing that same kind of magic.”

“Is that why you became an actor?”

“Like you, I love art. I especially love storytelling. Couldn’t picture myself doing anything else.” He looked down, huffed, and said, “Honestly, I was probably a little terrified of anything ordinary. I suppose I wanted to live an extraordinary life.”

“That’s kind of funny, don’t you think?”

He furrowed his brow.

“That you wanted to live an extraordinary life, as opposed to wanting to be an extraordinary person.”

“Huh. I don’t know what to say to that,” he admitted bashfully.

“I’m sorry. That probably came out wrong.”

“On the contrary,” he said. He looked at her intently. “I feel a bit tongue-tied around you. I’ve only known you for a few minutes, but I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget this conversation, starting with that book of yours, which I’ve got to read.”

She laughed. They stared at each other for a long moment, palpable, electric energy between them. The breeze blew her hair across her face, and he reached out and gently tucked it behind her ear. “Uh, the band’s probably coming on soon. I should go back in,” she said quietly.

“Wait.” He grabbed her hand, his body practically touching hers. He caressed her cheek, leaned forward, and lightly pressed his mouth to hers. “I probably should have asked you before I did that,” he said.

“Do it again.”

He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her softly. “I’m friends with the band. Come backstage and watch the show with me.”

“My friends are waiting for me inside,” she said.

“Bring them with you. My friends would love to meet you.”

“I’m a little shy, actually.”

“All evidence to the contrary,” he said, flashing a million-dollar smile. “You know what? I have a better idea. Let’s go somewhere more private. Go tell your friends you’re leaving, and then meet me back here.”

“What about the band?”

“They’ll understand.” He ran his finger along her cheek and said, “I know it’s crazy, but you feel it too, right?”

“Feel what?” she asked.

“Magic.”

She smiled and said, “Give me ten minutes.”

“Thank God you’re back, Dee. Sara’s been boring me to tears, complaining about her students. Please save me before my ears bleed,” Troy said, taking a swig of his cocktail.

Sara rolled her eyes. “We were starting to wonder if you bailed on us.”

“Funny you should say that,” Dee said, plopping into her seat. “Actually, I met someone. He wants me to meet him outside in ten minutes so we can go somewhere quieter.”

“Text me a picture of his license plate. Keep an eye on your drink. Use a condom,” Troy instructed matter-of-factly.

Sara shot him a disapproving look. “Dee, you can’t be serious. You’re going to leave with some random guy you just met? He could be psychotic.”

“Well, I guess he’s not totally random,” she said sheepishly. “It’s Ryder Field, the actor.”

“In that case, don’t use a condom. Have lots and lots of babies with him,” Troy said.

Sara punched his arm.

“What? He’s Hollywood royalty! You know who his family is, and he’s sexy as all hell. I’ve fantasized about him for years,” Troy said.

“Sorry, I don’t think he’s gay,” Dee replied.

“He is in my fantasies,” Troy quipped, sipping his drink.

“Have you two lost your minds?” Sara asked. “Dee, allow me to inject a little reality into this situation. He’s obviously a player. What good could come from this? Let me remind you, he dumped his wife for America’s sweetheart herself, Krysta Dunn. Then, when she broke off their engagement, he got married to that porn star in Vegas, Bailey something, Britney something, what was her name?”

“Bentley Barnes,” Troy said, “but he got that annulled. It was just a weekend gone awry. Who hasn’t had one of those?”

Dee laughed.

Troy continued, “I’m impressed that you’re up-to-date on your celeb gossip, Sara.”

“Common knowledge. You can’t help it when it’s splashed on the cover of every magazine at the grocery store checkout,” Sara said.

Dee stared her down. “Oh, please, you read all those trashy magazines whenever you go on vacation. You always bring great works of literature and then swap them out for Celebs Weekly and those other rags when you think no one’s looking.” Sara blushed and Dee continued, “Besides, those relationships were decades ago. He was in his twenties. He’s gotta be approaching fifty by now.”

“I’ll tell you,” Troy said, scrolling away on his phone. “Google is the gift that keeps on giving. Here we go. He married aspiring actress Sascha Winston, who no one’s ever heard of, when he was twenty-one; he left her when he was twenty-six after meeting Krysta Dunn on a film set. They were engaged for two years, during which time her star exploded into the stratosphere. She called off their wedding on the day of, practically leaving him at the altar. Six months later, he had his little drunken Vegas mishap, which he annulled after seventy-two hours. He was thirty when his run on The Mission began, and he became one of the biggest stars in the world and everyone’s favorite hero, the invincible Bruce Jones. The rest is history.”

“You know, I’ve seen a few of his movies, but I’ve never seen a single episode of The Mission,” Dee said.

“Honey, you really need to put down the books and pick up the remote. All the man candy is on TV. When you get home, stream The Mission. Your boy is hot as hell, a modern-day superhero. Anyway,” Troy continued, looking at his phone, “since his Vegas fiasco, he’s had a string of model-slash-actress girlfriends, most recently thirty-four-year-old actress wannabe Lucy Vega, who is drop-dead beautiful. They lived together for four years.”

“Did you really have to add the drop-dead beautiful part?” Dee asked.

“Sorry, love. If it helps, I snooped on Lucy’s Instagram account. She only has three thousand followers, and most of them have names like RyderLove and BruceJonesForever. Ooh, and there are a bunch of interviews with him saying they never married because he doesn’t ever want to get married again.”

“What did I tell you? A player,” Sara said with an air of vindication.

Dee rolled her eyes.

“And he just turned fifty; he’s exactly ten years older than you,” Troy said, sliding his phone back into his pocket.

“Why don’t you tell her about his infamous fights with the paparazzi? Didn’t that come up in your search? He’s assaulted a bunch of people. He’s known for being aggressive and hotheaded. This guy is a classic Hollywood bad boy. Dee, you’re kind and reserved. It would never work.”

“She’s not always so reserved,” Troy protested. He turned to Dee, smiled, and said, “My love, you’re bold in your work.”

“I wasn’t reserved with him. We kissed. Twice,” Dee said, blushing.

“I’ll drink to that,” Troy pronounced, raising his glass.

Sara shook her head in disbelief. “You’re a scholar, for goodness’ sake! What could you two possibly have in common?”

“I don’t know, but I want to find out,” Dee said wistfully. “There was something between us, something I haven’t felt in a long time, if ever. Celebrity has never impressed me, it’s not that. It’s him.”

“Go. Have fun. Take notes. Hell, take videos,” Troy said, raising his glass and smiling.

Sara wore a defiant grimace on her face.

“Don’t worry about us,” Troy insisted. “A couple more drinks and I’ll get her to turn that frown upside down.”

Sara shook her head and laughed. “Just be safe.”

Dee gave them both a quick hug and left. She burst out into the warm night air and walked around the corner. Rye was standing in front of the passenger door of a black Porsche. He smiled brightly, opened the door for her, and she got in.
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“COME ON IN,” RYE SAID, TOSSING THE TAKEOUT BAG on the entry table and turning off the alarm.

“Your house is beautiful,” she said, looking around the spotless, contemporary Beverly Hills mansion that boasted high ceilings, wood floors, and expansive windows, everything neatly in its place, right down to the vase of perfectly arranged white flowers on the entry table.

“Thank you,” he said. “I spend so much of my life on the road, on location. I’ve tried to create a peaceful sanctuary back home.”

She noticed a few small framed photographs on the credenza and smiled. “This is a great piece,” she said, admiring the large modern painting hanging in the foyer: a fuchsia strip and a few black squiggles across a white canvas.

He came up beside her and put his hand on her back as if it were completely natural. “Thank you. My taste is pretty minimalist.”

“Mine too,” she said.

“But I like surprises, a little something bold.”

“Me too.”

He kissed her cheek. They lingered for a moment, relishing the touch, and then he grabbed the takeout, took her hand, and said, “Let’s go eat.”

Rye turned the lights on dimly as they strolled into the massive kitchen, a chef’s dream with sleek, modern appliances, a white tile backsplash, white cabinetry, and light gray walls. Dee ran her hand along the polished marble island. “Do you cook?”

“Afraid not, although I can make a pretty good breakfast,” he said. “You?”

“Yeah, I love to cook.”

“Come, sit,” he said, guiding her to the table. He retrieved dishes and silverware and set them out. “I feel like the cheapest date ever,” he remarked, unwrapping their burgers and placing the container of fries between them. “Takeout from a drive-through is pretty lame.”

“Actually, I think it’s perfect. It’s nice to be somewhere quiet.”

He leaned down and kissed her gently, as if he’d been doing it for years. “I can make up for it with a great bottle of wine. Red or white?”

“Red, please.”

He grabbed two crystal goblets, scoured his wine cellar before selecting a Rioja, and then uncorked the bottle. “This is Spanish, medium-bodied. We should probably let it breathe for a minute. I hope you like it,” he said as he placed the glasses on the table, poured the wine, and sat down.

“Are you a big wine drinker?” she asked.

“I’m more of a whiskey guy, but I can appreciate something special,” he said, taking her hand. They stared into each other’s eyes like they might never look away. He cleared his throat. “Uh, the wine is probably ready. How about a toast?”

She nodded.

“To something special,” he said.

She smiled. “To something special.”

They clinked glasses and took a sip. “Ooh, that’s delicious,” she said.

“Glad you like it. Shall we?” he asked, picking up his burger.

She cut hers in half, picked up a piece, and took a bite.

“I promise you a better meal next time,” he said. “So, tell me about yourself.”

“What do you want to know?” she asked, wiping her mouth.

“Everything.”

She looked down, nervously biting her lip. “I’m usually pretty timid. This isn’t like me at all.”

“You didn’t seem so shy on that phone call, or when you were schooling me about art.”

She laughed. “I didn’t mean to come off . . .”

“Don’t apologize,” he said, taking her hand. “It was enchanting.”

“My work is the one place where I don’t hold back. In the rest of my life . . .”

“What?” he asked, massaging her fingers.

“Let’s just say that in a crowded room, you’d find me sitting quietly in the corner, perfectly content. Pretty different from you, I imagine. You have ‘live out loud’ written all over you. The spotlight suits you.”

He blushed. “There you go again.”

“What?”

“Making me feel tongue-tied. I’ve never been at a loss for words until you came along.” They sat for a moment, looking at each other. He rubbed the palm of her hand before releasing it. “Sometimes I long for quiet moments. Most people know me as the loud guy at the table; I can’t remember the last time I spent a day alone, but there’s another side that people rarely see. Maybe it’s why we met—for balance.”

She beamed.

“Where are you from?” he asked.

“New York. Manhattan.”

“Tell me about your family,” he said, taking a bite of his burger.

“Well, I’m an only child. I’m really close to my dad. He’s from Brooklyn. His dad dropped out of school in the seventh grade after his father split. My grandfather took a menial job to take care of his mother and sisters, so my dad and his older brother didn’t have much growing up. My uncle was a hustler, always looking for easy money, shortcuts, or so I’ve been told. Died young in a street fight. I never knew him, but I think his death motivated my dad, who believed there weren’t shortcuts to anywhere worth going. Education was everything to him, a way to something better. He put himself through public college, and then earned an MBA. He loves literature and history, always has his nose in a book, but he wanted to captain his own ship, to control his own destiny, so he and one of his classmates started a small publishing company in Manhattan.” She shook her head and chuckled. “They each invested five thousand dollars, which took my father eons to save. They built it into a major publishing house, bootstrapping the whole thing, never taking any venture capital. About five years ago, they sold it for over fifty million dollars.”

“Wow, that’s incredible.”

“He’s an amazing man. It’s a lot to live up to.”

“He must be proud of you.”

“Yeah, I think he is,” she said softly. “Education or anything education-related is what mattered most to him, and that influenced me a lot. I started school nearly a year earlier than most kids; it just worked out that way. Then I skipped a grade, finished college in three years by taking summer classes, and got my graduate degree pretty quickly. So, I was only twenty-four when I earned my doctorate. He wanted me to be a professor, always saw that as the ultimate badge of honor, as proof that one is learned.”

“And what did you want?” he asked, taking her hand.

“I taught for a couple of years, but research was my real passion. Research wasn’t abstract to me; it was more of a mission to learn everything I could about the arts in the hope of shaping education policy and practices, influencing the flow of research dollars, that kind of thing. Anyway, when my dad retired, that workaholic city boy shocked the hell out of everyone by moving to Florida. Now he spends his days lounging by the pool and shaking down the other seniors in his community in highly questionable card games.”

Rye laughed, genuinely enthralled by Dee’s telling of her life story. “And your mother?”

“The funny thing is, my dad fancies himself an intellectual, but my mother was just the opposite. Never finished high school. When they met, she was working at the cosmetics counter of a department store. He was trying to buy a tie, but the line in the men’s department was too long, so a salesclerk sent him over to cosmetics. He says it was love at first sight; she was very beautiful. I always thought she looked like Glinda the Good Witch, but maybe that’s just because she seemed magical to me. Blonde hair, blue eyes. We don’t look alike, obviously. I’m so ordinary compared to her.”

“Sweetheart, there is nothing ordinary about you,” he said. “You have the most beautiful brown eyes I’ve ever seen.”

She glanced down. “Anyway, she died when I was ten. One day she didn’t feel well, and before we knew it, she was gone.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said, rubbing her hand.

“Thank you. Studying was a good distraction, which is probably why I finished school so quickly. I think it’s also why I turned to art—to escape, to find beauty. I buried myself in novels and books of poetry, took refuge in movie theaters, crawled into the sounds coming through my headphones, and I wrote. The outer world could be heartbreakingly disappointing, so I guess I turned to my inner world. Does that make sense?”

He looked at her with an expression of deep understanding, of knowing. “I’ve never heard anyone say it that way before, but it’s like you put my feelings into words. In my own way, I think I did the same thing, hiding in story worlds even though the whole world was watching.” He paused and said, “I lost my mother too.”

“I know. It must have been awful. How old were you?”

“Eight.”

“I’m so sorry,” she said, reaching up and stroking his cheek tenderly.

“It was a crazed fan. My parents had been at an awards show. My father wanted to go to an after-party, but my mother was tired, so she had the driver take her home. It wasn’t until he got home in the wee hours that he realized she had never made it. That morning, he learned she had been abducted. Cameras everywhere, and yet no one saw what happened. They found her the next day. He had . . . He had shot her.”

“It’s just horrific. I’m so sorry.”

“The worst part was that the media got hold of the crime scene photos. I had to see it splashed all over television, newspapers, and magazines for what seemed like an eternity. I’m sure the adults tried to shield me from it, but it was everywhere. Frederick and Rebecca Field had been anointed Hollywood’s golden couple. Her murder shook up the whole town. They say it’s the day Tinseltown tarnished. To this day, I still get asked about it.”

“People can be so insensitive.”

“In some ways, it really made me put up walls. It’s made me defensive with the press, which is not great in my line of work. Also . . .”

“What?” she asked gently.

“Because my mother died when and the way she did, my parents became frozen in the collective imaginary as the paradigmatic Hollywood couple.” He shook his head and sighed. “But it wasn’t true. They were having horrible problems. My dad was cheating. Even at my age, I knew they were heading for a divorce. It’s been tough to keep up that mythology all these years.”

“I bet,” she said, reaching for his hand.

“He’s had a million girlfriends and I have a slew of half siblings, but I think it’s why he never married again: he didn’t want to shatter the illusion. He lives in the shadow of what the world wanted them to be.”

“Are you close to him?”

He nodded. “Probably not in the way you are with your father, though. We don’t see each other as much as I’d like because we’re both usually off filming something.” He paused and ran his hand through his hair. “He’s a giant in the industry, even to this day. When you said it’s a lot to live up to with your father, I understood. I’ve always felt the same way. Even though we’re both actors, I have always tried to find my own way. I’m proud to be his son, but I needed to be my own man.”

She smiled. “I get it. My father offered to publish my first book. It was pretty controversial and no one wanted to touch it, but fail or succeed, I needed to do it myself. He gave me such grief when I finally found an agent and signed with a different publisher, but secretly, I think he respected it. I’m sure your father feels the same way. You’re enormously talented. He must be proud of you.” She paused and squeezed his hand, rubbing the back of it with her thumb. “What was your mother like?”

“Talented. Beautiful. Kind. She had the most wonderful smile. I know her mostly through her films.”

“I wish I had something like that. My mother’s voice . . .” She looked down. He caressed her arm and she continued. “I can’t remember it. It’s strange because I remember countless moments together, small details, things she said to me, but I lost her voice.”

“Remembering the love is what really matters.”

The conversation continued, and soon two hours had passed. “You sure you don’t want this?” Rye asked, picking up the last french fry. “It’s cold and greasy.”

She laughed. “It’s all you.”

He threw away the takeout wrappers and put the dishes in the sink. Dee came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him. He turned to face her, put his hands on her hips, and they stared into each other’s eyes.

“What are you thinking?” he asked.

“You’re so confident, in a good way. I like that about you.”

“Sweetheart, I feel like a schoolboy who is standing next to his dream girl, just hoping not to embarrass himself.”

She blushed.

“You’re someone I definitely want to impress. Tell me I haven’t blown my chance.”

“Just the opposite,” she assured him.

He smiled and kissed her forehead, lingering in the embrace for a long moment. “How about we turn this takeout into dinner and dancing? Give me a second,” he said as he went to turn on some music. The romantic sounds of piano and strings drifted in from speakers hidden in the ceiling. He returned and said, “Come here,” taking her hand. He held one hand and placed another on the small of her back. She put her hand on his bicep and they slowly swayed, their bodies pressed together, melting into each other. She’d only known him for a few hours, but the connection was undeniable. She felt safe in his arms, like she’d always belonged there. Suddenly, he wrapped his arms around her and quickly whirled her around. As their bodies slowed, she giggled. “I told you, I like surprises,” he said, brushing her hair out of her face. “Do you want to go to my room?”

She nodded.

He took her hand and led her upstairs to his bedroom. She gently ran her fingers along his arm. He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her softly. Gingerly, he untucked her shirt from her jeans and pulled it over her head, her hair falling in long cascades. She pulled off his shirt and
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