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For Momo, Grandma, and my dear ol’ Granddaddy. I wrote this with my best foot in my mouth.

For my parents, who showed me every single day that the type of love in between the pages of romance novels exist outside of them, too.




FALL





People say there’s a thin line between love and hate.

But with Hunter, it was oceans wide.

— Excerpt from Untitled by Rosie Maxwell and Aiden Huntington
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CHAPTER ONE

My mom used to say if I didn’t have anything nice to say, then it was best to say nothing at all. It was typical mom advice, but it became my gospel. It was basically one of the commandments of the South. You know, southern hospitality and all that.

I was almost certain Aiden Huntington’s mom had told him the opposite. If you don’t have anything nice to say, shout it from the rooftops! Repeat it until you instill in their mind just how worthless they are!

It would explain why Aiden felt the need to berate me. Every. Single. Class.

“Sensory details need a lot of work.” It was the first thing out of his mouth when it became his turn to offer up thoughts on my chapter. Most people started their comments with one or two nice things and ended with some gentle constructive criticism. But Aiden cut right to the chase and through the heart. He flipped through the pages, his mouth turned down in a frown, like my chapter personally offended him.

“And the dialogue. I mean, come on. If Rosalinda—”

“Rosie,” I interrupted. He lifted his eyes to mine, peering at me through his lashes, his brow raised slightly. “We’ve been over this. My name is Rosie.”

Our professor, Ida, cleared her throat from the front of the room, giving me a dark look. The first rule of workshop? Do not talk during workshop.

The writer was required to read their work out loud for the class, who came with prepared notes. And as the class discussed, the writer was to remain silent and take it all in.

I shrank back and begrudgingly nodded at Aiden to continue.

The semester had only started a few weeks ago, but this had quickly become our routine. When we read Aiden’s submissions, we all gave praise and critiques. Not insults—mere suggestions. We were always very kind and gently told him what was working and what wasn’t. The worst part was that most of the time, his pieces worked.

In return, he gave comments that were harsh, yes, but, sadly, helpful. Aiden had an annoying editorial eye that ended up making everyone around him a better writer. Except when it came to me. This was our second semester doing this dance—he’d done this last semester in our master fiction workshop, too. He hadn’t cared enough to dig into my work because he didn’t think the romance genre was worth his time and didn’t care to help me improve.

He continued for a few more minutes, saying what he always said about the pieces I submitted:

I get this is a romance, but does the love story really have to be the center of the plot?

Don’t these characters have something better to do than fall in love?

What does it even mean to darken your gaze?

I stole a glance at Jess, the only other romance writer in the class, from across the workshop table. She rolled her eyes in solidarity with me. As a full-time student, Jess was taking two more classes than I was, and I couldn’t even imagine how exhausted she must be. I was only part time, extending my MFA degree for years to be able to even afford NYU.

We’d initially bonded over our love for romance last year, and that bond only strengthened this year with Aiden’s blatant distaste for our genre. I’d spent all last semester complaining about him, but now that she’d witnessed his brutality toward me, which funnily enough she never experienced, she was extra sympathetic. Now, whenever I complained about Aiden, she would say, “It’s all the pent-up sexual frustration. He probably critiques the length of his partner’s moans in bed.”

“Above all else”—Aiden dropped the stack of papers onto the wooden desk between us, grimacing as if he couldn’t bear to look at them for a minute longer—“it falls flat. There’s almost no emotion in it. You’d think a romance would make you feel something, at the very least joy. It’s actually impressive that you haven’t been able to convey this.”

I sent a death glare to Aiden, but stuck to our golden rule and kept my mouth shut.

“Rosie, you’re free to respond to any of the comments if you’d like,” Ida said once Aiden had finished.

I went through the notes my classmates had given me. It was the third first chapter I’d submitted, hoping that something, anything would stick. We were in a selective two-semester novel intensive, which meant we had to submit the first half our novel at the end of this semester for our midterm and the full thing at the end of the course. This class was an elective, but it counted toward our course requirements, and it was designed to help those of us who were choosing to submit a novel as their final thesis.

We had until the end of the add/drop period to test out chapters if we weren’t certain about our plots, and I was struggling.

I had grown up determined to be a novelist. I’d decided I had to publish romance novels and make hopeless romantics around the world swoon—there was nothing else for me out there. Romance had shaped my world view, molding how I lived with optimism and hope. I wanted to give that to someone else. And this was my chance to finally push past the agonizing writer’s block and finish a manuscript.

“I’m trying to set up the tension between them. I want their romance to really explode by the end—”

A scoff cut me off. Aiden leaned back in his chair, rolling his eyes. Ages ago, I’d thought Aiden was cute. Before I knew him, I would’ve been excited by the idea of sitting across from him. But after our workshop together last semester, the very sight of Aiden left a bad taste in my mouth. There were nine of us in the class, but the seats we’d sat in on our first day of workshop had seemed to become our permanent seats—otherwise I would’ve sat at the opposite end of the table far, far away from him.

“I’m sorry, Aiden. Was there something you’d like to say?” I narrowed my eyes at him, challenging him to speak.

His green eyes flashed at me the way they always did before we got into a fight. The sadist loved it when we argued almost as much as he loved torturing his characters with depressing backstories and tragic endings. He was the antithetical romance hero and every time he opened his mouth, he proved it.

Surprisingly, he said, “I’ve said what I wanted to.”

“No, go ahead. I insist.” I leaned forward across the table toward him. My hair fell in front of my shoulder, a smile creeping up my face. I was no masochist, but I couldn’t ever resist confrontation with Aiden. I wasn’t scared of him like everyone else was.

“Fine.” He straightened in his chair, pushing his sleeves up his forearms. The only thing more infuriating than Aiden’s phenomenal writing was the fact that he was the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. He was historical romance cover hot. He had a strong jawline and perfectly combed hair that looked incredibly soft. His long-sleeved shirt stretched over his arm, tight enough I could see the swell of his bicep. I looked away, trying to convince myself that he was as ugly as his personality. “It’s a contemporary romance, right?”

“Right.”

“So, how much tension could there really be? We live in the age of instant gratification. The only tension nowadays is whether your thumb will swipe left or right.”

“I disagree,” Tyler spoke up. He was one of the only other voices of reason in class. Despite Tyler and me being good friends, he refused to take sides. The whole class had fully taken the side of Team Rosie or Team Devil, but Tyler fell squarely in the middle. I smirked at Aiden as Tyler spoke because having Tyler on your side meant you won in our unspoken competition. “I think a lot of people still meet organically, and when they do, there’s definitely some tension. My sister met her wife in a coffee shop. No Tinder or Hinge, just a pure meet cute.”

Aiden rolled his eyes at “meet cute.” The same way he did at “happily ever after” and “puppies” and “sunshine.”

“That doesn’t mean much to me.”

“Well, when I’m writing a book for disgruntled assholes in their late twenties, I’ll ask for your opinion,” I snapped, growing more irritated by the second.

“Great. And when I’m writing a book for lonely, old cat women, I’ll ask for yours.”

I jabbed a finger at him, flushed. “I told you that was an outdated stereotype for romance readers. A sexist one, too.”

“And I told you literary fiction isn’t for sad people.”

“I don’t think literary fiction is for sad people!” The class was watching our exchange like it was a tennis match, heads turning with each word. “I think whatever the hell you write is!”

“Okay, okay.” Ida stood up from her seat at the head of the table, glowering at us. From appearances, you wouldn’t expect her to be intimidating, but the first time Aiden and I fought, she proved how scary she could be. She had curly red hair that expanded around her head, and when she was mad like this, it looked like flames.

Aiden and I slumped back in our seats like five-year-olds, shooting daggers at each other. I crossed my arms over my chest, resisting the urge to stick my tongue out at him. Even though the semester had just started, there was lingering tension from last semester, and I knew the class could feel it, too. No matter what I said, he’d disagree with me, so I followed suit. I was sure there were more than a few stories floating around about us from our workshop last semester.

“Let’s remember to keep things civil in this room and make it a safe space to share our work.” Ida gave each of us a pointed look. “We all need to respect the content of everyone’s work, even if it’s not our preferred genre.”

She began to give me her thoughts on my chapter, and I tried my best to focus, but Aiden had riled me up. Once she finished and we moved onto someone else’s work, I shot a glare at Aiden from across the table willing him to vanish into thin air. He caught my eyes, and his lips curled in distaste before he turned his gaze toward Ida.

I dug my nails into my palm, vowing that one day, I would write a character named Aiden and give him the most excruciatingly painful death. Then again, the real Aiden might enjoy that too much.

“Don’t forget to finalize and outline your plot before add/drop because afterward, we’re going full steam ahead on drafting,” Ida said. “I know it’s intimidating, but we’re about to begin a marathon sprint to finish your novels. As always, come by my office hours if you’re stuck. I’ll see you all next time.”

“Rosie, you coming to drinks tonight?” Jess asked as I stacked all the pages of critiques I’d received today and placed them carefully into my tote bag.

Tyler, Logan, Jess, and I hung out regularly after class at a nearby bar, the Peculiar Pub. Jess and I had become fast friends during our first semester together, stressing over deadlines and writing frantically in cafés across Greenwich Village. Tyler was Jess’s on campus crush. We’d spotted him a few times at the library and in the Writer’s House before he walked through the door of our workshop last spring. She barely held it together in that moment, and like a true friend I invited him and Logan out for drinks with us one day. The group kind of fell together after that.

“I can’t tonight,” I said apologetically. “I picked up another shift at the Hideout. But I’ll be there next time?” I glanced at Tyler from across the table and whispered to Jess, “Make your move tonight.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “As if. He isn’t interested.”

“I think he is,” I insisted. “But if you don’t want to tonight, I promise next time I’ll be your wing woman.”

“I’m holding you to that,” she said before heading out.

I glanced at my phone and winced. I’d have to race to Union Square to catch my train in time for my shift.

“I’ll see you at office hours tomorrow, Ida,” I called as I left the classroom.

She smiled kindly at me and said, “Bring your chapter and feedback with you.”

Our workshop was off Fifth Avenue in the Lillian Vernon Creative Writer’s House. You would never know from the outside that it was home to NYU’s Creative Writing program. It was a lovely townhouse with tiny classrooms, and I adored spending my time there. After every class, when I rushed across crowded Fifth Avenue to the train, I felt like a real New Yorker. Fall was just beginning in the city, and I took in every crunch of leaves beneath my feet and shade of brown against the concrete buildings.

The great thing about NYU was the city was your campus. But the bad thing about NYU was the city was your campus. I didn’t just have to fight the crowds of students, but busy New Yorkers as they went about their day and tourists who stopped every three steps to take a picture.

Throngs of people were pushing their way through the street, and I tried to keep up with them. When I had first moved here, I wasn’t used to the fast pace of New Yorkers. In Tennessee, we ambled. We smelled the roses as we took our sweet time. We moseyed and said hi to nearly every person we encountered. That was not the case here.

I pushed my legs faster to make it to the 6 train arriving in two minutes, going against all my Southern nature.

“What’s the rush, Rosalinda?”

I jumped at the sound of Aiden’s voice. He was nearly a foot taller than I was, but still found a way to creep up on me.

“I’m trying to find the nearest bathroom. Your cologne makes me want to puke,” I said sweetly. Some guy pushed between us, walking in the opposite direction, shoving my shoulder in the process. He nearly knocked me over, but Aiden placed a firm hand on the small of my back, steadying me.

“Just so you know, it’s Italian,” he said, raising his chin. He had pulled a black sweater on, and it made him look so fall and cozy. I quickly pushed the thought from my mind.

“Just so you know, that’s pretentious.”

We finally made it to Union Square and walked together down the stairs that sat at the edge of the park. My brows furrowed as we tapped our phones on the turnstiles. I took this train every Monday and Wednesday after class and not once had I seen Aiden here. I glanced at him from the corner of my eye as he walked down the stairs alongside me. Surely if he was going to murder me, he wouldn’t do it in public. Right?

He stood next to me on the platform, waiting for the train. I looked between him and the empty train tracks and took a step back behind one of the poles. Just in case.

We stood in silence, the low rumbles of nearby trains surrounding us. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I turned to him, suspicious.

“Are you stalking me?” I asked. I placed my hands on my hips, trying my best to look intimidating even though I had to crane my neck to meet his eyes.

He looked down at me briefly, amused. “Who’s to say you’re not stalking me?”

“Do you even take the 6?” I asked suspiciously. “I’ve never seen you here after class.”

He spared me another glance. “No.”

“See? You’re stalking me.”

The train rushed past us, the wind from it causing my hair to fall in front of my face. Over the noise of the train, Aiden leaned down until he was eye level with me, smirking.

“This is the L.”





“Do you always have to be this annoying?” I drawled. “Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

She narrowed her eyes at me. If she got any angrier, I’d expect fumes to sprout from her ears.

Her hands curled into fists at her sides. Maybe if she were taller, I’d be intimidated. But it was a little adorable.

“Do you always have to be such an asshole?”

I paused, pretending to consider the question. “Yes. I do.”

— Excerpt from Untitled by Rosie Maxwell and Aiden Huntington
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CHAPTER TWO

“I know I’m late, I’m sorry.” I stuck my head in the office after I clocked in. “I took the wrong train, and then I got lost, and I still had to change.”

“It’s okay, Rosie, it’s only a few minutes.” My boss, Luke, didn’t even look up from his desk. He waved his hand dismissively and said, “Bar’s empty anyways. Just go start your shift now.”

I’d moved to New York City on a whim. My town in Tennessee, Rogersville, had fewer than five thousand people, so New York City was an entirely new world. This month marked my first full year in New York, and it was tougher than I’d ever expected. There was no Southern hospitality as my safety net, and I’d learned quickly I had to harden my doe-eyed view of life. I finally felt like I was adjusting and finding my place in the city, as hard it was.

“Running a little late, huh?” Alexa leaned over the other side of the bar. Her dark brown bob swayed around her face as she grinned at me.

“Aiden,” I explained as I tied the small white apron around my waist. “He distracted me as we were walking out of class, and I ended up at the L platform instead of the 6.”

“¿Cómo te distrajo?” Alexa wagged her eyebrows at me.

“Shut up, you know that’s not how it is.” I rolled my eyes, turning toward the wall of different bottles of liquor and glasses to make her a Shirley Temple like I did at the start of every shift. Alexa wasn’t a romantic. She believed in good sex the way I believed in true love. And she thought hate-sex was the best kind.

“If he’s as hot as you say he is—”

“I’ve never said he was hot,” I said indignantly, sliding the drink across the wooden bar.

She easily caught the glass in her hand, lifting it to her lips. “Yes, you have. You say it every time you blush when you talk about him and whenever you make a point to mention his green eyes.”

“They’re green like snot.”

Alexa tilted her head back and laughed, her dark eyes filled with delight. “One day you’ll see I’m right. Thin line between love and hate, Rosie. Thin line.”

“Not that thin,” I muttered.

The truth was, though, that I’d had a bit of a crush on Aiden Huntington last fall. Jess had dragged me to some student reading that Tyler was reading in, and Aiden stood up to read. It was the first time I saw him, and he was undeniably handsome with broad shoulders and dark hair. It was hard to see him in the dim lighting, but I could make out his square jaw and green eyes. The way his nose narrowed and turned up slightly when I caught a glimpse of his profile. I couldn’t stop myself from placing him as a romance hero in my head.

“Good evening. I’m Aiden, and I’m in one of the fiction sections. This is from a short story titled ‘Home.’”

Instantly, I was captivated by his words. The low hum of his voice filled the house and sent an electric shock down my spine. His story was about a young boy who’d never had a home, who’d searched for it in other people for so long, but eventually stopped.

Maybe it was because I was homesick, but tears sprung to my eyes and streamed down my face. I was leaning forward, hanging onto his every word. The five minutes he spoke felt like two seconds, and I craved more. I wanted to be envious of how naturally he strung words and sentences together, but I was in awe.

Then, on the first day of spring semester last year, he strolled in from the winter cold wearing a peacoat. Men nowadays didn’t wear peacoats. They wore North Face jackets with the logos facing out or hoodies with a ketchup stain on the front.

And it only got worse—he took off his coat to reveal a navy sweater that he subsequently rolled up to his elbows. It was almost appalling how attractive he was.

He sat directly across from me that day and returned my smile with a tentative one. I convinced myself that when class ended, I was going to ask him out for coffee. I envisioned it all in those few moments: We’d chat over coffee, I’d tell him that I’d thought he was cute at the reading, he’d confess his undying love for me, and I would get my Happily Ever After. The romance novel basically wrote itself.

My dad used to say I didn’t have a rose-tinted view, but a Rosie-tinted view. I saw what I wanted to see. I saw Aiden and fell head over heels. But you know what they say about la vie en rose—the red flags look just like all the other ones.

We all went around the table, introducing ourselves and what we liked to write, ranging from horror to comedy. But the minute “romance” left my mouth, Aiden’s demeanor shifted. Any warmth from him disappeared and was replaced with his signature scowl. His nose crinkled in distaste as if to say, “Really?”

Sitting high and mighty on his horse, Aiden said he wrote “literary fiction.” He literally turned his nose up when he said it. And, hey, lit fic wasn’t my thing, but I wouldn’t ever shit on it the way Aiden shit on romance.

Things spiraled quickly from there. Aiden and I disagreed on nearly everything we could. He condemned romance every time I submitted a piece and would make snarky remarks like, “Oh, how coincidental there was only one bed,” or “No, it makes total sense for him to secretly be a prince. Sure.” I only wished I could hurl the same insults as he did and let it leave a mark. I tried, but I had to dig deep to find any critique for him, really.

I’d made the worst mistake of telling Alexa about the tiny crush I’d had on Aiden before I got to know him. Now she wasn’t convinced that I was over him, even though I was.

“How was class today?” Alexa pushed up on the wooden bar, trying to get a glimpse behind it. “Do you have any cherries?”

I pulled the small cup of them out from the fridge under the bar and plopped them into her drink.

My relationship with Alexa was trifold: friend, coworker, and roommate. The Peruvian network of worried moms encompassed the whole globe. When I decided to move to New York, my mom went into panic mode and called all my tías to see if they knew anyone I could live with. Turned out my tía’s friend who sent her ají amarillo paste from Peru had a niece who was moving to the city around the same time as I was. Alexa had already secured an apartment in the East Village, and we quickly bonded over our lack of knowledge of city life. Our roommateship morphed into a strange, unlikely friendship. When the year ended, we hadn’t even thought twice about renewing our lease.

There was a learning curve in living together, though. Although we got along great, we were total opposites. She loved partying and night clubs and spontaneity whereas I preferred a weighted blanket on Friday nights and detailed to-do lists.

It had been hard to stay in touch with the Peruvian side of myself in Tennessee when the only store that sold Inca Kola was two hours outside of town. But Alexa kept a steady supply of Morochas in the apartment and taught me how to make a few traditional dishes, like lomo saltado or pollo a la brasa.

We rarely got to see each other outside of the apartment and the restaurant. She was studying fashion at The New School full time and was working here part time. Alexa had lucked out with financial aid from The New School, but NYU wasn’t as generous with me. I couldn’t even afford to consider being a full-time student. I spent my weekdays after class as a bartender here and spent the weekends writing and studying.

“Aiden was particularly vicious today. We got into it a little bit in class.”

Alexa took a seat as I rested my forearms on the dark bar. “How so?”

“He tore up my piece—and I was really proud of that one, too. I thought it could be a good start to my manuscript, but apparently not. We fought in front of everyone.”

“Ooh, foreplay.” She smiled, fishing a cherry out of her drink before popping it into her mouth. “Dime más.”

Heat crept up my neck. “I’m telling you, it’s not like that. He’s so horrible. And only to me, just because I like romance.” I sighed. “It’s Simon all over again.”

“Simon was a self-righteous prick.”

My neck prickled at the thought of my narcissist ex. I had spent the past year moving on. “I don’t see much of a difference between Simon and Aiden then.”

“Simon didn’t value you or your passions. Simon couldn’t have cared less if you spoke the same language.”

“I wish Aiden spoke a different language than me,” I muttered.

A couple walked in at the other side of the restaurant. Alexa patted the bar and said, “Duty calls. Don’t let him get to you.”

As she walked off, I started to organize the glasses and liquor bottles.

The Hideout was one of the best restaurants in Flatiron. It was a bit of a hike from our place, but the pay and tips were great. On weekdays there was usually a small crowd of regulars, but the weekends were wild. I refused to work them—even if they guaranteed a week’s worth of pay in one night—because the staff shuddered every time they talked about it.

Paying for school and rent was a struggle. I spent my nights eating free meals on a box of dried food in the storage room at the back of the restaurant. I hated that I would have to drag out my MFA for years longer than anyone else. But even though I wasn’t the New York socialite I’d dreamed I would be, I was here. And that was all I had ever wanted.
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My ex-boyfriend Simon and I had met freshman year of high school. Almost immediately, I fell head over heels. Even now, I couldn’t really explain why. Maybe because he seemed put together and wasn’t a complete jerk like every other guy at fifteen. Maybe it was because he had swoopy hair that he combed every morning.

We didn’t end up dating until sophomore year. He was my best friend and one night after I confessed how I felt, everything changed so quickly. Suddenly it wasn’t Simon the Best Friend, but Simon the Boyfriend. I was so happy to finally be with him, to be SimonandRosie, that I let myself become blind to the red flags.

He encouraged me to go to our local college together and skip out on Barnard College, insisting that you didn’t find what we had twice, and we had to hold on it. He hated when I talked about New York or how I dreamed of being a novelist. He thought it was ridiculous and that I should either do something practical like teaching, or just stay home and raise our children. And even then, I still spun it in my mind as romantic that he wanted to have a family with me.

Once we graduated, he became even more controlling. It was frustrating, but I just assumed that every couple fought. Everyone had preferences and differences, and this was where ours lay. But as time went by, Simon still didn’t propose, citing he “wasn’t sure yet.”

Then I read Ida Abarough’s article “Why We All Should Read Romance,” and my long-lost confidence in writing romance was suddenly regained. She eloquently expressed why women read romance and how it showed women taking control in their lives while still being desired instead of wholly objectified. And how it had expanded to include different gender identities and become a safe space for people of color. No matter how bad life got in the romance novels, there would be a Happily Ever After that proved nothing was unfixable.

That night, I developed a two-step plan: get into NYU, then take as many of Ida’s classes as possible. I had been listless the few years after graduating, still working in my town’s diner. I knew this would get me on track and by a miracle, luck, or something in between, just after my twenty-fifth birthday, I was admitted into the MFA program.

When I told Simon I was admitted to NYU, he laughed. He thought it was some prank I was playing on him and when I told him it wasn’t, he said, “Rosie, you don’t have to go to school to sell those kind of books. Slap a hot guy on the cover and the work is done for you.” Everyone in my life, Simon included, deemed romance a “guilty pleasure.” You didn’t go to school to study it, and you certainly didn’t uproot your whole life to do it.

But I went anyway. The first class I registered for was a Fiction Craft lecture with Ida.

Simon and I tried long distance for a while. I’d always thought long distance was the true test of love. If you loved someone, you’d stay up late even if you were tired. You’d put in the hours and the work. But every time Simon and I spoke on the phone he said, “Rosie, when are you going to forget this pipe dream and come back?” Every time I texted him and he didn’t text back, I told myself he was just busy.

I’d never thought the long distance would break us, but ultimately I’m glad it did. Reality hit me hard my first fall in New York, and I sometimes I felt like I was still reckoning with the whiplash.

But Ida’s class had opened a new cavern in my heart, pouring out a new love for writing. At the end of lecture one day, she said, “If you have any questions, about this lecture or otherwise, come by my office hours and we can talk about it.”

Perhaps this had been an empty gesture. But it was my opening, and I came every week and stayed for hours, all but forcing a mentorship onto her.

I would pore through all my ideas, and at first, she’d shake her head, smile tightly, and say, “Rosie, maybe you should spend this time writing or go talk to your workshop professor.”

I had only smiled and said, “I’m only taking the craft class. I’ve got nowhere else to be.”

It took a while, but I slowly peeled back the layers of Ida. I knew she hated when we called her Professor Abarough because it made her feel old. She’d just gone through a nasty divorce but she won her dog, Buster, in the settlement. She always kept a Lisa Kleypas book in her desk (Marrying Winterborne) to flip through when she got overwhelmed. And I knew that she secretly loved having me as a mentee even if she acted like she didn’t.

Today, like I always did, I headed toward her office at the NYU English Department on Greene Street. But when I noticed a flyer on the bulletin board near her office, I gasped, snatching it off the board and reading it carefully.

It encouraged students to apply for the Sam Frost Fellowship that would pay half of next year’s tuition. The Frost was a prestigious national literary magazine on par with The Paris Review. If I got this, I’d not only be able pay my rent and become a full-time student, but I’d get my name out there. I stuffed the flyer in my bag before entering Ida’s office without knocking.

Her office space was tiny, her desk and chair facing a wall of books of different genres and colors. She generally tried to keep it clean, but clutter always took over her desk in the form of stacks of papers and coffee cups. As soon I stepped through the door, I fell into my usual chair.

Without looking up from her laptop, she said, “We need to talk about that chapter.” Her red hair was pulled back into a bun, her black glasses sitting at the tip of her nose as she typed away on her computer.

“I know. Not my best work.” I pulled out my workshop notes and first chapter, laying them across the edge of her desk.

“Can I ask what you were attempting to do here?”

“You know.” I waved my hand vaguely in the air. “Angst.”

She gave me a flat look. “Try again.”

“I’m waiting for something to stick.”

“Rosie,” she said gently. “There’s not much more time to wait. You need to decide on your storyline soon or you’ll be stuck with something you have no passion for. By the end of your time here, you will have to submit a thesis, and it’s better to start now than later. I can’t guarantee your thesis advisor will be as kind to romance as I am, so it needs to be as strong as possible.”

“You really don’t think there’s anything workable here?”

She hesitated. “Not necessarily. But it lacks your usual personality and voice and that’s what makes your writing so good. Everything you brought me from your other workshop last semester came alive off the page, and this feels … forced. Unlike you.” When I deflated the tiniest bit, she said, “Why don’t we both read through and see what we can keep and where to go from there?”

We sat in silence as she read through the copy I’d emailed her, and I sifted through my classmates’ comments, hoping something would spark inspiration. I narrowed my eyes at the impeccable handwriting, gripping the paper tightly in my hands.

Description isn’t working here.

Dialogue sounds unnatural.

Every statement ended with a period. What kind of psychopath took notes and included the periods? Anger simmered in me at the sight of his words.

“Oh my God. Look at this.” I handed her Aiden’s notes. “Have you reconsidered his expulsion from the class?”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re just as bad as he is.” She read through his comments, her lips quirking a bit before handing it back.

My mouth hung open in shock. “I am a goddamn delight. Aiden is a menace upon our class.”

“I do recall you threatening to toss his notebook off the Empire State Building last week.”

I waved her off. “Oh please, that was a joke.”

“Oh really? What about the time you told him his writing was nothing but bathroom graffiti?”

“Oh that?” I scoffed. “That was a compliment. Bathroom graffiti can be very poetic,” I said sagely.

She laughed and handed me back his paper. “I don’t know why you two act like this.”

“C’mon, indulge me. You know you want to gossip about Aiden. It’s our favorite pastime.”

“It’s your favorite pastime.” She gave me a pointed look. “I swear half the time you come in here, it’s just to talk about Aiden. Finish looking through your notes for this chapter.”

I huffed but did as she said. She wasn’t wrong about Aiden. It was hard not to be affected by his words when he was an annoyingly good writer.

And I was secretly hoping every day that he’d wear that peacoat to class, even though the fall weather hadn’t gotten cold enough to require it yet.

“Rosie,” Ida said softly. She said it in the way she always did when she told me something wasn’t working, and she didn’t want to hurt my feelings. (The first time she used this voice with me was when I burst into tears after Aiden called my chapter “One big, lousy cliché.”)

“I know.” I looked up from my notes. “But I don’t know where to go.”

“I still don’t understand why you can’t continue the last one. I thought it had a lot of promise.”

“But you didn’t think it was good,” I pointed out.

“I didn’t think it was there yet,” she corrected. “But I feel like you quit writing it for more significant reasons than you’re letting on.”

My gaze flicked away from her intense one. She was right. I hadn’t been able to continue that project or start a new one because I felt like a fraud. I was writing about some epic, sweeping romance and all I had to show for that in real life was Simon? I hadn’t even come close to my own Happily Ever After; how could I write one for my characters?

“I want to write something new,” I said, ignoring her unasked question. “I want to write something that’ll challenge me.”

“Okay.” Ida pulled out a notebook from her desk drawer and poised her pen above the paper. “Let’s brainstorm.”

That was by far my favorite thing about Ida. She never made my writerly goals feel ridiculous. We spent the next hour discussing different rom-com ideas and tropes to play around with and not once did I feel like the idiot Aiden made me out to be.

I left Ida’s with a newfound determination. I would write a romance that was funny and sexy and charming, and Aiden could choke on his own dick.

I didn’t come all this way to let some pretentious asshole in a peacoat (albeit a very nice peacoat) tell me I’m not good enough. If he could destroy me in just a few words, I was a writer. I could do the same.





“Don’t you two ever get tired of fighting with each other?”

Max and I shared a glance as if that was a ridiculous notion. “It’s my favorite pastime.”

— Excerpt from Untitled by Rosie Maxwell and Aiden Huntington
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CHAPTER THREE

I vowed revenge when it was Aiden’s turn to be workshopped. And all the stars aligned—this was his worst chapter yet. Like me, he was struggling to figure out what he wanted his book to be about. I felt a lot better knowing I wasn’t the only one trying to find their footing. He was trying to imitate some stream of consciousness, Faulkner-style writing, but it made no sense. As we discussed his work, everyone had their brows furrowed, but I was smiling.

I patiently waited as the class went around the room sharing their thoughts until it was my turn. Aiden’s dark ember eyes settled on me. I ignored how my stomach flipped, a wave of uneasiness flowing through me. But there was no way I would lose my nerve.

“I don’t know.” I sighed heavily, gently placing the pages on the table in front of me. I tried to look casual despite my hammering heart and shaking hands. Confrontation wasn’t really my thing, but I had to stand my ground. I refused to let Aiden shame me for being a genre writer and walking around with this stupid air of superiority. I looked up at him through my lashes and lifted a single shoulder. “It’s a bit … derivative.”

Shock rippled across Aiden’s face for a moment before he rearranged his features to appear impassive. I bit back my smile and continued.

“I mean, I get that you’re probably a Faulkner fan, right?” I drawled, looking to him for confirmation, but I didn’t need it. Once, last semester, he’d gone on for hours about him, explaining the inspiration behind a short story. Aiden gave a terse nod, the muscle in his cheek jumping. “I figured. I mean, it’s so obvious and, God, the way it drones on and on, no offense. It seems like it’s trying so hard to be meaningful that it’s … lackluster. This reads more like Faulkner fanfiction than anything else. Fanfiction is great, though! I just didn’t know it was your thing.” I gave him a sickly sweet smile from across the table.

He looked up at me, setting his pen down. Aiden sat back in his chair, watching me intensely as I tried my best to appear cavalier.

“Above all else, it falls flat.” I said, repeating his words to me from workshop a few weeks ago. To hell with dignity and maturity. I wanted revenge. “This doesn’t seem like a feasible start to a novel, but instead feels like the ramblings of a guy on a blog from 2003. It’s nearly useless, I would say.” I folded my hands on top of the pages. The silence in the room was deadly as I turned to Ida, beaming. “That’s all from me.”

Aiden was glaring at me, his eyes hard, hatred seeping between us.

“Okay,” Ida said cautiously. “Any thoughts, Aiden?” She looked tentatively between the two of us, waiting for the bomb to go off. Honestly, I was waiting, too. I was longing to see Aiden lose his cool, to watch my words creep into his mind and stain it like his did to me.

Instead, Aiden sat up, cleared his throat. He looked at each of our classmates as he politely addressed their notes. I expected his voice to quiver, I craved tears.

But he was so obviously unbothered by what I had said, his eyes looked almost bored. Irritation flared in my chest. He had a way of doing anything and just making it seem like he was better than the rest of us. He was succinct, and I wanted to strangle him.

Finally, his eyes flicked over me for just a second before turning to Ida.

“I’ve responded to all the opinions that are worth acknowledging. Like I’ve said before, I’m not writing for lonely women who live out their fantasies through mass-produced paperbacks found in a Duane Reade. I’m writing for a deeper meaning.”

“Oh, c’mon,” I huffed.

Aiden barreled on. “I’m writing for an audience that cares about more than overdone tropes and unrealistic men.”

“Well, at least my book won’t be a coaster for some deadbeat forty-year-old who thinks Matt Rife is some sort of God,” I bit out.

“No, your book will be a coaster for a bored cat lady’s vibrator.”

I snorted. “Your wife’s vibrator because you couldn’t please a woman to save your life!”

“At least I’ll be married!”

“At least—”

“Enough,” Ida snapped. Half the class’s mouths were open in shock, the others were holding back laughter. “I don’t want to hear another word from you two for the rest of workshop.”

She shot us both a glare, and I shrank back in my seat as shame flashed through me. What was I doing? Trying to get back at a man whose opinion I didn’t even care about? I was in this class for me, not a petty, childish rivalry. I certainly wasn’t trying to disappoint Ida in the process. On our first day, Ida had emphasized the importance of respect during the workshop. Aiden and I had been toeing the line she’d drawn since day one of this class, but now we’d barreled past it.

For the rest of class, I kept my head down, too embarrassed to make eye contact with anyone. And I knew the moment I looked at Aiden, I’d feel nothing but the uncontrollable need to smother him to death.

When class ended, I beelined it toward the door, hoping to avoid any more confrontation with Aiden. I had plans to meet up with my friends at Peculiar Pub for drinks after class today, but the last thing I wanted to do was relive the past few hours.

We met at the edge of the block on the corner of Fifth and 10th. Jess and Logan were giggling as they walked toward me and when they saw me they laughed even harder. Tyler side eyed the two of them, his lips quirking up.

“It’s not funny,” I complained.

“You’re right. It’s hilarious.” Logan grinned. “God, that was so entertaining. Remind me to sign up for workshops with you and Aiden from now on.”

“He was being a dick, and I wasn’t going to stand for it,” I said defensively.

“To be fair, you started it,” Logan said.

“Hey!”

“You did! I love that you started it because it’s usually Aiden that starts these fights, but today it was totally you.”

Embarrassment flooded me. I looked to Tyler and Jess. “You don’t think Ida is going to hate me for starting it, do you?”

“No,” Jess said reassuringly. “Add/drop just ended; there’s no class you could move into. She might dock your participation grade or something, but I think you’re fine.”

“Let’s just go to Peculiar.” I sighed heavily.

Since I loved romance and I loved Jess, I got Logan to keep talking to me as we walked toward Peculiar Pub, giving Jess some time alone with Tyler. Every so often on the walk over, I heard her giggle.

The more I’d gotten to know Logan and Tyler over the past few months, the more they’d become really great friends. Tyler was always so serious and stoic, every word out of his mouth thoughtful, like in his writing. He wrote contemporary fiction that read like poetry and instantly captivated you. It was easy to see why Jess liked him so much.

Logan, on the other hand, was Tyler’s exact opposite. Logan wore every emotion and thought on his sleeve. He had no filter and didn’t care. He wrote horror comedies and was able to make our skin crawl on one page and have us bursting into laughter on the next.

The Peculiar Pub was aptly named: At the front there was the bar with plenty of room to stand around and talk, but toward the back was a different vibe, with booth seating and bottlecaps lining the walls. Once we had asked the bartender for the most peculiar drink on the menu, and she brought us a raspberry cheesecake flavored beer.

“I’ll grab the first round,” Tyler said. “The usual for everyone?”

We nodded as he walked off to the bar, and Jess’s eyes lingered on him.

“You know,” Logan said thoughtfully. “I think my favorite part of class today was when Aiden said vibrator.”

“Oh my God.” I hung my head low.

“You know, I’ve never had a vibrator. Do they usually come with coasters?” He looked between Jess and me, waiting for an explanation.

Jess reached across the table to smack him playfully and said, “Shut up.” She paused. “No. They don’t.”

Tyler returned with our happy hour drinks, placing margaritas in front of Jess and me and beers for him and Logan.

Logan sipped his beer and said, “I wish you two would fuck and get it over with.”

I coughed, chocking on my drink. “What?”

“Well, there’s an obvious amount of sexual tension between you two. You guys would probably be nicer to each other if you would just have sex. Then you wouldn’t hate him so much.”

I shook my head vehemently, nearly gagging at the thought. “No one would want to hear his complicated metaphors as dirty talk. Besides, I don’t hate him because I’m attracted to him.”

Logan’s eyebrows raised. “So you are?”

“No.” I blushed. “I hate him because he’s elitist about romance. Right, Jess?”

Jess nodded in solidarity. “He’s harshest whenever we submit our stuff. We’re only a few weeks in, and he’s found something wrong with all of Rosie’s chapters.”

“But not yours,” Tyler said, frowning. “He’s not as harsh to you as he is to Rosie, and you write romance too.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” I declared. “I want to enjoy tonight with my friends and not have to think about Aiden at all.”

“Fine, fine, I’ll drop it,” Logan said. “Tyler, what happens next in your book? I want spoilers, I have to know.”

We chatted for a while about everyone’s projects. Now that I couldn’t transfer out of Ida’s class, I had to stick with my current plot line. No restarting my novel or testing out new chapters. I didn’t have time to dwell anymore—I had to write. Especially now that Ida wasn’t the happiest with me.

When we finished our second round of drinks, Jess yawned and said, “I’ve got to get home. It’s a forty-minute train into Brooklyn for me.”

“I should go, too,” I said. Alexa was probably still at work, and it’d be nice to work in the silence of my apartment.

I lingered on my walk home, hoping to find inspiration in the eclectic streets of the Lower East Side. But nothing struck me. When I got back, I headed straight to my bedroom, changing into some sweats and a cropped tee and settling into my bed with my laptop propped on my knees. I scrolled through the Notes app in my phone, through the random scene ideas and the strings of sentences, hoping there was something good enough to fully develop and turn in.

There wasn’t. I groaned, frustrated, deciding it was better to just succumb to the writer’s block. I snatched my bag off my floor, digging through it to find my current read. Instead, I pulled out the crumbled flyer from outside Ida’s office door.

Everyone in the literary community knew about The Frost magazine, but I’d never heard of this fellowship before. Jess told me Tyler had been published in the litmag, and it had helped him get published in even more magazines since his name was out there a little more. But I hadn’t really thought much of it at the time.

Some quick googling revealed that this fellowship was a huge deal. Only ten MFA students in the country were selected, and a group of professors from different universities would mull over the submissions. The winners would receive a scholarship for an amount that, at NYU, would cover half the full-time tuition. That money would change my life.

I widened my eyes as I read the list of the few NYU alumni who’d won the fellowship. Most were now published authors or even editors at The Frost. All the archives were available online, too.

I was deep into an edition from a few years ago when my phone buzzed with an email from Ida. The blood drained from my face when I saw it was addressed to Aiden and me. The subject line: Class Today.

Rosie and Aiden,

I would like to discuss what happened during today’s class. It hasn’t been sitting well with me all afternoon, and I believe a conversation is necessary. Since we don’t have class tomorrow, please come find me at my office on Greene Street tomorrow at noon. If that time doesn’t work for you please let me know right away as I believe this is an urgent matter.

I immediately sent a screenshot of it to the group chat with my friends. The name of the chat changed nearly every week, and this week it was aiden huntington’s worst nightmare.


	Logan:	you’re fucked

	Jess:	you’ll be fine!! i bet she just wants to tell you two to knock it off



I bit my lip.


	Rosie:	tyler? what do you think?



Tyler was the voice of reason in the group. He would be truthful with me and tell me if it was as bad as I was imagining.


	Tyler:	Try not to worry about it.



I groaned. I was definitely screwed.
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On the way to Ida’s office, I decided I would apologize. I was twenty-six years old; I could be the bigger person. I’d walk in, apologize profusely to her, then maybe mumble an apology to Aiden. Besides, Ida was my mentor. Nothing too bad could happen. She’d want me to succeed as her mentee, right?

Aiden and I approached Greene Street at the same time from opposite ends of the street. He rolled his eyes when he saw me and whipped open the door, stepping past me.

“I can’t believe I’m getting called to the teacher’s office like I’m in elementary school,” he muttered as we waited in the small elevator.

“You started it,” I said. The elevator dinged and together we walked down the hall to Ida’s office.

“What are you talking about? You insulted me last class.” He knocked on the door as we waited for Ida to answer.

“Because you trashed my chapter the other week!”

His jaw dropped in disbelief. “This is all over something I said two weeks ago?”

“And because you’re a snob about romance!” I narrowed my























































	Logan:	rosie. tell. us. everything.

	Tyler:	You don’t have to.

	Jess:	uh, yes she does. spill

	Tyler:	She’s at work guys she’s not going to answer.

	Logan:	but i have to know!!!!!

	Jess:	me too!!!!!

	Tyler:	She probably just told them to start being more respectful during workshop.





	Rosie:	can’t talk. at work. but we have to cowrite the final project





	Logan:	HAHAHA

	Jess:	you’re joking

	Tyler:	Wait, really? Is it a romance?

	Logan:	i can’t believe we get to witness this for free

	Jess:	actually we’re paying a lot to witness this

	Logan:	shut up jess

	Jess:	rosie are you fucking with us





	Rosie:	no. i wish. we have to write a romantic story without the hea (??) so it’s pretty much a guarantee that the devil’s henchman is going to make us kill off a character

	Logan:	can we pls only refer to aiden as the devil’s henchman





	Tyler:	Are you okay Rosie?






	Rosie:	i’ll be fine
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