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To all my fellow hot messes. No matter how much you pivot and procrastinate, I hope you always get your screenplays done in the end.
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INT. A MESSY MANHATTAN APARTMENT—DAY

We SWEEP over an orange couch lit with brightening morning light, revealing a collection of crumpled tissues and empty pints of ice cream, until we reach a pair of hands scribbling LIAR in marker on the cover of a romance novel, then melodramatically tossing the paperback across the room. We PULL BACK to see the owner of the hands—she’s Latina, in pajamas and a fuzzy robe, the mascara smeared under her eyes evidence of an all-night crying session. This is MARIA, 26.

MARIA (into her phone)

I’m done dating. Forever. And I’m going to tell you exactly why, because everyone loves ten minutes of exposition at the beginning of every romcom.



I deleted the whole thing with a groan of frustration, resisting the urge to toss my laptop across the room like Maria had the romance novel. Okay, so that sucked. Big deal—I could always start again. It wasn’t like this was my eleventh attempt to write the beginning of my screenplay or anything.

I let out another groan, this one tinged with panic.

Kicking a pile of clean laundry off my bed, I stretched out my legs and transferred my laptop from the flower-shaped cushion it had been resting on to my lap. Big mistake, I discovered, as its underside just about burned the skin off my thighs.

Clearly, the problem wasn’t my screenplay—or my inability to put together a coherent sentence. It was just that my apartment was too hot. All I had to do to get the words flowing was move somewhere with a working air conditioner. And a little treat. What had I been thinking, trying to write without a little treat to keep me going?

As if she’d heard the sizzle of searing flesh from all the way in Miami, my phone buzzed with an incoming call from my cousin Yazmin.

“I know exactly what you’re going to ask,” I said into the phone. “If Regency romance is so popular as a genre, how come there’s no Regency porn?”

I wasn’t exactly trying to distract her from asking about my screenplay again—or from last night’s date, which hadn’t even had a chance to crash and burn since I’d gotten ghosted before it even began. But… Oh, who was I kidding? I was absolutely trying to distract her. And it was working.

Yaz cackled. Softly. She may have had no compunction about being on the phone with me while at work, but she was an attorney, if a newly minted one, and it wasn’t like she was dying to get dirty looks from the overworked second year associate she shared her fancy office with.

“No, really, think about it. A guy on Fling who cosplays as a duke—the Duke of Harding,” I added with a burst of inspiration. “Making videos in, like, skintight buckskins and Hessian boots where he tells whoever’s watching what a dirty governess they are.”

This time, her laugh exploded into the receiver. “You’re definitely going to get me fired today. Is Fling that app for romance readers you were telling me about before my boss cut us off?”

“Yeah. Maybe I should find someone to go into partnership with. Write them scripts or whatever.”

“So this is how you’re procrastinating on your screenplay today. Why don’t you try getting some words in instead of… whatever this is?”

Flipping my laptop closed, I blew a raspberry into the phone. “Let me stop you right there. I have no need for your sensible advice this early in the morning.”

Yaz and I had been practically raised as sisters when our mothers, actual sisters, moved in together to help each other care for their respective kids. That must have been why Yaz often sounded like the harassed older sibling when talking to me. “First of all, it’s almost noon. Second—you quit your job to finish writing this screenplay.”

“Allegedly,” I muttered, my heart thudding with guilt as it did every time I came face-to-face with the fact that I’d lied to Yaz—and everyone else—about quitting when I had actually gotten fired. Shoving my laptop aside, I hustled out of my pajama shorts and into a dress, talking mostly to keep Yaz from hearing the guilt in my voice. “No, really. Think about it. Do you know how many porn scripts I could knock out in the time it takes me to write one scene in my screenplay? It’s actually not a bad idea. I wonder if it’s a category on Fiverr.”

“Come on, be serious. You have a real opportunity here that you can’t squander with endless procrastination. Do you know how many people quit their jobs to write a screenplay and actually succeed?”

She wasn’t wrong. Not about that part of it. When I ran into Grace Hong, one of my old college classmates, the last thing I’d expected was for her to remember the script I’d written for the one class we’d had together before she leveraged her award-winning short into a real job in Hollywood. Or that she’d offer to get me a meeting with a producer friend when they both returned from a few weeks in L.A., after I’d shown her a couple of scenes I had written and told her I was close to finishing the screenplay—not a lie, just an exaggeration.

The truth was, even though I did open my writing software every once in a while to add a few lines of dialogue to the romcom I had started while still in school, I’d spent the four years since graduation elbows deep in Excel sheets, having opted at the last minute to go the practical route and major in project management instead of film like I’d originally intended to.

That was the one and only act of practicality I’d committed in my entire life, and I wasn’t sure I’d made the right choice.

Stifling a sigh, I scooped up my purse, my sunglasses, and… And after a moment of hesitation, left my laptop on the bed. Maybe what I really needed was a break. To get away for a couple of hours and come back to the script with fresh eyes.

Although, let’s face it—what I really needed was to keep filling out applications. None of the two dozen jobs I’d applied for since getting fired had led to anything concrete, but at this point I’d settle for any solid gig that would let me make rent at the end of summer when my savings ran out.

“I’m getting worried, Mariel,” Yaz continued, her thoughts as always eerily on par with mine. “Your savings aren’t going to last forever.”

The pressure of it all filled me with so much anxiety that for a couple of seconds, I was almost breathless with it.

There was a slight pause on Yaz’s side, as if she could feel my impending heart attack. The thing about my cousin is that she puts up a hard front, but she’s all soft and gooey inside. As soon as she realized how far over my own head I was, she was going to start offering everything from rent money to her couch. Her fiancée, Amal, was already annoyed at how much Yaz had helped me out over the years, and with their wedding fast approaching, I couldn’t ask Yaz to bail me out yet again. Not that I wanted her to—I needed to get through this on my own, if only to prove to myself that I could.

I’m not sure how I did it, but I managed to draw in enough breath to force a lighter tone in my voice, shooting for casual but ending up somewhere north of flippant. “Eh, there’s always credit card debt.”

I winced.

“Not that you’re not making a good point,” I hurried to add as I closed the door to my studio behind me, “but porn is probably five million times more profitable than romcoms. Maybe this is the pivot I—”

“No more pivots,” Yaz said firmly. “You are finishing your screenplay and reaching out to Grace by the end of August at the latest. Or I will a hundred percent stop being your friend.”

I let myself out of my building and turned into Tenth Avenue, oh so elegantly using the ruffled sleeve of my sundress to wipe the droplets beading on my top lip. There wasn’t much I could do about the way my hair had grown three sizes, like the Grinch’s heart. New York City is as humid as a concrete rainforest in the summer, and not even the hairdresser in The Princess Diaries could de-frizz the tower of curls sprouting from my head. At least it made for a good backdrop for the heart-shaped earrings I had just spent far too much on, considering I was no longer employed. The purse slung over my shoulder was also heart-shaped, because if there’s anything you should know about me, it’s that I never shy away from committing to a theme.

“You’re my cousin,” I scoffed, pleased at how normal my voice sounded after a couple of deep breaths. “Being my friend is in your contract.”

“I’m also a corporate lawyer with plenty of experience in breaking contracts,” she countered. Which, you know. Good point.

I heaved out a sigh. “Fine, fine, I’ll get some work done today. I’m literally walking into a coffee shop as we speak.”

For an iced matcha and a muffin, but she didn’t need to know that.

The walk to the cafe from my apartment was a short one, but I was a sweaty swamp monster when I pushed open the door and joined the line. Luckily, the tiny place was air-conditioned and there was a free table under one of the vents, right next to the speaker that was blasting the latest Lady Cerulean album.

Let me tell you, I snagged that table like it was the last Coca-Cola in the desert. I set down my drink and muffin and pulled a romance novel out of my purse, daydreaming idly about the Duke of Harding. I could practically see him in my mind. He’d be charming and courteous, but with a rakish glint in his eye that promised a wild time. He’d have the kind of smile that made your knees quiver. And forearms—he’d definitely have strong forearms.

I was still rooting in my purse—the heart shape was cute but things tended to get lost in the pointy bottom—when someone jostled my chair so hard, my book flew right off the table.

This was New York, and a crowded coffee shop to boot—getting jostled came with the territory. I wouldn’t have even looked up if the person who’d bumped into me hadn’t leaned over at the same time I did to pick up my book.

He got to it first, and held it out to me. I took it from him, a smile at the ready—which instantly withered when I saw his face.

Milo still wore the button-down shirts and bow ties that I’d always thought made him look adorably like a third grade math teacher. That was one of the first things I noticed. Then, as my gaze raked hungrily over him as if I hadn’t seen him in years instead of just a couple months, I saw dozens of other little things that made my heart squeeze inside my chest.

Like the slightly disheveled hair that I used to love running my fingers through. And the deep tan across the bridge of his nose and the peek of gold-framed glasses in his shirt pocket. That one little freckle right where his eyes crinkled when he laughed. The ink stains on his pale blue cuffs from his collection of fountain pens.

In the months since our breakup, I had almost convinced myself that the next time I saw him, he would be looking haggard and haunted, with dark circles under his eyes and the realization that life without me was meaningless written all over his face. How was it fair that he looked exactly the same as always when I felt like I’d gone through a wringer and come out all twisted and inside out?

“Mariel.” My name popped out of his mouth like he was as surprised as I was.

“Milo, hi. What…” I cleared my throat. “What brings you to the neighborhood?”

“I have a meeting in that building,” he said, gesturing vaguely to the large pane of glass separating us from the sidewalk. Or, I guess, at one of the buildings beyond it.

I didn’t exactly care, because I had just been blinded by the sunshine glinting off his wedding ring, a brief flash of light that felt like a knife to the guts. To my credit, I didn’t hyperventilate. Mostly because I couldn’t quite seem to catch my breath.

“I had a break in between classes,” Milo continued.

“Classes?” I echoed, clutching the paperback for all I was worth.

“I got into the doctoral program at Columbia.”

“Oh, that’s—good for you, congrats.” My smile could not have been more strained if I’d pulled an actual muscle on my cheek.

“I’m actually taking a summer intensive,” he told me, without the slightest trace of awkwardness. “You remember that course on Byzantine aesthetics I used to talk about?”

Vividly. Milo had finished his master’s in Classics the spring before. I couldn’t count the number of times I had listened to him fret over his PhD applications, or geek out over that one course taught by the professor he wanted to TA for.

“Yeah, sure,” I replied, aiming for enthusiastic and falling not just short, but flat on my face. “Oh wow, that’s great that you got in. Love that for you.”

At that point in my life, I had given up on the idea that I could ever be a cool, calm, collected ice queen. Did I have to actually babble, though?

Milo rested a hand on my table. The hand with the wedding ring, because of course it was. “Listen, Mariel, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you.”

That short phrase was all it took for my stomach to begin sinking. I probably would have up and run away if I hadn’t been hemmed in by overly caffeinated people on all sides. I held up a hand so forcefully that if I’d been directing traffic, cars would have been screeching to a halt around me.

Not Milo. You’d think someone that smart would find it impossible to be so completely oblivious to the utter panic flashing on his ex’s face. I didn’t want to hear about him getting married. Or his wife. Or how they were probably living in perfect bliss.

He was earnestly pushing his hair off his forehead and leaning even closer. “I know we didn’t exactly end on a good note, and I know that’s entirely on me.”

Understatement of the millennium, seeing as the reason we were no longer together was because the previous fall, he had pretended to move to Greece to work on a dig when all along he had been in Jersey City with another woman. Not just that—he’d gone radio silent for weeks, ignoring every single one of my texts and calls so that I spiraled so hard that Yaz had to talk me out of booking a flight to Athens because I was convinced that something terrible had happened. Mostly because I wouldn’t have been able to find him if I’d gone, since I didn’t have an address for him—oh, and also, he wasn’t there.

I was no stranger to being ghosted, but what Milo had done was so much worse. He’d made plans for the future, knowing the whole time that he was with someone else. He’d cooked for me and bought me flowers and trekked all over the city helping me find whatever unhinged object my interior designer boss wanted for one of her clients.

He’d made me believe that what we had was real.

Apparently oblivious to all the warning signs flashing over my face, Milo continued, “I could not be more sorry about how things worked out and I’ve been wanting to apologize—”

“Oh, fuck off,” I snapped, barely noticing the flash of motion as about half the people in line at the counter turned to look at us. “You lied to my face every day for weeks about being in Europe. Then you disappeared on me. And when I finally confronted you about it, you chose to tell me that it was my fault you lied in the first place. You kept telling me I took up too much space, just to make me feel small. I’m so done with you.”

“Mariel,” he began, and just the way he said my name, with that air of long-suffering patience, made something in me snap. “You have every right to—”

“No,” I said, scrabbling for my things and starting to stuff them haphazardly into my purse. Even my muffin. Thankfully, I wasn’t so far gone that I tried to do the same thing with my iced matcha but, you know, it was a close call. “You don’t get to make yourself feel like some kind of good guy by shooting your apology all over my face when I was miserable for weeks thanks to you being the worst kind of garbage human. So, yes. Fuck you, fuck your I’m so sorry things didn’t work out, and fuck you ever feeling anything but shitty about the way you treated me.”

My words were met with a round of applause from what felt like everyone in the coffee shop.

I had daydreamed about a moment like this ever since I caught him and his girlfriend—his real girlfriend, which I clearly wasn’t—kissing with their hands linked at the opening of an exhibition on art from Ancient Greece. Which I’d only gone to because I was so desperately worried about Milo that I was seeking out anything that reminded me of him. It had been months of me fantasizing about telling him off to his face the way I hadn’t been able to back then.

And now that it was actually happening, I was horrified to feel the sting of tears behind my eyes.

I was still sitting down, and Milo was standing there next to me looking all solemn and brave and like he expected a medal for letting me yell at him in the middle of a crowded cafe. It was laughable and unfair that I still knew him so well—knew he wasn’t going to push the apology, but he wasn’t going to slink back to his seat, either. He was going to stand there and take whatever I flung at him, all the while feeling virtuous about letting me have my little tantrum.

So I finished shoving things into my bag, not caring that I was mashing the paperback into my muffin. And then I stood, intending to walk out without saying another word.

But I must have scraped back my chair too hard, because it toppled over. Right into the person who’d just started squeezing behind me with two full cup holders balanced on top of each other.

If this had happened in the romcom I was writing, all eight glasses of whipped cream−festooned iced coffee would have splashed all over the woman at the next table, setting off a chain reaction that would end with Milo getting a pie to the face.

Unfortunately, this was real life, and the only one who ended up covered in whipped cream—and coffee—was me.

“Goodbye, Milo,” I said, trying not to let the icy mess dribbling down my cleavage rob me of whatever dignity I had left. “Enjoy summer school.”
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I made a graceful exit, by which I mean that I shot through the warren of tables and chairs like a misfired cannonball, colliding with a pair of kids in tie-dye T-shirts and getting tangled in someone’s dog’s leash at the door.

When my green jelly sandals finally touched the sidewalk, the change in temperature hit me like a gale-force wind—like I needed another punch after what had just happened in there. The desperate need to not be there when Milo came out propelled me the rest of the way down the street.

At least I’d gotten my say. I should have felt triumphant about that, but as I walked back to my apartment all I could think of was the glint of Milo’s wedding ring.

Seeing it had felt like suddenly dropping into an old, forgotten well—the dual shock of what you thought was solid ground unexpectedly opening up beneath you, only for your breath to be snatched again when you hit the cold water. Or maybe it was like becoming a well yourself, one that had once been full and now held no more than a puddle.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t thought of what it would be like to run into him, even though I’d made a point of avoiding the places he used to frequent. I’d carved up Manhattan into little Milo-free zones. And even when I stayed firmly within those boundaries, every once in a while I had moments of feeling my heart squeeze inside my chest as my imagination chased itself over a cliff picturing him coming out of the grocery store I was about to walk into, or hanging out at the Thai restaurant around the corner from my place.

All that effort, only to be blindsided by a metal circle.

I was dripping more than coffee by the time I got back to my shoebox of a studio, conveniently located at the top of five flights of stairs. Leaving my stained dress bunched by the door, I stepped into the shower.

I should just leave the city. It wasn’t like I had anything tying me to New York anymore—not a boyfriend and not a job. I could pretend to write my screenplay from anywhere. Preferably somewhere cheap. Or free, like Yaz’s couch.

The last thing I wanted, though, was to be the source of another fight between Yaz and Amal, who had a lot of opinions about the way I leaned on Yaz for, well, everything. And now that they were only a few months away from getting married and had purchased a couch—not to mention a condo—together, she had a say on who got to sleep on it.

And honestly, I was also sick of the way I couldn’t seem to get my shit together. Things needed to change. I needed to change.

But how, when it felt like the foundations of me were built on fault lines where everyone else got solid ground?

Sighing, I wrapped myself up in a towel and went to find my rattiest pair of pajamas.

I’d met Milo at the absolute lowest point of my dating life. I’d been single for a long time—scratch that. I’d been single always, too flighty to focus on a single hobby, much less one person. But then I moved to New York, and all of a sudden I was alone in a new city and full of doubts about whether I should have stayed in Miami. Tía Nena, Yaz’s mom, had just moved to the DR to open her own restaurant, Yaz and Amal had just gotten engaged, and my own mother was on her sixth or seventh year of Eat Pray Love−ing around the world.

I guess it was no surprise that he had slid in so easily, with his promises and his plans and his bow ties and rumpled hair.

And it wasn’t like things had gotten better since him. Take the date I’d gone on the previous week. This guy I’d matched with on one of the apps asks me out for coffee, right? We meet up at this cute cafe, chat about food and travel and all that fun stuff. He even walks me to the subway to give me a soft, lingering kiss goodbye. A couple of days later, I try to go onto his profile to thank him for a nice time and maybe talk about a second date… only to find out that it had vanished. Because he’d unmatched us. Which, let’s face it, is the most cowardly form of ghosting. And then for it all to have happened again last night, with a different guy?

I was so tired.

Pretty much everyone I’d ever dated ended up ghosting me. Even my mother hopped on the trend when she barely bothered to wait until my eighteenth birthday to peace out and take to the open roads or whatever. Milo doing it too was only the cherry on top of a shitty sundae.

I’d given finding love a good try and it hadn’t worked out, so it was probably time to move on to another pursuit. One that was less soul-sucking and confidence-destroying.

Like screenwriting!

Snorting at my delusional self, I reached into the laundry pile next to my bed and started rooting through scratchy T-shirts and sweatpants with stretched-out waistbands. It wasn’t like I needed something fancy for another afternoon of pizza and YouTube.

I grabbed the shorts I had discarded earlier and looked down at them for a long moment.

“You know what?” I told the shorts. “Fuck this.”

Flinging them aside, I yanked a fresh dress over my head instead and was halfway down the stairs before I could think twice about it. I was done crying over Milo. It was time to pull out one of my Weapons of Mass Distraction. I was going to the movies.

The way I saw it, I had two choices—I could either stay home and wallow, or I could go sit in front of a gigantic screen and consume enough popcorn and M&M’s to make myself forget there was such a thing as feelings.

I could have trekked all the way downtown for the Alamo Drafthouse, but there was no way I was descending into the bowels of the subway in this weather, so the slightly greasy theater in Times Square would have to do. I made my way down to 42nd Street at a surprisingly fast clip, considering that the summer air had turned my blood into pancake syrup.

And here’s the thing. As much as I pretended that I had become yet another unimpressed New Yorker, striding up and down the streets of the city like I didn’t even notice all the amazing sights around me, I had to admit to feeling the teensiest bit of awe whenever I saw Times Square. Yes, it was true, the slow-moving tourists could be annoying. And I hated being stopped every few minutes by people dressed up like Marvel characters and people trying to sell me tickets to comedy shows. But this tiny section of the city was a shot of concentrated energy and color, all flashing lights and Broadway marquees reflecting on skyscraper windows and gleaming cars and sidewalks that literally shimmered.

Maybe it was just that Yaz, theater kid in denial that she was, had made me rewatch the pilot episode of the canceled-too-early series Smash so many times that the image of Katherine McPhee bursting out from the subway and into the glory of Times Square while the music swelled was just engraved in my brain. But more than that…

This was the New York City thousands of people dreamed of. The New York City that had lived in my imagination for years, that shiny place full of well-dressed people where things might go awry every once in a while, but where everything always works out.

Even in the daytime, when the lights were no match for the blazing summer sun, there was something magical about Times Square.

I know, I know. It was deeply uncool of me to be so wide-eyed, especially after having been in the city for a couple years. Especially when it came to movie theaters. The cool ones were all south of Union Square, where there were small cinemas that were managing to stay in business by playing independent films and the classics. You know, the stuff of film buffs’ dreams. I was a blockbuster girlie, though, and the Times Square AMC was good enough for me.

I mean, if nothing else, it beat being parked in front of a DVD by my mom as a kid whenever it was her turn to look after Yaz and me.

Maybe that was why I’d been so quick to tell Grace Hong that I was still writing. After being dumped by Milo and getting fired a couple of months later, I’d needed the kind of comfort that only movies could give me. Just watching wasn’t enough—I needed to live in them, and pull them apart, and refashion the pieces into something that spoke to me. Or spoke for me.

I swallowed back a groan. I didn’t want to think about Milo, and I didn’t want to think about my failed attempt to write a screenplay, either. I wanted two hours’ worth of oblivion, and a lot of snacks.

But as I skirted a little kid throwing a tantrum in the middle of the sidewalk, I couldn’t help but think that maybe there was a reason why I was finding it so hard to write my romcom. How could I expect myself to write convincingly about finding love when the one time I had come close to it had been an utter lie?

I used my sleeve again to wipe beads of sweat off my forehead. Times Square felt like it was more crowded than ever. I caught snatches of conversations as I trudged to the theater, weaving around groups of tourists standing in the middle of the sidewalk, gazing up at the screens, and at a couple of guys who were dancing in what looked like Disney prince costumes.

None of it registered—at least not until I walked past a couple of blonde girls in denim shorts and matching crop tops.

“OMG, that’s Lady Cerulean,” one of them squealed.

“Where? On a billboard?” her friend asked.

“No! There! Right there!”

“Where?” I blurted out, whipping my head back and forth to look around me.

A glimpse of Lady Cerulean was exactly what I needed to turn this shit sandwich of a day around. Her real name was actually Milady Sandoval. I’d read somewhere that she’d originally made up the name Lady Cerulean to post fanfic online and that she kept using it when her music career started popping off so that her fandom friends knew how to find her shows. That was easily ten years ago.

Since then, she’d reached heights of fame that Beyoncé and Taylor Swift could only dream of.

Why would someone that famous hang out in Times Square, you might ask? Well, Lady C lives in the city and she’s known to come up with these elaborate disguises that allow her to roam around, getting inspiration for her songs.

I couldn’t spot anyone who might be her, though. I glanced back at the girl to ask and found her staring intently at me.

“Me?” I yelped, aware that a few of the people around us had come to an abrupt stop and were openly staring. “You think I’m Lady Cerulean?”

“Everyone knows about her disguises,” the girl informed me, eyeing my heart-shaped earrings. Or maybe my hair, which was neither pink nor shaped like a heart, but definitely attention worthy.

“But I’m not even the right body type,” I argued, lowering my—you guessed it—on-theme heart-shaped sunglasses. I’m average height and almost-but-not-quite curvy and Lady C is tall and slim, with a neck like a graceful swan and legs that go on forever. And her butt and hips are definitely more sculpted than mine.

I kept trying to point that out, but none of the tourists seemed to be in the mood to listen to logic. A bunch of them had their phones out and pointed at me, making me wish that my sunglasses were the large, dark kind. And that I had a hat big enough for my hair to fit into.

“That’s a wig, right?” someone said, and I started to back away as two pairs of hands started reaching for my curls.

It was official—today sucked.

Another hand landed on my shoulder. And like, I wasn’t going to panic or anything. Up until then, the whole thing had seemed so funny that I was already mentally adding it to my screenplay. But then another hand brushed the strap of my dress and, well, panic suddenly seemed like a good idea.

I needed to get out of there. The only problem was, the starstruck crowd had surrounded me on all sides—and it was closing in.

If this had been happening in my screenplay, I—

Oh, fuck that.

A burst of fear-spiked adrenaline went through me. “Sorry to disappoint you,” I said, raising my voice in an attempt to project confidence. “But you’ve got the wrong girl, babes. Granted, I’m all starlight and flair and I have talent coming out of my—”

The tourists shifted, their attention momentarily diverted from me, as a Black guy sporting a crown popped out through the crowd and sauntered to where I was standing. In his cream-and-gold suit, he was a dead ringer for Naveen from The Princess and the Frog. “Where are you folks from? You have plans this evening? Hey sir, you look like you appreciate humor—do you have any interest in stand-up comedy?”

A brief murmur of uncertainty rose from the crowd, though a couple of people answered him, looking interested as he began hawking free tickets to a comedy club.

I was still rooted to the spot, half-afraid to make any sudden movements in case it drew the attention of the crowd again. But then the guy tossed a look over his shoulder at me and mouthed, “Go!”

I whirled around, intending to run the hell out of there, and came face-to-face with another guy. One who was dressed in breeches that were molded to his thighs. Under his teal waistcoat, his billowing white shirt covered an appealingly broad chest and shoulders that looked like they had been made for the express purpose of resting your head on them.

My gaze skipped higher, all the way to his eyes. A rich chocolate brown, they were ringed by very dark lashes and pale skin that gleamed in the glow of the billboards around us.

It was him. The Duke of Harding.



My heart stuttered to a stop before restarting like an ancient car engine.

As it roared back to life, I had to take a moment to blink and tell myself that my mind hadn’t conjured up a fictional duke in a moment of distress. Even if the guy standing in front of me was too perfectly handsome to be real.

He flashed a smile at me, as if he could tell what I was thinking. And then he held out his hand.

Let me tell you, I didn’t even hesitate—I put my hand in his and let him pull me through the crowd, both of us bursting into a run as soon as we were clear.

His long legs ate up the sidewalk like Pac-Man eats dots. Not exactly endowed in the leg department myself, I scrambled to keep up. It was like four or five blocks before I noticed that we were still holding hands. And since it wasn’t a romantic thing at all—more like a did we just escape a raving mob and also narrowly avoid getting hit by that car kind of thing—I didn’t bother disentangling my fingers from his until another few blocks were safely behind us.

Promising myself to sign up for a gym membership as soon as I solved my cash-flow issue, I leaned against the hot brick side of a building, hands on my thighs, probably looking like a goldfish that had just made an unwise leap from its bowl as I sucked in breath after breath.

Looking much more composed—and much less sweaty—than me, the guy stood under his own power, looking mildly alarmed at my wheezing.

“You okay there? That was…”

“Unholy,” I supplied through a hard inhale. Finally, I got my shit together enough be able to say, “I look nothing like Lady Cerulean.”

“There is all the starlight and flair, though,” he said, and I let out a breathless laugh.

Away from the crowd, no longer about to succumb to a panic attack, I took a moment to examine him. It wasn’t just the outfit that made him look like he should be on the cover of a romance novel—it was the way his warm brown eyes caught the light, the way he held his mouth like he was on the verge of a smile.

“I know it’s like a sauna out here, but can I thank you with some coffee or something? I mean, unless you have to get back to—” I waved in the general direction of Times Square. “I did interrupt your performance.”

He grimaced. “Yeah, that was my buddy Chase’s idea. He’s the dancer and I’m just… humoring him. To be honest, you probably did us a favor—if it wasn’t for you, I’d probably be getting arrested as we speak for accidentally assaulting someone with my flailing limbs.”

The way he moved told another story. Maybe he didn’t have the tightly controlled grace that had made Prince Naveen look like a panther as he strolled through the crowd, but he knew how to use his body to his advantage.

And that included his face, I noticed when he punctuated his words with a smile that should have been accompanied by a cartoon sparkle in his teeth. “My name’s Dash.”

“Dash and Chase? Cute,” I blurted out. “I’m Mariel.”

I held out my hand for a dorky handshake, and immediately realized what a mistake that was as our fingers met and electricity zinged through me. It wasn’t just leftover panic, either; it was my body alerting me to the fact that Dash was stupid hot. Which was completely unnecessary, because I had eyes that worked. “So, uh, how about that coffee?”

A slow grin broke over his face. “I could never say no to coffee.”

Which, to each his own. Not everyone has to share my opinions about hot bean juice. And I had offered.

I didn’t think I could take another coffee shop that day—luckily, the restaurant down the street from us had a beverages window where Dash could get a Thai iced coffee. Ordering a pink lemonade for myself, I reached into my purse for my phone and came up with a handful of crumbs. Also known as the muffin from earlier, now mashed to oblivion. Just another reason for me to be mad at Milo.

Dash eyed me with obvious amusement as I wiped my hand on my dress and dug back into my cute-but-impractical purse, handing him each item as I pulled it out.

Holding assorted lip glosses and scrunchies in one hand, he shook crumbs off my emotional support paperback and glanced at the clinched couple on the cover. “You like Georgie Hart?”

The Queen of Hearts, as her fandom called her, had been writing Regency romances for, oh, about fifty-eight decades. A slight exaggeration, maybe, though she’d been so prolific that it was easy to believe that her best-selling books had been around forever.

“I like romance novels in general.” My fingers finally came into contact with my phone. Brandishing it triumphantly, I turned back to the bored cashier.

“Me too,” Dash said.

“Really?” I blurted out as I paid. “I don’t think I’ve ever met a guy who was into romance. Not that guys aren’t allowed to be into romance, of course.”

Grabbing our drinks, we strolled away toward a little neighborhood park as Dash started waxing poetic over a Beverly Jenkins he had just finished. It was marginally less hot under the leafy canopy, so we found an empty bench near the dog play area and settled in to watch the pups.

“I haven’t read any Ms. Bev in a while,” I told him. “I’ve been making my way through every Regency ever written.”

“Ambitious,” he said, looking… well, not impressed exactly. More like he didn’t have the heart to tell me just how many Regency romances were out there. “Are you on Fling?”

I had to blink, mostly to make sure that he wasn’t a product of my imagination after all. An incredibly hot guy with excellent taste in books is one thing—one who reads Beverly Jenkins and is on the ultimate app for romance readers? If you’d asked me an hour ago, I’d have said it would be as impossible as encountering the Duke of Harding in person.

He pulled his phone out of a hidden pocket inside his waistcoat and enthusiastically tapped away at the screen until his Fling profile came up.


Dash, he/him/his. Former model, current cosplayer with an art degree that he doesn’t use and a TBR that’ll take two centuries to get through. Powered by oat milk lattes and the search for his own HEA.



“Follow me?” he asked, with all the earnestness of the golden retriever nosing at the ground a few feet away from us.

“Sure thing.” I went into the app and quickly shot off a friend request, which he accepted instantly. His feed was an interesting mix of pictures and videos of himself in various costumes—the one he was currently wearing included—updates on what he was reading, including mini reviews headed by Fling’s signature heart rating system, and boosts of other people’s bookish content.

A vague idea was taking shape in my mind. Sure, the Regency porn thing had been more of an exercise in procrastination than an actual plan. But as I eyed—but did not click on—the OnlyFans link in his profile, the idea became more of a possibility.

Never mind that I’d never written spice before. I’d never really written a screenplay, either, except for that one class in college. But every romance novel and movie I’d ever devoured had begun tumbling through my mind the moment I whirled around to find him in front of me, and as I sat there and imagined him staring earnestly at the camera as a heartfelt declaration tumbled out of those full red lips…

I could see it.

I didn’t say anything, though, not right then. I know, I know—how very unlike me to practice so much restraint. The thing is, even I knew that Regency porn was not exactly the kind of thing you spring on someone within an hour of first meeting.

“So, you have an art degree?” I asked instead, and took a sip of my lemonade.

Dash nodded. “That I use mostly for making costumes. Cosplaying is an art, a science, and my main reason for living.” His lips spread into a grin that would have made my knees quiver if I had been standing. “Well, that and my grandmothers.”

Was he trying to give me palpitations?

“Are they romance readers, too?”

“My grandmothers?” Dash shook his head. “I don’t think either of them has cracked a book since the Eisenhower administration. They’re casino bunnies, actually. They have this group of senior ladies called the Slot Sluts who take a bus up to Atlantic City a couple times a month.”

I cracked up. “They do not. The Slot Sluts?”

Dash looked pleased. “I keep telling them it’d make an excellent name for a romance book club, but alas, I’m the only literate one in the family.”

“Same here. It’s tragic, really—my aunt is an award-winning chef with her own restaurant, and my cousin graduated law school with honors and was instantly scooped up by a corporate firm. Neither of them reads romance novels, though, so you know. It’s a heavy burden on my shoulders.”

It was Dash’s turn to laugh. “Is your family in the city?”

“Miami and the Dominican Republic,” I told him, omitting my mother’s location for the simple reason that I had no idea where she was at any given time. For a couple of weeks last spring, I’d thought that she was finally out of her Eat Pray Love era and was ready to settle down for a season of Under the Tuscan Sun, but Diane Lane she is not. By the time her postcard made its way to me, she had already left Italy and gotten a job teaching English in Seoul. That was a zip code or two ago, though. “I’ve actually only been in New York a little over two years. Just long enough for some light heartbreak.”

I had no idea what possessed me to add that. Dash nodded, though, and extended his long legs as if settling back for a story, his long fingers loosely curled around his coffee.

“We all have at least one of those,” he said. “It’s a rite of passage for anyone who moves here. Finding a decent apartment and finding love—that’s how you know you’ve made it in New York.”

“I’m not doing too badly on the apartment front. My first year, I had four roommates and a roach infestation. Now I’m in a fifth-floor walk-up and I can touch my stove while lying in bed, but at least I don’t have to share a bathroom.”

I did, however, spend a nauseatingly huge chunk of my salary on rent. You know, back when I had a salary. I spent a moment trying not to hyperventilate. I mean, it’s not like anyone my age has any savings anyway. And I know I’m not the only one putting groceries on her credit card.

“Not having to share a bathroom is the number one sign that you’ve made it in New York,” Dash said solemnly. “Liza Minnelli would be proud of you.”

“I might have to make that into a T-shirt.”

He dipped his head an inch or two, then lifted it in a way that made his hair flip. “Let me put my art degree to good use and make it for you.”

There was a curl to his smile and a sparkle in his brown eyes that made my brain want to short-circuit, the way my heart had done earlier.

Not this guy flirting with me.

The second half of his sentence was still hanging in the air, though I didn’t plan on answering. Finding love… the closest thing I’d found was a coffee stain on my favorite dress, and I would have rather gone back to Times Square than expose my latest romantic disaster to someone who looked like the younger brother of a Greek god.

I cleared my throat. “As someone who wasn’t brave enough to major in something creative, I’m deeply curious. What was your focus?”

“Visual Merchandising. I wanted to design retail windows and displays.”

“No way, that sounds amazing.”

There was an air of bashfulness to the smile he gave me. “I thought so. I never did end up working as a designer, though. I’d been modeling since middle school, and it seemed like a good way to graduate from college without too much debt, so I kept at it. And then I started going on auditions and that kind of took over my life for a while. That didn’t really work out, but I found cosplaying and that’s way more enjoyable than putting myself through the audition process.”

I nodded. “Yeah, it seems really grueling.”

“It’s definitely not for everyone.” He took another sip of his iced coffee. “These days, I mostly pay the bills thanks to OnlyFans. I’ve never fully let go of the idea of going back to design, but it’s been six years now. Maybe it’s too late.”

“I don’t believe that,” I said firmly. “If it’s something you really love, then it’s always worth pursuing.”

“I guess I just feel like I’d have that kind of thing figured out by now. I mean, I’m turning thirty in less than two years.”

“Dash, you’re talking to the reigning queen of Doesn’t Have Anything Figured Out Yet Land. I’m twenty-six, unemployed as of three weeks ago, and desperately trying to convince myself that I can write a screenplay and sell it before my savings run out. Which, spoiler alert, will happen in a couple months if my landlord keeps insisting that I pay him rent, the unreasonable bastard.”

That was kind of a lot to lay on someone I’d just met, but Dash just nodded. “Do you have a plan in case the screenplay thing takes longer than two months?”

“Kind of.” I let my gaze skip from Dash’s face to the schnauzer puppies chewing on their leashes as I tried to decide how much to tell him. The debate lasted all of two seconds—the only thing I have more of than starlight and flair is impulsivity. “At the risk of making you run away, screaming… I kind of had this idea. It’s a little out there and very impractical, but it might be doable?”

“If it has anything to do with Liza Minnelli…”

I shook my head, smiling. And here’s the thing—I may not be the smartest person in the room, or the most driven, or the most likely to succeed at, well, anything. But one thing I do have is a master’s degree in smooth talking. So even though I didn’t have anything prepared—and even though it had been all of a couple of hours since the Duke of Harding had popped into my head—I launched into a pitch that I was pretty sure would have gotten me a meeting with a studio if I’d been in Hollywood, modifying my original idea as I went.

“Cosplaying as a Regency duke to make videos for social media,” he repeated. “It’s so simple and yet so brilliant. I can’t believe no one’s ever thought of it.”

“I’d just be writing the scripts, of course. I’d need to find someone to collaborate with to make everything happen. But I’m not wrong, right? If done properly, it could actually be pretty profitable.”

“If done properly, you could have a whole phenomenon on your hands. I mean, think of the possibilities. What I eat in a day as a cynical duke who refuses to fall in love with the penniless beauty he married out of convenience.”

“Get ready with me to tell the wallflower I love her,” I shot back, instantly caught up in the glow of creating with someone else.

“Day in the life of a reformed rake who’s starting to develop feelings for the spunky governess taking care of his ward.”

“Storytime: I married an heiress in order to save my failing estate and I just realized I’m incredibly attracted to her.”

I could have kept going for hours, but Dash’s phone buzzed with a text. He glanced down at it, then said, “Chase is asking if we got away okay. And if we’re hungry.”

“Tell him I’m always hungry. And that I’m treating you guys for helping me escape with all my limbs intact.”

The three of us ended up at a dive bar on Tenth where the menu was mostly limited to wings and fries, but the three-dollar beer more than made up for it. If Dash was as earnest as a golden retriever, Chase made the word cocky come to life as he flirted with all the bartenders and scored us free shots.

At one point, a Lady Cerulean song came on the speakers and the three of us grinned at each other like we were sharing an inside joke. The giddy fizz of it shot through me, intensifying when Dash helped me down from the barstool and tugged me to where Chase was already dancing, his body undulating to the pulsing rhythm.

Dash’s gaze lingered on mine even after he had let go of my hand, and he looked so serious that I had to hip check him. For whatever reason, that cracked us both up—and then we burst out laughing again when we realized that Chase was so absorbed in making eyes at the bartender that he had no idea what had just happened.

It was one of those moments. You know, the shimmering ones that are destined to become a memory so full of light, you’ll never remember how dim it really was inside that dive bar.
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“You better be writing.”

I tapped on the speakerphone icon as I tried to negotiate my wristlet, my apartment keys, bag of cookies, and the pink lemonade I was holding. “Hey, Yaz.”

Kicking the door closed, I dropped everything but the drink and cookies on the kitchen counter, which was so close to the door that the latter didn’t open all the way—kind of annoying the handful of times I had actually tried to cook, but a handy drop-off station for all the takeout I usually had instead of turning on the two-burner stove.

“I don’t hear any typing,” Yaz said. That girl was going to take the courtrooms by storm when she was finally allowed to first-chair a case. Not that corporate lawyers went to court, as far as I knew—my understanding of the profession had been shaped more by binging hours of courtroom dramas than by Yaz’s infrequent explanations about what she did at work. “What else could you possibly be doing?”

“Oh, you know, just working on a little self-sabotage, no big deal.”

“Mariel.” I would have been able to hear her groan even without the benefit of a phone connection. “What exactly is the plan here? I’m running out of encouraging pep talks and sage elder cousin advice.”

Snagging the cookies, I toed off my sandals and curled up against the fringed pillow wedged in the corner between my bed and the wall. I’d spent most of that morning trying to write—then filling out job applications in a haze of panic when I realized how not productive my writing session had been. “Can you order some more? In bulk, preferably. I’m nowhere near close to being done making mistakes.”

“Mistakes are one thing. Doing everything you can to not write your screenplay after you quit your good-paying job to—”

“I didn’t,” I blurted out, and immediately bit my lip.

Sure, I’d been feeling guilty about lying to Yaz about what had really gone down with work. Sure, I’d tried to assuage that guilt by promising myself that I would tell her soon. But in that context, soon meant when my screenplay was a reality and wildly successful and able to be used as proof that I wasn’t a flighty screwup. Soon didn’t mean right this second.

Miserably, I crunched on a cookie.

“Didn’t what?” she asked. “Procrastinate?”

“Quit my job. I got fired.” My foot started to jiggle up and down, more a product of my nerves than of all the sugar I was shoveling in. “You know I was asked to take the lead on the brownstone renovation? Which ended up being like a week before I found out that Milo was lying to me?”

“Mariel,” Yaz said heavily.

Elaine, my boss and the proprietor of the interior design firm I used to work for, was always saying that in interior design, project management was less than half the job
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