By Faygie Levy

HE PATH T0 publication and friendship of
~ three rising romance stars owes a bit to
chance, a bit to hard work and a bit to

Stanford University.

The story goes back some years to when
college freshman Bella Andre met Jami Alden. The
girls were in the same dorm, and Bella was awed by
Jami’s bookshelf filled with romance novels.

“That’s all my mom ever read, so that’s all I ever
read,” says Andre. “So to me me someone else into
romance novels was like, wow!”

But college ended and the women went their sepa-
rate ways, not knowing that their paths, and those of
fellow Stanford alum Monica McCarty, who was toil-
ing away at the university’s law school while Alden
and Andre were getting their undergraduate degrees,
would cross again some years later.

“I'had called into this morning radio show, and
[Bella] heard me on the radio and called me and left a
message on my voice mail,” recalls Alden. “So I called her back.
Turns out we were both working on romance novels.”

“We talked for two hours that day and have been pretty
much inseparable ever since,” adds Andre. The two then began
exchanging their writing and critiquing each other’s work.

McCarty joined the duo after getting acquainted at a meeting
of the San Francisco chapter of Romance Writers of America.

“It was one of my first RWA meetings, [ was a total newbie,
knowing nobody and feeling very lonely,” says McCarty. “And
this woman comes up to me and says hi. It was Bella, and she
asked me some question.”

Andre recalls that it was a “dumb question” about her
favorite authors, but it led to a chat between the three of
them where the talk eventually turned to critiquing.

“Jami and I had been critiquing each other’s stuff very
heavy-handedly, and Monica was looking for a critique group,”
explains Andre. “We [said] sure send us your stuff. ... We were
very impressed with what she gave us.”

McCarty was equally as pleased and impressed by
their work, and quickly the women banded together to
make their stories shine. They started out by line-editing
each others’ work but quickly grew to giving advice on
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characters, romantic buildup in the plots and story arcs.

Their collaboration was the key to their success. Within a short
amount of time, the first of the trio sold. Andre’s first books —
one with Pocket, one with Ellora’s Cave — were bought in 2004.

“Within a year, Jami sold, and within 2 month of that, I sold.
[ was on my way to Bella’s first book signing when I got the
call,” says McCarty. “We’ve had all these neat synchronicities
that have happened along the way.”

“I think we all started in the same place and have come up
[in the publishing ranks] at the same pace,” says Alden. “It
seems like every time something good happens to one of us,
it happens to the other. We joke, ‘Now it’s your turn.” ”

Now they’re all branching out with new books and new series.

First up is McCarty. The married mother of two (ages 11 and
9) has a new back-to-back historical trilogy out starting this
month with Highland Warrior (Ballantine). “I'm using
secondary characters from the first series,” says the author.
“The Campbells are the bad boys of the Highlands and I wanted
to write about them. I'm really excited about it.”

Next up with a new novel is Alden, who is also married with
two children (ages 1% and 3%%), and always knew she wanted
to be a romance writer.



