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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			[image: ]

			We hope you are all warmed up for our next issue of Heart’s Kiss. Leading into our holiday offering, the last issue in our first year as editors of this magazine—Wow, what a year!—Tina and I discussed our wish to represent different types of festive occasions, because not everyone celebrates the end of an often hectic but successful year the same way with their family. While some people enjoy a beautiful white Christmas akin to the ones you witness in your favorite Hallmark movies, others celebrate a Christmas Day in singlet tops and shorts on the other side of the world, sweating off a year’s worth of food indulgences while they roast way too many meats in the outside weber (cooker) in 109 degree heat. Others do not celebrate Christmas at all.

			So for Issue 12, we’re delighted that Debra Jess decided to write us a story, “Shaped by You”, that focuses on finding love during a Jewish holiday season. Tina Gower also delights us with her pagan and paranormal offering, “The Lipski Partner Axiom”—jackals and gremlins and angels, oh my!—where her romantic leads celebrate Yule, finding love during their attempts to foil a crime.

			The author we’re featuring this issue is the amazing Susan Donovan, whose novella was so flawless Tina and I were hard pressed to find anything to edit, except to say it was amazing, and invoked all the right feels. It depicts a British immigrant’s journey through loneliness and unintentional fumbles in the lead up to Christmas, as she falls in love with a man in uniform and discovers the family she was missing. We also interviewed Susan about her writing process and how her life as influenced her writing. It’s an equally fascinating read.

			For something different, Gracie Wilson’s story, “Song of the Brave”, takes place on New Year’s Eve, a holiday where people celebrate the year just gone, and the promise of the year to come—and to more importantly gather the courage to kiss the one they love when the clock strikes twelve. Or if you are wanting a good swoon, bestseller Anthea Lawson will take you back in time to deliver us love in Victorian times.

			Once you are done with the fiction, this issue’s non-fiction section includes more recommended reads by C.S. DeAvilla, a discussion on different holiday traditions and tropes in Julie Pitzel’s regular “You Read That?” column and the recipe for a Chocolate Ganache Cake by our personal temptress, Andrea Abedi, that will make you fall in love with her.

			And last, but definitely not least, we have an exciting update written by Christine Feehan, the queen of paranormal fiction, telling us about an exciting development in her Carpathian Series. You will not want to miss out on that. (How many of you are now flipping to the back of the issue to read it? Wait—I’ve got more to tell you!)

			Maybe you will heat up some eggnog, skewer marshmallows on a hardy stick or fire pocker, and plant yourself in the front of the fire in your warmest sweater and eighties-inspired legwarmers to read the holiday issue of Heart’s Kiss on your e-reader. Or, perhaps you slip on your bathers (Aussie for swimsuit), grab some fish and chips, and head to your local beach to devour the print copy of the magazine as you recline in your beach-chair, beer in hand.

			However you are spending your end-of-year holidays, we hope the contents of this issue warm you up in all the right ways. I could just wish you all a Happy Holidays, but that seems to be cheating, somehow. So I wish you all a loving Christmas, Hannukah, Kwanzaa or New Year's—or Christmahannukwanzear for short. We hope your holidays are filled with family and amazing food, and most importantly, love.




			


Publisher’s Weekly calls Susan Donovan’s novels “the perfect blend of romance and women’s fiction.” Susan is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of twenty-eight novels and novellas, including the Bayberry Island Series, The San Francisco Dog Walker series, and the Bigler, North Carolina series. Her novels have won awards and accolades for their humor, characterization, and sexual tension—“brain candy for smart women,” as she calls it—and have been translated into dozens of languages. Susan is a former newspaper journalist with degrees from Northwestern University’s Medill School of Journalism. She lives in New Mexico with her family and assorted dogs.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS SUSAN DONOVAN

			by Lezli Robyn

			It was my pleasure to call Susan, at her New Mexico home, for a fascinating interview about the romance field. She was just as warm, delightful and funny as her books are and very insightful on what it takes to be a romance writer. Meeting her at the RWA conference in Denver this year was a highlight for both Tina and I and I cannot wait for you to read the novella she wrote for us in this issue.

			Lezli Robyn: Hello, this is Lezli—how are you?

			Susan Donovan: Hello, Lezli. I’m good! How are you?

			LR: Wonderful, now that we have connected. As I warn everyone, you’ll have to get used to an Aussie accent. *laughs*

			SD: *laughs* I think I can handle it. It’s lovely.

			LR: Thank you. I often forget I have it, until people ask, “What did you say?” and I realize I must sound completely different.

			SD: Well, I just got back from a week in west Texas, so let me just say that your Australian accent is—shall I say it again?—lovely.

			LR: *laughs* I’m glad we could find time to talk today!

			SD: Yes! I will admit, I’m a little worn out—I’ve had a busy few months. My daughter graduated from college, I had a play that was put on in New York, I have been travelling a lot, and I had to teach last week. And I have also been on deadline, with not only my writing projects, but the full-time job I have. *laughs*

			LR: So, not much to do, then?

			SD: No. *chuckles* Slightly insane, the last few months.

			LR: I sympathize, as an assistant publisher working on many books, an editor of a magazine, and then trying to also find time to pen my own words.

			SD: Wow, you are plugged in.

			LR: Okay, we always ask one question of all of our authors, and we’ve had the best reaction. If you could pick one female heroine out of one of your novels, and a male hero out of another of your novels, that you would think could make a great couple, who would you pick?

			SD: Ohmigosh!

			LR: I know. *laughs* The mind boggles.

			SD: I need to think about that. That is very difficult to answer. I’ll get back to you.

			LR: Got it. I will ask you again later on in the interview.

			I read on your website that you started writing when you were looking after your kids. But before that you already had an amazing career. What made you switch from a business career to one of the arts?

			SD: Well, I think that I have always had dual goals—for my career. I always wanted to write fiction. I always wanted to be a novelist. But I also had a practical side, and so I studied journalism in my university and I focused on working in hardcore news. And—I loved it. It taught me a lot of respect for deadlines and accuracy.

			LR: And research.

			SD: Yes. And talking to people. I’ve certainly used my interviewing skills from journalism in fiction writing, when I prepare for novels.

			But I have always wanted to be a novelist. When I was really young, I figured that by the time I turned forty I would have my first novel written. Then one day I woke up and I realized I was thirty-nine.

			LR: So you started writing.

			SD: Yes. I gave myself one year to sell a novel.

			You know, I feel fortunate, in my life, to have had a variety of careers. But my heart has always been in fiction.

			LR: Beautiful. Did you always think of writing with the intention of doing romance?

			SD: Yes. I did. But…I will confess…I had never read a romance novel, when I decided I wanted to write them. *sounds sheepish*

			LR: *laughs* Oh, that is a pearler. [Aussie slang, roughly translating to “That is priceless.”]

			SD: I had never read a single romance in my life. I gave myself a year and I decided to do some research. I had decided to discover what were the best opportunities for me at that time. What were the chances of getting published in all the different genres? And then I had to decide…what would I want to write?

			What I discovered, when I was looking at horror, mystery, police procedural, suspense, fantasy and sci-fi, was that romance was everything. If you wrote anything, set anywhere, at any time, in any circumstance, as long as there was a committed relationship at the core of the story, it was romance. And that really appealed to me.

			LR: Oh, fascinating.

			SD: Yes. And especially when I started, there was very little focus on branding, and having every book feel be familiar to the reader. So I was attracted to the concept that I could write all kinds of books.

			But, I did fall into a comfortable place for me, which was writing a contemporary romance with comedy elements, suspense elements and also emotional impact. That is what my brand became.

			And I was very fortunate in the beginning to read other authors first, while I was deciding, and I realized I could just be myself.

			LR: That is an important realization.

			SD: Yes. I gave myself permission to write the way I wanted to write.

			LR: And you could see examples of other authors’ novel branding. And you realized through reading those examples what was and was not your voice.

			SD: Yes. And I also realized the restrictions that I assumed existed—because I had not read romance *laughs*—just didn’t exist. There was the same kind of irreverent humor I have in some of the authors I read, and I was relieved. I could just be myself. And once I settled into that idea, I started selling books, and I never stopped.

			LR: I do have to ask the question, since you referenced it earlier. Was there a guideline that said it was possible to do everything in one year? Because when I read that I was amazed.

			SD: Well, in one year I wrote three novels.

			LR: Oh, that is impressive. I know there are amazing writers like you that can sell really quick. But what I meant was that you said that from start-to-finish you wanted to sell your first book within a year.

			SD: Right. I gave myself a year. When I got the call from St. Martin’s Press, it was about two weeks after the deadline I gave myself had passed—but I forgave myself.

			LR: I would too. *laughs*

			SD: But, you see, the thing with me was that I had little kids and I worked part time and I was also married. My husband said, “We can only afford for you not to be working for one year.” So, that was my guideline.

			And so, basically, I was a woman possessed. I was on a mission; I could not stop writing. I always liken it to someone popping the cork on a wine bottle. I had permission to write and then it just all came out.

			I got a lot of work done in that year. And I got an agent. I got an editor, and then a publisher. And I had my first contract signed by July of 2001.

			LR: It probably took longer for your first book to come out after you sold it, then it took for you to write and sell it.

			SD: Oh, yes, absolutely. That is the very slow pace of New York publishing.

			LR: If you read your first book now, do you think you have changed your writing process, from start to finish? Or do you think your brand has changed over the years?

			SD: We’re talking about nearly eighteen years. Nobody is the same after eighteen years. Especially with all the major life catastrophes I have lived through since then. Life changes you—and that’s not a bad thing.

			But I do think that there are elements to my writing that are still the same. My dialogue, the rhythm to my dialogue, my sense of humor, my ability to see things a little skewed, my fondness for quirky characters—those elements stay the same, even if the plots, settings and characters change between each book.

			LR: I would agree with this based on your fiction I have read. You have a clear “feel” to your books.

			SD: Mmm-hmmm. I also think my writing has deepened a lot, and I think it has also mellowed a little. I’m not pushing too hard for the slapstick or the physical comedy. Every once in the awhile it’s there, but it’s taken a back seat to sly sense of humor and a psychological humor between characters.

			All my books have always been character driven, and that has never changed.

			LR: That is my focus as a writer, too. That is what has always appealed to me as a writer and reader.

			Do you have a book that created the most impact on you as a writer? Whether it was the writing of it, or how successful it was when it sold?

			SD: I would say it would have to be The Girl Most Likely To…, which came out in—I believe—2009. It was my first New York Times bestseller. It was also the first book I wrote in entirety after I walked out on my marriage. So it was a) very difficult to write a romantic comedy when that was happening, and b) I had so many things pulling me in other directions in my life, including needing to get another job during the transition time, that it took me longer to write.

			I also felt that I crossed some sort of milestone with that book, in that the subject matter was a little bit more intense. And the characters were extremely hurt. They were damaged.

			LR: They were coming from a place of hurt, like you were.

			SD: Yes, exactly. But, I also managed to get some comedy in there. There was a happy ending, but it was a very emotional book to complete. That was a very big change for me.

			Also, I have to say in 2012-2016 my Bayberry Island Series was a little different too, because that was the first fiction I wrote after my illness. It was very interesting, because I was scared. I was scared because I was told I might have profound brain damage from my illness. And so I had to prove to myself that I could still think and write and create a story.

			LR: The creative mechanics of putting a book together.

			SD: Yes. But I had come across this great idea and it was fun. It helped bring me back to life. Seriously, I mean that. It helped reacquaint myself with…myself. *laughs*

			LR: That is amazing. I’m so glad you are still here.

			What is your preference regarding standalones versus series?

			SD: Ah, well, the publisher has a preference. The publisher prefers a series. It hooks a reader and they will come back and read you next book, and your next, if you do it right.

			As an author. I do not know. I’ve gotten a lot of joy out of writing a series, because these people become like family to me. You live with them for four or five years. You have to put in a lot of work up front, and do a lot of planning, but then that place and those people become very comfortable and familiar. You can return to them again and again, and you also can see character arcs that extend all the way across the entire series.

			LR: I find that as a reader I love that too; I’m very family oriented. I love seeing the characters that were secondary characters in the last book, maybe damaged or alone, then you get to see them get their partners in “their” book, and then you get to see them living their happily-ever-afters as secondary characters in future books.

			SD: Another thing that is fun about a series, especially Bayberry Island, is I had an opportunity to develop a theme across all the books. I didn’t have to wrap things up or explain everything by the end of the series, although each book had their own ending. This series had an element of magical realism to it, and it allowed the reader to make the decision—whether they believed the mermaid had some magical power, or whether they believed the magical power was generated by the humans involved. I could string it along…

			LR: …and make it more magical. You’re building upon your previous creations.

			SD: Yes. Yes, absolutely.

			On the other hand, I love that thrill of starting over. New place, new people. New problem. New sense of humor. New Stakes. Everything. And since my books are character driven, I find delight in coming up with two new characters, and then I can create a whole new world on top of that—it’s a lot of fun.

			LR: Do you think the industry has changed since you started?

			SD: Ha!

			LR: I heard that! *laughs*

			SD: The answer would be—as soon as I stop snorting with laughter—yes. *laughs*

			LR: The biggest change would be ebooks.

			SD: Yes, because the influx of ebooks means a lot more writers, which makes it a lot harder to make a living.

			I took a hiatus from the romance community, after my illness. It took me many years to get back to a place where I was even comfortable to go to public events. Now I’ve got mobility back and I feel less self-conscious and I have more energy. It just took me forever to get bounce back; it really did.

			When that happened, I fell out of sync with my readers. Books that were supposed to be turned in as part of a series, didn’t get written until four years later. But there was nothing that could be done. I had to find a way to survive and get my life back.

			When I came back to the field, so much had changed. You have to keep the books coming.

			LR: That must have been hard.

			SD: Yes, but I am back and I have reestablished connections with other romance authors. I have gotten back into meetings, and I am enjoying it. I even just recently had a book come out: Breathless. It got a starred review from Publishers’ Weekly, which is not all that common for romance. It’s the sequel in the Courtesan Series, written with Celeste Bradley.

			LR: Congratulations. That is amazing!

			SD: Thank you! It took me a long time, but I’m back in the swing. I am still writing romance, but I am also looking at other avenues for income as an author—like everyone else is. I have a writer that I work with, who is TV screenwriter—experienced—and we are writing romance stories for Hallmark and other networks. We’re pitching to different people and I’m really enjoying that. I’m learning about teleplays, and I’m learning about story structure in other formats other than novels. I’m learning a lot.

			LR: It definitely pays to be a multi-medium writer.

			Have you put some thought into the “Which two characters from different books would you put together?” question I asked you earlier?

			SD: Ahhh—okay. So…

			LR: *laughs*

			SD: First of all, I am going to tell you why it is so hard to answer that. *laughs* And I’m sure other authors have made this excuse: When you create characters in a romance novel, you make them for each other. For example, in all of my books, my job as a romance author is to make the reader believe that their love matters more than anything else in the world and that they are meant for each other. There is a sense of destiny, A sense of puzzle pieces fitting together without any gaps.

			Because I start there—designing the hero and the heroine to be with each other, and then creating the book around them—I don’t know if I can take a character from one book and another book and put them easily together.

			Let me tell you this, though. I know I have characters I could put together where the sparks would fly. *laughs*

			LR: But they might not be a perfect fit.

			SD: Right. Definitely the sparks would fly. I could put a bunch of characters together from separate book and it could be hot hot hot! And funny—and even steamy. But I don’t know if I can convince a reader that they had a long term committed promise of happiness. I just don’t know.

			LR: Well, that is fair enough. And that is a definite answer. *laughs*

			SD: Ha! Glad I could oblige!

			LR: I wanted to ask you about the retreat you offer…. Where do you live?

			SD: I live in Placitas, New Mexico. It’s in between Santa Fe and Albuquerque. It’s close enough to both so that I can ride in for anything I might want to go to: concerts, plays, really good restaurants. But it is also far enough out that it is peaceful and quiet.

			I have no neighbors. I have a straight view of the mountains; no buildings in the way. I’m very very lucky. I love it.

			LR: It looks very beautiful from the photos.

			SD: Yes. Thank you.

			I offer retreats for writers. There are many different ways they can take advantage of what I’m offering. They can come here and stay, opting to not get any coaching or editing suggestions. If they just want to hide, they can finish their manuscript in peace.

			LR: That sounds like heaven.

			SD: Many of us writers, in the years, have gone to a hotel to isolate ourselves in order to make a deadline.

			LR: Yes, I’ve done that myself. *laughs*

			SD: You can do that here. And it’s beautiful and quiet and peaceful and comfortable. I’ve designed the guest house to accommodate a writer. That is what it was specifically built for.

			You can also come and get a full week of author coaching from me, in addition to the time and space to write. I have had all type of clients: I’ve had literary, romance, mystery, sci-fi, YA, or steampunk writers. Everybody comes with something different they need. One person might need to plot an entire book—from ground zero. Another person might need to know how to link together twenty-five short stories they have written in the same universe and create a single novel. Some people need to simply be edited; they need someone to look at their manuscript and tell them what is not working. So many of us can work out that something is not working, but not exactly what it is.

			LR: Sometimes you are too close to the project.

			SD: Yes. I will take the manuscript. I will dissect it. I will tell them: “Your conflict is weak.” “Your motivation is not there.” “Your character is inconsistent.”

			I will tailor my coaching to what is needed.

			LR: The options are amazing. I thought the minimal price jump between the second tier level and the third tier level does not give you enough money considering the hours of coaching you offer has doubled. It’s a great deal for authors.

			SD: I know. I’m trying to make it affordable for writers. There are so many retreats where you go with fourteen other writers, and there is one author coaching them all. Most of the coaching time is shared and you only get one hour of private coaching during the entire trip—or one private meal—and it’s five thousand dollars! It’s crazy.

			LR: Exactly.

			SD: It can be as little or as much as you want to pay. I have had clients come here and they’ve taken advantage of every option available. They have a private chef. A massage therapist each day.

			LR: So the authors make use of their visit as a personal retreat as well as a writing coaching session.

			SD: Definitely. It can be very rewarding. Most will leave feeling more confident and rested, with a completed manuscript or much needed direction on how to complete their manuscript.

			LR: That sounds amazing.

			Thank you very much for doing this interview! And for writing a wonderful novella for our holiday issue

			SD: Oh, absolutely! Take care of yourself.

			Copyright © 2018 by Lezli Robyn.

			


A PARTRIDGE IN THE AU PAIR’S TREE

			by Susan Donovan

			CHAPTER ONE

			Noelle Clarke tucked her chin into her pea coat and waved goodbye to the occupants of the Range Rover. “Safe travels! Have a smashing time!”

			The passenger window lowered, revealing a perfectly coiffed blond head, an unnaturally smooth forehead, and a pair of dubious blue eyes, all of which belonged to Noelle’s employer, Pru DiPaolo. “Take the Lexus if you have to run an errand, Noelle. It has four-wheel drive and the tank is full.”

			“Tell her not to drive the Tesla.”

			Pru rolled her eyes and snapped at her husband. “Did you not hear what I just said, Steve? I told her to take the Lexus.”

			“Fine.”

			Pru turned her attention to Noelle again as the car backed out to the private cul-de-sac. “Make sure Siggy gets his antacid medicine at least a half hour before he has breakfast. He’ll throw up if you cut it too close.”

			This is breaking news? “Of course, Mrs. DiPaolo.”

			“Oh, and he’ll need his heartworm medication soon.”

			“Absolutely. It’s on the calendar.”

			The car was at the end of the drive now and Pru began to shout. “You’re sure you understand the new security system?”

			“Everything will be fine. Don’t worry. Have a lovely holiday.”

			Pru’s brows arched with doubt—well, as much as the Botox would allow—then she eyed Noelle up and down, passing judgment on her appearance, no doubt, subtracting points for the worn trainers, lack of makeup, and messy ponytail. “Call if there’s an issue.” The window rolled up, and seconds later, the luxury SUV turned down the street and out of sight.

			Only then did Noelle release the breath she’d been holding. She raised her eyes to the gunmetal-gray sky as a smile slipped over her face. “Happy bloody American Christmas to me.”

			Taking care not to slip on the rutted ice, Noelle trudged up the drive. She made her way through the cavernous garage of the DiPaolo’s suburban Chicago manse and entered the mud room. Noelle walked right past the boot bench and storage cubbies. She ignored the closet for the rubbers, footballs, hockey skates, and ballet shoes. She paid no mind to the butler’s pantry, where she would find the chunky peanut butter preferred by Grayson and the frosted biscuits Phoebe ate by the boxful. With a defiant sniff, Noelle walked right past the dry-erase board featuring the family’s planning calendar of sporting events, dance recitals, and social events.

			For the next fortnight, she was officially, gloriously—blessedly—off the clock.

			Noelle tossed her coat on a kitchen island stool—didn’t even hang it up—and kicked off her snow boots. She made a beeline for the wine cabinet, snagging the 2000 Chateau Gruaud-Larose St. Julien that she’d long had her eye upon, then grabbed a corkscrew and goblet. As she crossed the marble mosaic of the foyer to the grand staircase, she wondered, Is it pathetic that all I wish to do is hide in my room, my only company a bottle of wine and a flat-screen TV?

			“Bloody hell not. Quite right, Siggy?” The dog galumphed up the grand staircase by her side. “And anyone who disapproves can just bugger off.” She made her way down the long hallway until she reached her suite. “Ha! That’s another bonus—I can curse like a dockworker all day and night if I wish, eh Sig?”

			She placed the wine on the bed stand. “Yes, world. It’s me—Noelle, the naughty nanny!” With a laugh, she flopped down on top of her duvet and fluffed the matching European pillow shams for the perfect telly-watching angle.

			Pru didn’t like that word “nanny”, of course. She preferred the term au pair, claiming it had a whiff of exclusivity to it. Noelle couldn’t disagree, since nothing said “elite” like hiring an utter stranger to take care of one’s children.

			She poured herself a bit of the ruby-red Bordeaux and began clicking away on the remote control. She waited. And waited. How odd…

			Here she was, all alone. No one hounded her, and nothing absolutely had to be done. The house was quiet as a cloister. So why couldn’t she relax, dammit? Maybe it would take a few days to wind down.

			Serving as sherpa for the overscheduled and underdisciplined DiPaolo offspring had been exhausting, to say the least. The months had whipped along in a blur of organized sports, after-school activities, science fair projects, and temper tantrums. Time off had been rare, and Noelle often found herself too depleted to enjoy what little freedom she’d earned. She was the DiPaolo’s first nanny, and Grayson and Phoebe were Noelle’s first attempt at nannying. The learning curve had been steep for everyone involved.

			She sipped and channel surfed, settling on an episode of Public Television’s Sherlock that she’d seen at least six times.

			Noelle raised her glass to Benedict Cumberbatch, the most pleasing incarnation of the Scotland Yard freelancer the world had ever known. He’d been her man-port in the storm these last months. The sound of his velvety British voice had transitioned her from unpleasant reality to pleasant dreams on many a night. So who cared if she’d practically memorized the dialogue from this episode?

			“Here’s to us, Benny, you sex muffin.” Noelle toasted his high-definition image. “Alone at last, luv.”

			“Brruuhhf! Gack! Gwuuhk!”

			Perhaps she’d been too quick to celebrate. The source of the dreadful sound stood hunched over in the doorway. Siegfried, the DiPaolo’s daft Goldendoodle, was presently hacking up a plastic object, likely another low-hanging bauble from the Christmas tree. She closed her eyes, remembering the conversation she’d had with her employer a week ago.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to join us? It’s not too late to change your mind.” Pru DiPaolo had tilted her head and frowned—as much as the Botox would permit. “The chalet is a short snowmobile ride to the lifts. You’d love Aspen. The scenery is stunning, and the vibe is very chic. There’s a large contingent of tourists from across the pond, as you Brits like to say.”

			No, we Brits do not like to say that. Noelle was from the working-class Wembley neighborhood of London, and not once in her twenty-six years had she heard that expression, and even if she had, she was not stupid enough to take the bait. Noelle knew her employer was serving up another big porky with the promise of all that stunning chic-ness. If Noelle agreed to go along on this family holiday, she wouldn’t see the inside of a snowmobile or ski lift unless she was wrangling the children. The trip would be nothing but a repeat of the summer’s South Carolina beach holiday, only colder.

			“I do appreciate your offer, Mrs. DiPaolo, but I’m quite sure I’d like to stay.” Noelle had smiled politely “I can look after Siggy, the dear boy, so he won’t have to go to the kennel. And besides, I don’t know how to ski.”

			Pru had narrowed her gaze—as much as the Botox would permit. “But what will you do all by yourself for two weeks?”

			Noelle had somehow managed not to laugh as images of napping, sleeping, and more napping formed in her mind. “Oh, just read a bit and catch up on e-mails to friends,” she’d said. “Maybe I’ll take the train down to Chicago for the day.”

			“That’s your prerogative, I suppose, since you’ve already fulfilled your vacation responsibilities for the year.” Pru had pursed her plumped lips. “I thought it only polite to ask, since…well, it’s not like you’ll ever be able to afford this kind of trip on your own.”

			“Ha!” Noelle took a swig of wine and refocused on her two-dimensional hot date. “Bloody well right it’s my prerogative, eh Benny?”

			“Gack!”

			“Bollocks!” Noelle set her wineglass on the bedside table, ran to the en suite bathroom to fetch supplies, and cleaned up what appeared to be the partially-digested head of Father Christmas himself.

			“Let’s go, Sig. Come on boy. Outside!” She reached the top of the stairs and looked over her shoulder at the guilty party. Siegfried was endearingly cute, which was fortunate, because his brain was the size of a dried currant. There he was, leaning against the wall in all his yellow fluffiness, his big chocolate eyes ready for some type of vomit-related reprimand. She tried to sound more enthusiastic. “Come on, boy! Chivvy along, dearest. Let’s get you outside.”

			Nothing.

			Noelle slapped the front of her thigh. “Siegfried! Come along you silly prat!”

			That seemed to do the trick. The dog scurried along the hallway, slipped past her, and made his way down the stairway. She followed, disposing of Saint Nick’s remains and washing up before she let the dog into the garden.

			Noelle stood just outside the French doors, shivering in her stocking feet, noting that it was almost dark at 4:30 p.m. A wave of sadness settled over her, leaving a hard lump of regret in her chest. Could it be true? Yet another year had slipped by, and what did she have to show for it? Her academic dreams were still on hold. There was no one special in her life. Months had been spent in a job she didn’t love, in a city she didn’t know.

			“All right. Come along, Sig. It’s cold as brass monkey balls out here.”

			Change could be around the corner—at least in the academic department.

			Noelle had a secret, one she’d not dared to share with another soul. She had submitted an early admission application to the University of Chicago’s English Literature Ph.D. program. It was such a gamble—such a complete shot in the dark—that she’d decided not to tell a soul. Her parents would find out only if she got accepted.

			Today was December 22, which meant the fateful letter was probably already on its way.

			She peered into the fading light. “Siggy, you knob head! Where did you go?”

			Noelle was a proud realist. She knew she didn’t have supermodel looks or Nobel Prize-winning brains, but she wasn’t an ass-ugly dullard, either. In fact, she’d been told on numerous occasions that she was fairly attractive and measurably clever. So the question remained: Why had nothing interesting happened to her since she’d come to the U.S.? Where was the excitement? Why did it seem as though she was doomed to endure a thoroughly boring life no matter where she lived?

			Noelle leaned back against the French doors and remembered that fateful day last spring. She’d signed with the international nanny agency after the London-based recruiter promised her a future of cultural exchange, adventure, and an expansion of her horizons. It was all right there in the brochure! And since Noelle had been two years out of uni at the time—a Chaucer scholar working in a coffee shop—the sales pitch sounded rather brilliant.

			Perhaps it was time to admit the truth. The last six months had been more frustration than culture, adventure, or expansion. The last six months had been a rip-roaring mistake.

			The problem wasn’t the children, really. Beneath all the layers of spoiled-rotten entitlement, Grayson and Phoebe DiPaolo were bright, playful, and occasionally sweet. But bloody hell! Working for Pru DiPaolo was simply…depressing.

			The woman’s entire existence revolved around appearances—her home, her children, her husband and, most importantly, herself. Pru’s days were filled with shopping, grooming, redecorating, and keeping fit. Her evenings were for dinner parties, the theater, the symphony, and Steve’s work-related social events. Pru wasn’t an awful human being, but she was a shockingly shallow one, and she’d made it clear that Noelle had been hired to tend to the needs of the children so that she wouldn’t have to.

			She watched her breath hang in the still, cold air. A flittering of snowflakes tickled the tip of her nose. She saw Siegfried pass beneath the security lights, sniffing along the back privacy fence. “Sig! Come on, boy! Let’s go back in, shall we?”

			He stopped sniffing long enough to shoot her a blank, defiant stare. He didn’t move.

			“Siegfried, come!”

			He lifted his leg and pissed in the snow.

			“Bloody dumb dog.”

			That’s when it hit her. Christmas was just days on, and for the first time in her life, Noelle would spend it away from London and the familiar chaos of her parents, grandparents, siblings, aunts and uncles, and nieces and nephews. Though she desperately needed a break from the DiPaolos, she suspected that at some point during the holiday, gut-level loneliness would find her. Unfortunately, she hadn’t made a single friend since her arrival in the States—she hadn’t had the time.

			Oh, well. She’d simply have to bash on.

			“What the—” Siegfried slammed into her shin on his way back inside the warm house. “Where are your manners, you fuzzy little twit?”

			Noelle closed the door and rearmed the security system, doing her best to remember the operating instructions. Steve had given her a lesson yesterday and Pru had raced through a refresher just prior to the family’s departure. Noelle hoped she remembered all the steps correctly.

			She tapped the homeowner code on the keypad and hit the ENTER button. Noelle activated the interior and exterior motion sensors. She checked to make sure the window and door alarms were armed, then set the timer for the lights. No sooner had her finger left the touchpad when an ear-splitting alarm rattled the house.

			“Bugger it!” She punched random buttons in a panic to shut the thing off. She got lucky and the God-awful racket eventually stopped—just as the phone rang.

			Noelle answered with her customary politeness, but her voice trembled with adrenaline. “DiPaolo residence. This is Noelle Clarke speaking.”

			“This is Northshore Security Services responding to an alarm activation. Is there an emergency?”

			“What? Oh heavens, no. Apologies. I hit the wrong button on the keypad when I let the dog inside. There’s no problem whatsoever.” Noelle saw that her hands were unsteady.

			“All right.” The woman sounded entirely bored, and Noelle had to wonder how many false alarms she had to deal with on a daily basis. “Miss Clarke, I see you are on our list of occupants of the home.”

			“Yes. I’m the nanny.” Noelle rubbed her forehead. “It was an accident.”

			“You’re listed here as the oh pear—is that how you pronounce it?”

			Noelle rolled her eyes up to the custom-designed pot rack. It seemed she was the au pair across the board now

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			Well, dear reader, I’m finally writing a closing editorial where my seasons aren’t too extreme. There’s a blustery breeze outside and a biting chill in the air that brings with it the threat of winter. Winter has long signified an end to the cycle of the seasons, a death of sorts—but it promises new life and changes as well. In other parts of the world, they are experiencing seasons much differently or in another order, as Lezli reminds me often, being a native Aussie.

			Since the start of the magazine we’ve been planning this holiday issue and what exactly we wanted to include in it—which was a mix of different kinds of traditions and cultures represented and what the winter holidays mean to many outside of the typical western understanding because love takes on many forms just as traditions do.

			Lezli and I have wrapped up one full year—a milestone we are ecstatic about—and we have been looking back at some of our best stories (all of them, in their own way, of course!), but also looking forward to what we plan for Heart’s Kiss in 2019.

			Spoilers! It’s going to be amazing. We have a been in talks with several known and up-and-coming writers who have promised to bring you the very best in cutting-edge romance entertainment. Brenda Jackson, for example, will be starring in our Valentine’s issue along with many other fan favorites and Heart’s Kiss regular contributors, such as L. Penelope. So, subscribe for a year, and get under the sheets with us in time for the holiday of love.
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