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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn
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			While I sit here, sipping an Australian hot chocolate “Milo” drink, reading wonderful romance for this wonderful magazine, I cannot help but be proud of what Tina Smith and I have created with Heart’s Kiss. We have been dedicated to celebrating love in all forms, and this issue is no different, with one of my favorite pieces, “Threshold of the Heart,” being a second chance romance between two gifted women who just cannot stop thinking about each other. Not only have we published “own voice” stories, and diverse writers over the years, but we also publish all the tropes readers so love to curl up with in a romance book. We wanted to show our readers that everyone deserves their happily-ever-after story to be published.

			Which means it is with great sadness that we announce the closing of Heart’s Kiss magazine. While Tina Smith had recently left the magazine to go back to being a practicing psychologist, it is still true that we both absolutely loved editing this magazine, and our publisher, Shahid Mahmud, loved supporting it. However, we discovered after three years of publication that a magazine format was just too unusual for a genre that is not very used to romance in the shorter form.

			Fear not, for you haven’t seen the last of us! The feedback from Heart’s Kiss has been intensely positive, and while a magazine was not the right format to be displayed prominently in bookstores, we’ve realized a series of themed romance anthologies would allow us to distribute romance fiction nationally, on a level the magazine format limited us from. The romance book world is much more used to seeing romance in novella or novel format, so our future anthologies are guaranteed to reach a much wider audience. It also means we can continue to deliver diverse romance fiction to our loyal readers several times a year. While one door is closing, another is already open for us to step right through and discover new love stories.

			Along with the aforementioned second chance story by newcomer T. Thorn Coyle appearing in this last issue, we interview celebrated romance author, Rick R. Reed and regular contributor and Harlequin author, Melinda Cutis (who is having a UPtv movie made from one of her novels as we speak!). We also welcome back to our pages paranormal romance author Kate Pavelle with “Upon a Bed of Bones,” and Harlequin author, Kayla Perrin, with another installment in Dante and Bella‘s bumpy road to love in “One More Night With You.” Anna J. Stewart also delivers a new novella, “In Wraith Danger,” depicting an unexpected paranormal romance set on a cruise ship. (She also just had one of her recent Harlequin novels turned into an UPtv movie! Our writers are so talented!)

			We’re also delighted to publish two great flash fiction pieces in this final issue, showcasing newer talent. In “Making the First Move,” by Ian Cai Mercer, we relive the jitters and exploration of chemistry when a non-date turns into a first date. And in “The Unexpected” we are gifted with this heartbreakingly beautiful story about treasuring your loved ones and doing everything you can to celebrate important milestones, in a piece that brought this editor to tears. So understated in words, yet so impactful in its delivery.

			Julie Pitzel once again delivers a thought-provoking piece in her “You Read That?” column, showing how perceptions of romance fiction can generate more criticism than other genres, and C.S. DeAvilla returns to us one last time with books she recommends our readers devour while they are waiting for our first romance anthology, “Thankfully in Love,” to hit the shelves later this year. (Bookmark www.heartskiss.com to keep updated on all our release news.)

			And with that, I thank you, dearest readers and writers. What a wonderful love story we have had with you, and hears to many more romances in the future!

			


			


Rick R. Reed draws inspiration from the lives of gay men to craft stories that quicken the heartbeat, engage emotions, and keep the pages turning. Although he dabbles in horror, dark suspense, and comedy, his attention always returns to the power of love. He’s the award-winning and bestselling author of more than fifty works of published fiction and is forever at work on yet another book. Lambda Literary has called him: “A writer that doesn’t disappoint…” You can find him at www.rickrreedreality.blogspot.com. Rick lives in Palm Springs, CA with his beloved husband and their fierce Chihuahua/Shiba Inu mix.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS RICK R. REED

			by Lezli Robyn

			Lezli Robyn: Good afternoon, Rick. It is an absolute pleasure to be able to interview you for our magazine. We should start off with the first obvious question: how did you start your writing career?

			Rick R. Reed: My love for writing began with a passion for stories that began when I was probably about four years old. I wrote my first short story when I was about six, first play in fourth grade, and I kept my fifth grade classmates enthralled by reading to them aloud a serial novella I wrote about a young girl’s kidnapping. My first publication came in 1991 with Obsessed in Dell’s lauded horror line, Abyss. Penance quickly followed. Since then, I have been writing what I cared most about: gay themed romance and sometimes, romance with a dark twist. To date, I have more more than forty books in print, with digital-only shorts and novellas doubling that number.

			LR: Since your start in 1991, how many novels have you now written?

			RR: Novels only (I’ve also done digital shorts, anthologies, and short story collections): Let’s go with 40 novels and several short story collections.

			LR: Which book have you written has had the most impact on you, in the writing of it, and why?

			RR: My most recent, Unravelling, because it’s based on my own coming out in the 1980s. It was painful to go back and revisit the pain of that time—plus it was the era when AIDS was a death sentence and that was always a dark cloud on the horizon.

			LR: What is your writing process?

			RR: I aim for 1,000 words a day when I’m writing a book. I usually surpass that, but it’s a bar I know I can meet. I’m a morning person, so I like to work then with no music or other distractions (other than my dog Kodi, who’s always on the chair behind me, usually sleeping and inspiring). I can’t write for more than two or three hours because I know the quality would suffer.

			LR: What is the hardest part of the writing process to you?

			RR: Getting started. I can find a million things to do other than just getting started on my creative work for the day. I learned procrastination at my mama’s knee.

			LR: What made you want to write romance, as a genre?

			RR: I wanted to tell stories drawn from my life and people I knew. I wanted my romances to be marked by a genuine connection to real gay life, which is why I consider myself an #ownvoices writer.

			LR: If you had to pick a favorite book of yours, what would it be? Why would it be your favorite? (I know they are all your babies but let’s pretend you HAD to pick one.)

			RR: I’d pick the ones that are drawn most closely from my own life and experience, because they’re closest to my heart. So, in no particular order: Caregiver, Blink, Unraveling, Raining Men, Legally Wed, and The Perils of Intimacy.

			LR: What is next for you? What is your next book to be published and when? What are you writing next?

			RR: I have a slew of books coming out in 2020 because of the implosion of the publisher I was with for a decade (and more than 30 books). I asked that my rights be returned on all of them when they were failing to pay me (and still are, as well as hundreds of other authors, but I don’t really want to delve into that). But all of those books will be coming back out this year, mainly from Nine Star Press and JMS Books. New editions will be released more than once a month.

			As far as new, Unravelling was just published on January 13, 2020 and has been getting a great response.

			And, last but not least, I’m currently almost finished with The Man from Milwaukee, a literary horror novel about a young man in Chicago who becomes obsessed with serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer the summer of his arrest. It’s…different.

[image: Unraveling-f]


			Copyright © 2020 by Lezli Robyn.


			


Melinda Curtis is an award-winning, USA Today bestselling author of over sixty romance titles. She writes sweet romance for Harlequin, sweet romantic comedy, and fun, sexy sports romances. Sign up for her book release newsletter and download two free reads.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS MELINDA CURTIS

			by Lezli Robyn

			Lezli Robyn: Hello, Melinda. Thank you for agreeing to be our last interview for Heart’s Kiss magazine. Your contributions to our magazine gave us some wonderful happily-ever-afters and we’re so thank you for your stories. The best way to start off this interview is to ask you, how did you start your writing career?

			Melinda Curtis: I read a horrible book by an author who shall remain nameless and wondered if I could do better. Not knowing how to start a writing career, I then read a lovely book by Susan Crosby, who happened to have a PO Box listed on her reader appreciation page. She lived thirty miles from me (and I live in the middle of nowhere). I sent her a card, asking her how to begin a writing career and she mentored me.

			LR: Since your start in 2002, how many novels have you now written?

			MC: Now you’re making me feel my age. I’ve written, published or sold over sixty titles.

			LR: Which book have you written has had the most impact on you, in the writing of it, and why?

			MC: The book Summer Kisses is very personal to me. The hero had never had anyone close to him die until his grandfather became ill. At the time I wrote the book, my husband was going on the same emotional journey with his sister, who had terminal cancer.

			LR: Which writing accomplishment (award, sales, recognition, milestone) has affected you the most? Why did it have such an impact on you?

			MC: This is a hard question to answer. I’ve won awards (Holt medallion for best first book), sold to two different traditional publishers (Harlequin, Forever Romance), and had a book made into a movie. I guess if you stick around long enough, something good is bound to happen.

			LR: What is your writing process?

			MC: I approach writing like many people approach dieting—a different method for each book. Sometimes I need to noodle a book before beginning to write. Other books spring to life on page one. And others refuse to come to me without me drafting by hand.

			LR: What is the hardest part of the writing process to you?

			MC: The middle of the book. Invariably, the closer I get to page 100, the more I feel it’s the worst book ever written.

			LR: If you had to pick a favorite book of yours, what would it be? Why would it be your favorite? (I know they are all your babies but let’s pretend you HAD to pick one.)

			MC: At the moment, I’m particularly fond of And Then He Kissed Me. It has my trademark humor with sassy (sexy without sex), and an Ecuadorian billionaire hero who needed a plucky heroine to take him down a notch.

			LR: If you were able to pick one of the romances in your novels to have as your own, which would you pick?

			MC: I think Doggone Christmas, which has magical dog biscuits and a matchmaking Saint Bernard. Falling in love can sweep you off your feet and hearing a dog’s voice in your head—dispensing love advice, no less—would be crazy-good fun.

			LR: When you write romance novels, you create the two leading characters to fit each other perfectly, even if they are opposites. What if you had to pair two people from two separate novels you have written? Can you think of a heroine from one novel and a hero from another you would put together as a couple? Why would they work?

			MC: Shane Monroe from Lassoed by the Would-Be Rancher would be a handful for any of my heroines, but if he had to be matched with someone other than Franny Clark, I’d put him with someone who’d exasperate him, like nerdy scientist Lorelei Spencer in You May Now Kiss the Bridesmaid.

			LR: So like your close friend, and fellow Harlequin author and Heart’s Kiss contributor, I hear one of your novels has been turned into a movie! That must have been quite the thrill for you. How did that come about?

			MC: I had absolutely nothing to do with it! I heard the production company was looking for a winery book and Harlequin proposed Dandelion Wishes. I do have two other indie novels being looked at for translation into either movie or TV series. Very hush-hush, exciting stuff.

			LR: What was it like to be on the set of this movie? I cannot imagine how it must feel to see your characters come to life.

			MC: It is very surreal to watch the actors bring my characters to life. What was truly mind-blowing though was the depth to which they researched their character’s backstory without having read the book. I was able to watch them be interviewed for promo spots and they talked about their backstories as if they had read the book! Truly amazing.

			LR: When can we watch this wonderful movie of yours and on what channel?

			MC: Coming this spring to UPtv.

			LR: What is next for you? What is your next book to be published and when? What are you writing next?

			MC: Last year was a big push for me. Translated, this year I’m feeling a little over-exposed. I have 10 books releasing from January 1 to June 1, and another 5-6 in the second half of the year. My first full release from Forever Romance, Can’t Hurry Love, is dropping March 31. This is a small town rom-com where the meet-cute is the sheriff responding to a call of a woman burning her dead husband’s underwear in a bonfire in her driveway.

			Copyright © 2020 by Lezli Robyn.

			


Kayla Perrin is a multi-published, award-winning USA Today and Essence® bestselling author with over 50 novels and novellas in print. She is a trailblazer in the African-American fiction arena. She has written for many major publishers including St. Martin’s Press, HarperCollins Publishers, and Harlequin. In 2001, after only four years in the business, Kayla was awarded the Romantic Times Career Achievement Award for excellence in multicultural romance. In 2007, her novel, Midnight Dreams, was the Borders bestselling multicultural romance of the year. In 2011, she received the prestigious Harry Jerome Award in Canada for excellence in the arts.

			ONE MORE NIGHT WITH YOU

			by Kayla Perrin

			CHAPTER ONE

			In an instant, my world was shattered.

			I’m pregnant.

			Clarissa’s declaration sent me falling from Cloud Nine and into the depths of hell.

			I was numb as I exited the taxi and somehow made my way into London’s Heathrow airport. Numb as I checked in and went through security. Numb as I sat in a chair at the gate waiting for my flight with my knees pulled up to my chest.

			I’m pregnant.

			I stifled a sob and tried to force my thoughts away from Andre. Away from Clarissa. I was in a public airport, with lots of people around me. I didn’t want them looking at me and speculating what kind of hell was going on in my world.

			I’m pregnant.

			Oh, God. A lump lodged in my throat as I heard Clarissa’s devastating words in my mind again. Those words were like a bomb, blowing up my world.

			Why was this happening? Why now, when I had fallen in love with Andre? Despite my reservations over our age difference and my fear that he might be a player, I’d taken a leap and had given him all of me. And what I’d found with him had been nothing short of amazing.

			Until Clarissa’s bombshell.

			I didn’t even remember getting on the plane. All I could think about was how one moment had changed everything. I’d started this trip with such elation. Now I was ending it in despair.

			On the plane, I curled up on my seat and closed my eyes. I didn’t want to talk to anyone. My pain was intense, overwhelming. I was in a dark place, and I desperately wished that I could turn back the clock and change things.

			If I could, I would turn back the clock and not have Andre meet me in Paris. Because that’s where it all had started.

			Where I’d started to fall for him.

			My heart ached at the very thought of erasing what I had shared with Andre. No, there was no way I would do that. Despite what I was feeling now, I couldn’t bring myself to really wish that we hadn’t connected the way we had. What I’d shared with him was too special. No, if I had the power, I’d erase Andre ever being involved with Clarissa. Because it had taken me forty years, but I finally found the man that I knew I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

			Except that wasn’t going to happen now. Because the hopes and dreams I’d put in the future were crashing and burning.

			

			When the plane landed at Baltimore Washington International, I debated turning on my phone. I knew, just knew, that Andre would have reached out to me. And the rational part of me—the part that wanted to spare myself any more pain—didn’t want to hear from him. But the other part—the part that loved him—wanted to hear his voice. It wasn’t like I was walking away from him because I didn’t want to be with him. Which made the reality of the situation that much harder.

			The man sitting beside me on the plane probably thought I was a snob, because I had turned toward the widow and stayed that way for the entire flight. I wasn’t in the mood for any small talk with a stranger.

			The ping sounded, letting all of us on the plane know that we were now free to rise and gather our luggage. While people around me began to open the overhead storage compartments and gather their belongings, I finally decided to turn on my cell phone. I needed to reach out to my friends, hopefully see them as soon as possible.

			I was going to need their support.

			Once my phone had powered up, I heard the familiar chirps letting me know that I had a number of text messages. I scanned my notifications. I had four text messages from Andre, which didn’t surprise me. But the six texts from Vivica did.

			Six texts? My eyebrows shot up as concern filled me. Vivica knew I was in London for the weekend. Why would she have contacted me so many times?

			I quickly accessed my message log. I saw the last message first.

			I KNOW, I KEEP TEXTING AND CALLING. SORRY, IT’S JUST THAT YOU NEED TO CALL ME ASAP. OKAY?

			I frowned, then scrolled upward to see the first of her string of messages.

			BELLA, I’M NOT SURE IF YOU GOT MY RAMBLING VOICEMAIL, BUT I FIGURED MAYBE YOU’RE CHECKING YOUR TEXTS. I HATE TO DISTURB YOU WHILE YOU’RE OFF ON YOUR ROMANTIC GETAWAY, BUT YOU NEED TO CONTACT ME AS SOON AS YOU GET BACK. SOMETHING BAD HAS HAPPENED. HOLLY NEEDS YOU.

			What? I quickly read the next message.

			I SWEAR, MIKE IS AN ASS. YOU WON’T BELIEVE WHAT HE DID. ALL I CAN SAY IS THAT HOLLY IS A WRECK. SHE’S COMPLETELY LOSING IT AND SHE NEEDS YOU. WE BOTH DO.

			And the next message.

			I HOPE YOU CHECK YOUR MESSAGES BEFORE YOU GO HOME. I HATE TO BE THE BEARER OF BAD NEWS AFTER SUCH AN AMAZING TRIP, BUT YOU REALLY NEED TO COME OVER HERE AS SOON AS YOU LEAVE THE AIRPORT.

			Her second to last message read:

			OOPS, FORGOT TO SAY WHERE *HERE* IS. WE’RE AT MY PLACE. CALL ME AS SOON AS YOU CAN, AND PLEASE COME OVER AS SOON AS YOU CAN.

			Good God, what had Mike done? The messages were cryptic, but it was clear that he had done something to jeopardize his and Holly’s marriage.

			An affair? Holly had been concerned that he was stepping out on her. Or had he done something else?

			As other passengers began to disembark, I got to my feet. I had a focus now, and I was grateful for it. As much as I was grieving, this was a distraction.

			Not that I wanted to see my friend suffering. Not at all. But I was glad that I didn’t have to go home or to a hotel room and wallow. I could focus on being there for Holly.

			Once I was off the plane with my travel bag, I punched in Vivica’s number, then put the phone to my ear. She didn’t answer. The phone went to voicemail.

			“Viv, it’s Bella. Just touched down and got your messages. No need to call me back. I’m on my way to your place.”

			CHAPTER TWO

			When I got to Vivica’s house and she threw open the door, it hit me just how bad the news was. Vivica’s eyes were puffy—indicating that she had been crying—something I didn’t expect.

			“Sweetie,” I said without preamble. “It’s that bad?”

			Vivica nodded. “First, my divorce this year. Now this. I’m emotional.”

			I stepped forward, and drew her into an embrace. “My God, what happened?”

			“Oh, Bella. If it was just an affair, that’d be one thing. But Mike wants out of the marriage.”

			I released her, saying, “What?”

			“Holly took your advice, planned this romantic getaway for her and Mike for next weekend. Only Mike up and told her he couldn’t go. When she demanded to know why, he point blank told her that he’s not in love with her anymore. And get this—he said he’s leaving her for his secretary.” Vivica snorted in disgust. “How freakin’ unoriginal.”

			My jaw damn near hit the floor. “Tell me you’re lying.”

			“I wish I was.”

			“It’s over, just like that?” I asked.

			“No discussion, no counseling,” Vivica said. “Fucking ass.”

			My heart broke for my friend. “Poor Holly. She must be devastated. Where is she?”

			“She’s in the spare bedroom. This all went down yesterday. She didn’t sleep much, and neither did I.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“I think she finally fell asleep from exhaustion, though,” Vivica said.

			“I’ll go check on her anyway.”

			But as I stepped into the house, I saw her. She was descending the staircase, her hair an utter mess, her eyes bloodshot.

			Emotion clogged my throat. Holly, who had always seemed so strong, stood there looking fragile and destroyed.

			“Oh, hon.” I started toward her immediately, my arms outstretched.

			Holly began to sob, and I hurried to pull her into my arms. As she cried, I rubbed her back and held her and let her get it all out. “I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

			“Did I push him away?” she asked, her voice small and quivering.

			“No!” I insisted. Easing back, I looked at her, surprised that she was even blaming herself. I put my hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “You did nothing wrong. Nothing to deserve this.”

			“Why would he do this to me?”

			“I don’t know, Holly,” I said, wishing I had answers for her. “But this is on Mike. Not you. Don’t blame yourself.”

			Holly’s body trembled. “I gave him everything. How am I supposed to go on?”

			Then she buried her head against my shoulder and started to cry again. As I held her tightly in my arms, I couldn’t think of anything to say. All I could think about in that moment was Andre, how I had given him everything, only to have him ripped from my life.

			How was I going to go on?

			At least my relationship with him had been short lived, and I didn’t have any children with him.

			Children.

			I’m pregnant.

			My stomach roiled.

			It didn’t matter that I hadn’t spent years loving Andre. My heart was broken just as if I had. Because in my heart I knew that he was the one for me. And now another woman was having his baby.

			Holly raised her head and stepped out of my embrace. “I hate him. I want to claw his eyes out with my bare hands.”

			“Girl, I hear that.” I put my arm around her and led her to the nearby sofa, where I sat her down. “But let’s concentrate on you. Have you eaten?”

			“I’m not hungry,” she replied, not missing a beat.

			“She’s refused food all day,” Vivica said.

			“You need to eat something,” I told her.

			Vivica said, “I’ve got turkey and ham slices in the fridge. I can make you a sandwich.”

			“I’m not hungry,” Holly repeated, stressing the words.

			“Hey,” I said gently. “You need to eat something. If you don’t want a sandwich, how about some eggs?”

			“I can make you an omelet,” Vivica suggested.

			“I want wine,” Holly said.

			I glanced at Vivica, saw her look of concern. Then I faced Holly and said, “I don’t think wine’s what you need right—”

			“That’s exactly what I need!” Holly snapped. “I need wine, or beer. Or better yet, vodka. I just want to forget.”

			I exchanged another concerned look with Vivica, whose eyes conveyed to me that she thought we should give Holly what she needed. At least for now. I gave a slight nod.

			“I’ve got white wine,” Vivica said. “Not your favori—”

			“Bring me the bottle,” Holly said.

			I stayed with Holly as Vivica went into the kitchen. Holly eased her head down onto the sofa’s armrest and closed her eyes.

			If what I was feeling was so devastating, I could only imagine how much worse it was to be in Holly’s shoes. She and Mike had been married for a decade, and had two children.

			Leaving Holly on the sofa to get some rest, I got up and joined Vivica in the kitchen.

			“Pour me one, too,” I told her.

			“I don’t know how to help her,” Vivica whimpered.

			“How can we help her?” I asked. “Mike has just pulled the rug out from under her world. There’s nothing we can do to make that better for her, except be here for her. Same as we were there for you.”

			Vivica poured a second glass of wine and passed it to me. “It’s just…I’ve never seen her like this.”

			“I know. She’s always been the strongest of all of us, which makes it really hard to see her like this.” I sighed softly, then downed a liberal sip of the wine. “Where are the boys?”

			“With her mother,” Vivica responded.

			“Where’s Mike?”

			“Probably with his whore.” Vivica snorted in derision. “He drops a bomb on Holly’s world, yet he moves on, unscathed? Why the hell would he leave his wife for his secretary? Holly’s brilliant, a great mom. She left a career in law to raise their kids because he wanted that. Now he does this to her? I don’t get it.”

			It was the kind of question for which there was no logical answer. Men left beautiful and successful women all the time, and there was no rhyme or reason for it. “That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?”

			“Let me give Holly her wine,” Vivica said. “I should probably slip something in here to help her sleep…”

			I followed Vivica out of the kitchen and into the living room. She sat on the sofa beside Holly and said, “Here, hon. I’ve got your wine.”

			But Holly didn’t move. It took no more than a few seconds for us to realize that she was asleep. “She’s out cold,” I commented. “That’s good. At least while she’s sleeping, she’s getting a break from her nightmare.”

			“Unless she’s dreaming about Mike.”

			I shook my head. “Naw, she looks too peaceful. Like she’s in a dead sleep from pure exhaustion.”

			“I hope so.” Vivica faced me. “Oh, sweetie. I can see the stress on your face. I’m sorry you had to get off the plane and head right here to this drama. How was London?”

			The question caught me off guard, and for a few seconds, I couldn’t even speak. Vivica looked at me curiously. “Um,” I began. “It was fine.”

			Vivica’s look of curiosity intensified. “Fine?”

			“I’m distracted right now,” I explained. “Given what’s happening with Holly.”

			“I get that.” Pausing, Vivica seemed to study me. “But why do I get the sense that there’s something you’re not telling me?”

			I glanced at Holly, and satisfied that she was out cold, I wandered toward the front window and stood in front of the loveseat. I stared out at the tree-lined street. “London is beautiful,” I began without preamble. “The hotel was right across from Hyde Park, and wow, talk about a stunning hotel.”

			“And Andre?” Vivica asked, sounding a tad impatient. “How did it go with both of you?”

			“How did it go?” I repeated, and knew that the moment I’d spoken the words, Vivica would realize I was stalling.

			“Now I know something’s up,” Vivica said. “You’re repeating what I’m saying. What happened?” Her eyes narrowed. “Oh, no. Another woman?”

			I didn’t speak. Suddenly, I couldn’t.

			“So after all this time, he turns out to be a player—”

			“No,” I interjected. I spoke around the lump that had lodged in my throat. Glancing in Holly’s direction, I wasn’t sure if I should get into it right now. But as I faced Vivica again, saw her eyes boring into me with concern, I knew she wouldn’t let the matter drop.

			With a sigh of resignation, I sank onto the loveseat. Then I dropped my bomb. “Clarissa’s pregnant.”

			Vivica’s eyes widened. “What did you say?”

			“Clarissa. She showed up in London. Which was amazing, by the way.” I paused to keep my composure, because I didn’t want to fall apart. “Everything between me and Andre was…perfect. Until Clarissa said that she’s pregnant.”

			Vivica sank onto the sofa beside me, her forehead scrunched as she looked at me. She was speechless.

			“So, there you have it.” A tear escaped my eye, and I brushed it away.

			“Oh, God,” Vivica said. “If you don’t want to be here right now—”

			“Of course I want to be here,” I interjected. “Holly needs me, and there’s no place I’d rather be. Her marriage is falling apart. What’s a lifetime compared to a couple of months?”

			I said the words in part to convince myself, but it wasn’t working. Two months with Andre had felt like a lifetime.

			“Go ahead,” I said. “Tell me you told me so.”

			“I would never say that, Bella.”

			“But you thought I was making a mistake,” I pointed out. “He might not be a player, but here I am, still hurt.” I sipped some wine. “I feel stupid for ever thinking things would work out with Andre.”

			“So what happened?” Vivica asked gently. “He found out Clarissa’s pregnant and he dumped you?”

			I shook my head. “He denied the baby’s his. He still wants to be with me.”

			“Wait—what?”

			“But how can I?” I pressed on. “God, the one thing I can’t give him. The one thing. And this…this heifer can?”

			“So you’re walking away from him,” Vivica said, for clarification.

			“I can’t come between him and his baby, Viv.”

			For a long while, Vivica said nothing. She sat with her wine glass raised, a frown on her face. Finally, she spoke. “This isn’t the 1940s. You wouldn’t be the first person to be involved with a man who has children with another woman.”

			I shook my head. “I can’t be that person, Viv. The one who comes between a father and his child.”

			“But you said he still wants to be with you.”

			“I thought about this the entire flight back home,” I said. “Andre already hates Clarissa. If I don’t walk away, he’ll never try to resolve this with her. He’ll walk away from his child.” I paused. “And who knows, maybe they can work things out.”

			“So you’ve decided to become a martyr? You’re going to sacrifice your happiness for Clarissa and her baby?”

			I didn’t answer, just finished off my wine. Then I got to my feet. “I need another drink.”

			I brought the bottle back over to the loveseat, where I filled my glass, then extended the bottle toward Vivica, offering to fill her glass as well.

			“No, I’m good,” she said. “What you said before, about not being able to give Andre a baby—”

			“Please,” I said. “I can’t…”

			Vivica nodded slowly. “Okay. Why don’t you tell me how this whole thing with Clarissa went down? Why was she even at the wedding?”

			“She wasn’t supposed to be.” I blew out a frazzled breath. My head was beginning to throb. Just thinking about what had happened was causing me physical stress. “She just showed up in London. Uninvited, and unwanted. I guess she was originally invited to the wedding with Andre, before they broke up. And girl, you should have seen the dress she wore.” I guffawed. “Trifling ho was trying to upstage the bride. You should have seen the bride’s face. Andre’s face. No one was happy that Clarissa was there, and I don’t know what she was trying to prove. That she’s still a part of Andre’s inner circle?”

			Vivica scowled. “The nerve of some people never fails to surprise me.”

			“Clarissa was like a gnat, annoyingly buzzing around and trying to get time with Andre. She said she needed to talk to him, but he wasn’t having that. He told her he didn’t want to talk.” I paused and closed my eyes, a wave of fresh pain washing over me. “I was on my way to the taxi this morning, saying goodbye to Andre, and she came out of nowhere. That’s when she told him she was pregnant.” My voice cracked as I finished speaking. I quickly drank more wine.

			“Oh, sweetie.” Vivica rubbed my forearm. “I’m so sorry.”

			I tipped my head back as I finished off my second glass of wine.

			“Maybe it isn’t Andre’s,” Vivica went on. “She’s a piece of work. How do you know she’s not lying about being pregnant? People like Clarissa hate to lose. If she wants Andre back and you’re standing in the way…”

			I held up a hand to silence my friend. “And if she is pregnant?”

			“Is it really the end of the world?”

			“Yes, Viv. It is. You remember Cynthia, don’t you?”

			“How could I forget?” she asked.

			Cynthia had been a friend of ours in college. During her sophomore year, she’d gotten pregnant. She learned about her pregnancy after she and Darren had broken up, but she’d hoped that Darren would be willing to work things out with her for the sake of their child. In the end, Darren—who’d already been involved with someone else—had walked away from her, his child, and his responsibility. He’d gone so far as to move across the country to get away from her. Devastated, Cynthia had moved to Buffalo, New York to live with her mother. She’d left DC—and us—behind.

			“We were livid with Darren,” I said. “We couldn’t understand what kind of man would walk away from his baby. But he wanted his new relationship, and totally turned his back on Cynthia.”

			“And we were pissed with his new girlfriend,” Vivica added, frowning.

			“Exactly.” I poured myself more wine. I needed it. “I know that there’s huge animosity between Andre and Clarissa, and him being involved with me is not going to help matters. That baby deserves to have a father.”

			“I hate that you feel you have to sacrifice your happiness. Why don’t you deserve to be happy?”

			I said nothing. Just drank more of my wine.

			Vivica’s eyes narrowed as she studied me. “You like him. Really really like him.”

			“I guess I’m just destined to be forever alone,” I said. And with those words, the tears fell.

			“Don’t say that,” Vivica said. “You get your mother out of your head. Good grief, I don’t know why she ever said that to you.”

			“Not everyone ends up in a relationship,” I pointed out.

			Vivica sighed. “Honestly, I don’t think it has to be the end of the world if Clarissa’s pregnant.”

			“What’s the point in starting a relationship with a man who’s about to have a child with his ex?” I shook my head. “I have to count my losses, and be thankful that I learned about this now before things got too serious.”

			“Things aren’t serious now?” Vivica’s question was rhetorical.

			“You know what I’m saying.”

			Vivica leaned forward on the sofa, resting her arms on her knees. “Find out first,” she said. “Clarissa could be lying. Hell, she probably is lying. And even if she is pregnant, who knows if it’s Andre’s? Seriously?”

			Slowly, I shook my head. “I can’t be that woman. The one who gets involved with a guy who’s recently knocked up some other woman. No, I have to step aside, give them a chance to work things out.”

			“Exactly.”

			At the sound of Holly’s voice, both Vivica and I looked in her direction. I was stunned that she was awake.

			“If Andre’s ex is pregnant, you have to walk away,” Holly went on as she sat up. “Look at my situation. Mike’s secretary knows that he’s married, that we have two young boys, and yet she’s taking him away from me. Taking him away from his kids.”

			My chest tightened. Even though that was the same conclusion I had come to, I felt a fresh wave of pain when I heard Holly say it.

			“I think Bella should find out first,” Vivica said. “Find out if Clarissa is really pregnant with Andre’s child.”

			“Cut your losses,” Holly said. “Cut your losses and move on.”

			The words were direct, and what I needed to hear, and yet they made my eyes fill with tears again.

			“Clarissa’s crazy,” Vivica stressed. “Why let a crazy person keep her from the man she loves?”

			“That’s another reason to walk away,” Holly said, matter-of-fact. “You want that kind of drama in your life? Not to mention the age difference. Bella, I thought this was just a fling.”

			“Holly!” Vivica scolded.

			“No,” I said. “It’s okay.” I needed to hear the harsh truth so that I wouldn’t waiver from my decision.

			“Walk away,” Holly said. “Walk away, unless you want to end up hurt like me.”

			CHAPTER THREE

			I finished off that bottle of wine and had half of another one. Then I went to bed on the pullout sofa in Vivica’s basement—where I hoped that sleep would give me peace.

			Holly’s directness—even during her own pain—had me facing some hard realities. Wasn’t my relationship with Andre supposed to be a fling? How had I gotten so attached? I was ten years older. When had I started thinking I could plan a future with him?

			But despite every negative thought I had, I couldn’t deny the truth. I hadn’t planned to fall in love, yet it had happened. I hadn’t planned to fall for a younger guy, but why did age matter? It wasn’t like I was forty years older.

			Then there was Vivica, encouraging me not to walk away. I didn’t know what I should do.

			I only knew that I wasn’t yet ready to hear from Andre, so I kept my phone off, because I knew he was bound to reach out to me. He loved me. I didn’t doubt that. And I knew he would try to convince me to stay with him.

			The next morning, I had a pounding headache in addition to my aching heart. A new day only brought the reality home that my life had irrevocably changed.

			I’d weighed the pros and the cons. And I’d come to the conclusion that it was best to end things with Andre now. I had to. And though my head knew that it was for the best, my heart…oh, my heart.

			“Keep focused,” I told myself as I got ready for work. “It’s better that you end things now, rather than later.” If I continued to see Andre, my feelings would no doubt grow even stronger.

			Holly’s affirmation last night that I should end things was like an exclamation point on my own opinion. However, when Vivica hugged me at her door that morning, she whispered, “It doesn’t have to be the end of the world if Clarissa is pregnant.”

			“Viv, you know I love you,” I said, “but some things just aren’t meant to be.”

			I remembered all too well how much pain Cynthia had gone through when Darren had walked away from her because he’d been involved with someone else. That was something that had weighed heavily on my heart as I’d tried to sleep. I didn’t care about Clarissa, but the baby was innocent in this situation. The baby deserved a father.

			I was glad when I got to work, hopeful that a busy day of company business would distract me from my personal life.

			“Morning, Gretchen,” I said to my secretary as I strolled toward my office door.

			“Morning,” she replied. Her eyes narrowing, she lowered her glasses down the bridge of her nose to better see me. “What are you wearing?”

			Because I hadn’t gone home, I was wearing one of Vivica’s dresses. Vivica was more voluptuous than I was, so the only options that would work were her lycra leggings, form-fitting tops, and body-hugging dresses. I’d opted for a black dress—a neutral enough color—but it clung to me like a second skin. The flat black sandals didn’t fit with the outfit, but the only other option I’d had had been my glitzy shoes I’d brought to London for the wedding.

			“I thought I had my heels in the car,” I said by way of explanation. And a lame one at that.

			“That’s some dress,” Gretchen said. “Very sexy.”

			Apparently the fact that I was wearing a light sweater did nothing to detract from the tightness of the dress—which was not the type of outfit I wore to work.

			“Oh,” I said. “Just thought I’d do something different today.”

			“New man in your life?” Gretchen asked, her eyebrows raising hopefully. She was in her late fifties, had been happily married for years, and was constantly hopeful that I would find that special man to settle down with.

			I had found him—but he’d been ripped from my life.

			My chest tightening, I replied, “No.”

			“Keep dressing like that, and it shouldn’t be long,” Gretchen said, giving me a knowing look.

			I offered her a small smile, then continued into my office. I closed the door behind me, slumped into my leather chair and dropped my head down onto my desk.

			After sulking for a good minute, I sat up straight. “Snap out of it,” I told myself.

			Then I fired up my computer, hoping that losing myself in work would help me to forget about my broken heart.

			

			I left the building only to grab a sandwich and a coffee down the street, then went back to the safety of my office. Behind closed doors.

			My secretary had checked on me right after I’d returned from lunch, interrupting me to ask if everything was okay.

			“Honestly, I don’t feel very well,” I told her. Which wasn’t a lie. “And I’ve got a lot of work to do.” Also not a lie. “I don’t want to be disturbed by anyone, unless it’s an emergency.”

			“Sure thing,” she said, looking at me with concern.

			

			My head jerked up when, just after two o’clock, the door flew open.

			“Miss Sinclair.”

			“Gretchen, I thought I told you that I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

			“He said it’s an emergency.”

			“Who said it’s an emergency?”

			And then he came into view—pushing past Gretchen and stepping into my office. My stomach did a

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			As the weather starts to grow warmer here at Myrtle beach, and the season of love falls upon us, Heart’s Kiss would like to thank the readers, first and foremost, for supporting our magazine for so long, and for the excited reception our diverse format has received over the years. We literally could not have published so many issues without you, our readers, valuing our efforts. Secondly, we would love to thank our writers for sweeping us off our feet, again and again, and for showing us love really is worth taking the leap into the unknown.

			What’s next for us? Stay tuned to our website, at www.heartskiss.com, for updates on our romance anthology series we’ll be bringing to national distribution in bookstores near you! We’ll be updating the website with our progress (and dedicating a page there to display back issues of this wonderful magazine) and we look forward to bringing you more romance in all forms, in a book format that is much easier for us to distribute around the country. Thankfully in Love, the first in our exciting new anthology series, is due for release in later 2020, ahead of Thanksgiving, and we cannot be more excited to share it with you all!

			Until then, farewell, and thank you for all the words we’ve shared, for the love we’ve celebrated.
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