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			We might still have nearly two months more of summer, but the staff at Heart’s Kiss are excited for the fall’s cooler weather to arrive; the promise of change is in the air. At the beginning of summer my co-editor, Tina, attended the Romantic Times Booklovers Conference. We were sad to learn it would be the very last of its kind. For decades RT has been a cornerstone in the romance community, offering early reviews and articles for readers to enjoy. RT will be missed, but we hear the conference will continue under another name, Booklovers Convention, in New Orleans next May. We’re very curious to see how it will be received and looking forward to seeing the authors in attendance.

			Along with fall changes on the horizon, we have new writers to introduce to our Heart’s Kiss family. Rei Rosenquist has written us a heart-tugging short story, Running from Love, Already Lost that had me in tears by its closing paragraphs. It’s not to be missed. Another newcomer, Gracie Wilson, thrills us with a delightful flash piece, Big Trouble, ahead of our publication of her novella, Beautifully Imagined, in our next issue. We are so delighted to share their talent with readers and know there will be more to come from these new authors!

			We also have our fan favorites back again and they have written to impress! One of those soon-to-be well-loved reads comes from L. Penelope, who has not only delivered a brand-new installment, Before I Run, in the series she started for our magazine, but was also interviewed by yours truly. A review of her newly published St. Martin’s Press novel, Song of Blood & Stone, also appears in C.S. DeAvilla’s review column. We are so thrilled to have her as one of our regular contributors and wanted to go all out to celebrate her release by crowning her as our featured author for this issue.

			If you still thirst for paranormal romance, we have more in store for you there. Petronella Glover’s titillating mermaid tale, When the Ocean Calls, or the futuristic thriller, Old Scars by Meghan Ewald, may curb your cravings. Or if it’s a historical you’re after, then check out The Piano Tutor by USA Today bestselling author, Anthea Lawson, and discover the fun of a titular hero in hiding for love.

			Sometimes readers want it all: a true genre-bending story. I steer you towards Andrea Dale’s Penny Dreadful; with steampunk, supernatural elements, a historical feel and a steamy plot, this short story is sure to entice. We also have a contemporary romance as our novella this issue, welcoming Alice Faris with her first fiction sale to Heart’s Kiss, Pregnant Girl’s Guide to Love—a hysterical tie-in to her Guide to Love series.

			Many of our stories this month deal with scars, physical or emotional, and how the right relationship can help you overcome them. Julie Pitzel also delves into an important issue in our industry today: Diversity; something we must continue to work toward, including in our fiction, to keep it true-to-life and relevant in the market.

			Speaking of relevance, we love keeping up-to-date with the buzz in the romance field and what authors are up to, which is why we’re ecstatic to publish an excerpt from New York Times bestselling contemporary romance author Susan Donovan’s latest book, Breathless, co-written with Celeste Bradley. It’s a little teaser ahead of her exclusive interview with us, which will appear in our next issue.

			So even as we wrap up this instalment and prepare to pack up our sunscreen and beach towels, the stories we choose to transfix and transport us into thrilling, loving, enticing, compelling, intellectually-stimulating—and whatever else we read romance for—settings remain with us; we never have to pack those fictional journeys away. We continue to welcome them onto our bookshelves and into our e-readers. Because fiction is an escape and romance offers a passport to a broad and brave wide world.

			Tina and I hope you enjoy this issue and the journey forward.

			


L. Penelope has been writing since she could hold a pen and loves getting lost in the worlds in her head. She is an award-winning fantasy and paranormal romance author. She lives in Maryland with her husband and their furry dependents. Her novel, Song of Blood & Stone, was just published by St. Martin’s Press. Sign up for new release information, updates, and giveaways on her website: http://www.lpenelope.com.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS L. PENELOPE

			by Lezli Robyn

			I was privileged to be able to curl up with my chiweenie, Bindi, and interview Leslye about her career recently. After meeting at a convention where we both were speakers on a panel about romance in speculative fiction, I was immediately impressed by this remarkable woman and invited her to submit to Heart’s Kiss when I became editor. She is now one of our most popular writers, and with her most recent novel being published by St. Martin’s Press, her career is only gaining trajectory!

			Lezli Robyn: Hello, Leslye! So delighted to speak to you today.

			L. Penelope: And you too, Lezli!

			LR: We’re two people with the same name, in the one conversation. I’m sure that’s not going to be at all confusing for our readers! *grins*

			LP: *laughs* Ohhh, that’s right! We’ll do our best not to be confusing!

			*socializes for about ten minutes*

			LR: So, lets get into the questions! How did you get into writing? Were you always wanting to be an author since you were young? Or was there an event that happened, that triggered that desire?

			LP: I have always written. I wrote my first short story when I was five years old. I still have it.

			LR: Oh, really?

			LP: Yep. My mom was a teacher and she had taught me to read early. And so it was part of my identity, all through elementary school.

			You see, I wasn’t really athletic. I did dance and music, but I wasn’t in my element until they put me in the summer writing camps at the local community college for kids.

			LR: Ohhh, I would have loved that! My second grade teacher once wrote in my school report that I should become a writer one day, because I had such an imagination.

			LP: That was me as a child. I was just lucky that they had these programs close to our home, and that my parents found out about them. They were always supportive of all our artistic endeavors, so I took any writing class they offered in school. By high school, I worked for the literary magazine, and I was editor there my senior year.

			Writing was so much a part of me that everyone was asking if I was going to major in writing in college. I was thinking that didn’t seem a rational choice when you extrapolate getting a job afterwards. So, of course, I decided to major in film, which was *sarcasm* super practical.

			LR: *laughs*

			LP: I did minor in computer science, so that is something. But either way, I was screenwriting in college.

			LR: When did you get back to writing short stories and novels?

			LP: I stopped writing after I graduated. I always wrote poetry, even when I wasn’t doing fiction, but my reintroduction to it was after I got married and we moved to Virginia. We went to the cinema to see a movie and I saw a flyer for this writing school. I started taking writing classes in Norfolk Virginia, at this writer center down there. Soon I became part of a crew of people—we’d always take the same classes—and it became like an ongoing workshop

			That happened in 2008. I started writing short stories again, and a book—which I didn’t finish—but that was how I began the adult phase of my writing career.

			LR: My writing career started in 2008, too.

			LP: Oh, wow. Cool.

			LR: Your latest release is reviewed in this issue of the magazine, but I see you have another series—The Eternal Flame sequence of books. Is that self-published?

			LP: Yes. It is currently self-published.

			LR: You would never guess from the covers. They are so incredibly professional. So beautiful.

			LP: Oh, thank you! I love cover design. I wish I could be a graphic designer, so I spent a lot of time finding the right designer.

			LR: How did it come about that you were writing two series at the one time?

			LP: My first book was Song of Blood & Stone and that was originally self-published. And while that was out on edits I had the time to explore this other idea, for the book that became Angelborn. So I was able to go back and forth between the two.

			They’re different genres, and different styles. Song of Blood & Stone is epic fantasy, whereas the Eternal Flame series is contemporary paranormal romance, and more of a new adult. One is also third person, one is first person. It really helped me to go from one thing, and then take a break and switch to a completely different world.

			LR: That leads into my next question perfectly. Is one series easier to write than the other? Is one more of an accomplishment in your eyes, or are they both your babies?

			LP: One is not easier to write than the other. However, the first book of both series were easier to write than the later ones. The next books have become considerably harder, once you are dealing with established worlds and their constraints.

			They are both my babies. I love both series. I love Angelborn—the whole idea of the series—because it is like a breath of fresh air for me. It allows me think and explore on different levels, which I appreciate.

			Song of Blood & Stone, on the other hand was my first book. It’s got an award—it’s had a starred review from Publishers’ Weekly while it was self-published. It obviously has accomplishments already before it became a St. Martin’s Press book. But it’s also very personal to me because I put all my feelings into the heroine, of feeling like I never fit in and of being an outcast. Also the reason why she is an outcast is important to me. The racial aspects of the story are ways for me to talk about race in this country, but in a fantasy world.

			LR: Song of Blood & Stone was originally self-published. How did it come about that St. Martin’s Press went on to buy it and publish it this year?

			LP: I originally self-pubbed it in 2015—in that year I put out the first two books in that series. It was a year later, January 2016, that I got an email from Monique Patterson, who is an editor at St. Martin’s Press. She had been looking for something different and had come across my books. She was attracted to the cover, and the genre, so she’d downloaded it, read it, and then downloaded the second one.

			So initially she had contacted me about pitching something new—my next series that I was working on. I pitched her, but she came back and said “I really like Song of Blood & Stone and I think I can bring it to a bigger audience. Would you consider publishing it through us?” And I was like “Oh, wow!”

			Basically, it was out of the blue—a complete surprise.

			LR: That is amazing. What are the chances?

			LP: I know! I couldn’t believe it.

			LR: so, then, presumably you took the books down off your website.

			LP: Yes, part of the contract conditions was to take both the books down, so they could then be prepped to release through St. Martin’s Press.

			LR: I can’t see any downside to that, especially when you see the treatment they gave your first cover.

			LP: Yes, the foil treatment to my Song of Blood & Stone cover is beautiful. And they kept my original cover image, which was amazing. That was one of the things she said initially: “We will keep the covers. We love the covers.”

			Usually when people get these deals the covers are changed. Fortunately, I had done my research and picked a really great designer, so the design was good enough to keep.

			LR: I’ve mentioned this before. The quality of your self-published covers look amazing. They look like a traditional publication.

			LP: That was really deliberate. I had set out to create a publishing company and wanted it to be as indistinguishable from traditional publishing. I wanted to put the best product out there.

			I had also gone into self-publishing purposely. I had not been rejected. But it’s a great experience now seeing how traditional publisher does it behind the scenes. I think it’s great to be a hybrid author—to have your foot in as many doors as you can.

			LR: Curious. Did you have print editions of your self-pubbed versions, too?

			LP: Yes, I did! I did the typesetting myself. I used to run a literary magazine—some of us from the writing group in Virginia had started it—so I gained experience in publishing ebooks and printing paperback copies through CreateSpace.

			There should be copies of the first books in both of my series floating around somewhere. You never know, maybe they will be worth money someday. *laughs*

			LR: Yes, once Song of Blood & Stone gets made into a movie, that’s the first edition that will be sourced out on eBay!

			LP: *laughs* Exactly!

			LR: So, I obviously met you at a science fiction and fantasy convention, and next I will be seeing you at a romance writers convention. Do you think the two fields are very different?

			LP: I do. Well, in terms of the professional aspects. I’m in the writing organization RWA, and not in SFWA. I had always wanted to be in SFWA growing up, because I had always loved fantasy and SF, but then the “sad puppies” drama happened and I wondered if it was worth joining. I have never been a big convention-going person, as much as I loved the genre. And I think I feel a lot more welcome in romance circles and groups—at least, amongst romance writers in particular.

			LR: Before writing your cupid stories for our magazine, had you written shorts?

			LP: Most of the ones I have sold to your magazine had been half-finished for years. I had started pieces of them but never finished because I did not have a publishing goal for them yet, being that awkward length. And I’m very goal driven. I had a thought I might do them in a collection one day, but until then they stayed on the backburner while I was writing and publishing novels.

			I had one short story—really short, perhaps around three or four thousand words—in the newsletter, so other than that, I had never published short fiction before your magazine.

			LR: We’re so happy to buy them from you. They’re delightful and sexy romances.

			LP: Thank you!

			LR: How long does it take you to wrote a novel?

			LP: It varies. I am working on a new series I started it after RWA last year. While I have taken a few months off writing, the book is mostly complete in less than a year. I believe in fast drafting, so that is how I finish things without stalling because I don’t let myself agonize over small details in that first draft.

			I try to do a first draft as quick as possible—so usually in about two months. Then it’s months of revision. Then I take some time away from it if I’m having problems and can’t think of a solution. It depends on how many problems I’m having, and how much space I need away from the book to be able to look at it anew again with fresh eyes, but usually I can produce a clean draft of a book within eight months to a year.

			LR: If you had to pick one heroine from all your novels, across all your series, and one

			hero as your favorites, who would they be? And would you think they’d make a great

			couple if their paths had crossed between the sheets of the same book?

			LP: Oh, that is interesting. I have four books out, and when you write them, you put the hero and heroine together because they match.

			LR: That is what makes it interesting. Because in the real world, we tend not to match perfectly.

			LP: Right. That is very true. As romance writers we’re effectively writing fantasy, even when we’re not writing fantasy. *laughs*

			I would put together the most odd couple, for some reason. Caleb is the hero of Angelborn in the Eternal Flame series, and I would take the heroine out of the second book of the Earthsinger Chronicles, which is going to be called Whispers of Shadows & Flame. The heroine is Kyara and she is an assassin. And Caleb is a half-angel who has come to earth to find his soulmate.

			I think that if they weren’t with their chosen ones, they might be interesting for each other because while they are opposites he is very compassionate and she is a reluctant assassin, so they could help each other become better people. That would be an interesting pairing.

			LR: And lastly, what is next for you, for 2018? What do your readers have to look forward to?

			LP: I’m definitely working on the Earthsinger Chronicles. I had three books written before I signed the deal, so I’m just editing through them. I’m working on the final part of book two, which comes out next year.

			I’m also working on the that new series I mentioned earlier, that I started writing after RWA in July. Hopefully I will finish it completely by this year and can send it on submission with my agent. It’s a YA series, and it features dragons.

			LR: Thank you for the call. This has been fascinating and thoroughly enjoyable.

			LP: Thank you so much, Lezli! See you soon! [At RWA.]

			Copyright © 2018 by Lezli Robyn.

			


BEFORE I RUN

			by L. Penelope

			CHAPTER ONE

			Mascara caked and streaked around my eyes, making me look like a weepy panda. I gather wads of public restroom tissue paper and nearly scrape off my skin trying to remove the excess makeup. Only marginally successful, I give up. Let’s just call it the smoky eye look. I’m not pathetic, I’m fashionable.

			Staring at myself in the mirror, I lift the hem of my shirt. The largest scar is a little over an inch long, almost, but not quite in the center of my belly, north of the navel. There are other, smaller scars, but the biggest one always catches my attention. It’s angry and red. Not fully healed yet. Slightly raised and puckered and hideous.

			I’ll never wear a bikini again.

			Not that I wore them before that often, but at least I had the option. Sure, I’ve gained a few pounds since hitting my thirties, but who hasn’t? My hips are finally nicely rounded, having lost that flat, boyish look that comes from being tall and skinny. They aren’t what I would call child-bearing hips, but then again, they don’t need to be. Not anymore.

			I drop my shirt back down and force a smile in the mirror, still hanging on to that idea from some article I read a decade ago that said smiling at yourself makes you feel better.

			It doesn’t.

			I square my shoulders and exit the bathroom into the quiet cafe.

			Coffee Bar, as the original owner so creatively named it, is part coffee shop, part bar. It also houses a tiny bookshop and a performance space. It’s the closest thing that our town has to nightlife or day life or any kind of life, and at ten a.m. Thursday morning, it’s basically empty. Just me, Trudy behind the counter, and old Mr. Chee in the corner, dozing off.

			Everyone else is at work. Or in school. I used to work in a school until about two hours ago but now I don’t.

			My best friend Trudy frowns at me. The steaming hot mocha latte she made isn’t so steamy anymore, so she dumps it and whips up a fresh one without saying anything.

			I smile, this one genuine. It makes my cheeks hurt, but I do it anyway because Trudy is amazing and let me sit here sobbing unintelligibly for the past half-hour while she plied me with caffeinated beverages that I haven’t been able to drink.

			But when she sets the mug in front of me this time, I wrap my hands around it, relishing the sting of heat against my palms.

			Trudy hitches a hand on her hip and tilts her head to the side as if to say, Are you finally ready to talk? Only she doesn’t actually say anything, and I love her for that too.

			I force words from my lips. “So, I quit.”

			She blinks. “Okaaaay.”

			“In the middle of class.”

			“Okaaaay.”

			“I was just standing there, my lesson plan ready, the bell had just stopped ringing. The kids were rowdy, as usual. I didn’t try to coerce them into their seats or yell or anything. I just stood there.”

			I venture a sip of the latte. Trudy has sprinkled cinnamon on the top, just the way I like it. “This is good.”

			She rolls her eyes like it’s a given, though owning a coffee shop is no guarantee you can make a decent latte.

			“I stood there until some of them actually noticed me. A few even quieted down. Some were already asleep. The rest were on their phones.”

			I stare into the remaining foam. “I just couldn’t do it,” I whisper.

			“Maybe it’s just too soon,” Trudy says, reaching for my shoulder and giving it a comforting squeeze. “Going back to work this week might have been a mistake. Maybe you needed another few weeks. To recover.”

			I shake my head. “Another few weeks wouldn’t help.”

			“So, what? You just walked out of the classroom?” She picks up her own mug of something way stronger than I can handle and sips it, scanning the shop just in case a customer has sneaked in during the past few minutes and she’s missed it.

			“I walked to the front office and told the secretary that I needed an emergency sub. And that I quit. And then I left.” I look around. “I didn’t even take my purse. It’s still locked in the desk drawer. I walked here.”

			I put down the mug and drop my head to my hands. The bell over the door goes off.

			“I’ll get rid of them,” Trudy says.

			“You can’t get rid of them, this is your livelihood. I’m not going anywhere. I don’t have my keys.”

			“Oh, sweetie,” she says, clucking. I hear her go over to the register to wait on the new customer, but my head is too heavy to lift right now.

			Everyone always said that I should be a teacher. It was always: Oh, Charlotte, look how well she organizes the other kids. Such a good babysitter, such a good older sister. She’ll be such a good mother someday.

			There wasn’t even a question when I finally got to college. I’d spent six years after high school working full-time and taking care of my little brother Mat, so you would think I’d have given plenty of thought to my major. And yet I still chose Education.

			Teaching high school English had made sense. Until it didn’t.

			I place my hands on my stomach and breathe deeply. What’s that thing they have you do in yoga? Lion breath? I never understood exactly how to go about it, but maybe I should give it another shot. Maybe if I breathed like a lion I could grow some courage.

			“How do you feel?”

			I startle at Trudy’s presence behind me. I sit up and spin around on the stool to face her. “Physically, I’m okay. Not 100% yet, but that will take time. That’s what the doctor and everyone on the internet says.”

			She purses her lips. “If you don’t want to go back and get your keys from the school, just take mine and crash at my place for the rest of the day. I’ll pick up your bag after I get off this afternoon.”

			I look around again. The coffee shop side of Coffee Bar is warm and inviting. There’s a chess table in the corner, a dartboard hanging on the wall, and even an old school Ms. Pac-Man machine.

			“I think I’ll hang out here if it’s okay with you.” I rise, holding my mocha. “Just keep the caffeine coming and put it on my tab.”

			A hint of worry flashes in Trudy’s eyes, but she nods. I head for the dart board, ready to work on my non-existent skills. At thirty-three with no man, no kids, and now no job, maybe I can get on the professional dart throwing circuit. I open the case with the little missiles and start throwing.

			CHAPTER TWO

			After failing spectacularly to hit anything close to the bullseye on the dart board, I move my attention to Ms. Pac-Man—my sister in feminism, eater of dots, and vanquisher of ghosts. I could use a little of her focus and determination right now. I engage in full-scale combat against those little dots until my big mouthed champion starts getting shit done.

			As the level changes, I look over at Trudy, trying to communicate via telepathy that another shot of caffeine would be a good idea right about now, but she’s with a customer. My neck cracks as I do a swift double take. And stare. Shamelessly.

			I get an eyeful of his profile, all honey gold complexion several shades darker than my own. Short, kinky, brown hair and week-old stubble. Tattoos peek out from under sleeves rolled up to his elbows. My ovaries remind me they’re still intact. In fact, I’m pretty sure they just grew big Ms. Pac-Man mouths and started salivating.

			I blink a few times to clear my vision, but no, he’s real, he’s gorgeous, and he’s looking right at me.

			The 8-bit sounds of disappointment cause me to turn back to the arcade game. I was staring a bit too long and now I’m dead. Of course. My options now are to try darts again or convince old Mr. Chee to emerge from his slumber and play chess with me. Or rather, teach me to play chess.

			From the corner of my eye, I see the hot guy head away from the counter. I can’t help looking over again to find Trudy smirking, the reason for which soon becomes clear when I realize the hot guy is heading right for me.

			His eyes have a relaxed, bedroom quality to them. They’re a beautiful, sparkling brown, and I get to inspect them in even greater detail because he’s standing right in front of me.

			“Charlotte?”

			Oh dear God, his voice. He should carry around spare ladies’ underwear to hand out to any adult, heterosexual woman he finds the need to speak to. Starting with me.

			“Yes? Do I know you?” A question I already know the answer to because I do not have Alzheimer’s and that is the only way I would have forgotten him.

			He grins, and his smile is everything. “No. I’m Micah. Someone asked me to give this to you.” He holds out my purse.

			Somehow, I’d missed the fact that the gorgeous species of human male was carrying a large, black hobo bag. I pluck it from his hand and lift it up like I’ve never seen it before.

			“That is yours, right?”

			Imagine if melted chocolate and molten lava mixed and then a mad scientist ran the mixture through a machine that turned it into sound waves—that’s his voice. His mouth curves into a smile, and I have to physically remove my eyeballs from his lips.

			“Yes. Mine. Um…. Are you a teacher?” Another brilliant question for which I already know the answer.

			“Former student. I was visiting Mr. Crescent in the music department when this woman came up to me and asked me to come here and give you this. Then she disappeared.” His brow wrinkles adorably. “Like, really disappeared. Into thin air.”

			I stare at him for a second, and he stares back then raises his brows. “Maybe she was just really fast?” he says. “Or I could have had a mini-stroke.”

			 “Or fallen asleep standing up?”

			He chuckles, making me feel all fizzy. “I am sleep deprived.”

			“I wonder if she was the sub?” Though how could she have gotten my purse out of a locked drawer? Maintenance doesn’t even have a key, which I sadly discovered early last year. Maybe she’s a part-time sub, part-time locksmith? Or jewel thief. That would explain the disappearing act. Besides, it would take a master criminal to handle some of those children.

			He stares at me with bright eyes, and I feel the need to talk. “I’m a teacher. Or I used to be. I quit this morning.”

			I wince, but to his credit, if he feels any kind of way about my oversharing, he hides it well. “Sounds like a really hard job. I know I could never do it.”

			“I used to like it. No, that’s not true. I never liked it, I just thought I should. But life’s too short for shoulds, you know?”

			He raises his eyebrows and my face begins to heat. Fun fact: when I get embarrassed, my nose turns red, and when I get embarrassed in front of a hot guy, I go full-on Rudolph. The absolute last thing I want is to turn into one of Santa’s little helpers in front of Hot Guy Micah.

			“Anyway, sorry. Thank you. I should have thanked you. That was a really nice thing for you to do for a stranger.”

			His eyes dance. “My mom always said her purse was like her third arm. Wouldn’t want a pretty lady out there walking around missing an arm.” He smiles again, and I just know it’s Christmas in October on my face right about now. But somehow, his smile makes me forget my nose, and my sudden, self-imposed unemployment, and also my good sense.

			“Do you drink coffee?” I blurt out. “Trudy makes the best…” Wait, what am I doing? Sanity returns like a tidal wave. “Never mind. I’ll let you get on with your day.”

			I clutch my purse to my chest and turn around, hoping to at least make a smooth getaway. Possibly by tunneling through the laminate floor.

			“What do you recommend?” Little vaporized bursts of chocolate lava float past my eardrums. They send a tingle down to my toes.

			I spin back around very smoothly, not wobbling at all. “The mocha latte is fantastic.”

			CHAPTER THREE

			Micah stands at the counter ordering his drink. I perch at the edge of a chair a dozen feet away, leaning on the table in front of me, so caught up in the play of muscles across his back as they stretch the fabric of his rolled-up, long-sleeved t-shirt, that I don’t hear the bell ring again, or sense the presence of another person until said person is standing right next to me clearing her throat in the most annoying of ways.

			Phyllis Jones manages to elevate the act of throat clearing into passive aggressiveness personified. I have no idea how I was her friend for so long.

			“Ahem.”

			If she thinks I’m going to ask her what’s wrong, she has another think coming. Then Micah turns around and I want Jonesy far, far away from me.

			“What?” I snap, looking up at her. She’s as short and curvy as I am tall and lean. Her straight, black bob is the direct opposite of my highlighted, bronze curls. I’m basically the film negative version of her, so why Tanner would date both of us at the same time is a great mystery. Also, why, when she found out, she would continue to date him is another enigma. One that I’ve almost stopped wondering about over the past few months.

			“I heard you quit today,” she says. When we were friends, Jonesy’s ability to know the latest gossip almost instantaneously had been amusing, now it’s irritating. “Tell me it isn’t true.”

			We haven’t talked in months and I have no desire to tell her anything, true or otherwise. Of course, Micah chooses that moment to sit down across from me. Jonesy scrunches her pert little nose at him.

			“Micah Green? What are you doing back in town?” She flips her hair and shifts her weight to draw attention to her butt.

			Oh. My. God. Is she flirting with him?

			“Just visiting.” His face is neutral-pleasant. At least he doesn’t seem to be flirting back.

			“Are you here for your brother’s birthday party? I heard your mom is going all out. But, I thought you were on a tour?”

			I look up sharply. Micah’s jaw clenches before he plasters on a fairly realistic imitation of a smile. “We had a little break, so I came home to see the fam.”

			“Are you in the military?” I ask, raking my gaze over him again. His hair is not regulation and the facial hair is a definite no-no.

			His eyebrows shoot up, and Jonesy gives a derisive snort. “Our Char, always so clueless. Micah’s the drummer of the band RiotSphere. They were on Jimmy Kimmel last month.” She shakes her head as if my ignorance of that particular detail of pop culture is just too sad for words. “He was a couple years ahead of us in school and graduated with my sister.”

			“Oh,” I say, digging my fingers into the surface of the table. “I’m kind of out of the loop when it comes to that type of thing.”

			Micah shakes his head, as if to say, ‘No big deal.’

			Jonesy presses on. “And now you’re out of a job, sweetie. Did something happen?”

			Oh, the joys of small town living. Something happened when Doris Whitaker accused Philip Harlow of sexual harassment at the middle school two years before. It had been a huge scandal that had kept Jonesy’s tongue limber for months.

			I purse my lips. “I just realized teaching isn’t for me.”

			“Latisha Parrish told her mother you came to this grand realization in the middle of class.” She tutted me. Phyllis Jones had the nerve to tut me. “Those children need proper leadership and role models. That was just irresponsible.”

			“Well, so is stealing your homegirl’s boyfriend right before they have major surgery, but shit happens, amIright?” I tilt my head and attempt to blind her with the wattage of my pearly whites.

			Jonesy pales a fraction, then her eyes harden. “I guess some women just aren’t the nurturing type. And some of us are.”

			Ice forms around my chest, and the healing wound in my abdomen aches.

			“A classroom is a lot like a family,” she says. “I would think you’d hold on tighter to the one you can still have.” She places a hand on her hip, eyes glittering with pride as she watches her barbed words hit home.

			Any retort I might have made sputters and dies on my lips.

			“Well, I think leaving a shitty job is brave,” Micah says. “You can’t sell your soul for a dollar. We only get one life, you know.”

			Tears rim my eyes. He’s talking to her, but he’s looking at me.

			“In fact, I think Charlotte here is my hero. Those kids will be just fine. This is a good school system, they’ll find another teacher to shape those young minds in no time.”

			Trudy marches over, expression so placid, you’d have to have known her for a while to see the fury raging beneath the surface. I’m afraid she’ll slam the two mochas in her hands down on the table. But she manages to place them gently in front of me and Micah before planting herself in Jonesy’s face.

			“Will you be ordering anything, Phyllis?” she asks, emphasizing Jonesy’s hated first name. Those two have known each other longer, but I got Trudy in the split.

			“Just an iced tea, thanks.” Jonesy feigns obliviousness well. “It’s good to see you Micah. Is Pierre here too? Maybe you two could do an impromptu performance. Our little stage is no Jimmy Kimmel, but folks here would love it. Hometown boys made good, you know?”

			She’s back to fluttering her eyelashes and booty tooching her ample rear. Like she doesn’t have a boyfriend. My boyfriend. Whom she can keep because they deserve each other.

			Micah’s lips firm into a grim line. “I doubt it.” Then he focuses all his attention on his coffee like the foam is the most interesting thing he’s ever seen.

			Trudy practically drags Jonesy away, and I make a mental note to do something nice for her, like buy her a cheesecake.

			We sip our drinks in companionable silence, not saying a word until the wicked witch has left the building with her iced mango tea.

			“So, you’re, like, a rock star?”

			He grimaces. “No, I’m just the drummer in a band. Well, I was. Maybe I still am, I don’t know.” His voice is low and tinged with a sort of hopeless desperation I can relate to.

			“You having work troubles, too?”

			“Something like that.” He looks up, panic in his eyes. “That’s not common knowledge.”

			I give him a reassuring smile. “Obviously I don’t have TMZ on speed dial, considering I’ve never heard of Riot-what?”

			“RiotSphere.”

			“Yeah, that. Never heard of you. But I’m sure you’re very talented. So, your secret is safe with me. A total stranger. Who you can completely rely on.”

			We laugh, and little evaporated chocolate lava molecules enter my bloodstream, because you could record his laugh and make an album of it and it would go platinum.

			“Hill Valley is a small place,” he says. “So I’m pretty sure I can hunt you down if I need to.”

			“Hunt away.” Something crackles between us and I hope my nose isn’t lighting up because I didn’t mean it like that. Or maybe I did. Okay, I totally did.

			He has a little foam on his

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			I hope readers don’t mind a slightly different closing for our August issue. See, usually we reserve our closing to treat readers to a sneak peek of what’s to come in the next issue, but we have so much awesomeness planned for you all through to the end of the year, I can’t hold it all inside. I might burst with excitement!

			First of all, we do expect a return of Gracie Wilson, a newcomer in this issue, along with even more stories from our regular writers, Kate Pavelle and Petronella Glover. We know L. Penelope is writing a longer piece for us, and Lezli interviewed more fan-favorites at the RWA2018 conference, including bestseller Brenda Jackson.

			We have been delighted to hear at the conference that Heart’s Kiss is creating a buzz, and so we hope to continue bringing you those scrumptious stories and delicious surprises by partnering with very well-known authors you know and love. A little cupid whispered to us that one of the queens of paranormal fiction is penning a non-fiction article for an upcoming issue and Brenda Novak will have some more recipes for us to fall in love with, so the future looks great for our magazine.

			Speaking of secret projects, we have also been planning a special treat for our last installment of the year. A holiday issue where we explore winter holidays as a backdrop to some amazing romance tales of all genres. Reading for the special issue has caused both Lezli and I to pine for the colder months and our mugs of hot tea by the fire. Isn’t it funny when summer is in full swing we want the winter back and when it’s cold we want our beach weather? There is just no satisfying us—except with a good romance. We will never complain as long as our inboxes continue to fill with wonderful untold stories of love.
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