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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Tina Smith

			[image: ]

			Fall is brimming with new possibilities. Summer’s last bursts of heat fade and the autumn brings transition. It’s the season for change and new beginnings. I’ve always loved the spring and fall for those reasons. The symbolic nature of the time of year always works well with schools starting back up from a long summer break, and other events and projects seem to ebb and flow from that beginning.

			We have some great new-to-us writers and some returning favorites. Many of the authors have a terrific fan base and we’re so lucky to have them appear on our pages. Our featured novellas this issue are Kayla Perrin’s One Night in Paris and Kathryn Nolan’s Queen Cleopatra and the Baseball God. We are so very excited to have Kayla, a USA Today and Essence bestselling writer in this latest issue. Kayla has written for Harlequin and we’re delighted to feature her breathtaking novella. And great news for Heart’s Kiss readers is that we plan to publish more stories from this series. In Queen Cleopatra and the Baseball God, Nolan showcases her ability to write fun and flirty characters that stick with you long after you read the last sentence. Kathryn Nolan is a rising star in indie romance. Her novels have quickly become romance fan favorites and we will not be surprised to see her on the bestseller lists very soon.

			We also have three Heart’s Kiss regulars, with Olivette Devaux’s The Music of Loose Spring, David H. Hendrickson’s The Boy in Boxers, and Tonya D. Price’s In Tuscan Twilight. In The Music of Loose Spring, , a small town local finds himself befriending two new arrivals, twins, and falls for one who swears to stay away from romance because of his health condition—but we all know love never quite works that way. Hendrickson’s story prepares us for the holiday season where a Swedish pastry chef makes a delivery to a family and ends up spending time with her perfect match, who happens to be in his boxers at the time of their meet-cute. Our readers were so delighted by Price’s Greek story, we brought her back for another destination love story, In Tuscan Twilight.

			And, of course, with every issue we have some non-fiction articles for our readers to stay in touch with recent topics in the romance genre. Recommended Books will keep readers up-to-date on new releases as well as may-have-been-missed gems. Julie Pitzel has a new topic in her You Read That? column, this time covering the topic Saved by Romance.

			Well, the winds are changing as I am outside writing this at my house on the west coast. Our summers tend to linger, but this week we’ve had a mild break. As I mentioned, autumn is the time of change and we have wonderful changes ahead for Heart’s Kiss. I will be stepping down as co-editor of the magazine to have more time for writing. I’m also taking more hours as counselor, as there is a need in our area after the Camp Fires in Northern California. I’m so excited for Lezli to continue the work we’ve both started here and I’m confident she will do fantastic running the magazine solo. I’ll be involved much less from this point forward, but Heart’s Kiss will always hold a special place in my heart. Thank you for reading and enjoying—I will soon join you as a fan of the magazine. Hold a place for me at the reading circle on the comfy chairs. I’ll bring the hot chocolate and blankets.

			


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 NIGHT IN PARIS

			by Kayla Perrin

			CHAPTER ONE

			I downed the last of my wine, then snatched up my Samsung Galaxy smart phone from my dining room table. My decision was made. “I’m gonna call her.”

			“Oh, no no no.” Holly Krebs, one of my two best friends, reached for my hand, trying to pry the phone from my fingers.

			“What are you doing?” I asked. I jerked my arm upward, but Holly held on, successfully wrestling my phone from my hand. “Stop it!”

			“You’re not going to call her,” Holly said, fixing me with a determined stare.

			“Ow.” I rubbed my wrist, which stung—but not as much as my ego. Then I said, “Yes, I am.” I reached for Holly’s hand, but she pulled it back. “Come on, Holly. Gimme back my phone.”

			Holly tossed the phone to Vivica James, my other best friend, who was sitting across the table from us. Vivica caught it and stuffed the phone into her purse.

			“Seriously, guys,” I said, annoyed. “Cut it out.”

			“You can’t do this,” Holly said. Her tone was no-nonsense, which matched her look. Her light-brown face was thin, her cheekbones high, and her short black hair was slicked back with gel. People often looked at her and judged her as uptight.

			“We won’t let you,” Vivica added. She was the prettiest of us three, at least I thought so. With her flawless dark skin, shoulder-length curly hair, and a big, bright smile, she came across as warm and bubbly to everyone who met her. But even she was giving me a stern look that said she meant business.

			“She deserves to know,” I insisted. “Someone has to tell her.”

			“And she will find out,” Vivica stressed. “Trust me. How do you think I learned about Craig? He slipped up. And Steven will, too.”

			I whimpered. I wanted to call Steven’s fiancée—now. The fiancée he was apparently going to marry tomorrow. Thanks to the fact that she had linked her cell phone to her Facebook account, I’d been able to find her number. And now, after polishing off half a bottle of wine, I had enough liquid courage to call and tell her just how big of an asshole Steven was.

			If only my friends would let me do it.

			“You two are supposed to be in my corner.” I frowned at each of them in turn. “You should want me to expose the bastard.”

			“And ruin a woman’s wedding day?” Holly asked. “No, you’re better than that.”

			“Like hell I am.” Right now, I wanted to blow up Steven’s game. I mean, how dare he date me for five months, only to tell me that I was the other woman?

			I’d come home from a business trip to Canada and had called him the moment my plane touched down. Babe, I need to see you, I had all but purred in my best bedroom voice. Steven’s reply had been an abrupt, “I can’t.” Which had made me raise my eyebrow. That wasn’t like Steven. There had been no, “I’ll call you later.” Or, “I’ll come by when I’m free.” Normally, he was ready to pounce on me when I came home from my business trips.

			Naturally, I pressed him as to what was going on—which was when he’d told me in an almost impatient tone that it was over between us and that he was getting married on Saturday.

			“M-married?” I’d sputtered, my head starting to spin as I tried to process what he’d just said.

			“You knew it was never going to work between us,” Steven had replied, not a trace of guilt or contrition in his tone. “You’re hardly ever in town.”

			Those words had been like a stab in my heart. I’d even gasped, garnering the attention of those around me on the plane, but I’d just been so shocked. Steven had told me often that he liked my independence … and suddenly I knew why.

			The very fact that I had a job that required a lot of travel meant I wasn’t around to keep tabs on a man. Which was fine with me. I didn’t want to have to monitor a guy’s every movement to ensure that he wasn’t cheating on me.

			But that reality had also made it super easy for Steven to have a whole other life I didn’t know about. One I found after clicking on friends of his friends via Facebook for hours, and finally discovering Dominique Kissinger. The woman who had been boasting for months that she was getting married to “the best man in the world” in May.

			“He’s been living a lie, with me and with her,” I said, thinking again of his wretched betrayal. “It’s not like I was away and he decided to cheat one me. I went back a year on Dominique’s Facebook page and saw that that’s when they got engaged! He started seeing me five months ago. I’d want someone to tell me if I were about to marry a pig.”

			“Maybe if she was a good friend of yours, you could tell her,” Vivica said. “But if you call Dominique and ruin her wedding day, you’re going to look like the bad guy. Like some bitch with a vendetta. He’ll explain away your story real easily, trust me. Like I said, Steven will screw things up for himself soon enough. And when he does, your conscience will be clear.”

			As much as I hated to admit it, Vivica had a point. Steven would likely smooth things over with Dominique and she’d marry him anyway. But damn, I wanted Steven to feel as much pain as he had caused me. I wanted to show up at the wedding and be that person who stood up when the minister asked, If there is anyone here who has a reason why these two should not be wed ….

			I wanted to claw his eyes out for what he had done to me. Take a golf club to his head. Burn all his belongings on my front lawn.

			You get the idea.

			But at the end of the day, I knew I would do none of those things. And I wouldn’t allow myself to be the bitch who destroyed a woman’s happiness on the most important day of her life.

			However, I was still devastated. Devastated that I’d believed Steven loved me, when in fact he had been screwing me over. How had I been so wrong about him?

			“Married?” I croaked. “I’m the other woman, and he tells me two days before the wedding?”

			“Oh, hon.” Holly wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me close. “Don’t cry. You’re gonna be okay. I promise you that.”

			I didn’t even realize that I’d been about to cry until Holly said that, and that’s when the tears started to spill from my eyes. I brushed them away angrily, not wanting to cry over Steven. Not after what he’d done to me. But how could I not? He’d hurt me. Trampled on my dreams. Broken my trusting heart.

			“Guess my mother’s right about me,” I said, sniffling and wiping at my tears.

			“No, Bella,” Vivica said. “She’s not. You’re going to find love. Look at you. You’re gorgeous. How can you not?”

			My mother liked to say that I was unlucky in love. My long-term relationship in my twenties had ended when Chad decided that he wanted a woman who was ready to start having babies. In my early thirties, I’d gotten married—only to separate six weeks later. (I met the guy on a trip to Vegas, don’t ask). And ever since that breakup, my mother had started talking about how some people were just plain old unlucky in love, and that I was one of them.

			I’d started to feel like I was going to be alone for the rest of my life. Until Steven.

			Steven made me believe that I’d found a man who could accept me for me. One who could accept the long hours I had to dedicate to my job. Unlike other guys, he’d embraced my career as an internal corporate auditor, and didn’t mind that I pulled in a higher salary than he did. The bastard had made me believe in love again.

			“When Dominique learns his true colors,” Vivica began gently, “you can sit back and say that your hands are clean. If you tell her now, she’ll likely write you off as a jealous stalker, one who is upset that Steven is getting married. But when she starts to piece together the facts for herself, she’ll realize for herself that he’s a lying asshole.”

			Brushing away my tears, I nodded at Vivica. I knew that she was speaking the truth. And sadly, she was doing so from experience. She had learned her husband of thirteen years was cheating on her, and she’d handled the situation with strength. She’d dumped his lying ass, no looking back.

			“I never did like Steven,” Holly commented.

			Looking at her, I narrowed my eyes. “Since when?”

			“Since the first time I met him. He seemed … I dunno … like he was putting on an act.”

			“An act?” Now I was even more stunned.

			“Not an act about liking you. I guess it just seemed he was trying too hard to seem perfect.” Holly shrugged. “I don’t know. I just know that I didn’t completely trust him.”

			My gaze went to Vivica, I guess seeking her opinion as well. I couldn’t have been more surprised when she said, “I didn’t like him, either.”

			“Why the hell not?”

			“I agree with Holly. He came off as a little too perfect. Doted on you as though you were the only woman in the world. Maybe I’m just suspicious of that kind of public display of affection.”

			And I had loved it. Craved it, after so long a dry spell. “That’s silly,” I said. “Craig was never the touchy-feely type, but that doesn’t mean that you have to be suspicious of a guy who is.”

			“Call it a feeling, then,” Vivica said. “I can’t explain it.”

			What had they seen that I hadn’t? “You could have shared your feelings with me.”

			“It wasn’t our place to say,” Holly said. “Our not liking someone isn’t a reason you shouldn’t date him.”

			“So friggin’ reasonable, both of you. Next time, tell me when you think I’m getting involved with an idiot. Maybe if you both had told me you didn’t have a good feeling about Steven, I would have kicked him to the curb and saved myself this heartbreak.”

			Vivica and Holly exchanged a doubtful look. And I couldn’t blame them. I likely would have dated Steven anyway.

			Pushing my chair back, I got to my feet and started for the nearby kitchen. “I need more wine.”

			“I think you’ve had enough,” Vivica said.

			I turned to stare at her. “My boyfriend just dumped me—and now it’s the night before his wedding to a fiancée I didn’t know about. I haven’t had enough. Not hardly.”

			* * *

			I didn’t sleep well that night. My mind was plagued with the grief of being dumped—and the reality that I’d been wooed by an ass who’d had a fiancée. I very seriously wanted to go to the church the next day to stop the wedding, because I was still pissed off. And I just might have—if I hadn’t been suffering the worst hangover in the history of the world. My head hurt when I opened my eyes. Getting out of bed and getting dressed wasn’t even a possible option. I was glad that I’d had my friends come to my place last night, that we hadn’t had this catch up session at one of their homes, which would have required me to crash in a bed other than my own. It was the kind of day where I wanted to stay my bed with the covers pulled over my head … and I did exactly that.

			Despite my heartbreak, I vowed to move on—even though I was livid that Steven had had the gall to treat me with such little respect. I wouldn’t text him, no matter how much I wanted to send him one good long message giving him a piece of my mind. I would let him be.

			Lesson learned the excruciatingly hard way.

			In the days that followed, I became Angry Bella. Gone was the sweet and trusting and hopeful Bella. The Bella who believed that true love existed beyond the pages of fairy tales. Two bottles of wine and a wicked hangover, I’d emerged from my awful breakup with a new outlook on love.

			Men sucked.

			I was going to harden my heart and not let anyone penetrate it. I’d buy some toys. Satisfy myself. Lots of women got through the lonely, horny moments that way.

			My anger was evident everywhere. If a man looked my way, I practically snarled when I met his gaze. About three weeks later in the grocery store, one man dared to wink at me and got my venomous stare in return. It startled him so badly that he turned and bumped into a rack of peanut butter, knocking over several jars. I’d smiled, as though that had been a bit of payback on men in general.

			Given my sour attitude—which I couldn’t even quite hide at the office—men would assume that I had issues.

			I didn’t care. Because I did have issues. I had issues with all men.

			And I wanted nothing to do with any of them, except my father and brother. And my adorable two-year old nephew, Josiah—who had not yet been corrupted by the rest of his species.

			In the six weeks following my breakup, I didn’t think about men. I didn’t even miss the sex. I was certain that I’d accomplished the task of becoming a non-sexual being as I had during previous dry spells—but this time for good.

			So I couldn’t have been more surprised when my body betrayed me. It happened during my run along the trail that led through the forest in my D.C. neighborhood. When I saw him jogging toward me. Shirtless. That perfect upper body with its hard planes and grooves covered in a sheen of perspiration. Good Lord, what a body! It looked as though it had been sculpted from the finest milk chocolate. Behind my sunglasses, I ogled him. Ogled him without shame.

			And as he neared me, my pulse tripped—as though it had been the one running and had stumbled. After six weeks of hating men, my sleeping sexual being was suddenly jarred fully awake.

			And then like my pulse, I tripped. Damn! I caught myself before I fell on my face, which would have left me mortally embarrassed. Righting myself, I stopped and drew in several deep breaths, wondering what was wrong with me.

			Okay, so I knew the answer to that. Obviously, I wasn’t totally immune to the opposite sex. I was still a woman. Still totally heterosexual. And like every other heterosexual woman on the planet, I can certainly appreciate a fine man.

			And there was no doubt that Andre Moore was fine—a fact I had known for a couple of years. Yes, the man I’d damn near fallen on my face over was one I’d lusted after before, as he was one of my neighbors. Andre lived about five houses down on my street, and I often saw him in the distance. Occasionally, our paths actually crossed and we exchanged verbal pleasantries. I’d always thought the man was hot. And off limits.

			As he neared me, I couldn’t help eyeing his naked chest. The hard wall of muscles, those perfectly sculpted abs. No wonder he had been a professional athlete. Although he’d retired from the NFL a year ago, he still kept his body in pristine shape.

			Something else I had come to know—and appreciate from afar—in the last couple of years.

			But I thought I was immune to a gorgeous man at this point in my life. Apparently I wasn’t.

			As my eyes ventured to his strong, lean thighs, I told myself that there was no harm in looking. If I got too hot and bothered, that’s where the toys came in.

			As he reached me, Andre waved at me and offered me a small smile. I did the same. Two neighbors being polite. Although I was strangely aroused. I might just have to head to a sex shop after my run and find something new ….

			I began jogging in the opposite direction, and that was that.

			Until moments later when I felt a hand touch my arm. Startled, I jerked my gaze to the left and saw him there, now jogging beside me.

			If he had called out to me, I hadn’t heard because I had ear buds in my ears. I took them out now, stopping my forward motion but continuing to jog on the spot. “Yes?” I asked.

			“You okay?”

			“Huh?”

			“I saw you stumble. Did you hurt your ankle?”

			“Oh.” I waved a dismissive hand. “I’m fine.”

			I thought he would continue on, but he didn’t. “I see you around, but we’ve never formally met.” He extended a hand. “I’m Andre.”

			Didn’t he see that I was trying to get back to my workout? Now wasn’t the time for a formal introduction.

			I continued to jog on the spot, hoping he would get the hint. “Yes, I know who you are.”

			One of his eyebrows shot up as he looked at me, but there was a expression of humor on his face. “Is that a bad thing?”

			“Why would you ask that?” I came to a stop, since I felt silly jogging on the spot, while he wasn’t moving.

			“Because you didn’t shake my hand,” he pointed out.

			“Oh. Sorry.” I took his offered hand and shook it. And damn if I didn’t feel a sexual charge electrify my body. It left me flustered—and apparently deaf, because I saw his lips move, but didn’t hear what he said.

			You know how sometimes when you look at a picture up close, you see the imperfections? Well, being this close to Andre, I saw no imperfections at all. In fact, he looked even sexier up close. He had to be at least six-foot-two or six-foot-three, which was a huge plus. His rounded face was clean-shaven, as was his head. And I could only imagine that with those thick lips, his kisses would be sensational ….

			“You don’t want to tell me your name?” he said.

			I blinked, mentally falling back down to earth with a thud. “Um, sorry.” What was wrong with me? “I’m Bella.”

			“Bella.” Andre said my name as though he was sampling the way it sounded on his lips. “You don’t really look like a Bella.”

			“No?”

			“I hear Bella, I think Italian.”

			“My mother’s Italian,” I explained. “Well, part Italian. My father’s American. They agreed to name me after my maternal grandmother … which is more information than you ever wanted to know.”

			Andre nodded. “No, it’s cool. I like the name.”

			His eyes wandered from my face to my body, leaving me wondering if he liked something else …. A current of heat shot through my veins.

			You don’t care what he thinks, I reminded myself. What the heck is wrong with you?

			I put my ear buds back in my ears and placed my finger on my MP3 player’s PLAY button, which was conveniently strapped to my wrist. It was time to get on with my day. “Well, nice to officially meet you. Of course, like everyone in the neighborhood, I know you used to play professional football. That’s why I already knew your name.”

			“And now I know yours.”

			“All right. See you around.”

			I started to press the PLAY button when he said, “Don’t go running off just yet.”

			“Pardon me?” I asked, stopping my music again.

			He gave me an odd look. One that was a little charming, and perhaps also a little flirtatious. Certainly he couldn’t be hitting on me?

			“I was wondering …. I’ve noticed you before. Quite a bit, actually. And now …” His voice trailing off, he looked at a loss for words.

			“And now what?” I prompted.

			“Sorry,” he said, and smiled. A full-blown, radiant smile. And my goodness, did he ever have a set of dimples. They made him all the more endearing. “I was wondering if I could take you out to dinner.”

			“Dinner?” I nearly choked on the word. That was the last thing I’d expected him to say.

			“You do do dinner, don’t you?”

			“Yes—yes. I—I do,” I stammered. “But—”

			“But?” Andre raised his eyebrows expectantly.

			I didn’t even know what to say. I was certain that this was some sort of joke. He had to be kidding. This was the first time we were talking beyond pleasantries, and he wanted to take me to dinner? Why?

			“I—I tend to be really busy,” I said. “I have a horribly demanding work schedule, and in all honesty, dinner probably isn’t the best idea.”

			“Oh.” He looked disappointed.

			“I just don’t have a lot of time for—for socializing,” I said, not wanting to mention the word dating, in case he was simply offering to get a neighborly bite together. “But I do appreciate you asking.” I offered him an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

			“I understand,” he said.

			Did he? “I mean, it’s nothing personal,” I went on. “It’s just … timing.”

			“Sure.” Andre raised a hand as if to say Hey, it’s all right. “You enjoy the rest of your day.”

			And then he began to run again, continuing on in the original direction he’d been going.

			I stared after him for a long while, wondering why, although I had turned him down, my heart was racing so fast.

			Dinner …. Had he really just asked me to dinner? A guy I had secretly lusted over for two years?

			And I’d actually said no?

			Maybe if we’d had this conversation a year ago. Hell, even the day before I’d met Steven. But now ….

			Now, I was a changed woman. A woman who no longer believed in love. Sure, I was flattered. And even a little turned on. But I’d been right to turn him down.

			That’s what I told myself. Yet as I started to jog again, I couldn’t help thinking that perhaps after Steven, a man like Andre was exactly what I needed. Someone to make me feel good, to make me forget my pain.

			The only thing I knew for sure was that I was going to go shopping for a new toy. Because after weeks of not being aroused at all, talking to Andre had left me hot and bothered.

			And considering I’d given up men, a toy would have to suffice.

			CHAPTER TWO

			“You’re not actually serious?” Holly asked, staring at me as if I had grown a third eye smack in the middle of my forehead. “I mean, how old is he?”

			“You mean how young,” Vivica interjected, chuckling softly.

			I fiddled with the stem of my wine glass, not making eye contact with either of my two dearest friends. I was out with Holly and Vivica for dinner, something we didn’t do nearly as often as I would like. We had finished off a half-carafe of red wine and had ordered another—which we could do without guilt because we were cabbing it home. It was the first time we’d been together for a meal since my Steven meltdown, and when they’d asked what was new in my life, I had dared to mention the fact that Andre Moore had asked me to dinner.

			“I didn’t say I was interested,” I said, a tad defensive. What I had hoped—by telling my friends that I’d felt a spark of attraction for a man after weeks—was that they would pat me on the back and tell me that I was finally on the road to healing. Being shot down by both of them now didn’t feel good. “I’m just saying he’s easy to look at. And it was … nice … getting a bit of attention. It’s not wrong to find him attractive, is it?”

			“He’s a hot guy,” Vivica said. “We all know that. But one—he’s at least ten years younger than you. And two, he’s a retired ball player. You know he’s got at least thirty women on speed dial. Hell, Craig was an accountant and he had about five women on speed dial. Stupid prick.”

			“Ah, you said Craig!” Holly slapped the table, victorious. “Drink up.”

			“Shit,” Vivica muttered, then drank a good mouthful of her red wine.

			I chuckled, then took a sip of my wine as well. Vivica, only divorced for six months now, had a habit of badmouthing her ex. We totally understood—the passive-aggressive jerk had screwed her over—but we were still doing everything in our power to help her forget him once and for all. Tonight, we’d warned her that every time she uttered Craig’s name, she would have to drink wine.

			“My point, Bella,” Vivica said to me, “is that you’re asking for trouble if you get involved with someone like Andre Moore. Heck, even his name screams player.”

			I finished off my glass of wine. I was feeling a little deflated. I’m not exactly sure what I’d wanted from my friends. Perhaps a little encouragement? An unabashed go for it where Andre was concerned?

			Because let’s face it—I imagined he would be a pretty good palate cleanser. One night in bed with him, and I was sure I would no longer be remembering Steven. It was a thought I’d had over and over again in the week since he’d asked me out.

			Now, I was glad that I’d never told my friends about my secret crush on him. It wasn’t super serious or anything, which is why I’d never mentioned it. But he was the kind of guy who left me breathless just looking at him. I responded to him on a purely sexual level.

			Now, don’t get me wrong. I held no illusions that anything would ever happen between us. But that doesn’t mean a woman can’t fantasize, does it? And after he’d asked me out last weekend—let’s just say my libido was in overdrive. All week, I had daydreamed about what it would be like to make love to him.

			Tall, dark and fine. Six-foot-threeish. He would be taller than me, even if I wore my highest heels. That was a definite plus. Not to mention his beautifully sculpted body. Dimples that would make any woman blush. And that smile—the first time he’d actually leveled it on me, I’d felt an electric charge like nothing else in my life. But I’d been able to keep my inappropriate feelings under control … until he’d asked me out.

			“The man’s fine as hell,” Holly conceded. “But Viv’s right. Football player? You know the man has tons of women. I’m shocked he would even ask you out. Not that you’re not beautiful, but I’m sure the guy is just looking for another notch on his bedpost.”

			I scowled. “Gee, thanks.”

			The waitress arrived then with our second carafe of wine. “Have you decided on any dessert?” she asked.

			“You just brought it,” I said, smiling sweetly.

			“Nothing for me,” Holly said.

			“Nor me,” Vivica added.

			As the waitress walked off, Holly picked up where she’d left off. “I’m not putting you down. Just keeping it real. Besides, I don’t even think Andre’s thirty yet. And you’re turning forty in a couple
of weeks.”

			“Thanks for that reminder.” I made a sour face, then reached for the carafe of wine. I filled my glass.

			“Of course, you don’t look a day over twenty-eight,” Vivica said. “God knows, if you weren’t so awesome, I’d hate you.”

			“I’m sure he has no clue how old you really are,” Holly said. “He’s probably gone through the rest of the women in the neighborhood and is now turning his sights on you.”

			“Can we change the subject?” I asked. With both of my friends sitting across the booth from me, I felt like I was in the proverbial hot seat. I didn’t want to defend an attraction that I felt was perfectly okay. I hadn’t jumped into bed with Andre. And I certainly hadn’t said that I was planning to. And I didn’t particularly like the way Holly was demeaning Andre’s interest in me. I didn’t keep dibs on him, but I hadn’t noticed a steady stream of different women entering his home. He didn’t strike me as a player. “You told us that we should have spoken up about not liking Steven,” Holly went on, undeterred. “Remember? I’m not trying to be hard on you. I’m trying to stop you from doing something you’ll regret.”

			“Exactly,” Vivica agreed. “Look, I’d be tempted too. Lord knows, any woman would be tempted to jump into bed with a guy like that. But what will it get you? You’re not the casual sex kind.”

			“I got it,” I said testily. “Now please can we change the subject?”

			Vivica turned to Holly. “How’s Mike?”

			Currently, Holly was the only one of us who was involved with a man. She was married, had been for ten years. The passion had died years ago, something Holly often complained about. But she seemed content. She put all of her efforts into being a great mother, which she was.

			“Mike’s great,” Holly said. “He’s been super busy since he made partner, but I can’t complain. I’ve got a big house, two wonderful kids. My health.”

			It almost sounded like Holly was trying to convince herself that all was okay in her world.

			“And your fortieth?” I asked. “Has he said yes to the cruise?”

			Holly’s nose wrinkled as she shook her head. “He’s working on this huge litigation case. You remember the one. So it isn’t likely he can take the time off.”

			“You’re saying he can’t plan for four months from now?” I asked.

			“He can’t be sure he won’t be in court then,” Holly explained.

			“Oh, that’s too bad.” I knew how much Holly was looking forward to doing something special for her fortieth birthday in September.

			“Don’t worry,” Vivica said, patting Holly’s hand. “We’ll make sure you celebrate in grand style.”

			Holly smiled, her expression saying that she was grateful for her friends. “I know you will.”

			Celebrating a fortieth birthday with your girlfriends was nice, but I couldn’t imagine anything better than spending alone time with your man as you hit that milestone. Being somewhere—anywhere—to enjoy some seriously hot sex.

			That’s what I wanted. But with my birthday coming up in exactly two weeks tomorrow, I knew that wasn’t an option. Not now that Steven had gotten married.

			For some reason, Andre popped into my mind. His naked chest covered with sweat as he’d been running along the trail. The fact that he’d stopped to chat with me, ask me if I would like to go to dinner some time ….

			Was Holly right? Did he simply want a roll in the hay? And if that was all he wanted, did I even care?

			Heck, if Shemar Moore or Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson want to take you to bed, do you say no? You know it’ll just be sex, but a chance to bed a hot guy you’ve admired … I know women would be seriously tempted.

			And because of Andre, I was suddenly back to feeling sexually alive. No matter Andre’s end goal, I had learned that my attraction to him hadn’t been one-sided, and that was exciting.

			A fortieth birthday celebration with a man like Andre … how hot would that be?

			“Earth to Bella.” Holly snapped her fingers in front of my face.

			“Oh,” I said. “Sorry.”

			“Where’d you go?” Vivica asked, looking at me with a curious expression.

			I’d zoned out, thinking of the impossible and the ridiculous. Even if the option of sex with Andre had existed before, I’d most definitely shot the idea down by how quickly I had rejected him.

			“I’m just thinking that it’s gonna suck being in Paris on my birthday without both of you,” I said.

			“I know.” Vivica sighed softly. “If not for the divorce which cost me a fortune, I’d head there to spend a few days with you. I hate that your business trip is scheduled for then.”

			“But don’t worry,” Holly said. “We’ll plan something special for when you get home. You’re turning forty. It’s a big occasion.”

			I waved a dismissive hand. “It’s not really a big deal. I don’t want some huge to-do.” I wasn’t looking forward to marking this milestone. Heck, I was still in denial that I was this old. “We can just as easily pretend I’m turning thirty-five. We’ll just get together for a drink.”

			“It is a big deal,” Vivica insisted. “And considering I was an emotional basket-case when my fortieth rolled around because of Cra—” She caught herself, then cursed. “Damn.”

			“Drink up,” I told her. “You know the rules.”

			Vivica drank more wine, then continued. “As I was saying, my fortieth sucked because I was totally depressed. So we have to do something special for your day.”

			“All right,” I conceded. I knew they’d plan something, despite my protests. “Just don’t put a dinosaur on my lawn or take out the front page of USA Today announcing that I’m forty.” I gave them a look, a warning.

			“Leave it to us,” Holly said. “We’ll make sure you have a birthday celebration you won’t forget.”

			“And it wouldn’t kill you to check your inbox for that dating site,” Vivica said. “Are you still paying for the service?”

			“Oh, shit. That’s right. I keep forgetting to cancel it.”

			“Don’t cancel,” Vivica said. “I’ve gone on two dates. No potential, but it was nice to get out there. I think that’d be good for you, too.”

			I simply nodded. Because I knew that I couldn’t share my thoughts on what would be good for me. Andre. In my bed. Rocking my world.

			Oh yeah, I knew my friends wouldn’t approve.

			* * *

			I went home from dinner with my friends and promptly turned on my computer. Until Vivica had mentioned the dating site, I’d forgotten that I’d even signed up for it. Which pretty much tells you how I feel about the whole concept.

			Maybe I was too old … and old-fashioned. But I thought online dating was stupid.

			You fill out a profile, put up pictures you think will draw attention, and then say things about yourself that are meant to entice. About a year ago, I’d gone on a few dates with guys I met online—and not one of them was in real life the person they’d portrayed themselves to be online.

			No, I preferred meeting men the traditional way. At an event. In a coffee shop. Heck, even encountering men at a bar was preferable to dating online.

			That said, I hadn’t done a good job of meeting men. When you work fifty to sixty hours a week and travel for weeks at a

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			[image: ]

			Hurricane Dorian whirled into my life and swept me off my feet for my birthday. Not the best of presents, or the most romantic—I prefer my dates to be a little less destructive. But Myrtle Beach survived and during the storm I was able to curl up with my computer and read some new fiction for this issue of the magazine. I was so swept away by the romances our authors created that I forgot all the turmoil around me. That is how you know you have read a captivating love story.

			Next issue we bring you yet another Kayla Perrin novella, interviews with Darynda Jones and Anna J. Stewart, and some holiday-themed stories that would warm the coldest winter heart. We’re also excited to announce that we are sponsoring a romance fiction conference—on a cruise ship! With bestselling authors Beverly Jenkins, Anna J. Stewart, Melinda Curtis and Kayla Perrin on board as our panelists—as well as Harlequin editor, Kathryn Lye—our “Love Boat” cruise is a “must do” event for all romance fiction fans and aspiring writers. Who doesn’t want to meet their favorite authors while cruising the Caribbean? Go to www.HKConference.com for more information, and remember: there are only fifty slots available on this exclusive cruise. Sign up early to avoid missing out!

			Until next time…read, live, love. Life is short—embrace it like a sexy hero in your favorite romance novel!
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