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OPENING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			[image: ]

			I write this as a freak cold snap is hitting the whole Midwest and East Coast. Temperatures in the normally temperate Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, hit 28 Fahrenheit—which is something it doesn’t even generally do in the middle of winter, and we’re still in Fall. Other parts of the country are also covered in freak snow storms….

			Making it the perfect time to curl up with your favorite blanket on your lap, a puppy nestled into your side, and a warm hot cocoa as you read this issue’s stories which are guaranteed to melt the most frozen of hearts.

			First off, we are featuring the amazing Anna J. Stewart whose career with Harlequin is going leaps and bounds (and we are forever grateful she finds time to also write for our magazine). She has a movie premiering on UPtv, that was adapted from one of her novels, Recipe for Redemption, and I tell you what, readers: the trailer, which just went live last night, looked amazing. I cannot imagine how she must feel, to see her work translated onto the screen, but I can tell you now we’re so incredibly proud of her and it was a pleasure interviewing her and getting a behind-the-scenes scope on what is sure to be one of the best Christmas movies out this year.

			Kayla Perrin is back, gracing our pages with the next installment of Bella and Andre’s story in her breathtaking will-they-or-won’t-they romance that leaves you begging for more—which luckily we have for you, with this latest novella in the series, One Night in London.

			And we also welcome back the young couple who started their journey together in the “The Boy in the Boxers,” with D. H. Hendrickson’s next holiday story, “The Girl in the Glitter.” It’s full of Christmas charm and the magic of grasping one’s dreams while exploring new love. Not to be missed.

			Tonya Price returns to our pages with her standalone short story, “Christmas Love for Three.” Carol Schmidt moves to Cambridge, Massachusetts, in search of a new life, but she discovers a city full of people can be a lonely place. Her spirits improve when she finds a small kitten on a stormy afternoon, a week before Christmas. Even the cute kitten who thinks he is a dog can’t fill the void in her heart completely. A year later, the young cat escapes, a few days before Christmas, leading Carol straight into the arms of a man who could be the answer to her Christmas wishes.

			If that is not enough to inspire the festive cheer and love for the season, Gracie Wilson returns to our pages with the first half of her novella, Devotion, proving her ability to write love stories where the lovers have to overcome a lot of conflict and personal hardships to find out how truly perfect for each other they really are—if they just took that leap of faith.

			In an issue where the theme of our stories and novellas revolve around finding love through helping someone in need, you would not want to miss out on Alice Faris’s Fall holiday novella, Jocked Blocked, where a guy who thought he was bad news, because of his upbringing and the chips on his shoulder, ends up being the most supportive partner and advocate for a strong, yet hurting, pre-med student, who also just wishes her voice could be heard. Their hesitant, then burgeoning, love makes you wish you could redo college all over again—or collage holidays—just to find that special once-in-a-lifetime partner.

			I round out this issue with C.S. DeAvilla’s book reviews, to give you even more suggestions of must-read romances. I hope you survive this cold snap and the harsh winter to come with the warmth of these happily-ever-afters. It might not seem like it in today’s climate half of the time, but love really is what makes the world go around. Or at least what makes the holiday period all that more special. Go grab a hot cider, or some eggnog, and read this issue by the open fire. I promise it won’t disappoint.

			


USA Today and national bestselling author Anna J. Stewart writes sweet to sexy romance for Harlequin’s Heartwarming and Romantic Suspense lines, but paranormal romance is her first love. Early obsessions with Star Wars, Star Trek, and Wonder Woman set her on the path to creating fun, funny, and family-centric romances with happily ever afters for her independent heroines. Anna lives in Northern California where she deals with a serious Supernatural and Sherlock addiction and tolerates an overly affectionate cat named Snickers. You can read more about Anna and her books at www.authorannastewart.com.

			HEART’S KISS INTERVIEWS ANNA J. STEWART

			by Lezli Robyn

			Lezli Robyn: Hello Anna! As one of my favorite writers in Heart’s Kiss 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?

			Anna J. Stewart: Well, I’ve been writing since high school (a looooong time). I fell into it by accident when a group of friends and I started writing what would now be called fan fiction. Everyone else grew out of it, I didn’t. In fact, my obsession with writing my stories combined with my voracious romance novel habit almost got me kicked out of school. When I turned 18, upon advice from my mother, I joined Romance Writers of America and later joined my local Sacramento chapter. I think I played at it for a long time, moving from job to job and working my way through college, then as a personal assistant for a bestselling author. It wasn’t until 2012 I really got serious after a writing instructor asked me to imagine myself in five years and I wasn’t published. That was the kick I needed and I made writing my focus. That year I finaled in RWA’s Golden Heart (for unpublished authors), got my first (then second) as a result, and about a year later, finally sold.

			LR: Since your start in 2014, how many novels have you now written?

			AS: Um, I think my current count stands at 39? I’ve published 37 total, but have a few in the bank at Harlequin (they’ll start releasing late next year). Around 40 sounds like a safe estimate. Keep in mind, that count includes shorter novellas and full-length novels.

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

			AS: It’s probably NEMESIS IN THE NIGHT. It was the first book I ever wrote beginning to end. It spent a long time under the proverbial bed, but when my first agent couldn’t get any traction with my paranormal romance, she asked what else I had. Because traditional publishing was what I wanted to pursue, I pulled it out, rewrote it, and a few months later it sold to Berkley. I’ve since gotten the rights back (along with its two sequels) and self-published it. But finishing that book, going through the entire publishing run with it, I think it’s the one that finally proved this was what I was meant to do.

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

			AS: Definitely the Golden Heart. At the time, this was really the highest rung on the unpublished romance ladder (at least that’s how I saw it). Finaling opened doors for me I couldn’t get through before. The day I got that call is truly, still, one of the best days of my life. I don’t know that I would have gotten published without that happening. Second to that was finaling in the Daphne DuMaurier contest (the Kiss of Death Chapter in RWA focusing on romantic suspense and thrillers).

			LR: What is your writing process?

			AS: It honestly depends on the project I’m working on. Most of the time I do not plot. I have characters in mind and a general story, a few plot ideas, but I just hit the keyboard and go. I tend to write in the morning, usually from about 8 until noon. If I’ve been thinking a lot about the story, the words come pretty quickly. I aim for between 10 and 20 pages a day. That’s not every day, though. There are days the words just aren’t there and I’ve finally gotten to a place where that’s okay. I can usually turn out a novella (20-30k) in about 6 days; a full novel in about 6 weeks. IF all the stars align (which we all know rarely happens).

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

			AS: Sadly, getting my butt in the chair every day. I don’t know why that’s so hard! I love my job. I love my stories and my characters, but man, there are days I will literally clean the bathroom or do laundry to avoid it.

			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.)

			AS: If I HAD to pick one? MORE THAN A LAWMAN. It’s one of my Harlequin Romantic Suspense books, the first in my Honor Bound series (originally a trilogy, but now there will be at least 3 more). It encompasses everything about me as a writer: made-families (friends who have bonded like cement), a little suspense, a lot of romance, and fun interactions between the cast. I also think it’s where my voice really shines, probably because I love writing books like that so much. Families we make for ourselves; definitely the heart of ALL my books.

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

			AS: Well, I wouldn’t pick LAWMAN for that! Poor Eden wakes up chained to the ceiling of a meat locker, LOL. I might pick WARDEN OF MAGIC, the first in my paranormal novella TOME WARDEN series (that I wrote for Heart’s Kiss!). Paranormal romance really is my favorite type of story and that novella had it all! Plus, a really hot hero in Bowen.

			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?

			AS: Oh, boy. That’s a tough one! I’d probably put Nathan Vandermont from NEMESIS IN DISGUISE with Simone Armostrong from REUNITED WITH THE PI. She’s a tough assistant District Attorney and he’s a “security expert” cat burglar. Yeah. That could be a lot of fun! Both the internal and external conflicts would be pretty easy to dig for and they both come from affluent families, so they’d have a lot in common on the social angle.

			LR: A little birdy old me that one of your novels is being turned into a movie! That must have been quite the thrill for you. How did that come about?

			AS: Completely by surprise! I had no idea it was coming. Literally none. I was getting ready to attend a conference in New Orleans, like, maybe a few days from leaving, when I go the email that RECIPE FOR REDEMPTION, one of my Harlequin Heartwarming (sweet romance) had been optioned. Not only had it been optioned, but filming was due to start the following week! Anyone who knows me knows that having one of my books become a movie has always been a dream; a dream that is really completely out of my control. I got to ride that adrenaline rush all the way through the conference, then the week after I got back from that, they flew me up to the set. The entire experience really has been amazing and I’m so grateful it happened, however it happened! I’m sure I have my editors at Harlequin to thank for having such faith in the story. Of course, there’s a lot of changes from the original story, the biggest one being it’s now a Christmas story, but I was able to read the full script before heading up and I loved the changes they made. The final title is A CRISTMAS RECIPE FOR ROMANCE.

			LR: What was it like to be on the set of this movie? It must have felt surreal.

			AS: To say the least. Like I said, this was always a dream of mine and they treated me like a queen. The owners of Brain Power Studios really pulled out all the stops and made the trip completely trouble free (aside from me worrying if my nearly expired passport was going to get me in and out of Canada). I got to meet the cast and crew and spend two days with all of them. And yes, I got a walk-on (that actually made the final cut of the movie). I actually wrote a blog about the entire set visit. Anyone who is interested can read about it here.

			https://www.authorannastewart.com/a-sneak-peek-from-the-set-of-recipe-for-redemption/

			LR: When can we watch this wonderful movie of yours and on what channel? I know it will air before this publication goes live, but I am assuming it will keep airing up until Christmas after its premiere, and we can always DVR it!

			AS: The first airdate is Sunday, November 24th, and it will air on UPtv (you can find your channel by going to www.uptv.com). While I believe there’s a plan for a DVD release, it will also air in Canada on their Heart and Home Superchannel (at various times beginning November 29th), and it’ll also show in France and the UK (not sure on details for that though). Additional airdates for UPtv here in the States include Friday, December 6th (7 pm EST), and Sunday, December 8th (9 p.m. EST).

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

			AS: I’ve just released my latest Butterfly Harbor book with Heartwarming: THE FIREFIGHTER’S THANKSGIVING WISH. I just finished TABLE FOR SIX, a Valentine’s Day novella that will be included in the BE MY HEARTWARMING VALENTINE boxed set (on sale February 11, 2020). In April, another Heartwarming, A MATCH MADE PERFECT will come out. In the meantime, I’m working on a new paranormal novella (SO excited about this new story), a runaway bride romance, and book 3 in a continuity series I’m involved with for late next year. Oh! And I get to write another Thanksgiving novella for a new anthology series I was just asked to be part of. I think Thanksgiving is my new favorite fictional holiday. Tis definitely the season!
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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 LONDON

			by Kayla Perrin

			CHAPTER ONE

			Back in D.C.

			When my plane touched down at BWI airport, I smiled, a sense of nervous anticipation filling my belly. Then I dug my cell phone out of my purse and turned it on. It was after six p.m. and I was exhausted from the long flight and different time zones, but I wasn’t looking forward to sleeping. I was looking forward to seeing Andre and getting my groove on.

			I’d spoken to him before leaving Paris, so he knew that I was coming back tonight and had made sure to have no plans. Well, no plans other than getting naked with me and ravishing my body.

			The thought made my smile widen. God, six weeks had seemed like six years. It was so on tonight.

			My phone now connected to my cellular network, I sent Andre a text to let him know that my flight had landed.

			Just touched down. I should probably
be home in an hour and a half.

			I didn’t just want to see him. I needed to. I had been waiting for this day since he’d left me in the hotel room in Paris, having given me a taste of passion I could not soon forget.

			The stunning bracelet he’d surprised me with for my fortieth birthday jangled on my left wrist as I lowered my hand to my lap, and I took a moment to admire it. Never before had a man given me jewelry from Cartier, and this bracelet featuring orchids made of white gold and tiny diamonds had changed my thinking about Andre and what I wanted from him. Before he’d arrived in Paris, I had been determined to enjoy a night of sex with him, no strings attached. But a man didn’t buy a woman a gift like this if he didn’t like her.

			Really like her.

			I’d had six weeks to think about the fact that I was ten years older than he was. And the conclusion I’d come to? So what. Did that really matter? As the late great singer Aaliyah’s song went, Age Ain’t Nothing But a Number.

			Sure, my friends thought I was crazy for even talking to a guy who was thirty. And I could just imagine the negative remarks from co-workers and neighbors. Cougar. Cradle-robber. Yet those kinds of insults weren’t thrown at men who dated younger women. It was a stupid double standard, and why should I limit myself because of it?

			I’d spent far too many years trying to make relationships work with men in my own age range and all had failed. Wasn’t it incredibly silly to let the number of years we’d been on the planet stop me from seeing where things could go between me and Andre?

			My phone made a little chirping sound, alerting me to the fact that I had a new message. I quickly opened my text messages and saw one from Andre.

			Can I still see you tonight?

			Straight to the point. I liked it. My body already tingling with sexual anticipation, I quickly responded.

			Yes.

			It was closer to two hours later when I finally approached my street in the Chevy Chase neighborhood of D.C. The wait for my luggage had been longer than normal, but the time had afforded me the opportunity to catch up on email and respond to my other text messages. There’d been several texts from my best friends, Vivica James and Holly Krebs. They wanted to know if I was okay, and what time I was getting back.

			I sent both of then messages to let them know I had returned safely and that all was well. I also added that I was exhausted and would catch up with them later.

			Just in case they got any bright ideas, I didn’t want them showing up at my place.

			No, not tonight.

			Even as I’d waited for my luggage, I’d been aroused. My thoughts had constantly been on making love with Andre in Paris, and how incredibly hot that one night had been. A few times, I’d had to put my hand over my face to hide my expression from other travelers around me. Because I was certain that anyone looking at me would know that I was thinking about something naughty.

			Had I ever wanted to see anyone as much as I wanted to see Andre? And I was moments away from being able to touch him again, feel his lips on my skin.

			When I turned onto my street, it felt like a million butterflies had been set free in my stomach. How would Andre respond when he saw me again? Would the passion between us be as intense as the first time?

			As I passed Andre’s house, I looked in that direction. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of him on his porch. Or possibly even spot him looking through the window, waiting to see the moment I arrived.

			I didn’t see him, and I continued on to my house. It was better that I hadn’t glimpsed him, actually. This way, I’d have the chance to go inside and shower. Freshen up before we got together.

			Less than a minute later, I was parked in my garage. I exited my car and pressed the button on the automatic garage door opener on my visor to close the door. With my car in the garage, I didn’t need to worry about my luggage in the trunk until later. I only needed worry about getting inside my house, having a quick shower, and getting into something a lot more comfortable. Like a silk robe with nothing beneath it.

			I unlocked the door that led into my house and began to push it open. Not hearing the telltale beeping of my alarm system, I frowned. I knew I’d set it before leaving for Paris.

			Vivica, I thought. She had a key to my place and came by to water my plants when I was away. She must have forgotten to set the alarm before leaving when she’d last been here.

			“Surprise!”

			I jumped backward in fright, slipping on the step that led into the garage. But I was able to grip the door handle and keep myself upright. My heart palpitating, I quickly took in the sight before me. The array of balloons in red and purple, my favorite colors. The huge foil dinosaur balloon emblazoned with the number 40.

			Vivica and Holly laughing and clapping and staring at me with an expression I rarely saw. It was an expression that said they had surprised me.

			Vivica, wearing a tight black dress and sexy black heels, ran over to me and threw her arms around my neck. “Surprise!”

			“Wh—what is this?” I asked.

			Holly, who naturally looked like she could be the headmaster at an all girls’ school and even more so now with the smart black pants and white blouse she was wearing, shook her head as Vivica released me. “We’re surprising you for your birthday. Duh.”

			“I get that … but …” My voice trailed off as Holly opened her arms to embrace me.

			“Happy birthday, Bella.”

			“Thank you.” I smiled in earnest as we parted. Then frowned when I realized that Vivica was dressed for a night on the town. “You guys aren’t taking me out, are you?”

			“No.” Holly waved a dismissive hand. “We brought the party to you.”

			“Though we can still head to our favorite rest—”

			I held up a hand to silence Vivica. “Didn’t you guys get my message about connecting with you at a later time?”

			“Which made this the perfect time to surprise you,” Vivica explained, a smile brightening her beautiful face. She had flawless dark skin and always looked amazing. “Because we knew you would never expect it now.”

			“Ahhh.” Shit. “Well, you were right.” I glanced toward the front door, wondering if Andre was going to be showing up at any moment. He had to be expecting me home by now. And as happy as I was to be seeing my friends, Andre was the one I wanted to spend time with now. “But I meant it when I said I was tired. I just kinda want to—”

			“You’ve got all day tomorrow to sleep,” Vivica said. She put her arm around my shoulder and led me toward my dining room table, upon which I saw two gift bags, as well as two bottles of red wine and some takeout containers from our favorite Chinese food restaurant. “Don’t tell me you’re too old to stay up late.”

			“Ha ha,” I said, making a face at her. “I get it. I’m over the hill. I’ve got one foot in the grave. And apparently I’ll never hear the end of it.”

			Vivica, who had an ability to remain bubbly even when going through hell, grinned. “You know we love you,” she said.

			I looked between her, Holly, and the items on the table. “You guys,” I said, touched. “You didn’t have to.”

			“The food, or the gifts?” Holly asked.

			“Both.”

			“Of course we did,” Vivica told me. “I’m sure you didn’t eat a decent meal on the plane. And you turned forty. It’s a milestone birthday. Time to break bread and drink some wine. We already started on the wine, by the way.” She gestured to the partially consumed bottle. “It took you longer to get here than we expected.”

			“The food probably needs to be warmed up,” Holly said, “but we got all of your favorites. Thai mango salad. Golden fried chicken wings. Moo goo gai pan. Fried rice. Coincidentally it turns out that that’s the exact menu they recommended for people forty and over.”

			I cut my eyes at Holly. Oooh, they were rubbing it in good. “That dinosaur,” I said, pointing to the balloon, “not cool, by the way.”

			“I told Holly you wouldn’t like it,” Vivica said. “But she insisted.”

			Holly raised a hand. “Guilty as charged.”

			“Just you wait.” I wagged a finger at her. “When September comes around, you’re going to be joining the ranks of the forty and over.”

			Holly placed a hand on her hips and posed as if she were a model. “Until then, I’m still in my thirties, ladies.”

			Vivica linked her arm through mine. “No shame, girl. We’re forty and fabulous.”

			“You mean forty and old,” Holly countered.

			I swatted her on the arm. “Three months and counting. Oh, we’ll get you good.”

			Holly laughed, then pulled out a chair at my table. “You want to eat first or open your presents?”

			Again, my gaze wandered to the front door. I couldn’t very well send my friends away, but eating a meal … this was going to take time. And Andre might show up at any moment.

			“I’ll eat. You’re right, the meal on the plane was far from satisfactory.” Seeing that they had the utensils on the table and wine glasses, I pulled out a chair and sat. “I can’t believe you planned a surprise party for me.”

			“This isn’t a big to-do,” Vivica said. “It’s not a club, we haven’t taken out an ad in the paper.”

			“Yet,” Holly piped in.

			I shot her a warning look. “And if you do, you won’t make it to forty.”

			Vivica chuckled, then continued. “I still want a night out on the town so you can properly celebrate hitting the big 4-0, but this will do for now.”

			Properly celebrate hitting the big 4-0. Oh, if only my friends knew that I had celebrated my birthday in grand style—and with multiple orgasms. I felt a flush, remembering just how intense my night in Paris had been. I couldn’t have asked for anything better.

			Holly opened the container of chicken wings. “So, tell us all about your trip.”

			“Did you meet any cute Parisian men?” Vivica asked.

			I reached for the fried rice. “Paris was lovely. It’s a stunning city.”

			“I’ve seen the pictures,” Vivica said. “What about the men?”

			Even though she was a recent divorcee, she was still a hopeful romantic. I guess that was how she managed to keep smiling after utter heartbreak.

			“I was able to fit in a good amount of sight-seeing,” I said, spooning some rice onto my plate. “The Louvre—awesome. The art is incredible.”

			Vivica made a face as she regarded Holly. “Is it me, or is she ignoring my question?”

			“You know Bella didn’t go to Paris and meet her future husband,” Holly said.

			“Who’s talking about future husband?” Vivica asked. “A little hot action …”

			More like a lot of hot action … My body grew warm as I remembered Andre and his skilled hands and tongue.

			“Ooooh,” Vivica said, her eyes lighting up. “There was someone!”

			My gaze jerking to hers, I saw her looking at me with wide eyes. I hesitated. I wasn’t sure what to say. Would it hurt to tell them that I’d met someone and had had some explosive sex? I didn’t have to say it was Andre.

			“Bella?” Holly asked, surprise in her tone.

			How could I tell them? I wasn’t a casual sex kind of girl. They would never believe that I’d had a no strings attached hot fling with a man I would never see again.

			“I met a few guys here and there. No one who piqued my interest.”

			“Oh.” Vivica frowned. “That’s too bad. And here I was hoping that maybe got a little bit of action for your birthday.”

			My face flamed. Please, God. Don’t let them see that I’m blushing.

			I reached for the container of moo goo gai pan so that I wouldn’t have to look either of them in the eye. “Same old boring business trip.”

			When I looked at Vivica, I saw that she was eyeing me suspiciously. “Why do I get the feeling there’s something you’re not telling us?”

			“Probably because you have a suspicious mind,” I countered.

			“And she’s been reading far too many erotic books,” Holly said around a mouthful of chicken. “You have no clue what I’ve had to deal with since you’ve been gone.”

			“What?” Vivica asked innocently. “I’m ready to move past Craig and add some serious excitement to my life.”

			“Ha, you said Craig!”

			“You said Craig!”

			Holly and I spoke at the same time.

			Vivica made a face, but dutifully lifted her glass of wine and took a sip.

			“What’s Mike saying about the cruise?” I asked Holly.

			Holly’s demeanor deflated. “Can’t get him to commit to it yet.”

			I frowned. Not for the first time, I wondered if all was okay in Holly’s world. She and Mike had been married for years, and I got that the flame of passion wouldn’t burn as brightly at this point. But shouldn’t there at least be a spark?

			Holly was turning forty in September. Why couldn’t Mike make time to do something special for her?

			“Hey, what’s that?”

			At the question, I looked at Vivica. And saw that her gaze had narrowed on my wrist.

			The bracelet. Oh, heck. How was I going to explain that?

			“Um, this?” I twisted my wrist.

			Vivica grabbed hold of my hand so that she could better see my new piece of jewelry. “Yeah, that.” She blew out a whistle. “That’s gorgeous. You got that in Paris?”

			“Uh huh,” I said, opting not to offer more details.

			“That had to cost a fortune,” Holly said.

			“It was a birthday present,” I told them. I didn’t have to point out that I hadn’t bought it.

			“You bought that for yourself?” Vivica asked, incredulous. “When you don’t even want to spend too much on a great pair of shoes?”

			It was true. I wasn’t frugal, but as an accountant I always watched the bottom line. “I turned forty,” I said. “As you keep saying, it’s a milestone birthday. Why not splurge?”

			The doorbell rang. My heart began to pound as I looked in the direction of the door. Andre …

			“Who could that be?” Holly asked.

			“Probably just a neighbor,” I said, and pushed my chair back. I walked casually to the door, though what I wanted to do was sprint.

			I opened the door and there he was, grinning down at me with that gorgeous smile. A shudder passed through my body as I remembered everything we had shared in Paris.

			“Hi,” I said, my voice fluttery.

			“Hi, beautiful.”

			I threw a quick glance over my shoulder and looked at my friends, who wouldn’t be able to see Andre from this vantage point because of the wall separating the kitchen from the front door. They were busying themselves sharing food. I stepped onto the front porch and closed the door behind me.

			Andre looked at me curiously. “What’s up?”

			“I know I told you to come over. But my friends decided to surprise me. For my birthday. They were here when I got home, waiting for me. They brought food and wine and presents.”

			“Sounds like fun.” He paused. “What’s for dinner?”

			“Chinese,” I said, then wondered why he was asking the question. “Wait—you want to join us?”

			“I wasn’t asking, but if you’re offering …”

			“Oh, no.” Then, realizing that my reaction had been too immediate, I quickly said, “This is definitely a girls’ night in.”

			“I don’t get to meet your friends?”

			He wanted to meet my friends? “And have them keep me up half the night asking questions about you? No. Not right now. Another time.”

			He nodded. “All right. You want to call me when they leave? If you’re not too tired. If you want to chill for tonight … rest up for tomorrow …” His voice trailed off, and he winked, making it clear what he was thinking.

			My stomach fluttered. “I’ll call.”

			He caressed my chin between his thumb and index finger. “See you later.”

			He turned and started down the steps, then changed his mind. Walking back up to me, he leaned in for a kiss.

			My heart thudding, I instinctively pulled backward. Not because I didn’t want to kiss him, but because we were on my front porch. I didn’t want any of the neighbors to see this, nor for one of my friends to open the door at the wrong moment.

			Andre gave me a curious look. “Something wrong?”

			“It’s just … the neighbors. I’d love nothing more than to kiss you, but I don’t want to give the neighbors anything to talk about. Know what I mean?”

			“You don’t trust me to not make the kiss inappropriate,” he said.

			“I don’t trust myself. I’ve been waiting a long time to see you again.”

			Andre pulled his bottom lip between his teeth, his eyes darkening with lust. “I hear that,” he said. “All right. See you later.”

			He trotted down the front steps, looking fine as hell in a pair of denim jeans and form-fitting white cotton shirt. When he got to the sidewalk, he glanced over his shoulder at me and grinned. I waved, then turned and went back into the house.

			“Who was that?” Holly asked once I was back inside.

			“Um. A neighbor.”

			“What were you doing? Updating them on your trip?”

			I frowned at Vivica’s question. “I wasn’t gone that long. Susie’s the one who picked up all my flyers for me while I was away,” I explained. Not a lie—except for the fact that it hadn’t been Susie at the door. “She just wanted to check on me, ask how my trip went.”

			As I headed back to the table, I wondered why I was lying. I was a grown woman. Couldn’t I just tell my friends that Andre had joined me in Paris, that we’d had some grown folks fun?

			As I looked at Holly and remembered her objections to Andre asking me out, I knew exactly why I had lied. And why I would continue to do so. My friends would disapprove. They were too judgmental. Telling them that he’d asked me to dinner had set the two of them squawking like chickens, as if I’d announced that I was going to marry the man.

			If I told them that he’d met me in Paris, I could imagine the negative reactions. Perhaps not from Vivica, but Holly had that Debbie Downer act polished.

			I didn’t need that now. I didn’t need to be second-guessed and questioned.

			So I decided not to say anything. At least not for now.

			Andre could be my secret. Nobody had to know.

			“Speaking of neighbors,” Holly began. “The football player … he’s been in the news.”

			For a moment, my heart stopped. “Andre?”

			“Yep.” Vivica nodded. “And get this. He and his ex are back together.”

			CHAPTER TWO

			For several seconds I didn’t breathe. Stunned, I stared at Vivica, not sure if she’d said what I thought I heard, or if I had imagined it.

			“Bella?” Vivica prompted. “You okay?”

			“Sure.” I cleared my throat. “Why wouldn’t I be?” I hesitated, then asked, “What exactly did you hear about Andre?”

			Vivica’s eyes lit up. She loved gossip. “There’s been speculation for a few weeks that he was dating someone secretly. Then, all of a sudden, the news came that he’s back with his ex.”

			My stomach lurched, but I tried not to show any reaction to her statement. Managing to keep my voice even, I asked, “Which ex?”

			“Exactly,” Holly said, as if the number was too great to narrow it down to even a few women.

			“Clarissa Owens,” Vivica explained. “No, Evans. You remember, the model he used to date.”

			My mouth was suddenly dry. “He—he’s dating her again? Why would you say that?”

			“You know Viv.” Holly shook her head. “She’s always keeping up with the tabloids, especially the celebrity gossip.”

			Vivica sipped some wine, then spoke. “He was seen with Clarissa at her father’s funeral while you were in Paris, and now they’ve been hanging out again. It doesn’t take a psychic to figure out they’re back together.”

			I wanted to laugh. The idea was ridiculous. “Her father died and he went to the funeral. And now the tabloids are trying to find a story where there isn’t one.”

			“Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” Vivica stressed.

			“I’m sure he’s screwing her again,” Holly chimed in.

			“I find that hard to believe,” I said.

			“Why?” Holly challenged.

			“Because … well, because he mentioned once that she was a gold digger,” I explained. “I doubt he’d get involved with her again.”

			“But then she calls and she’s all hot and horny, and his dick gets hard. Ball players are notorious for thinking with their lower heads.”

			The comment stung, because Holly was talking about a guy that I liked. And she was being totally judgmental. “With all due respect, Holly, you don’t even know him.”

			“Let me finish the story,” Vivica said. “At first people thought Andre had met someone new. He left the country and came back quickly. There was speculation that it was with a woman.”

			Now I wanted to roll my eyes. Who wrote these stories and where did they get their info? Had they hidden in the bushes outside of Andre’s house and followed him all the way to the airport? And for what purpose? So that they could report on his “suspicious” behavior?

			“The man has a life,” I said. “One he’s entitled to. Since when does taking a trip mean you’re secretly dating someone?”

			“These celebrity gossip reporters—”

			“Oh, they’re reporters now?” I asked, cutting Vivica off. “Whatever you call them, they found Andre’s trip suspicious, secretive,” Vivica went on, undeterred. “They were certain there was a new woman in his life. But a couple of weeks after he got back, he was hanging with Clarissa again.”

			“Because her father died,” I pointed out.

			“Yes, and after that,” Vivica said. “Enough times that it’s obvious they’re back together.” She plopped a chicken ball into her mouth and chewed. “I thought you’d want to know. In case he asks you out again.”

			Ahh, so that’s what this was about. Being the bearer of bad news to shoot down any lingering interest I might have in Andre?

			“Whatever,” I said.

			“If I were Clarissa, I’d run for the hills,” Holly said. “They broke up for a reason.”

			That reason, according to Andre, was because she was only interested in his money.

			“We have no clue why they broke up,” I said, trying to sound like the voice of reason.

			“Right.” Holly snorted. “I’m sure it had nothing to do with several other women. You’re a ball player, you sleep around. You don’t need a psychic to figure that one out,” she added, echoing Vivica’s earlier words.

			As Holly and Vivica chuckled, I snatched up a chicken wing. I sank my teeth into it, but it had no taste. My appetite was suddenly gone.

			Obviously, Andre had been with Clarissa at some point to be mentioned in the news. Her father had apparently died, and he’d been there for her. Perhaps he’d been close to the father. If he’d wanted to pay his respects at the funeral, I didn’t see the big deal.

			But Vivica had said that Andre had been seen with Clarissa several times since. Was that true, or simply gossip?

			Something didn’t sit well with me. If Andre had spent time with Clarissa, why hadn’t he said anything to me? We’d talked enough times while I’d been in Paris. Mostly by text, given the time difference, but we had chatted on occasion on the phone.

			Of course, we had mostly talked about how hot and bothered we were for each other …

			Still, couldn’t he have mentioned that Clarissa’s father had died? That he’d gone to the funeral?

			I reached for my wine glass and finished off the contents. Then I opened the second bottle and promptly poured myself a large glass. I took a liberal sip.

			“Ooh, top me up,” Vivica said.

			Holly quickly finished her wine. “I’ll have some, too,”

			I filled their glasses, then pushed my plate forward.

			Vivica looked at me with concern. “You’re not hungry? We got all of your favorite stuff.”

			“I guess that sandwich on the plane really filled me up.” My stomach was twisting, and I was angry at myself for it. But I wasn’t sure if I was upset for doubting Andre … or for letting myself believe that there could be something between us.

			“Open your presents, then,” Vivica said, and passed me the medium-sized silver gift bag.

			“No, open mine first.” Holly passed me the shimmery red gift bag.

			“You two, I swear. You’re like children.” I feigned a light-heartedness I didn’t feel.

			And even as I opened the gifts from my friends, my thoughts were on Andre—and whether or not I’d been a fool to sleep with him.

			I awoke with a start, surprised to find myself in my bed. As my eyes registered the sunlight filtering

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			


CLOSING EDITORIAL

			by Lezli Robyn

			Don’t forget to find Anna’s movie, A Christmas Recipe for Romance, on UPtv and record it, before you put this issue of Heart’s Kiss on your shelf. After premiering over the Thanksgiving week, Anna has a lot to be thankful for, to see the fruition of her hard work on the screen. We all have a lot to be thankful for. For me, I am so thankful to the writers who have spent the time to write us some truly inspiring romance fiction, and I’m especially thankful to the readers—yes, you lovely people—who have kept this magazine going and who have given us such warm feedback when we are seen at RWA conferences or our magazine is discussed online.

			Quite simply, this magazine wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for our readers. It also wouldn’t exist if we all, instinctively, didn’t wish for our own happily-ever-afters. At heart—even if we try to deny it—we are all romantics, and I for one think that is a wonderful thing. Until next time….
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