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Dedication


For those of you reading this during the Christmas season, have a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year. If it’s not during Christmas, I hope this story encourages and brings you joy during whatever season you are experiencing.




Author’s Note


By now you have probably read Southern Delights, the short story that introduces the characters Nia Michaels and Brendan McCormick. And while it’s not a requirement to read the short story first, there is a backstory that I encourage you not to miss. The Southern Delights Cafe is a special part of this couple’s story. Every time I get a chance to write about the cafe, I can almost taste the coffee and mini pies. As a writer, I wish I had the same environment that my character had when she wrote her novels.
Speaking of novels, if you examine my backlist of books, I’m mainly a mystery writer, but there is always romance present in my books. Apparently, when I started this experiment to write strictly romance, I didn’t realize how important closure was for readers. I guess my love of mysteries took over and I ended up leaving Nia and Brendan’s future hanging in the air. It took some time for the continuation of their story to come for me, but when it did, I felt pretty strongly that this would be a Christmas story. 
If you are a fan of Hallmark Christmas movies, which I know most of us have seen at least one movie, I hope that A Southern Delights Christmas brings a smile to your face. May you be reminded of the true reason for the season and experience your own blessings and miracles. 
Take delight in the LORD, and he will give you the desires of your heart (Psalm 37:4, NIV).




Chapter One


I stared at the tall banner somehow still not believing that was my name. 
Author Nia Michaels Book Signing.
Even though this was my third novel, I sometimes couldn’t believe I was an author. The cliche suited me. The one writers often touted about being a child with a book in hand all the time and dreaming of being a writer one day. Folks around me led me to believe I couldn’t make money as a writer. Instead they told me, you need to get a job, a real job, which required an education. At least that’s what my dad used to tell me. He’s gone on now. Passed away from a heart attack six years ago. I sure wished he was here to see this, me walking towards a book signing for my third book release.
I could almost see his face. He would be smiling at me. My dad had been strict, but he also was the same man who dressed up as Santa Claus when I was a little girl. He didn’t have to put too much stuffing in the costume to pull off the large belly and the ho-ho. That memory struck me as we entered Victory Gospel Church Community Center. 
I missed him! 
I’d been a daddy’s girl. He’d showed me how a real man should treat his woman by the way he loved my mom. Interestingly enough, my mom always encouraged me to pursue my passions. I was thankful that I wrote clean, sweet romance books, because my mom was a reader too. So I was never scared that she was going to read something that would cause her to pause. My number one fan came as my companion today. 
With Christmas being three weeks away, the staff had decorated the welcome center some time during the week. Their craftiness and design skills always blew everyone away. Large wreaths hung from the front door and a tall fir tree greeted us once inside the lobby. Bright, shimmering lights had been hung around the tree, with a bright star at the top.
But what stood out the most was the elaborate care taken to build a lifelike nativity scene. I stopped and stared at the realistic mannequins someone had dressed. It may have seemed weird to some but it was like stepping back through the pages of the Bible.
At first, I was hesitant about my publisher releasing my book after Thanksgiving and so close to Christmas. But this was my favorite time of the year and I soon warmed to the idea.
So far today had been perfect except for one thing.
Brendan McCormick wasn’t here.
My mom told me, “Trust him. He said he would be there. Give the man a chance.”
I’d explained in the car to her. “But he didn’t give me any explanation for why he couldn’t come with me. He’s known about this for months.”
My mom had frowned at me. “Didn’t he say something came up at work? It’s the holidays and a busy time for business.”
My mom had always been my voice of reason, but she knew I could be skittish about men. I’d been burned so many times and if I was being honest, there were times I felt Brendan was too good to be true. Maybe it was the way we met at my aunt’s Southern Delights Cafe.
The first time I saw him, he’d snatched my breath away and soon made me realize I could fall in love again. Even now, after dating for six months, I still had to catch my breath. He was a beautiful man inside and out. 
We’d rarely been apart, which is why today stung a little bit. Yes, I knew he said he would come, but I kind of felt abandoned. No, I didn’t need him physically by my side. A man wasn’t supposed to make you whole. A woman should already be whole and the two come together to complement each other. My ailments came from a man who had spoiled me.
As we rounded the corner, I shut down the whining in my head and almost tripped over my own feet. There was a line of people.
For me. All of these people were here for me to sign their books.
My hurt feelings over Brendan’s absence were temporarily pushed aside as tears of joy flooded my eyes. 
This was a dream. Somebody pinch me.
At that moment, I felt a hand on my arm and I almost jumped out of my skin. I turned to see one of the ladies from my women’s bible study class, Tangie Nelson. My bible study class mainly consisted of single women who had been divorced, widowed or the latter like myself, never married.
We all had hopes of marriage and I had many readers from the group.
Tangie stared at me and raised her eyebrow. “You all right, girl?”
I shook my head, chastising myself for being silly. “Hey, Tangie. Sorry, I’m kind of surprised all these people are here.”
Tangie grinned. “Girl, I told you I would help you spread the word. I know some of these ladies are from our bible study group, but I can also confirm some are from the salon.” As one of the co-owners at the Crown of Beauty salon, Tangie had styled my hair for the event only two days ago. She reached up and tugged at my curls.
“Nice job. You are one of my few customers who know how to keep her short cut looking sharp after I style it.”
I grinned. “Well, I learned from the best. I love keeping my hair short, so it’s important to have a cut that I can handle. I appreciate you.”
Something shiny grabbed my attention. I frowned down at Tangie’s hand. “You weren’t wearing that the other day when you did my hair.”
Tangie glanced down at the huge diamond ring. “Girl, no. I protect this thing with my life. I still can’t believe I’m engaged.”
“You have quite the catch.” Tangie had scored a former NBA player as her future husband.
“I’m so happy for you.” I knew her story and I meant it. Tangie had been a young widow and the single mother to three boys. Her story of a second chance marriage stirred the romantic in me.
Mom grabbed my arm. “I see Donna waving to you over there. I think she wants you at the table. 
“Catch you later, Tangie.” I walked over to my table. Books of my latest release, Sounds Like Love, were piled high on a table behind it. My main character was a public relations manager like me. She’d given up on love until she ran into a famous R&B singer. I had even more fun writing this book since I’d fallen for Brendan. The male love interest had some of Brendan’s characteristics.
Well, he had inspired me.
I approached the table, admiring the woman with the big natural hair. She looked regal as always.
I called out. “Hey, I’m here.” 
Donna Madison turned around; her glasses perched on her nose. She held out her arms and hugged me. “Look at you, girl. I’m so delighted to have an author as a friend. I read the book last night and I couldn’t put it down. I don’t know how you had me swooning over a fictional man.” 
I laughed because Donna had a man who could easily fit inside a book too. She still attended the bible study class even though she’d recently gotten married. After being divorced, this was her second time at the altar.
Little ole me was still waiting for my first marriage.
This brought back to mind that Brendan hadn’t been by my side when I arrived. I turned around and looked for him in the crowd, but I couldn’t see him. I didn’t know why Brendan’s absence was getting under my skin so much. Probably because of my track record. Something always started to breakdown, and I hadn’t had a relationship that lasted longer than a year except for one. 
And that guy sure disappointed me. My heart had been so broken I scoffed at dating for three years.
That is until Brendan came along. If I was really being honest with myself, Brendan had been acting a little strange the past few weeks. And I didn’t know why but my sensors were on alert for any red flags. 
Donna nudged me. “Do you have everything you need? Pens?”
 I pulled out my trusty writing pen from my purse. I actually had a couple of them. They were that special kind with the smooth writing and no smudge ink. “I’m ready. Let
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