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« CHAPTER 1 »

“He’s disgusting!” Emiliana Hernandez declared with quiet vehemence to her parents. “How could you even think that I would marry him?” The force of the statement caused Marta and Jorge Hernandez to pull back in shock. She rarely raised her voice, and never to them.

“Watch your tone, young lady,” her father reprimanded sternly after he recovered. “We are still your parents.”

Her mother’s eyes moistened with unshed tears. “He may be your only...” She stopped before completing the sentence and bit her lower lip.

“My only chance at love? Marriage? I would rather spend all of my life alone than with the likes of Rodrigo Gonzalez. You don’t know him the way I do.” She tossed her head in disgust, causing her long black hair to ripple and shine. The dark tresses cascaded down her back in a silky wave when they weren’t being tied back or coiled into a modest knot.

Emiliana, or Emily as most friends and family members knew her, shuddered as she recalled the way that Rodrigo Sanchez had tried to get close to her. Rank, unwashed body odor and garlic seemed to emanate from every pore. She had nearly vomited.

“Well, you have to be realistic,” her father stated, not unkindly. “There haven’t been a lot of boys who have wanted to date you.”

“A lot? None,” Emily corrected. “I know that I spoke to you harshly, and for that I’m sorry, but you must know that I could never love such a man.” Her normal, patient tone of voice had returned. She was reasonable and calm again. “I suspect he only wants to marry me to get his filthy hands on the family business.”

The Hernandez family owned a fine restaurant deep in the heart of Manhattan. It was a lucrative business and although they had a large family, no one wanted for anything. Emily enjoyed being in the restaurant and sampling all the exotic dishes that were served there. Her size was a reflection of that. It was the bane of her existence, but she couldn’t resist partaking of the tantalizing foods. The spicy dishes of her parents’ homeland appealed to her taste buds more than a svelte figure.

“Well, now. I don’t know about that,” her father rejoined with a frown. “But I suppose it could be true. Although you are the apple of my eye, boys these days are too superficial to look beyond outward appearance. When you find one who will, you’d better snap him up.”

“Jorge,” her mother chided gently. “No need to be so harsh.” She had recovered herself, but still looked downcast at her daughter’s reaction to the news that Rodrigo wanted to marry her. “Maybe if you spend a little more time with him, you might see his good qualities,” she coaxed. “We just want you to be happy.”

“I know, and I’m grateful to have parents who care so much, but this will not make me happy. Please,” she begged, “can we change the topic?”

“This is not the last time we will discuss it,” Jorge proclaimed. “Rodrigo Sanchez comes from a good family and we will not let you shame us this way. At the very least, you can go out with him a few times before you refuse him completely.”

The obedient daughter returned. “Yes, Papa,” she conceded, but then her stubborn side flared up. “I will go out with him one time, and then I hope you will respect my decision.”

“Three times,” her father argued.

“Two, and I will do my very best to be pleasant and charming,” she countered.

The two of them regarded each other for a moment. Emily’s eyes snapped. In spite of her usual gentle demeanor, her hot-tempered ancestry shone out of her dark orbs. “Fine,” her father agreed stoically, his own eyes a reflection of hers. “But see that you are. No man likes to be with a strong-willed woman. You would do better to follow your mother’s example.”

Emily quickly turned a laugh into a cough and glanced over to see her mother giving her a warning look. She brought her hands up to cover the smirk that stole over her face, a face so like her mother’s with its olive complexion and fine features. She was truly a blend of both parents, but her size she’d inherited from her paternal grandmother, who’d also been a full-sized woman.

Although her father felt quite certain that he’d married a submissive, docile, gentle creature, it was a façade. Marta knew how to speak in order to get her husband to see things her way. It wasn’t exactly manipulative, but it wasn’t passive either.

“Yes, Papa,” she replied. “I will.”

“Bien.” He replied in their native Spanish tongue. “Now, go and see about the dinner shift.”

With the matter settled, at least in her father’s mind, Emily was free to go back to the restaurant. After deftly tying her hair up in her standard no-nonsense bun, she crossed the courtyard that separated their large dwelling from their business. There she was welcomed warmly by the staff. Not only was she tremendously organized and personable, but she also encouraged the employees when they faltered, whereas her father generally would reprimand, sometimes harshly. They much preferred her management to her father’s and were very glad when she appeared instead of him.

“What’s on the menu for the special tonight, Juan?” Juan Ramirez was a fantastic chef they had acquired from a competing restaurant. He had been enticed from his former position with promises of time off and regular raises. He was entirely happy with his decision to come to their restaurant, “La Cocina”, the Spanish word for “kitchen”.

“Tonight, I am making the Punta de Solomillo,” he answered in very careful English. Although the Hernandez family was proud of their culture, they encouraged their employees to speak English in order to better acclimate themselves to the American world.

“Now, in English, please,” she requested.

“Uh, it is the sirloin beef with garlic and, um, white wine...sauce?” he replied hesitantly.

“Yes, exactly. The Americans call this sauce a ‘reduction’ because you boil off the water. You reduce the amount of water to get better flavor.”

She never patronized the workers and spoke to them in crisp, clean English, using a simple and concise vocabulary. They never felt stupid for not knowing as much English as she did.

Juan held up a small portion of the meal for her to taste. Emily took the offering and then closed her eyes in bliss. “Magnífico,” she murmured. Pleasure suffused his face and he filled a large bowl and thrust it at her. Wordlessly, she took it and smiled her thanks.

Emily’s smile was a site to behold. It filled her face and warmed her eyes. Small crinkles appeared in the corners of her eyes and she focused all that warmth on the receiver so fully that he or she felt truly appreciated.

Even though Emily carried more weight than the average woman, she did so gracefully. She didn’t stumble around or bump into objects. Instead, she almost glided from place to place, completely at ease in her skin. This, combined with her natural effusiveness, endeared her to staff and customers alike.

“Good evening, Mr. Santos,” she greeted as she approached an elderly man supping on his dinner at his regular table. “How are you this evening?” She always remembered the regular customers’ names and they felt special as a result.

“Wonderful, Miss Hernandez. And you?” he asked respectfully.

“I can’t complain,” she murmured with a sweet smile. Well, she wouldn’t, especially not to a customer, she added in her mind.

She moved around the room, bestowing smiles and comments on all those who were dining there. Her presence filled the room and made it more pleasant. Each person she spoke to was left with a smile on his or her face.

Emily was in her element and had absolutely no desire to leave it for an uncouth, disgusting man who would marry her simply to gain control over her family’s wonderful business. That would not happen, not as long and she lived and breathed.

•••

The two dates that Emily consented to go on with Rodrigo were equally terrible, but for different reasons. On the first, he’d taken her to a terrible restaurant and endlessly bragged about his own accomplishments while eyeing every other woman in the place. Tonight, he’d paid attention to Emily, but too much and the wrong kind.

“He couldn’t keep his hands to himself,” Emily complained to her sister Rosa as the two were getting ready for bed. The house contained enough rooms for the five children to have their own, but Rosa and Emily still liked to share. It came from having grown up poor and being required to sleep together. Now they enjoyed each other’s company so much that it seemed silly to be apart. “And his hands are so dirty. I know his father is a blacksmith, but that’s no excuse. His brother Carlo does the same work and he’s never so filthy.”

“Do you prefer his brother then?” Rosa asked cheekily. Younger than Emily’s twenty-one years by a mere eighteen months, Rosa was the beauty of the family. Her features and figure were so stunning that men from the neighborhood fairly drooled when she walked past. Yet her most redeeming feature was her modesty. No one would ever accuse Rosa of being a flirt or using her looks to gain an advantage. That, of course, made her very difficult to envy.

“Oh, hush,” Emily said with mock sternness. “As if a good-looking guy like that would ever be interested in me. He’s more your type, I’d say.”

Rosa shook her head demurely. “He’s too brazen for me. I’d much prefer a nice, shy boy with good manners.”

“Like Dominic?” Emily asked slyly. She’d seen the way Rosa and their head waiter stole glances at each other, and the color that now flooded Rosa’s beautiful face was all the confirmation that she needed.

“Don’t tell Papa,” she pleaded quietly. “He’d never approve.”

“How do you know?” Emily asked in surprise. Our father should be thrilled for his daughter to fall for such a nice young man, she thought.

Shaking her head, Rosa frowned slightly. “We’re waiting for Papa to promote him to manager. Then we will announce our...” she halted and covered her mouth with her hand.

“Engagement?” Emily guessed with a gasp. Although she was delighted for her sister, a pang of unfamiliar jealousy shot through her. She quickly tamped it down, dropped the hairbrush that she’d been applying to her long locks and rushed over to embrace her beloved sister. “How wonderful,” she enthused sincerely. “I’m thrilled for you.”

“Truly, Emily? I didn’t want to say anything because...” She trailed off for fear of hurting Emily’s feelings.

“Never mind that,” Emily replied, firmly understanding that Rosa didn’t want to appear to be boasting. It was not common for a younger daughter to marry before the elder. “I’m glad to know this. It will be a secret for us to share.”

Shortly after the revelation, the two of them snuggled together in the large bed that their parents had insisted on buying when the girls adamantly refused to be separated. They giggled and whispered long into the night.

Rosa fell asleep shortly, but not before murmuring a final thought. “It sure would be nice if you and Rodrigo liked each other. Then we could have a double wedding.”

Yes, thought Emily. That would be nice.
« CHAPTER 2 »

“I told you that I would go out with him twice, and I have. Now I’m asking you to respect my feelings please, Papa,” Emily huffed the next day at breakfast. “Please don’t insist.”

“I suppose it’s my mistake for indulging you,” he grunted, his face twisted into a frown. “I thought by giving you time, you might find a man who attracted you. Now, you are at risk of becoming an old maid.”

“Papa!” she exclaimed. “I’m only twenty-one years old. That’s hardly an age at which a woman can be deemed a spinster.”

“Close enough,” her father grumbled. “And you shouldn’t be so picky!”

“Because I’m big,” she added, hot tears pricking her eyelids. “I know what I look like, Papa, but if I’m comfortable this way, if I’m happy to run the restaurant and look after you and Mama as you get older, why do you insist?”

Her mother spoke up. “You are a natural wife and mother, cariña. It is in your blood. This man wants you. Can you not make him into a man that you would desire as well?”

Jorge quirked an eyebrow at his wife. “Is that what you did to me?” he asked.

“Of course not, my love. You were perfect when we met,” she soothed while looking meaningfully at Emily. “But not all men are such. A strong woman can show a man the way to treat her. Will you not
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