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Cupid has lousy timing.
What’s worse than learning your husband is a cheating, lying worm? Discovering you’re pregnant right after kicking him to the curb. A fling with Bangers Tavern’s hunky chef is the last thing nurse Anna needs. Though his sweet, flirtatious smiles lift her spirits, single motherhood will require all her focus, and her battered heart won’t survive another blow.  
Diego Vargas is on the cusp of a long-cherished dream—his own food truck, the Empanada Angel. To pull it off, he’ll need his family’s support. When Anna walks into Bangers, his heart spins out of control. Their forbidden love threatens all his plans, but he’s determined to prove he’s hers for keeps.   
With one belligerent ex and two overprotective families intent on breaking them up, Anna and Diego need more than red-hot passion to pull them through. His career and her baby’s future are on the line. 
Come back to Bangers Tavern for a spicy tale of forbidden love that will warm your heart…and other parts…and make you hungry for empanadas! 
 




To Duncan, my HEA

A note to readers:
I do not use generative artificial intelligence in any part of my writing process. All my books were written by me, with feedback from my human editor and human beta readers. Different "authors" may make different choices, but I believe the best art comes from human minds, spirits, and hearts. Take that, robot overlords! 






Copyright

[image: image-placeholder]

Delicious Heat, Copyright © 2022 Sadira Stone All rights reserved. ISBN: 978-1-7357856-5-3 eBook, 978-1-7357856-6-0 print 
Cover design by Wicked Smart Designs. Editing by Music City Freelance Editor
For up-to-date information about releases, giveaways, and more, please visit www.sadirastone.com and sign up for Sadira’s monthly newsletter.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.
All rights reserved. No part of this text may be reproduced in any form without the express written permission of the author. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author and not encouraging piracy of copyrighted materials. For permission to use portions of this text, other than for review purposes, please contact Sadira at sadirastoneauthor@gmail.com.
No Generative AI Training Use.
For avoidance of doubt, the author reserves the rights, and no other person or agency has rights to, reproduce and/or otherwise use this Work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the Work, unless they obtain the author’s specific and express permission to do so. Nor does any person or agency have the right to sublicense others to reproduce and/or otherwise use the Work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text without Author’s specific and express permission.
QUALITY CONTROL: I strive to produce error-free books, but sometimes an error slips through. Pretty please, if you find a typo or formatting issue, let me know at sadirastoneauthor@gmail.com so I may correct it. Thank you!





  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
        


	
  
    
    1.
    
    Chapter One: Surprise!
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    2.
    
    Chapter Two: Flakey Empanadas
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    3.
    
    Chapter Three: Tots for an Angel
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    4.
    
    Chapter Four: Slaying a Dragon
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    5.
    
    Chapter Five: Probably a Bad Idea
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    6.
    
    Chapter Six: Mistletoe Magic
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    7.
    
    Chapter Seven: Busted
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    8.
    
    Chapter Eight: Blueberry
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    9.
    
    Chapter Nine: Olive
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    10.
    
    Chapter Ten: A Kiss, Interrupted
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    11.
    
    Chapter Eleven: Serving Brock
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    12.
    
    Chapter Twelve: Valentine’s Showdown
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    13.
    
    Chapter Thirteen: Et Tu, Hermana?
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    14.
    
    Chapter Fourteen: An Interloper
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    15.
    
    Chapter Fifteen: Kafta and Kisses
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    16.
    
    Chapter Sixteen: Abuelita Concedes
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    17.
    
    Chapter Seventeen: Brock Strikes Back
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    18.
    
    Chapter Eighteen: Meatballs and Bad Luck
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    19.
    
    Chapter Nineteen: Betrayal Served Hot and Cold
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    20.
    
    Chapter Twenty: Love, Interrupted
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    21.
    
    Chapter Twenty-One: Abuelita Up and Down
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    22.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Two: Sweet Success and Dirty Tricks
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    23.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Three: Make Up, Lock Up
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    24.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Four: Diego on Ice
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    25.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Five: Lost and Found
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    26.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Six: Almost Sorry
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    27.
    
    Chapter Twenty-Seven: Empanada Angel
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    28.
    
    Epilogue: Ellie’s Debut
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    29.
    
    Sweet Slow Sizzle, Chapter One
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    30.
    
    Saint Patrick’s Day Cocktails from Bangers Tavern
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    Acknowledgments
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
        
        


	
  
    
    About the Author
    

  
    
    
    
    



        
        
      

    
  

Chapter One: Surprise!
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“I swear to God, Anna, she’s just a work friend.” 
Anna Khoury Spencer’s hands shook too hard to unfasten the buckles of her nursing clogs, so she kicked them across the foyer, gave her spluttering husband a stiff-armed shove, and marched to their bedroom.
Clutching his perfect golden hair, Brock trailed after. “Kristi flirts with everyone at work. It doesn’t mean anything.”
Jaw clenched, Anna ignored him. She needed time to think. Space, too, as far as possible from her cheating, lying, scum-sucking, soon-to-be-ex. Then again, why should she leave? He caused this mess—let him pay the price. She snatched up the gym bag he’d dropped in the corner and stuffed it with the contents of his underwear drawer.
“Come on, be reasonable.” Brock clutched her shoulder. 
She swatted him like the loathsome bug he was and stomped to the closet, where she yanked garments from hangers and flung them onto the bed. 
A Seattle Seahawks jersey landed on Brock’s outspread arm. He pitched it onto the floor. “Damn it, Banana—”
She whirled and stabbed a finger into his chest. “Don’t you dare call me that, you…you…lying weasel breath!”
His eyes narrowed to slits. “Now just a goddamn minute. This is a simple misunderstanding. You’re overreacting.”
If looks could kill, her glare would’ve reduced him to ash. “Elena saw you.”
“Who the fuck is Elena?”
“Elena from the clinic.” You’d think her so-called husband would remember the work friends she talked about daily. She sure as heck remembered all the times he’d mentioned Kristi, his boss’s new receptionist. Kristi did this, Kristi said that, Kristi is so funny…
Jaw clenched, she crammed the last of his socks into the bag. “You’ve met her several times. She’s my best friend, for frick’s sake, and she saw you and Kristi kissing outside the Pita Palace.”
Brock’s face flushed an even deeper shade of maroon. If he kept it up, he’d pop like a tick. “Elena is lying.”
She pulled her phone from her pocket, tapped the screen, and shoved it in his face. “Then explain this.” 
As the incriminating video unwound, his jaw dropped lower and lower. 
“Did you really think you could kiss your girlfriend on the street in front of the hospital where I freakin’ work and no one would notice you?”
For a moment, he just gaped like a startled goldfish. Then his pale brows lowered. “No way. It’s gotta be one of those deep fakes. People can manipulate videos and—”
“Shut up.” She pulled a suitcase from beneath the bed and crammed his clothing inside. “You know what can’t be manipulated? Me.”
“But baby, I love you!” He flapped limp hands.
“Right. Love.” Straightening, she planted her fists on her hips. “Is that why you forgot my birthday and our anniversary this year?”
“Baby, I—”
“Is that why you pick a fight over every stupid little thing?”
“But you get so—”
She swept a hand over the pile of his discarded gym clothes in the corner. “Is that why you leave a mess around the house and make snide comments about how your mom always kept things neat as a pin?”
“Well, she—”
“Ya know what, baby?” She spat the last word like venom. “Ever since we came back from our honeymoon, you’ve been waving big ol’ red flags in my face, and I’ve been ignoring them. Well, I’m done. Good luck to you. I hope you and Kristi are very happy together.”
“Anna, you don’t mean that.”
“You’re right. I actually hope you’ll both be effin’ miserable.” She sucked in a deep breath and straightened her shoulders. “I’m filing for divorce.”
[image: image-placeholder]By the next morning, Anna had memorized every crack in the bedroom ceiling. Odd, though, she didn’t feel sad so much as—she wiggled deeper under the covers, trying to put a name to this slippery feeling. Was it, could it be…relief?
She rolled toward Brock’s side of the bed. He probably spent the night at his parents’ house. She could almost smell the fluffy pancakes Deborah Spencer would cook to comfort her poor baby. For a moment, Anna wondered what sort of lies Brock would tell his family about their break-up, then decided she didn't give a flying fig. 
With a groan, she pushed to her feet, trudged to the bathroom, and huffed a laugh at her bedraggled reflection. Hair snarled from tossing and turning, eyes puffy from crying, nose and upper lip raw from blowing her nose. Her stomach was off too—not surprising. One look at her and Dr. Zakariya, her boss, would send her home. But home alone was the last place she wanted to be. She needed the normalcy of work, the familiar surroundings and sense of purpose. Yesterday’s bombshell was too much to digest all at once. First step, lawyer up. Second step, tell her family. No, she’d tell her sister Charlie first. Dad would absolutely freak. 
On autopilot, she dug in the bathroom drawer for her birth control pills. “What’s the point?” she asked her reflection. Not likely she’d have anything to do with a penis for a long, long time. Still, the pills helped with her painful periods. “Let’s see, today is…” She squinted at the tiny print. “Tuesday?” 
Her heart stuttered. The packet slipped from her fingers. 
Yesterday was Thursday. She was a hundred thousand percent sure because she’d skipped her Thursday night yoga class to rush home and confront Brock. And her period should have started last Sunday.
Pulse galloping, she searched her memory. How long ago had she made the error? Swallowing her pill each morning was as automatic as brushing her teeth. And yet, she’d clearly screwed up sometime this month. 
“Think, think.” She rapped her skull with her knuckles. She and Brock hadn’t had sex in ages, except…
Her stomach plummeted like a runaway elevator. 
Two weeks ago. Or was it three? A post-argument cuddle had led to a quick tumble that left her unsatisfied. She remembered lying beside him as he snored, too tired and sad to bother bringing herself off. Lately, she was always so tired…
Wide-eyed, she goggled at her reflection. “It can’t be.” 
[image: image-placeholder]“I’m going on break,” Anna sang out in a tight, squeaky voice as she trotted past the clinic’s toy-decked Christmas tree. Past the busy lobby, in a restroom far from her colleagues’ prying eyes, she pulled out the pregnancy test she’d bought on her way to work. The irony twisted her gut as she unwrapped the package—through caution and good luck, she’d reached the age of twenty-nine without ever having to pee on a little plastic stick. Still, she knew the drill. What she didn’t know was how to keep from shaking to pieces during the three minutes’ waiting time. 
“It’s just stress,” she muttered, pacing the tiny, tiled room. “No one’s cycle is perfectly regular.” 
Sure, she wanted children—eventually. Someday. She’d promised herself to wait until she was at least thirty, and the shakier things got with Brock, the farther back she shoved the starting line. Besides, she had plenty of time. Here at the clinic, she met lots of women who had their first children well into their thirties. Forties, even. 
But pregnancy now meant facing some hard choices—go it alone? Chain herself to a man who’d never, ever love her the way she deserved to be loved? What kind of environment was that for a child? What kind of role model would she be if she endured eighteen more years of Brock’s neglect and disrespect? 
Down, down, down, her thoughts spiraled until her phone timer finally dinged. Wincing, she lifted the plastic test stick and peered into the little window. Two pink lines, clear and sharp. 
Clutching her heart, she collapsed against the wall and slowly slid to the floor. 
[image: image-placeholder]The streetlamps beside her apartment building illuminated swirling snowflakes as Anna tossed her hastily packed bags into the back of her elderly Subaru, slammed the hatch, and peeled out of the parking lot. 
“Corksucking ash wipe,” she shouted to no one in particular as she rolled up Sixth Avenue past restaurants, weed dispensaries, vintage clothing shops, and Bangers Tavern, the bar where her sister Charlie worked. Shop windows glittered with merry Christmas lights as if mocking her fury. 
“Scum-licking motherfudger!” Not even twenty-four hours into their separation, Brock strolled back into their apartment as if he’d only gone to the store. Seems he figured her rage would fizzle overnight. “Like I’d ever forgive you, you flipping cheater!” 
Since taking the job at the pediatric clinic, she’d trained herself not to curse aloud, but Brock’s smarmy “Now, let’s be reasonable” had her itching to spew the filthiest words imaginable. What would that accomplish, though? Like it or not, he was the father of her child. The lawyer she talked with today warned her to keep her head on straight and button her lip when interacting with him. Already, she dreaded their first meeting with the divorce mediator next month. 
Correction—what she dreaded most was telling him about the baby. Because faced with his oily smirk, she just couldn’t force the words out. 
At the traffic light, she let her head thunk onto the steering wheel. How did my life get this screwed up?
Sleet pelted her windshield as she turned onto her dad’s street. In the darkness of a December evening, most of the block blinked with holiday cheer, a hodge-podge of Christmas lights and inflatable characters. But not Dad’s house, since he was under doctor’s orders to rest and elevate his broken leg. 
She jammed her key into the lock and flung the door open to find him sprawled on his recliner, watching boisterous sports dudes argue on TV. He looked up and wiggled the bare toes poking out of his cast. “Hey, Anna-Boo. How’s my girl?”
Grinding her teeth, she surveyed the mess—wrappers and soda cans everywhere. One had even rolled under the tacky aluminum Christmas tree. Still in his pajamas, her formerly sharp-dressed father clearly hadn’t shaved in days. Probably hadn’t bathed, either. 
Her stomach roiled at the scent of garlicky meat wafting from the kitchen.
“Your sister made meatloaf. It’s not your mama’s kibbeh, but it ain’t bad. Saved you a plate.” Dad never let an opportunity go by to remind his daughters of Mama’s cooking. But Mama had been gone for years now, and neither daughter had the interest nor the time to reproduce those time-consuming Lebanese delicacies.
“I’m not hungry.” She hung up her scarf and coat, then marched down the hall toward her childhood bedroom, currently occupied by her older sister Charlie, who came back from Portland to help care for Dad. 
She had five seconds tops before tears spilled down her cheeks, and she didn’t need Dad to witness her breakdown. She and Charlie didn’t always see eye to eye, but at least Anna could count on her older sister to take a twenty-first century view of her dilemma.
Anna rapped on the door, then flung it open so hard it banged against the wall. Halfway through pulling a sweater over her head, Charlie jumped and squeaked. 
“It’s me.” Anna slumped against the wall and waited while her sister extricated her long hair from the turtleneck. 
“Anna, what’s wrong?” 
She opened and closed her mouth several times before spitting out, “I’m pregnant.”
Charlie tilted her head. “Are you happy about that?”
“Fuck no!” There were no little kids around, and she just didn’t have the strength to hold back anymore. Flopping onto her childhood bed, Anna curled up, her face to the wall as her despair burbled out in messy, snotty sobs.
The mattress dipped, and Charlie’s soft hand rubbed soothing circles on her back. “Does Brock know?” 
She shook her head. “I asked him to clear out for a few days. But he came back, and I was so mad I just, I couldn’t—”
“Hey now, take a breath. I don’t have to be at work for another hour. Why don’t you start at the beginning?” 
“He cheated, Char.” She swiped her runny nose with her sleeve. “You were right about him. Shoulda listened to you.” 
Charlie rubbed Anna’s shoulder. “Somehow, this doesn’t feel like the time for an ‘I told you so.’”
Pulling her knees to her chest, Anna sighed. “Might as well take all my medicine at once. Back then, I thought you were just jealous. Turns out, he really is a total sleaze, just like you said. And I let him play me like a saxophone. No, a sax is too sophisticated. What’s a really stupid instrument? A kazoo?”
Admitting the truth hurt like an unmedicated root canal, but it was high time she faced reality. And reality painted her as a big, honkin’ fool. 
Pretty, polished, and polite, Boyfriend Brock said all the right things, brought her flowers and little gifts “just because,” listened sympathetically when she spilled her guts about Mom’s early death from cancer, work woes, Charlie’s feud with Dad, all of it. Until he became Husband Brock and dropped the act. 
One night stood out in her memory. All dressed up for a promised date night, she found him sprawled on the couch. “Ban-Anna,” he’d drawled without looking up from the stupid game on his stupid tablet, “give it a rest. We’re married now. You can’t expect me to keep spoiling you like a girlfriend.”
Anna clutched a pillow to her face and sobbed.
“Oh, hon. I’m so sorry.” Charlie wrapped her in a tight hug. “Are you going to keep the baby?” 
All afternoon, she’d chewed on that very question. The timing of this pregnancy couldn’t be worse. Freshly separated, her heart shredded by Brock’s betrayal, how on earth was she going to handle single motherhood? A quick medical procedure was all that stood between her and a fresh start. Later, when the dust settled, she could think about finding someone new, maybe even having a baby on her own. 
Except this baby was here now. As much as the idea of co-parenting with Brock turned her stomach, ending this pregnancy just felt—wrong. Deep in her gut, she knew she wanted this child. 
Anna wiped her tear-slicked cheeks and faced her sister. “I’m keeping the baby.” 
“Okay.” Charlie squeezed Anna’s shoulders and fixed her with an intense gaze. “But if you change your mind later, that’s fine too. Whatever happens, we’re on your side.”
“We?” 
“Me and Dad.” 
A shiver tightened Anna’s skin. Despite her sister’s optimism, she dreaded telling her father. With his old-school ideas about family, he’d push her to get back together with Brock.
The clomp, clomp of Dad’s crutches pulled them both upright. He stood in the doorway, worry etched across his baggy, bristly face. “What happened, Anna-boo?”
Anna laced her fingers with Charlie’s before facing him. “Dad, it’s over between Brock and me. It’s been bad for a long time, and I can’t take it anymore.” 
Dad hobbled to the other bed and dropped down with a grunt. Rumpling his thick black brows, he leaned his elbows onto his knees. “Look, kiddo, all couples fight. Brock loves you. And it’s Christmas. Time for forgiveness, right?”
“Loves me?” She could almost feel the cartoon steam shooting out of her ears as she sprang to her feet. “He cheated on me, Dad. Should I forgive him and live with a cheater who’ll do it again and again? Is that the life you want for me? For your grandchild?” 
Dad’s scowl dissolved into wide-eyed wonder. “Grandchild?” 
Anna nodded and clasped Charlie’s hand. 
A wide grin bloomed across his face. “Holy Christmas. Me, a grandpa. I was starting to wonder if it was ever gonna happen.” His gaze met hers, and his smile flattened. “You want me to kick that zabre’s ass, baby girl?”
She leaned onto Charlie’s shoulder and sighed. “No, but I have to tell him about the baby. He has a right to know.” She rubbed her belly absently. Funny how, only a few hours after getting the news, it felt natural to hold herself there, as if reassuring her tiny passenger they were going to be okay.
Charlie squeezed her hand. “You want to tell him alone, or you want some company?”
Anna fixed her with a watery gaze. “Could you come?” 
Dad pounded the mattress with his fist. “Hell yeah, we’ll come. Charlie, call your boss. You’re gonna be late tonight.” 




Chapter Two: Flakey Empanadas
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“Get the doorbell, Abuelita?” His arms loaded with empanadas he baked for their family’s Sunday gathering, Diego Vargas shivered on his parents’ ice-slicked stoop. Laughter and loud conversation drifted through the closed door.
His tiny grandmother poked the doorbell with her knuckly finger. “Come on, quit yapping in there.” When no one answered, she pushed the Christmas wreath aside and rapped on the brass knocker like an impatient little woodpecker. 
Footsteps approached. “Keep your pants on, jeesh!” His sister Elena threw the door open, dressed in pastel scrubs. “Sorry, Abuelita. We’re all in the kitchen.”
“And they say I’m going deaf.” She bustled inside and squinted at her eldest granddaughter. “Why are you dressed for work?”
“Taking an extra shift this afternoon. Oscar’s growing like a weed, and kids’ clothes are so expensive.”
Abuelita tsked and dug into her purse. “You work too hard. Why don’t you just ask your parents for a little help?” 
“And endure another judgy lecture? No thanks.” His sister jutted her chin, but she didn’t push away the folded bills Abuelita pressed into her hand. 
Elena shot him a sheepish glance. No need to razz her about it, though. With the money she earned from her neighborhood catering, Abuelita could well afford to spoil her grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 
As if nothing had happened, Abuelita snapped, “Help your brother, gordita. Those trays are heavy.”
Diego winced. His oldest sister had long ago lost her childhood pudge, but their family clung mercilessly to labels. Elena, “the practical one,” had an emotional streak the family ignored. Their brother Jorge was “the athletic one,” though he hadn’t played sports since blowing out his knee in college. Anita was “the pretty one,” though Elena had long since caught up in that department. And Diego, the youngest sibling, was forever “the flakey one” in his family’s eyes. 
He followed Elena into the kitchen and set down his tray of empanadas before pecking his mom on both cheeks. 
“Don’t be stingy, guapo.” She enfolded him in a squishy hug, then held him at arm’s length and gave him a head-to-toe inspection. “You forgot to shave.”
He stroked his jaw. “Stubble is stylish, Ma.”
She snorted. “Either grow it out or shave it off. This scruffy stuff makes you look disreputable.”
“Ma, I work in a kitchen. No one sees me.” Besides, his almost-beard countered his natural baby face. At twenty-eight, he still got carded in bars. Every. Single. Time.
“Tío D!” A thigh-high blur of dark hair and pinwheeling arms streaked toward him. 
“Oof!” He pretended to reel under the impact, then scooped up Elena’s son and flung him high overhead. “Oscar, you’re getting so heavy! How old are you now, twenty?”
The tot squealed as Diego spun him around.
Jorge’s youngest girl stomped up, hands on hips. “Tío D, don’t be silly. Oscar is four.” She thumped her chest. “I’m six. Mari is eight.” She pointed to her solemn, skinny sister.
“Thanks for the reminder.” He ruffled his niece’s hair. “I was never very good at math.”
Little Nita crossed her arms. “Math is important. STEM girls rule the world. Pew pew!” She sprinted away, firing her forefinger ray gun at the Christmas tree. 
“Hi, Unc.” Mari waggled her fingers before trailing after her little sister.
Diego’s father sidled into the kitchen, smooched Abuelita’s cheek, and reached for an empanada. “Baking again, Mama?” He took a bite and wiped crumbs from his mustache. 
“These are your son’s creation.” Beaming, Abuelita patted Diego’s arm. “He’s got a real knack for flavors, this one.”
Diego couldn’t help puffing out his chest. “Sweet potato and rosemary crust filled with ground turkey, kale, garlic, and sage.”
Dad huffed. “Not very authentic.” 
Abuelita clucked her tongue. “It’s fusion cuisine, Antonio. Get with the program.” 
Mama motioned them toward the table. “Enough squabbling. Enchiladas are getting cold.”
Diego took his seat between Oscar’s highchair and his two nieces. Entertaining the littles kept the critical spotlight off him. Besides, they were fun. 
“I want a Hot Pocket,” little Anita demanded.
Diego passed the empanadas. 
“Hang on.” His sister-in-law raised her finger. “You know what these are called. Say it right.”
Anita huffed. “Em Pa Na Da. Por favor.” 
He nudged a cut-glass serving dish closer. “You want some cranberry salsa with that?” 
His niece wrinkled her nose. “Is it spicy?”
“Just a little.” 
She lifted her chin. “I can take it. I’m brave.”
His empanadas and salsa made the rounds to oohs and aahs. Decision made—he’d add this one to his future menu. 
Conversation among the adults shifted to his brother Jorge’s recent promotion to manager of his auto-parts store. Diego gripped his silverware tightly. Here it comes. 
“How about you, Flake Meister?” Jorge aimed a sharp-toothed smile at Diego. “Still slinging tater tots?”
“Don’t call him that.” Dad didn’t even look up from his plate.
“Your baby brother has exciting plans.” Abuelita’s dark eyes sparkled. “Tell them, kiddo.”
His bite of enchilada stuck in his throat. He hadn’t planned to tell his family about the food truck until he was much closer to launch date.        
His brother flashed a cheesy grin—literally, since a strand of cheese dangled from his lip. “Let me guess. You’re gonna sell tater tots door to door.”
Diego silently mouthed every Spanish curse he knew. Most of them he’d learned from his grandmother, not that he’d ever rat her out.
It wasn’t his fault his first freelance ideas had fallen flatter than a bad souffle. There was the tailgate catering fiasco when a rented grill refused to light, leaving him with forty pounds of spoiled chicken. And the posole debacle when his promised helpers didn’t show. Time and again, his attempts at breaking into the Tacoma food scene went down in flames or up in smoke due to crappy equipment, poor planning, or flaky helpers. He learned from each experience—but try telling that to his family. 
This time would be different. He’d spent the past few years learning everything he could about the food truck business. He’d saved enough from his Bangers job to buy the Airstream, and he was slowly refurbishing the interior. One baby step at a time, he was inching closer to his dream.
Rising with the empty casserole in hand, Mama fixed him with a stern look. “I wish you’d apply for that position in the hospital kitchen. It’s a nice, practical job.”        
Abuelita scoffed. “How’s he going to use his creativity in a hospital kitchen? Dress up the vanilla pudding?”
Mama raised her chin. “He could become a registered dietician.”
Diego huffed a sigh. Here he was, a grown-ass man with a responsible job, a healthy savings account, and his family still talked about him as if he wasn’t even there.
He pushed his chair back. “Ma. Ma. MA.”
The squabbling stopped. 
“I don’t want to work in a hospital. I don’t want to go back to school. I want to be a chef.” He brushed crumbs from his shirt. “I am a chef.”
“That’s right, corazón.” Abuelita added. “And your food truck is going to be a knockout.”
“Food truck?” his youngest sister Luisita finally piped up. “You mean the old Airstream in Abuelita’s backyard? I thought that was your man cave.” 
“He doesn’t need a man cave. He’s got a big room at my place.” Abuelita lifted a forkful of enchilada. “Our place.”
Like sports fans doing The Wave, a collective eye roll made its way around the table—excluding Diego, who noticed, Abuelita, who didn’t, and the little ones, giggling over the cheese dangling from their great grandmother’s chin.
After dinner, Abuelita and the kids adjourned to the living room to watch Peppa Pig while the rest of the adults moved to the kitchen. Loaded down with dirty dishes, Diego was the last to join them. 
“It’s not fair to Diego.” Jorge crossed his arms and leaned on the counter.
Since when did you ever care about fairness? “What’s not fair?”
All eyes swiveled to him, but no one spoke. Their scrutiny itched like a scratchy holiday sweater. 
Finally, Mama broke the silence. “We don’t like the idea of you taking care of Maricela. A young man like you should be finding a place of his own.”
Here they went again. Since Abuelo’s death three years ago, the fam whispered about putting Abuelita in an assisted living facility. Which was totally stupid. She was doing just fine where she was, still running her informal catering business, still meeting with her girlfriends to play poker and giggle over homemade sangria. He’d learned the hard way how sharp those old gals still were. Bunch of card sharks disguised as sweet old ladies.
He straightened his shoulders. “I like living with Abuelita. Her house has plenty of room for the two of us, and I enjoy her company. She’s teaching me lots about cooking, too.”
Jorge snorted. “Why did you go to cooking school if you could just learn from your grandma?”
Dad smacked his elder son’s shoulder. “Be respectful when you talk about my mother.” He turned to Diego. “Seriously, son, isn’t it time you moved out on your own? Maybe find a nice girlfriend? It’s been—” He glanced at his wife. “How long now?”
This again. Mama and Pops thought marriage and babies were the key to happiness. And they were still pining for Carolina, his culinary school girlfriend who moved to Seattle two years ago. He missed her sometimes, but his life was here. Especially since living rent-free with Abuelita allowed him to save up the capital he’d need for his food truck. 
“Look.” He faced his family. “Finding a girlfriend is not a priority right now, but if I meet someone, I’m sure Abuelita will welcome her with open arms.” He leaned through the kitchen doorway and called, “Isn’t that right, ‘Lita?”
She looked up from the Lego castle she and the great-grands were building. “What’s that, corazón?” 
“You got no problem with me bringing home a girlfriend, right?”
She beamed. “Of course not. Is what’s-her-name coming over?”
“No ma’am. She’s still in Seattle.”
“Pity. Tell her I said hello.”
“See?” Mama said with a sniff. “She can’t even remember your girlfriend’s name. She’s slipping.”
He threw up his hands. “For fu—for goodness’ sake, Ma. How many people has she met in her lifetime? And Caro is not my girlfriend. In fact, she’s engaged.” 
Mama rushed over to enfold him in a hug. “Oh, baby, I had such hopes for your two. You’d make beautiful babies together.”
“Who said anything about babies?”
She clucked like the puffy hen she resembled. “You’re so good with your nieces and nephews. You’d make a wonderful dad.”
All this smother-love was giving him a headache. “Look. I’m fine. Abuelita’s fine. Remember what Abuelo always said—If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” He pointed toward the living room. “We’re not broke, neither of us. Just let us be.”
He stalked into the living room. He’d rather spend his Sunday family time with the generations who weren’t bent on giving him a whole-life makeover. “Let’s see that castle.”
Little Oscar held up a clump of Legos. “This is the dragon. He’s hungry. He wants Hot Pockets. Rwaor!”
“Well then, let’s get cooking. Pass the dough, please.”
When the Play-doh empanadas were “baked,” the dragon fed, and the castle destroyed by pillow bombs, Diego and Abuelita helped clean up the mess, distributed hugs all around, and pulled on their coats. 
“Diego, wait.” Elena trotted out from the kitchen, a dish towel in her damp hands. “Listen, you know you’re my favorite brother, right?”
“What do you want?”
She pasted on a wide, phony smile. “A friend from work needs help moving on Saturday. Caught her husband cheating, and now the bastard refuses to move out. A bunch of us from work are gonna pack up her stuff. Should only take a few hours.”
He wrinkled his nose. “I was going to work on the Airstream.”
“Pleeease, Gogo? She’s a good friend, and she’s in a really tough spot. It would mean a lot if you could help.” 
Working in a metal trailer during a cold snap or toting boxes for Elena’s friend? Neither sounded particularly appealing, but the second option would earn his sister’s gratitude. 
“Okay, I’ll help.”
“Thanks! You’re the best.” She smooched his cheek. “You’ll like my friend. She’s really cute.” 
Always with the matchmaking. Even Elena was in on it now. You’d think, as a single mom, she’d be on his side of this fight. 
When Elena went back into the kitchen, Abuelita patted Diego’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you, putting family first. You’ll make a great papá someday. 
“Thanks, ’Lita, but I’ll stick with being a tío for now. Less pressure.” 




Chapter Three: Tots for an Angel
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“Baby, ya yo me something, something, sabes que yo te something.” Diego warbled along with the music on his ear buds as he slapped thinly sliced chicken breast onto the grill and sprinkled it with his smoky spice blend.  
At the fryer, his assistant chef Shelby grumbled, “At least learn the words.” 
“I will. Someday.” He danced over to the cooler and pulled out slices of pepper bacon. 
Charlie, Bangers Tavern’s newest server, popped through the swinging kitchen doors. “Sorry, Diego, the customer changed her order. Can you sub a bacon-mushroom-Swiss burger for the chef’s salad?”
Diego saluted. “On it. Who comes to Bangers for a salad, anyway?”
“Right?” Charlie scooped a few tater tots from the warming tray. “So good,” she moaned with her mouth full. 
Diego didn’t bother hiding his proud grin. When he first took over as head chef, Bangers’ tots came in two options: cheese or no cheese. Now, his creatively topped tots drew customers from all over Tacoma and beyond. Still, there’s only so much you can do with fried potatoes.
“Hey, Charlie, wanna try my experiment?” With his spatula, he gestured to a tray of empanadas. 
She plucked one up and took a bite. “Wow! What is this? Spinach and—”
“Manchego cheese and pine nuts.”
She chewed thoughtfully, then pursed her lips. “And something sweet?”
“Golden raisins. From a Spanish tapas recipe. Weird combo, but it works, right?”
“Delicioso.” She kissed her fingertips. “I don’t get why you’re still single. Handsome and talented. I’m surprised some hungry customer hasn’t snapped you up.”
Shelby snorted. “It’s his singing. Dude can’t carry a tune in a bucket.”
“You love it,” he teased back. “I see you dancing along when you think I’m not watching.”
“Pfft.” Shelby slid a lettuce, tomato, and pickled-onion garnish onto the plate, then filled a paper tray with tots. She leveled a sly glance at Charlie. “You’re single too, right?” 
Charlie raised both palms and backed away. “No, no, no. I am most definitely not on the market.”
“Too bad.” Shelby tilted her head in Diego’s direction. “Got a sister?”
A shadow flickered across Charlie’s face. “Yeah. She’s not on the market either.”
“Enough with the matchmaking, Shel.” Diego plated the burger. “Someone’s gonna sic H.R. on you.”
“What? She knows I’m just kidding.”
Dawn O’Malley, their boss, slammed through the kitchen doors. “Goddamn sonofabitch on a stick!” Glowering, she crossed her arms over her Seahawks hoodie, then sniffed the air. “Empanadas again?” 
“Con espinacas a la Catalana.” Diego slid one onto a paper tray and handed it over.
Dawn bit into the pastry with a growl. As she chewed, her expression slowly relaxed from furious to flat. 
Diego exchanged worried looks with Shelby and Charlie. The boss was clearly chewing on more than pastry. “Anything I can do?” he asked.
“Nah. I need you in here. And I can’t send Charlie again because of their stupid dress code.” She snatched another empanada from the tray and chomped with a vengeance. “You’re wasting your talents here.” 
Diego hated to see his mentor so upset. Normally, she was a champ at shrugging off all the pain-in-the-ass obstacles that befell the bar. Whatever was squashing her mood, it must be bad. 
He nudged her with his shoulder. “C’mon, Mama Dawn. Tell us. Let us help.”
“It’s that snooty new place across the street. Defiance Brasserie. They’re copying us again. Last week, we did latke tots for Hanukkah, right? The very next day, guess what they’re serving? All-you-can-eat latkes. And tonight, they’re doing karaoke.”
Charlie scowled. “Sunday is our night! Isn’t that against the rules?”
“There are rules for karaoke?” he asked. 
“All members of the Sixth Avenue Business Association agree not to run the same promotion on the same night. It’s unfair competition.” Dawn chewed her lip. “If I could prove it, I could sic SABA on them.”
Charlie snatched her phone from her apron pocket. “You need a spy. And I know just the person to ask.” She tapped her screen and put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Anna. Feel like taking a break?” She quickly outlined her plan, then ended the call. “I knew she’d bite. My sister’s stuck at home with our dad.”
“How’s Jack’s leg?” Dawn asked. 
“It’s not going to get better if he doesn’t follow doctor’s orders and stay off it. Anyway, she’ll dress up and check out the competition. We’ll have our answer in an hour or so.” She loaded the burger order onto her tray and sailed through the swinging doors.
With a sigh, Diego watched her go. Too bad, really. Thick, wavy hair, bright dark eyes, snarky smile—no denying Charlie was a beauty, yet he didn’t feel the tiniest spark with her. Since his breakup with Caro, he really hadn’t sparked with anyone. What was wrong with him?
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When the tots were crispy and golden, Diego layered on the toppings: shredded extra-sharp Tillamook cheddar, crumbled pepper bacon, paper-thin slices of green onion, garlicky sauteed mushrooms, pickled sweet-hot pepper slices, sour cream, and a drizzle of his house-made spicy ketchup. Heart attack on a plate. He hoped Charlie’s sister was hungry. Was she as pretty as Charlie? 
He smoothed his apron, blotted his sweaty forehead, and told Shelby, “Be right back.” 
At the bar, he found bartenders Kiara and River, along with all three servers, huddled around a brunette knockout in a curve-skimming red dress. 
She glanced up. Their gazes met and held. Everything else slowed down.
Those last few steps to the bar felt like being towed through honey. Her espresso-dark eyes widened, sparkling under the Christmas lights. Her plump lips parted. Her chest rose and fell.
She’s a goddess. 
He set the tots before her, removed his cap, and scrubbed a hand through his squashed hair. She echoed the gesture, winding a chestnut curl around her slender fingers. 
Abuelita had told him the story of when she and Abuelo first met. “It was like a golden rope wrapped around my heart and pulled me to him. It holds us together still.” 
At the time, he’d laughed off her hyperbole. But now, in this electric moment, Diego understood exactly what she meant.
“Hi.” The angel murmured, her voice low and musical like a cello. “Did you make these?”
Dumbstruck by her beauty, he could only nod.
She lifted a tot to her lips, inhaled the steam rolling off it, and sighed.
He thanked the kitchen gods for the apron hiding his erection. 
She took a bite, then her head lolled back on a groan. “Soooo good.”
Charlie narrowed her eyes and moved closer to her sister, bristling with protective vibes. Couldn’t blame her. He’d do the same if someone was eyeing his little sister like a tasty snack. 
Say something, idiot! He cleared his throat. “They go really well with the Port Angeles Amber.” He hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward the beer taps.
Her gaze dropped, and the corner of her mouth hitched up in a shy half-smile. “Wish I could try it, but I’m pregnant.”
No ring on her left hand, but a pale indentation where one had recently been. Divorced? Please let her be single. Please, please, please.
“Oh. Well then, enjoy, Miss…” 
“Anna.” Though it didn’t seem possible, her wide smile made her even more beautiful.
Flushed and breathless, he backed toward the kitchen and bonked into something soft. 
“Watch where you’re going, Romeo.” With a chuckle, Dawn grasped his shoulders, spun him around, and sent him on his way with a gentle shove. 
What are you doing? his common sense shrieked. She’s pregnant! But he allowed himself a final glance over his shoulder. Anna popped another tot into her lush mouth and winked. Waggling his fingers, he pushed through the swinging doors, then collapsed against the wall, clutching his heart.
“Whatsa matter with you?” Shelby asked with a snort.
He closed his eyes and heaved a happy sigh. “I just met the woman I’m going to marry.”
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“Are you out of your freakin’ mind? Flirting with Diego?”
“Diego.” She rolled his name on her tongue. “Diego what?”
“Vargas.” Scowling, Charlie leaned in close and lowered her voice. “He’s a sweet guy. He doesn’t need to get swept up in your mess.”
“Diego Vargas. What a beautiful name.” With a sigh, she fastened the lid on her to-go box of heavenly tater tots. “Don’t worry, I have no intention of sweeping him up. It’s just—I really needed this. I’d almost forgotten what it feels like to have a cute guy notice me. I should borrow your clothes more often.” 
“You should get your own clothes,” Charlie grumbled. “You’ll have to anyway, pretty soon.”
“True.” She fingered the neckline of Charlie’s knit dress. “Wonder if I could find something like this in a maternity dress. Très sexy.”
Polishing a beer glass, the girl bartender leaned in closer. “Diego sure thought so. Never seen him blush like that.”
Charlie huffed. “Yeah, well, some guys have a fetish for pregnant women. Never took Diego for a perv.”
Anna poked her sister. “Judgmental, much?” 
Could the cute chef have a pregnancy kink? She pressed her mental rewind button. There was a definite spark before she dropped the big P bomb. No way had she imagined the sudden widening of his eyes, the way his plump lips parted, the way he froze in place, holding the steaming takeout box like a sacred offering. 
With a sigh, Anna shrugged off the pointless question. Her love life was on hold for at least the next few years. “Well, I’d better get back to Dad. I’ll share these tots with him.”
Charlie snorted. “What happened to the nutrition police? Last week you bit my head off when I gave him Pringles.”
“These are too good to let them go to waste. I wonder what else Diego can cook?”
Charlie’s boss sauntered over and flashed a wry grin. “Seems the Khoury girls are burning through my staff. You got any more sisters back home, Charlie?” 
“Just us two.” Anna hopped down from her barstool. “Thanks for the tots, ma’am.” She patted Charlie’s arm. “And thanks for the adventure. It was fun playing spy. I hope you guys kick that snooty bar’s butt.” She headed out, hips swaying as she tottered on Charlie’s sky-high heels. 
Back at home—well, Dad’s home—she reluctantly changed into soft pajamas and gathered her hair into a topknot. “Bye, sexy Anna,” she told her reflection. “Hope to see you again sometime.” She reheated the tots, then scraped half the pile onto a plate for Dad. 
“Thanks, doll.” He speared a tot and stuffed it into his mouth. “Holy cats, that’s good. Where’d you get these?”
“Charlie’s work.”
Dad’s bushy eyebrows lowered. “What’s a pregnant lady doing in a dive bar?”
“Drinking orange juice, Dad. And helping my sister.” 
“You’re serving beers now? Aren’t they paying you enough at the hospital?”
“Got a new side hustle as a spy.” 
Dad scowled as he chewed. “A bar ain’t no place for a pregnant lady. Even a nice bar like Dawn’s.”
“You know Dawn?”
“Ain’t seen her for a while, but yeah. And don’t change the subject. You gotta think about your baby now, not booze and fellas.”
Anna huffed a lock of hair from her forehead. “I wasn’t drinking, for cripes' sake! I’m not gonna do anything to hurt my child. And who said anything about fellas?”
He shoveled in more tots and talked around them. “Pretty girl like you is gonna attract attention, especially dressed up in your sister’s hoochie mama clothes.”
He’d been so supportive the other night. When did Neanderthal Dad take over? “Most of my clothes are still at the apartment, so I borrowed Charlie’s dress. I wouldn’t expect you to understand, but a woman needs to be admired now and then.”
He pushed his empty dish aside and scrunched down in his recliner. “Like I said, you’re a mom now. Your time for that is through.”
Heat flushed through her body and pushed her to her feet. “My God, Dad, what century are you living in?” She snatched up his empty dish and stalked to the kitchen.
“Controlling, chauvinistic jerk face,” she grumbled under the clatter of dishes. Charlie had complained about this side of Dad for years, but Anna always assumed her sister was exaggerating. No wonder Charlie moved out as soon as she started college. Living with Dad and his opinions would only worsen her stress, and that couldn’t be good for her or the baby. As soon as he got his walking cast in January, she’d find somewhere else to live. Better start looking now. 




Chapter Four: Slaying a Dragon
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The herbal scent of roasting poblano chiles perfumed Abuelita’s kitchen, and holiday salsa music blasted from her satellite radio. Using her tongs like castanets, she clacked along to the beat while she waited for the chiles to reach the perfect char. Meanwhile, Diego divided the chilled dough into equal portions, dancing from counter to table and back.
“Look at you wiggle, mi luz.” Abuelita snatched a chile from the broiler and popped it into a paper bag to steam. “A person might think you had good news. Something you’re not telling me?”
“Just enjoying cooking with you.” His cheeks heated at the half-truth. Diego had always been terrible at keeping secrets, especially from the woman who practically raised him. While his parents worked and his older siblings played sports, little Diego spent his after-school hours helping Abuelita prepare the empanadas, tamales, and pasteles she sold in the neighborhood. Culinary school taught him to be a restaurant chef, but Abuelita taught him to cook with soul.
“What’s next, ’Lita?” 
“Use those young muscles to roll out the dough.” 
As he rolled the last piece of dough into a perfect circle, Abuelita tottered over to inspect his handiwork. “Good job.” She patted his arm. “So, spill it, hijo. What’s got you all lit up like Christmas?”
“Just the holiday spirit,” he lied. Though he enjoyed Christmas as much as the next overworked millennial, it was the beautiful woman he met last night who inspired his big, goofy grin. Tonight he’d ask Charlie to pass his number to Anna, the dark-eyed beauty whose name he’d been singing under his breath all day. 
What was he thinking, crushing on a pregnant woman? Okay, a beautiful pregnant woman, one whose gaze filled his chest with champagne bubbles and shooting stars, but still. Asking her out was just the kind of flakey, irresponsible decision his family was always giving him shit for. But he hadn’t sparked like this since his first crush in middle school. That had to mean something, right? 
Abuelita poked his arm with her crooked finger. “Don’t lie to your grandmother. The angels are listening.” With her tongs, she pointed to the shelf above the window, laden with ceramic angel knickknacks. 
“Okay, okay. I met somebody last night at the bar. Nothing will come of it, but I just—” He trailed off on a sigh. “I felt something, you know? It was…surprising.”
“Good news.” She squeezed his biceps. “A handsome young man like you shouldn’t be spending all his time with his grandmother or holed up in a greasy bar kitchen.”
“Why does everyone keep saying that? I like Bangers, and the customers love my cooking.”
Abuelita sucked her teeth. “Tater tots. You can do better.”
“I will. But Bangers is perfect for now.” No other cooking job was likely to offer such reasonable hours, five to ten, perfect for working around his days with Abuelita. 
“Bullshit,” his grandmother coughed into her fist. 
“Abuelita!” He couldn’t help laughing. “Aren’t you worried about the angels?”
“I’ll pray for forgiveness. And you told me this bar job was just for a few years, to get experience. How long has it been now?”
“Not so long.” Five years. Most chefs would have moved on by now—except for Alice, the semi-retired cook who covered Bangers’ smaller lunch crowd. The Lunch Lady, they called her. Her cooking was okay but lacked personality, in his not-so-humble opinion.
“Pfft.” Abuelita ladled garlicky black beans into the cumin-scented sweet potatoes. “When will that food truck of yours be ready?”
“Maybe by summer.” He was saving big bucks by remodeling the kitchen using reconditioned parts, but six months in, the food truck was only half finished. 
She added paper-thin green onion slices into the filling mixture. “Good. And how long until you open a real restaurant?”
He pushed a damp curl off his forehead. “There’ll be time for that after, you know…”
“After I’m dead?” Abuelita planted her fists on her hips. “My mother lived to be ninety-six, and my Abuelita made it to a hundred and two.” She poked his chest with her crooked finger. “If you use me as an excuse to delay your dreams, I’ll kick you out on your behind. Lo entiendes?”
“Yes, ma’am.” He trudged across the kitchen to make an egg wash for the pastry. 
“If those food trucker people on TV can do it, so can you
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