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“I’d like to propose a toast to Cesar and Savannah and this amazing house.” My boyfriend’s cousin, Andrés, who could have passed as his twin, with the same devastatingly sexy smile and large copper eyes, held up his beer while wrapping an arm tightly around his petite wife’s bare shoulders. “I hope you invite us to swim in your pool often.”

I sat up, squeezing Cesar’s hand, the sauna’s jets swirling around us. “I’d like to toast Andrés’s cilantro chicken.” I held my wine glass in the air, the bubbles popping as they rose to the rim, reminding me very much of the feeling in my head after downing two glasses with dinner. “That was the best food I’ve had in a long time. You can swim in my pool as many times as you want as long as you do the cooking.” 

Andrés’s wife, Christina, laughed and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll toast to that.” 

“Salud!” Cesar and Andrés chimed in unison before clinking their bottles to our glasses. 

I’d just met Andrés and Christina that morning, and already I loved them. They’d come to help me move into my new house. At first I was worried when they showed up with their baby and Christina’s two little brothers in tow, but her brothers were about my nephew Jake’s age, so they’d kept him occupied all day, and baby James was so darned cute. He was trying to learn how to walk, and he laughed at everything, plus he napped long enough that Christina could help me with interior design ideas. She was a real artist and had even promised to return in a few weeks and paint Pokemon all over Jake’s bedroom walls. 

Andrés was a chef, who worked for their uncle’s catering business. He was impressed with my professional-grade appliances. After watching him work in my kitchen, I felt ashamed at my culinary ineptitude, but he said he’d give me a cooking lesson next time they visited. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Jake and his two new friends climb out of the pool and towel off. Jake was looking in my direction, so I knew he was going to ask for something, probably for some of the cookies Andrés had baked.  

Jake draped the towel around his narrow shoulders. “Auntie.” He flashed a dimpled smile, revealing a gap where his two top teeth used to be, then thumbed at the kids behind him. “My cousins want to play my Xbox.”   

“Your cousins?” I looked from Jake to Christina’s brothers. Not one of them flinched. “Okay, but they’re not your cousins, Jake.” 

Jake puffed up his chest. “Yes, they are, since you are Cesar are almost married.” 

Jake’s “cousins” nodded in unison. 

“Huh? We’re not almost married.” I did my best to sound passive and not at all totally mortified, keeping my gaze tunneled on Jake, careful to avoid making eye contact with the other adults in the tub, especially Cesar.  

Jake’s bottom lip turned down before he stomped a foot. “But I don’t have any cousins, and Manny and Gio said they’d be my cousins.”

Cesar wrapped a possessive arm around my shoulder, his deep voice a rumble in my ear. “Let them call each other cousins, bella. It’s not hurting anybody.” 

“Okay.” I shrugged as embarrassment flushed my face. Good thing I was sitting in a hot tub. I could always blame my rosy cheeks on the steam. “Dry off before you go inside,” I called to the boys as they ran down the stone walkway to the house. 

Andrés tossed back his head and laughed. “The awkward new love stage.” He winked at me. “I’m so glad we’re past that.” 

“You get over that stage pretty quickly after you have a baby,” Christina said, sharing an affirmative nod with Andrés. 

As if on cue, Christina picked her iPad off the deck and tapped the screen, something she’d been doing nonstop since getting in the tub. She had a wireless baby monitor app that allowed her to see James. I leaned over, peering at the screen. The baby was suckling his pacifier while soundly sleeping. He was so darned cute and had the pudgiest cheeks ever. Christina was a very lucky woman. She had a beautiful family and a fulfilling career. I couldn’t help but be envious. 

Andrés smirked and nudged his wife in the ribs. “We’re at the ‘please use the air freshener before you leave the bathroom’ stage.” 

I almost spit wine through my nose. 

Cesar laughed. “Good thing the master bedroom has his and her bathrooms.”

“Oh, yeah, I saw that. That’s good.” Andrés spoke loudly enough in Christina’s ear that we could all hear. “Cesar needs his own bathroom.”

“It must run in the family,” Christina blurted. 

Omigod. I shifted uncomfortably, leering at Cesar from beneath my lashes. I didn’t know if Cesar and I were at the bathroom talk stage of our relationship yet. 

“Are you trying to tell me you poisoned our food?” Cesar asked. 

“If that was poison,” I said, “then kill me now.” 

“My cousin’s not a bad cook.” Cesar took a swig of beer. It’s why we keep him around.” 

“That’s not why you used to keep me around.” Andrés flashed Cesar a knowing grin.

I got this sickening feeling in my gut that Andrés was about to tell us another story involving Cesar and a girl, most likely a skanky girl whose idea of dressing modestly was pulling up her tube top. He’d been joking with my boyfriend all day about his prowess with the opposite sex. It’s not that I didn’t know Cesar had had a long line of lovestruck groupies before me, but hearing details about every girl who’d ever spread her legs for my man was starting to grate on my nerves.  

Cesar set his beer on the concrete behind him, narrowing his eyes at Andrés. “What you talkin’ about?”

Andrés pointed at Cesar with an accusatory finger. “When I was in the Army, he made me put on my dress blues when we went out to bars.”   

Andrés’s laughter was also starting to get on my nerves. Sure, I wanted my relationship with Cesar to be honest and up front, but did I need every sordid detail of his previous romances? 

Christina’s smooth porcelain brow crinkled as she frowned at her husband. “Why?” 

Andrés flashed his wife such a wicked grin, I swear I saw devil horns shoot out of his head. “Girls love a man in uniform.” 

“Did it work?” I asked, then mentally kicked myself in the ass. I got the feeling I wasn’t going to like the answer. I could imagine the bar groupies throwing themselves at my boyfriend and his cousin. 

“Every time,” Andrés said. 

“I don’t want to hear any more, Andrés,” Christina scolded. “You Cruzes are all horn dogs.”

“Me?” He splayed a hand across his chest. “You’re the one who asked me to take you home the night we met.”

Christina’s cheeks reddened, and she turned her gaze to her wine glass. “Did I?” she mumbled. “I don’t remember.” 

“You don’t remember that first night?” He waggled his brows and leered at her. “The things I did to you?”

Christina gasped and pushed him away. “You are such a bad man.”

The sauna was starting to feel stifling hot. Watching Christina and Andrés made my internal temperature soar, and not in a good way. I was terrified Cesar would tell them how I practically threw myself at him the night I’d given him my virginity. 

Andrés wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist, hoisting her into his lap. “I thought that’s why you married me.”

“That, and a few other reasons.” She giggled, her vivid green eyes sparkling. 

I felt compelled to look away when they kissed. I turned to Cesar, who ran a hand down my arm, causing gooseflesh to rise. 

“Maybe they should get a room,” my boyfriend whispered. “Maybe we should sneak into one, too.” 

“Yeah, right,” I grumbled. “With everyone here.” 

I jerked at the sound of Ariana’s shriek of laughter. Cesar’s youngest brother, Esteban, came barreling down the slide with her in his lap. She launched into the arms of Cesar’s middle brother, Santiago, as soon as she hit the water. Good thing the kids had gone inside. I so didn’t want them to see my BFF’s little threesome. The dogs, Macy and Nacho, pranced up and down the edge of the pool, barking and whimpering while the guys played tug-of-war with Ariana’s arms and legs.  

“Your friend out there?” 

I looked over at Andrés, who scowled at the threesome. “Ariana,” I said and then cringed when she bit Esteban’s arm, making him howl in pain. Ariana and I had grown up together, both raised by her mom, Sara, who had also been my dad’s housekeeper. Even though Sara had tried to instill good-girl virtues in her daughter, her teachings had had the opposite effect. 

“How bad is her bite?” Andrés asked. 

Though Ariana was perfectly capable of drawing blood, I knew Andrés wasn’t referring to her actual bite. 

I cringed. “Pretty bad.” Ariana usually only kept a boyfriend around for a short while before she’d trade him in for a new flavor of the month.  

Andrés wrapped his arm around his wife. “Should I warn my cousins?”

Cesar laughed. “They’ll find out soon enough.”

I waved at Ariana, giving her an eye roll and mouthing for her to behave. I didn’t need my nephew and Christina’s brothers witnessing her shameless behavior. 

“Auntie!” Jake screamed from the patio before running to me. Chest heaving, he handed me his cellphone, then leaned over, clutching his knees. “My mom wants to talk to you.”

The cilantro chicken revolted in my stomach at the mention of my sister, who’d been arrested last month for armed robbery. And now she was on her son’s phone? What was I supposed to say? I didn’t think there were enough words in the English language to convey my sentiments to the woman who’d abandoned her son while on the run from the law. 

I covered the microphone with a shaky hand. “She’s on your phone?”

He grimly nodded, his eyes filling with moisture. I could only imagine what the bitch had said to him.

Cesar helped me out of the tub, wrapping my cotton robe around me. 

I knelt beside Jake, rubbing a soothing hand down his arm. “What did she say?”  

He shrugged, breaking eye contact. “She said ‘Give the phone to your aunt’.” 

That bitch. Didn’t she have a single kind word for the son she hadn’t seen in a month? 

My mind numbed with rage. “Excuse me for a minute,” I said and walked to the other side of the yard, barely aware of the grass blades sticking to my wet feet, the chill that wrapped around my spine, or Cesar wordlessly following me.   

I lowered myself onto the bench of a wooden swing hanging from a low live oak limb. “Hello?”

“Savannah,” Kim screeched. “Why the fuck haven’t you come to see me?”

I jerked back as if I’d been slapped. “Why would I?” Was she still smoking crack, or had she always been this bitchy?

“I need a lawyer,” she snapped. “A good one, not this hack they gave me.”

“What am I supposed to do about it?” I asked, feigning stupidity. She couldn’t have heard about my inheritance while she was in jail. 

“Get me a goddamn lawyer,” she screamed into the receiver before her voice dropped to an ominous rumble. “I know about your money.”

Well, shit. Guess she did have access to the news in jail. 

I let out a slow, shaky breath, steeling my resolve. “No.”

“What the fuck do you mean, no?”

“I’m not spending a dime on you,” I said through clenched teeth.  

“Savannah,” she pleaded, “they’re going to put me in prison.” 

Funny how her tone had gone from raging bitch to pathetic puppy. I wasn’t fooled. 

“You robbed a gas station. You abandoned your child. You deserve to go to prison.” 

“So you want my kid to grow up without a mom?” There was that bitch again, trying, but failing, to lay on a guilt trip. 

“I will make sure Jake is taken care of,” I answered coolly, imagining my words a knife jabbing her cold, withered heart. “He’s better off without you, anyway.” 

I couldn’t help but twist the knife. After Jake had told me she repeatedly told him she hated him, I had no more sympathy left for Kim. A mother who would so cruelly verbally abuse her son was no mother at all, and she certainly wasn’t deserving of any of my compassion. 

“I’m his fucking mom!” 

I jerked the phone away from my ear when she practically blew out my eardrums.   

Cesar stood above me, swearing in Spanish. “Hang up, bella.” 

Oh, but I wasn’t finished with my entitled, selfish sister. “And yet you haven’t asked me how he’s doing.”

“I don’t have a lot of time, Savannah.”

Bullshit. 

“Neither do I.” I looked across the yard at my nephew, who was staring at his feet, shoulders slumped. “Jake needs me right now.” Poor kid. I knew he was hurting from his mother’s rejection. 

Just as I was about to hang up on the selfish bitch, her ominous threat sliced through my chest like a thin blade. 

“I don’t have to let you have custody.”

I momentarily froze, then berated myself for believing her threat. She was a felon. I was an heiress with Houston’s best lawyers on retainer. She had no control over the custody hearing. Did she? “Excuse me?”

“I’m going to the custody hearing. I can give him to someone else.” 

An empty threat. It had to be. Still, my protective claws came out, and I imagined myself attacking anyone who tried to take Jake from me. “It will be a cold day in hell before that happens,” I hissed. 

“It doesn’t have to happen if you’d just get me a decent fucking lawyer.”

Rage built up in my skull like a steaming kettle ready to blow. “There is nobody that loves Jake as much as I do. You would threaten your child’s happiness just to blackmail me? I’m ashamed to call you my sister. Our mom is probably rolling in her grave right now.”

“How dare you bring up my mom after your father murdered her!” 

Kim actually had the nerve to sound indignant. Even if my dad had murdered our mom, which he didn’t, she acted as if it was my fault our mom drove into a tree.

“Hang up on the bitch,” Cesar grumbled.  

I should have listened, but I wasn’t finished giving my sister a piece of my mind.

“You’re so full of shit, Kim.” I didn’t know if I was more angry with her for being a total bitch or myself for not hanging up. Some morbid sense of curiosity kept me on the line. Maybe I was hoping she’d finally break down and apologize. 

“That car crash was no accident. You think I want a murderer’s daughter raising my kid?” 

What a piece of shit. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m nothing like my dad, and you know it. Just like Jake is, thankfully, nothing like you.” And with that, I did what I should have done when Kim first dialed Jake’s number. I ended the call. Tomorrow I would call my phone carrier and change Jake’s number. That bitch was not calling us again. 

I wiped the corners of my eyes, angry with myself for letting Kim make me cry. 

Cesar was looking expectantly at me. “Bella, what happened?”

“She’s threatening to take custody away if I don’t hire her a lawyer.” I couldn’t help the edge of worry that slipped into my tone. What if she did have the power to take Jake away from me?

Cesar folded his arms, shadows falling across his face. “She can’t do that.” 

I squeezed Jake’s phone, sorely tempted to throw it down and stomp on it. “She said she will give him to someone else.”

“Who else? There’s no one.” Cesar knelt beside me, taking my hands in his. “Besides, the judge isn’t going to listen to her.” 

The soothing baritone of his voice was almost enough to calm me down. Almost. I was so envious of his self-confidence. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was overreacting. But what if the judge did take the mother’s request into consideration, or what if she lied about me in court? What if she made up some story that I was neglectful or a druggie like her? I wouldn’t put it past Kim to sabotage her son’s safety out of spite.  

I worried my bottom lip, shifting my gaze back to Jake, who was still standing by the sauna. I needed to talk to him, but what was I going to say? 

“Maybe I should’ve paid for her lawyer.” 

“Savannah, look at me.” Cesar clutched my shoulders, searching my eyes with unwavering determination. “It will be fine. Do not give that woman a dime.” 

Emotion threatened to seal my throat. “I-I don’t want to lose him.” 

He ran his hands down my arms, squeezing. “You’re not going to lose him. Be strong.” 

I nodded, forcing the tears back as I stood. Cesar held my hand while we joined Jake. Cesar excused himself and went inside for another beer, giving us some space. I motioned to the padded lounge chairs at the other end of the pool, and Jake followed. 

“Hey, buddy.” I sat in the middle of a chair and patted the side. “You okay?”

The music, barking dogs, and splashing flirts seemed to fade away as I focused on him. He had a mop of dark hair, golden brown skin, and luminous mahogany eyes. He’d always been on the skinny side, but after living with me he was developing a little belly. He was smarter than the average seven-year-old, too observant at times, having aged beyond his years thanks to his mother’s neglect. I was so glad he was with me now. I loved this kid so much that the thought of hurting him was like a sledgehammer pummeling my heart. 

He sat beside me, fisting his hands in his lap. “Why didn’t she want to talk to me?”

I could tell by the way he scrunched his features, he was bottling up his emotions, doing his best to keep from crying in front of everyone. 

I gritted my teeth and forced myself to tell a white lie. “Jake, she was only allowed a few minutes.”

Damn me for having to make excuses for Kim, and damn my sister for putting me in this position. She could have at least asked how he was doing and told him she missed him.

Wariness flashed in his eyes. He wasn’t buying it. Having been exposed to too much of her indifference during his short life, I couldn’t blame him. “What did she want?”

I squeezed my hands until my nails broke skin. “She wants me to hire her a lawyer.”

He looked sideways at me. “Are you gonna?”

I couldn’t tell by his look if he wanted me to help her or not.

“No, Jake.” I straightened, tension enfolding my shoulders. “The state has provided her with a lawyer. She doesn’t like that one, but that’s too bad. I’m sorry, Jake, but your mom did a bad thing, and she needs to spend some time in jail and learn her lesson.”

He vehemently shook his head. “I don’t want her to get out. I don’t want to go back to her. I want to stay with you.”

It took all my willpower to keep from tearing up. “Jake, she’s not getting out for several years, and you are staying with me.” 

He looked up at me with a trembling lip. “Promise?”

I swallowed back a sob. “Promise,” I rasped, pulling him against me.   

Savannah, what have you done? 

Jake squirmed free, seemingly unfazed by the evening’s drama. “Okay. I’m going to go play with my cousins now.”

“All right.” I forced a smile and wiped a trail of crumbs off his chin. “I see you helped yourself to the cookies.” 

I’d been trying to implement a rule about sweets, namely Jake was limited to only one a day, and he had to ask before eating it. In his old life, he was left to fend for himself, which meant there’d been no limit to sugary foods, except when the cupboards were empty. 

His eyes widened, and he flashed a sheepish grin. “I only had one.”

“That’s okay.” How could I be mad at this kid? “Just don’t eat too many.” I probably should have specified how many was too many. I was turning into a softie. 

He feverishly nodded. “I won’t.” 

He jumped off the chair and ran to the house, Nacho and Macy trotting at his heels. I sensed cookies were in their near future, too. Jake loved dogs, especially Nacho. He was becoming very attached to Cesar, too, which still made me nervous at times. Though I cared for Cesar more than I thought possible, we’d only been dating a short while. I hoped Cesar was committed to this relationship, not just for my sake but for Jake’s.

Cesar sat beside me, handing me a glass of wine. “You look like you need this.”  

“Thanks,” I took the glass and reluctantly swallowed several mouthfuls. Since I was trying to be a good role model for Jake, I’d seriously curtailed my drinking. Not that I’d been much of a drinker in the first place. I hadn’t had a glass of wine since shortly after Jake moved in with me. I’d made an exception tonight, limiting myself to a few glasses, but after that phone call, I’d say I earned another. I ended up downing the entire glass before handing it back to him. 

He hitched a brow. “You want more, bella?”

I shook my head. “What if I can’t keep my promise? What if they take him from me?”

“They won’t, bella.” Cesar set the glass down, taking my hands in his. “You’re worrying over nothing.”

Cesar seemed so sure of himself, the same way I’d acted when I promised Jake he would get to stay with me. Despite Cesar’s reassurances, I still wasn’t sure I’d get to keep my nephew. 

I swallowed a lump of fear, trying to summon a confidence I didn’t feel. “I hope you’re right.”  
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Chapter Two
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Ariana left last night without Cesar’s flirty cousins. They moped around the house afterward, no doubt missing her. I’d always been slightly jealous of my best friend for having that effect on men. Even though Cesar and Andrés wanted us to stay up and play cards, Christina was exhausted after chasing James around all day, and I wasn’t in the mood for drinking games. I’d been feeling down ever since my sister’s phone call. 

After we woke the next morning, Cesar’s heartbroken cousins were nowhere to be found, and they didn’t answer Cesar’s texts. Last night they’d kept trying to corner me to ask questions about Ariana, so I was relieved they were gone. I only hoped they weren’t somewhere with Ariana. I could easily imagine her sending them a text with her apartment address.  

Andrés, Christina, and the boys packed into their truck early Sunday afternoon with the promise of coming back in two weeks. I hated to see them go, especially since I didn’t have a lot of friends, and I really liked Christina. Ariana was my only close friend, and she had already announced she’d be living in LA this summer, possibly permanently if she found acting work. 

As soon as we said our goodbyes, Jake hugging his “cousins” all the way out the door, I ran through the house, straightening it like a madwoman. Angus and Sara were coming by later this afternoon to see my new place. They’d been surrogate parents when I was a child, running the ranch and taking care of me after my mom died, and coming to my defense whenever my dad went on a rampage. I was grateful for the love they’d shown me over the years, and I valued their opinions, one reason I was so nervous. I not only wanted them to approve of my new home, I hoped they liked Cesar. 

They were bringing a housekeeper Sara had personally selected. I wasn’t so sure about that, but 5000 square feet of house was a lot to keep up. Luckily, there was a guesthouse out back, so Cesar and I could still enjoy our privacy in the evenings. 

I had no idea what time they were showing up. Sara had told me they’d be here in the afternoon, but that gave them at least a four-hour window. I checked my phone at least a dozen times. No texts from Sara and Angus, not that I was expecting one. They were still living in last century.  

Their wedding was almost a month away, and I couldn’t be happier for them. If any two people deserved marital bliss, it was Angus and Sara. Ariana was already calling her future stepdad Dad, and he referred to her as his daughter. Seeing the three of them together always gave me warm fuzzies.  

Cesar came back from throwing the trash out in the garage, smacking my ass as I washed the last of the dishes.   

“Why are you so worried about the house, bella?” he said, looking sexier than should be legal in low-rise jeans and a T-shirt that hugged his bulging biceps. He bit into a fresh apple. “You’re going to leave nothing for the housekeeper to do.”

“I want everything to be perfect when they get here.” I looked over Cesar’s shoulder into the empty living room, surprised I didn’t see my nephew playing video games or rolling on the carpet with the dogs. “Where’s Jake?”

“Cleaning up,” Cesar said, “like you told him.”

I grabbed a dishtowel off the counter and dried my hands, surprised at how they shook. “He needs to set the timer before he brushes his teeth.”   

My nephew and I had this constant struggle, him wanting to rush through his personal hygiene and me pulling out my hair to get him to brush more than one tooth and clean all the gunk from under his fingernails.

“Timer’s been set.” Cesar flashed a knowing grin as he stared at the towel I’d twisted around my fingers. “Relax.”  

I relented with a sigh when he tugged the towel out of my grip. How did he expect me to relax? He had no idea what Sara and Angus could be like. Though I loved them both, they were a little old-fashioned, which was probably why Ariana had bailed last night; she didn’t want to be lectured by her parents for not finding a husband and settling down. If they only knew half the shit she’d done. Hell, even I didn’t know most of what went on in Ariana’s private life. When I’d been her roommate, I’d accidentally walked in on one of her blindfolded boyfriends, hanging by his wrists from the ceiling while she beat his bare ass with a riding crop. I’d had no idea Ariana was into that kinky shit. I’d never been so shocked and embarrassed in all my life. 

I did my best to push that image out of my mind and picked up a broom. Going into the other room, I swept beneath the dining table. The dining room was one of my favorites in the house. I’d commissioned a local artist to make a table with seating for twelve out of distressed wood and polished marble. The result was beautiful. Even Christina had been impressed. 

I pounded the tile floor with my broom, perhaps a little too harshly, then gasped when Cesar came up behind me, snatching it from my hand. “You already swept there.”

I tried to snatch it back. “But I might have missed something.”

I didn’t want Sara to think we were slobs. She’d always kept a spotless house. 

Cesar backed up, holding the broom above his head. He went into the kitchen and set it in the pantry. Turning to me, he grasped my shoulders. “Savannah, stop this.”

“I’m sorry.” Emotion tightened my chest. He was right. Why was I getting so worked up over their visit? Maybe because Cesar was my first boyfriend, the only guy I’d ever cared about, and I worried they wouldn’t like him. “Angus and Sara are like family to me.”

“I know. Everything will be fine.” 

“You’re right.” I forced a smile. No use getting stressed over something that was out of my control. If they liked Cesar, great, and if they didn’t, I guess they’d have to deal with it. “I’m worrying over nothing.”

Cesar bit his lip, a frown marring his brow. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this.” 

My heartbeat quickened. “Tell me what?”

“Ariana’s car is in the garage.”

My vision tunneled. Ariana’s car was here, but she wasn’t. Oh, her parents were going to freak. “Did she go with your brothers?”

He shrugged, then averted his gaze. “I don’t see Santiago’s truck.”

Oh, so not good. “I don’t understand.” I paced the floor, heart pounding wildly. “I saw her leave last night.”

Cesar scratched the back of his neck, his cheeks turning pink. “She must have come back when we were sleeping.”

Which meant only one thing. “And left with them?”

Oh, good God. I could only imagine what my flirty, kinky friend was doing with two hot, single men. 

“I don’t know.” He spoke without conviction. He knew his brothers were guilty. I got the feeling Cesar wasn’t the only Cruz brother known for sleeping with lots of women. 

I seriously hoped only one brother was with Ariana, and no instruments of torture were involved. My knees weakened, and I sank onto a barstool, letting out a violent shudder and trying to push thoughts of Ariana whipping Cesar’s brothers out of my mind. 

But their sex-capades were the least of my problems. Angus and Sara were expecting me to take them on a tour of my new house. “Angus is going to want to see the garage. He’ll flip if he sees her car, and she’s not here.”

“Call her.” Cesar pulled my phone off the charger and pushed it toward me. He slipped his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll try my brothers.”

Why was I not surprised when my call went straight to voicemail? I fired off a text, telling my wayward friend to get her ass back to my house before her parents arrived. How could she have been so stupid? And how could she have been so selfish, leaving me to face her uptight parents alone?

Cesar talked into his receiver. “Hey, bro. You need to bring Ariana back. Her parents are coming over.”

My chest deflated when he ended the call. He‘d been speaking to voicemail. Damn! The call to his other brother also went to voicemail. 

“Those idiots!” I jumped from the stool, slamming my phone against the marble counter and wincing when I heard the distinct sound of the screen cracking. Oops. “Ariana knew her parents would be here.”

Cesar picked up my phone and examined it. The screen was marred with a spider-web of cracks. “Calm down.”
Rage threatened to split my skull in two. “You don’t know Angus.”
Cesar raked his fingers through his hair. “The pool cover’s in the garage. I’ll throw it over the car and tell them it’s my project.”

That might work, but I still hadn’t told Angus and Sara that Cesar was staying at the house. Though he’d kept his condo, he hadn’t slept there since I’d moved in last week, and I doubted he’d sleep there again. All of Cesar’s clothes were here now, and after an armed robber had broken into my old condo, I felt safer with Cesar and Nacho around. 

I twisted the hem of my shirt. “They don’t know you live here.” 

Cesar’s jaw dropped. “You didn’t tell them?”

I couldn’t help but look away. “I was going to get around to it.”

Even though Angus and Sara were living under the same roof and were engaged to be married, Ariana had told me they hadn’t slept together yet. Angus and Sara were very religious, as in they never missed church and were constantly praying or volunteering. I couldn’t imagine living with Cesar and being forced to keep my hands off him. I think I’d go insane.  

I jumped at a knock on the door. I looked at Cesar with wide eyes. “Oh, God. Go cover the car.”

I ran to the door, stopping in the front foyer beneath a sparkling crystal chandelier, and let out a shaky breath. It was probably just Cesar’s brothers returning Ariana. At least I hoped so. 

My brain seized with panic when I looked through the peephole and saw Angus looking into the hole, his scowl elongated in the fisheye lens. Gah! Why had I given them my gate code? I should’ve made the security guard call me when they arrived. That would’ve given me at least another five minutes to prepare. I clenched the handle with whitened knuckles and opened the door.   

Sara stood in front of Angus with her arms wide open. Middle-age had been kind to her. She only had a few wrinkles around her large, almond eyes and full lips, and her tanned skin had a natural glow. “Hello, niña!”

I grunted when she pulled me against her generous bosom. 

I struggled out of the hug, forcing a smile though my face felt like it was made of plaster. “Hi. How did you get here so early?” It was barely past lunch. 

Sara squeezed my cheeks. “We went to early mass.”

“Oh, wonderful,” I said with perhaps too much forced enthusiasm. “Come on in.” I ushered them inside, feeling as if I was leading the procession to my own funeral. 

Angus released two big suitcases and scooped me into his beefy arms, holding me so tight, I feared my spine would snap. “Hello, sweetheart.” He set me down, kissing me on the cheek. “How are you doing?” Angus was a foot taller than me, with a barrel chest and broad shoulders. He’d worked on my dad’s ranch his entire adult life, and it showed in the deep creases around his eyes and his ruddy skin.

“Just great, thank you.” I was stiffer than steel, speaking through clenched teeth.  

“Savannah, this is Irma Gonzales, a dear friend from Bible study and an excellent housekeeper.” Sara motioned toward an elderly Hispanic woman, who was probably a good twenty years older than her. She had greying hair swept up in a bun and round, florid cheeks.

I shook her calloused hand, amazed at her grip. “Irma, thank you for coming. I’ve heard so much about you.” 

Sara had called me several times this week to tell me about Irma. She hadn’t even asked if I needed a housekeeper, just told me she’d found me someone to take care of the house. 

Irma flashed a wide smile, revealing a few chipped teeth. “And I about you.” She spun a slow circle, letting out a low whistle as she scanned the crown molding, modern crystal chandeliers, and sunken living room with distressed leather sofas and my new television the size of a small car. “Look at this house.” She clasped her hands together. “So beautiful!”  

Sara patted Irma’s hand as the two shared matronly smiles. Sara turned to me, clearing her throat. “You will never find a more honest, hardworking, and God-fearing woman to manage your household.” 

She had already told me Irma was a great cook and an immaculate housekeeper, but most importantly, she was the most devoted student in Bible study. That alone, Sara thought, would endear me to the lady. 

It’s not that I minded Irma being religious. Sara had taken me to mass with her my entire childhood, until my asshole father had insisted I stay home on weekends to shovel shit out of the horse stalls. Going to church had been a nice reprieve from dealing with my father’s moods, and after losing my mom at an early age, my faith was one of the few positive things I’d had in my life.    

I led them into the kitchen, directing them to the barstools while I poured everyone a glass of lemonade. I warily eyed the garage. How long did it take for Cesar to cover the car?

“Where’s Ariana?” Sara asked, looking up at me from her stool. 

I froze, my glass halfway to my lips. I swallowed hard, nervously eyeing the faces that were focused on me as I set the glass back on the counter with a trembling hand. “She’s not here.”

Angus coughed into his fist. “I thought she stayed over last night.”

“She ended up going home. I’m sure she’ll be by later.” Unable to look Angus in the eyes, I checked the stairwell for Jake and then the side door for Cesar. “The guys will be out in a minute.”

“Guys?” Angus frowned. “Is that boyfriend of yours living here?”

“Cesar?” My voice shook as heat flushed my cheeks. “Not officially, but he stays here a lot.”

Angus folded his arms as his frown deepened. “Hmmph.”

Well, shit. Whenever Angus grumbled, it usually meant he was holding back something far worse.  

“These kids nowadays.” Sara turned her eyes heavenward and threw up her hands. “Sex and babies before marriage.”

Irma’s lips twisted into an unnatural scowl, as if the lemonade had gone sour.

Ugh. I loved Sara and Angus, but I sure as hell couldn’t wait until they left.  

I clenched the sides of the counter. “No babies, Sara, but Cesar is wonderful with Jake.” I I heard my nephew stomping down the stairs. For such a little kid, he sure made a lot of noise, and boy, was I grateful he’d shown up. “There he is.” I walked around the counter and eagerly waved him forward. “Jake, come here.”

I worked a tic in my jaw while he slowly slouched his way toward us. He flashed me a bashful look, and I clutched his bony shoulders and spun him around. “Jake, this is Angus, Sara, and Irma.” I smiled

















































































































































[image: image]



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
AY YOU
OVE ME 4

Cesar Cruz: Book Two
A Something More Novel

TARA WEST





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





