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      Patti Davies’s heart was in her stomach as she listened to her six-year-old little sister answer the white-coated doctor’s questions. Three hours ago, Rose’s temperature had spiked after an exhausting week of the flu. Patti had bundled her protesting sister into the car and drove like a demon to the ER. Rose had passed out in the back seat, her face white. The ER sent her straight to pediatrics and now Patti waited for the diagnosis as the doctor helped Rose get comfortable in the bed.

      Six months ago their parents had died, giving Patti full custody of Rose—she’d failed their trust in allowing her little sister to get so sick. What if something happened to her?

      Every penny she’d scraped together was about to disappear, just when she thought she had the money part under control. Daycare was expensive and Patti didn’t earn a lot. The sale of her parents’ house after the liens were paid was all in a trust for her sister’s education, which left them flat broke right now.

      None of that mattered.

      Her sister was all she had.

      Crisp white sheets covered the hospital bed, and long windows overlooked palmetto trees and the parking lot. A TV bolted to the wall next to the whiteboard provided background noise in the sterile room near midnight.

      Rose had her own room, something else that probably raised the cost of her care.

      One day she’d be better off financially, and Patti’s lack of income shouldn’t hurt her sister. She’d have to figure this out.

      The doctor closed his chart. Her pulse went up slightly when the doctor crooked his finger for her to join him. Sexy dark eyes, perfectly sculpted body, and olive skin.

      She’d never seen such a gorgeous man. Lust wasn’t something she could afford right now. Patti marched to the foot of her sister’s bed and took a deep breath. Once she was sure she could speak normally, she asked, “What’s wrong with my sister?”

      “You’re her guardian?” He opened his chart to read again.

      Rose shut her eyes, her blonde hair spread on the pillow and her arms hooked up to the IV. “Yes.” Patti crossed her hands in front of her. “I’m all she has now.”

      The doctor, green scrubs beneath his white jacket, tapped his chart and gave her a smile full of sympathy and desire. Her body hummed with attraction, though she’d probably made up the desire on his part…the sexy doctor had to be married, and she had other things to think about—like her sister, who had already fallen asleep. Patti lifted her chin, prepared for the worst. “Rose has pneumonia and I’m admitting her for overnight treatment,” the doctor said. “I want to aggressively attack the infection before it reaches her heart.”

      Pneumonia? Patti brushed aside his clipboard and took his hand. That sounded dangerous! She pulled back at the too-familiar contact, her cheeks hot. “Thank you so much. I can’t lose her too.”

      Patti fixed the blanket over her sister’s foot. She’d use the money from the sale of her parents’ house to stave off the current disaster and figure out her sister’s future college education later.

      The doctor scanned Rose’s chart.

      How her parents had helped her with Julliard, she had no idea. Family was expensive. South Florida was expensive. No wonder her friends avoided having their own kids, or left the state to find better paying jobs. She straightened her shoulders and briefly considered what else she might sell to make a few extra dollars, like those paintings of her mother’s in her crowded apartment.

      “One more question,” the doctor said.

      She batted her lashes and then lowered them. Flirting wasn’t going to get her anywhere. “Yes?”

      “Has Rose been in counseling since your parents…”

      “No, not really.” Her eyes lifted and she answered the unfinished question, swaying just a little. “I’ve tried to talk to her about our parents, but she shuts down.”

      The doctor wrote on his notepad. “I can request a psych evaluation for her. Our hospital has a great psychiatric program.”

      Probably true, but she shook her head. “I already called. My insurance doesn’t cover mental health.”

      The doctor crossed his arms and held the chart to his side, then he stepped back, his gray Adidas sneakers not making a noise on the linoleum. His sympathetic smile shot tingles straight through her. “I’ll call your insurance and see if we can get the evaluation covered.”

      His broad shoulders suggested strength to hold a woman tight. She glanced at his ring finger—bare. Whoever he dated would be lucky. He nodded at her and, with a flush of awareness, she read the name badge on his muscular wall of chest. “Thank you, Dr. Moradi. Whatever you can do.”

      “I’ll see you soon, Miss Davies.” He waved as he left the room.

      She called out, “Patricia. Patti Davies.”

      If she was going to fantasize about the doctor, it would be nice to hear him say her name.

      Patti took a seat next to her sister’s bed as Rose slept; her normally plump cheeks now gaunt, and purple shadows under her eyes.

      She should have taken her sister to the doctor days ago, but Rose had sworn she’d be better soon. Patti assumed it was just a bad flu, which had been going around.

      As her sister’s fever had grown, Patti realized she’d made the wrong call.

      She fixed her sister’s pillow and smoothed Rose’s hair out of her face. Thanks to the medicine, Rose was sleeping soundly.

      Rose would be better soon. She had to be. Otherwise Patti was a total failure at family too.

      Another hour ticked past and Patti took solace in watching the liquid go into the IV and her sister’s arm. Sleep didn’t matter for herself. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d gone to work tired.

      Hopefully Rose would be fine and they’d get out of here first thing in the morning so Patti might make her shift.

      Finances were secondary in this situation though the reality of paying for the hospital stay inched up her spine like a cold metal rod.

      Her silence was interrupted when a nurse with short red hair and big green eyes walked into the room and smiled at her before she erased the current nurse’s name from the whiteboard, and wrote Elayne. Her wedding ring sparkled. “So, your sister was seen by Dr. Hottie?”

      Patti wasn’t the only one’d who noticed the man’s good looks. Any female with eyes would wonder what his hands felt like on their body. Her face heated as she lowered her head and adjusted her sister’s blanket. “Dr. Moradi… yeah. He’s hot, and nice. I don’t normally meet men like that.”

      Working in the baggage section of the airport she saw travelers not paying any attention to her or other employees as they went on their way.

      The nurse checked her sister’s IV and wrote down numbers on a tablet. “None of us do.”

      Patti combed with her fingers a blonde lock of her sister’s hair out of her face.

      The nurse changed out one of the medications in the IV machine. “Rumor is that his mother wanted to send him over a bride now that he’s officially a doctor and not a resident, but with the ban….”

      “The ban?” She blinked as her mind focused on something other than her sister.

      The nurse scanned the new medication into her tablet and then added it to her sister’s IV. “He’s Iranian. He’s friends with Zahra, another nurse from his country who’s been here for twenty years. So, all the single nurses on the floor come by to “help” when he’s working, to try and get his attention.”

      Any single woman with a pulse would probably want a chance. Her pulse spiked at the memory of his compassionate smile. She took a sip of the water left for her sister when she woke up, then refilled the glass. “Will that interfere with my sister’s care?”

      The nurse shook her head no and read the chart. “She’s stable, and resting is going to help. The nurses assigned to your room are listed on the board and nobody else should be allowed inside. My name is here, Elayne Cody.”

      With a nod, Patti took note of the time on the clock. She’d have to call in to work soon. “Check names. Thanks.”

      The nurse recorded Rose’s vitals and left.
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      A few more hours past though it was still dark without sign of any dawn.

      Her boss had written her up for taking another day off.

      Not that it mattered right now.

      She glanced out the window, and the moon was still bright in the sky. Patti decided to sneak down the hall to get a cup of coffee from the vending machine. As the coffee poured into the paper cup, she hoped it was at least drinkable. She never had luck with vending machines that cost almost as much as gourmet coffee she’d get from a coffee shop.

      Patti started back to Rose, the hard bright light left almost no shadows in the quiet nurse’s station near the room, but her body tensed when she saw Dr. Moradi walking toward her sister’s room. Awareness rushed through her and she dashed forward so fast she almost collided with hard muscles when he suddenly stopped. He stepped back and waved her inside. Her hand trembled so she put the cup down on the tray table before it spilled.

      Dr. Sexy rubbed the back of his neck and closed the door. Her heart pounded as she checked on her sister who was still sound asleep in her bed. Patti turned her attention toward the doctor as he motioned for them to sit on the visitor chairs in the room. “Miss Davies?”

      “Patti.” If he said her name, she’d have yummy dreams to fill her nights.

      He leaned forward and folded his hands between his knees. “I booked the psych evaluation and ensured it would be covered, though they mentioned a deductible.”

      Thousands of dollars for someone to tell her that their parents’ death was hard on her sister. Patti sighed. Somehow she’d make her bills work, she had no choice. She picked up her paper coffee cup that scalded her hand and said, “That’s sweet of you. You’re very kind. But I can’t afford the deductible. Thank you for trying though.”

      One sip told her plenty. This coffee was horrible. Bitter and burnt at the same time. Yuck. She put it back down as Doctor Moradi gave her a clean-shaven smile that melted her heart. She’d remember every detail of his thick lips, and square jaw. “I’m just doing my job.”

      Silence clung in the air. Electricity raced through her though she tried to focus on her sister. Rose needed to be okay. Sexy brown eyes shouldn’t mesmerize—but if she didn’t say something to Dr. Moradi, he’d walk away, the next doctor’s shift would start, and she might never see him again. She took another sip of her sister’s water to cool herself down, and then looked into the clear liquid. She’d never met anyone from Iran before. “Can I ask you a personal question?”

      “What is it?” The doctor sat straighter and his white jacket still framed his perfect frame that was topped off with his aware of everything brown eyes.

      Most doctors had no time for their patients’ family and left the talking for the nurses. She scooted closer and their arms brushed against each other. “Do you miss your home country, and culture?”

      “I came here when I was young and I really like America, though sometimes I miss the food.”

      The only food from the midEast she knew were kabobs and rice, though kabobs were delish. “The food must be amazing. Was it hard to leave Iran and start over without family?”

      His brown eyes grew big and he sat back and asked, “How do you know I’m Iranian? Most Americans think I’m Italian.”

      “I understand why. You don’t have a definitive accent.” He had that sun-kissed, molded-by-the-ancient-gods-to-fulfill-a-fantasy look to him. She pointed to the names on the whiteboard. “The nurse told me.”

      “My accent comes out when I’m rushed or upset.” He let out small sigh. Their arms touched and awareness raced through her as he said, “And yes, it was hard, but I wanted a better life for myself, helping people, which brings me back to your sister. The infection is in her lungs, and the next twenty-four hours are critical. Your insurance-”

      “Sucks.” Right. She wasn’t the type of woman who lusted after men normally. Actually, she never saw straight, single men at her job for more than thirty seconds before they took off for parts unknown. She crossed her legs and met his eyes. “Please do whatever you can for her. I’ll find a way to pay for it.”

      “I’ll do everything in my power.” His voice was firm and his gaze direct.

      She believed him.

      Patti never believed in promises made by total strangers. No one helped anyone without a reason. Her breath caught in her throat but she nodded and folded her hand on his. “Thank you, Doctor Moradi.”

      “Call me Reza.” He stood and leaned back against the doorframe, staring at her.

      If they were anywhere else, she’d swear he was checking her out, but that was silly and impossible. “Nice to meet you, Reza.”

      He glanced at the bed where her sister slept and then back at her. Patti’s heart skipped a beat at his attention. “Your sister needs her sleep and she’s sedated,” he said. “Have you eaten anything?”

      She hadn’t actually, all day. She’d meant to cook dinner but her sister had her so worried she’d skipped meals. Her stomach growled as the thought of toast floated in her mind though she held up her cup and said, “I just bought a coffee.”

      He frowned at her and shook his head. “Coffee’s not food.”

      This time her stomach churned so loudly she was sure he heard the rumble. Her cheeks were hot as she said, “I am hungry.”

      Reza pointed toward the door with his thumb. “I’m going on my late-night dinner break. Want to join me in the cafeteria? I’ll buy.”

      Her eyes narrowed. She wasn’t a complete charity case. She had ten dollars in her pocket from a tip the other day. There were people here worse off so she crossed her arms and said, “You don’t have to buy.”

      He tapped the side of her sister’s bed. “You haven’t eaten and you should keep your strength up. You’ll be vulnerable to pneumonia unless you’ve had your shot.”

      Shot? Patti hadn’t had one of those in a while, and didn’t remember when her last physical had been. She didn’t even have the sniffles, but she couldn’t afford to be next. She stood. “Okay. I’ll join you for dinner in the cafeteria.”

      “My treat,” he said fast. “I insist.”

      Arguing with the doctor didn’t get her much. She nodded as they walked down the hallway together. Nurse Elayne stopped in her tracks at the nurse’s station and her green eyes widened as they passed.

      Hopefully Reza didn’t notice the nurse, who gave her a thumbs-up.

      They arrived at the elevator bank and he pressed the button to call it. She hugged her sides as she wondered if her feelings were one sided.“How come you’re being so nice to me?”

      The doors opened and he said, “I understand where you’re coming from.”

      “How?” she asked as they entered. He pressed the lobby button.

      As the doors closed, he said, “My sister died a month ago too.”

      She clutched her heart that beat wildly as she looked at the lobby light and her sister’s floor. “You think Rose will die?”

      “No.” Reza shook his head fast, sounding surprised. Her heart beat returned to almost normal as he explained, “I’m sorry. I clearly said the wrong thing. Your sister will be fine.”

      She laughed with relief as the doors opened. This was the first time she’d laughed in a week and she knew she shouldn’t but she needed Rose to be okay. Once she calmed down she said, “Oh. That’s good. What were you saying about your sister?”

      She walked beside him as they followed the symbol on the ceiling that pointed toward a cafeteria. “My sister Naomi was married to Joe Reed, an American, and had my niece. They died three months ago, and now I find myself being a sudden parent, like yourself, to my four-year-old niece.”

      This must be why his mother wanted him to get married, not that she understood his culture, but it would give his niece a family. They passed through the door into the cafeteria that had a surprisingly large selection of sandwiches, pizza, or a hot bar with various prepared foods. Her stomach again rumbled telling her to eat. Reza’s words clicked into place. “So you get how hard it is to be suddenly in charge.”

      He motioned for her to choose and she headed toward the pizza. “Yes,” he said, following her. “I’ll make sure that your sister is taken care of, including her evaluation.”

      “I can’t afford it.” She selected the plain cheese slice.

      He doubled her portion when he handed her a tray, then picked up his own tray and took two mushroom and vegetable slices. “I’ll get your deductible written off.”

      Impossible. She narrowed her gaze. “How?”

      He took a milk and juice for himself and gestured for her to pick a beverage. She chose an iced tea as he said, “I’ll handle it. Will you consent then?”

      If she could help her sister get better, she’d do anything. Her landing in the hospital seemed like it was all her fault. She let out a breath and said, “Yes. I need to know how to help Rose.”

      “Consider it done.” He winked at her as they made it to the cashier.

      He swiped his card when his phone on his hip pocket of his green scrubs rang.

      He took out his phone and signed for the food. As he hung up he said, “Patti, there’s someone I need to attend to. Thank you for your company. See you during my rounds?”

      That seemed unrealistic unless he made the effort, but at least she saw why he was interested in her. Maybe she could offer advice on how to live with these new responsibilities. She smiled and hoped he came back as promised. “I’ll look forward to it.”
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      After seeing to his patients, Reza Moradi wolfed down his cold pizza with vegetables slices that hopefully had enough nutrition and carbs for energy.

      Tonight was one of those long nights where he wasn’t able to go home and check on his niece. He’d studied hard and put in the time to specialize in pediatrics. His niece needed twenty-four hour care and the nanny he’d gone through hundreds of interviews to hire had just turned in her resignation, right before he’d left this morning. The legal nightmare of adopting his niece wasn’t going to go well if he couldn’t prove a stabile household as well as income.

      Now he was back to the drawing board.

      An older nurse, Zahra, who had the same brown hair and plump stature as his mother, knocked and let herself into his office offering him a cup of tea.

      Perfect to have a sip of home and a moment of sanity. He accepted the glass cup and took a sip of heaven. “Reza, how is Sara?”

      His niece. He handed his cell phone to Zahra so she could see the latest pictures of Sara on the rocking horse he’d bought her. “The nurse is quitting on me, Zahra. There’s no childcare opening at the hospital for at least six months, and she’s still grieving for her mother.”

      His sister would want him to ensure that Sara had the world and so far he was falling short.

      Zahra flipped through the phone with an “aww” look on her face. “She’s four, and probably running circles around you.”

      He slumped onto his desk as he drank the saffron-infused beverage. The sweet taste was a bridge to sanity as he admitted, “I am at my wits’ end. Do you want to quit being a nurse and babysit for me?”

      She poured him more tea from the silver carafe she’d brought in. “I thought we were searching for a wife for you, an American one so the adoption court doesn’t think you’re going to take the child out of the country.”

      He shook off the image of Patti as the ultimate American beach bunny as he coughed on the brew. “That sounds so…permanent.”

      She served herself some more and smiled at him, placing the carafe on his desk. “It’s not a bad thing. You need a partner.”

      He took out his saffron sugar sticks from his desk for the tea and offered one to her. “I’m single, and I used to have a good time with my ex-girlfriends.”

      He recalled a few occasions he’d had free time to see a movie or go out for a nice dinner, not survive on pizza from the cafeteria.

      She made that tsk sound his mother made when he said something she didn’t approve of and followed the reaction with her opinion. “Ex-pretty girls with no brains between their eyes.”

      Flashes of the women he’d spent hours at bars with or the ones that hung out at medical school functions to meet doctors crossed his mind. “That’s not…” His cheeks were hot so he knew enough to stop. After a quick sip he said, “Okay, they all expected me to make the decisions. I don’t have a lot of time for dating and now with Sara, I have even less.”

      He hoped his gentle rebuttal would get back to his mother. He needed a nanny more than a wife.

      Zahra brought her phone from her scrubs pocket and opened up a dating app. “I’ll help you find a wife. I’ve been searching.”

      Adrenaline rushed in his veins. She’d probably talked to the Persians in town via their email chain and wanted to start setting him up. “Talking to my mother, you mean.”

      She tilted her head as if to say of course. “Your mother has a list of demands.”

      Patti’s sweet smile when they’d talked drifted in his mind, but there was no way she’d be interested in him. She was a fantasy that he couldn’t make possible and from a different world, even if they both lived in Miami.

      He had to stop Zahra’s matchmaking. “Number one being that my mother likes whoever I marry, but my mother is thousands of miles away. She’ll have to accept a woman that makes me happy.”

      Zahra shrugged, ignoring him like his mother would, and then flipped open another app like she was about to take notes. “Okay, so what’s on your list?”

      Reza shook his head. “Zahra, you’re impossible.”

      His phone went off again.Another patient with an emergency.

      He took his tea with him as he left his office, thankful he’d had the cold pizza. Zahra walked beside him down the hall, but as they passed the Davies’ room, Patti waved at him from her seat by Rose’s bed.

      He waved back.

      Zahra elbowed him as they paused outside the Smith room where he’d been called. “That’s Miss Davies you’re looking at.”

      “I’m not looking,” he answered fast as he read the patient’s chart in the hall.

      Zahra put her phone away and glanced back at Patti who still smiled at him from the open door of her sister’s room like an angel. “She’s single, like you.”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Reza headed into the Smith room to help his newly diagnosed asthma eight year old patient.

      Over the next hour he checked on incoming emergency room transfers to the pediatric ward and instructed the nurses on dosage and possible complications. He and Zahra were just about to return to his office when he saw Patti with her messy pony tail with loose pieces that framed her face, comfortably worn jeans and t-shirt at the chocolate vending machine.

      Zahra made a tsk with her lips. “She’s struggling and trying to handle a new family, like you.”

      He briefly imagined Patti smiling as he walked in the door of his home but shook off the silly daydream. “She’s in pain and thinking her sister’s ill-health is her fault, when it’s not.”

      Patti returned to her sister’s room with a candy bar. Zahra said, “You’re paying for a psych evaluation out of your own pocket.”

      “Don’t tell her that,” he warned.

      Zahra took the empty glass of tea from him and then patted him on the back like she was his mother. “Well, get going and talk to her.”

      Right. He left the nurse’s station. The closer he got to Patti, the energy around him changed. He couldn’t quite explain it but her smile made his problems seem less daunting. She was still smiling despite how her parents had died and she had full custody of her little sister. Maybe he could bottle up some of her good-nature with how she handled it all. Her nearness made his skin break out in goosebumps like he was a boy when he absolutely wasn’t. He walked back into her sister’s room. “Patti, how was the pizza?”

      Seated next to the bed, opposite the IV, Patti finished chewing the piece of chocolate and swallowed. “Delicious, actually…I was hungry. Sorry we couldn’t enjoy our slices together. How’s my sister?”

      Right. He picked up his chart and read the nurse’s notes. The chart check wasn’t for another few hours, but Rose’s progress looked great. They’d have to see the next round of tests before he gave any update so he kept that to himself and simply said, “The medicine is working. We’ll lay off the sedatives in the morning if her tests go well. Then we wait for her to wake.”

      She shivered like she had a chill and pressed her hand to her heart. “The pneumonia was that bad?”

      The last thing he wanted was for her to worry more. He’d seen a lot of patients in his short time as a full doctor after residency, and he had a good feeling about Rose. However training was clear to never give false hope. “She’s young, which is bad and good.”

      Patti shook like she was still cold. “What do you mean?”

      The urge to tell her that all would be well washed through him. He wasn’t here to protect her feelings, yet he kept his voice low like he’d speak to a child and explained, “She’s more vulnerable but she’s also able to bounce back faster than an adult.”

      Patti straightened in her chair like she was a little stronger. “Is there anything I can do?”

      He put her sister’s chart away. “Just be there when Rose opens her eyes.”

      She nodded like he was a general that had just given her a direct order. “I can do that.”

      “Would you like a cup of coffee, or tea?” His entire body stilled because he almost crossed a line.

      He hadn’t asked a woman out since college, where he’d actually worried she’d say no and walk away. Patti just might.

      She brushed against his arm as she picked up her pocketbook. “Love one. I’ll buy this time.”

      He had Persian tea in his office. Maybe she’d like the saffron flavor? He wasn’t sure. Americans generally just used tea bags, which to him tasted horrible. Perhaps he’d offer though he waved her toward the door and said, “Don’t be silly. Come with me?”

      “Sure.” She stepped beside him.

      As they walked down the hall, Zahra gave him a knowing wink.

      He knew that he’d hear from his mother on the phone about this tomorrow, but for now, he focused on the sweet girl in jeans and a simple white t-shirt beside him. She pressed the elevator button. “What is it you do, Patti?”

      “I work at the airport.” Her lips thinned.

      So she didn’t like her job. The elevator dinged as he asked, “Doing what?”

      “Baggage.” If he pressed floor six, he’d take her to his office. He debated but then selected one for the cafeteria. “Aren’t bags heavy? You seem pretty petite.”

      She shrugged as they headed down. “I get health benefits, and deals on flights.”

      Passengers joined them so he waited until they were walking beside each other on the first floor toward the smell of brewing coffee for the morning breakfast crowd that came soon. He liked the idea of being able to travel, and so must she. “Where do you go?”

      She bounced in her step like she was done with the conversation.

      Reza guessed she wasn’t happy with her job, or that it hadn’t been what she’d expected. He gently teased her as he went to the coffee line, “So nowhere?”

      She smiled at him. “Yeah, flights might be cheap but hotels still cost money and Rose has school, so travel is now rather difficult. Where’s the last place you went to visit?”

      Hawaii for a conference, alone. He’d met a nice woman there though he didn’t remember her name at the moment, and she didn’t shine in his mind half as bright as the woman beside him right now. “I don’t leave the states. I have a green card.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “But you’re a doctor?”

      He nodded. Certain professions qualified for faster green cards but he’d already had his so his degree didn’t change anything. Either way, it was nice to just talk without too much expectation as they made their way forward in the line. “Yes, which is why I am a permanent resident.”

      His sister died a month ago and Sara was only four. “Before my life changed dramatically, I wanted to go on an Alaskan cruise with my sister and niece, but I doubt we’ll do that this year.”

      They made their way to the counter and Patti ordered a simple, no-frills latte.

      He glanced at the tea bags and grimaced. This wasn’t what he wanted, so he ordered a dark roast coffee with milk and sugar. She asked, “How old is your niece? And what’s her name?”

      They moved over to the pick-up station and he took out his phone. Since getting custody of his niece, he’d concluded these were the main questions people asked. He handed over his phone. “This is Sara’s picture. She’s four and hates looking at the camera.”

      Her drink order came but she didn’t take it as she flipped through the pictures. “My sister was like that too, I guess.”

      “Rose is six.” The details from her sister’s chart came to mind as well as the fact that Rose wasn’t allergic to penicillin.

      His drink order arrived and he took both the cups, handing hers over as Patti said, “Rose asks questions like she’s a detective when she’s feeling herself.”

      She returned his phone and he pocketed it. “At least she talks. Sara stopped talking much to anyone after the accident. Therapists have said it’s normal, but I’ve been worried.”

      Patti pressed against his hand in a friendly manner. “Did she talk before?”

      Patti truly reminded him of an angel, though she wasn’t a nanny or anyone that he’d see again once her sister healed and left the hospital. He warmed from her touch. “I don’t know. She laughed more and babbled when I was just her uncle and not in charge of her.”

      She lowered her head and asked in a sweet voice, “When did your sister die?”

      The call in the middle of the night to come and get Sara replayed in his mind as the officers had said accident. His six months in the ER hadn’t prepared him for that pain. His sister and her husband were just gone. Patti’s easygoing smile also had the warmth of understanding. He was reminded of Zahra’s opinion on his previous girlfriends. Patti was different and made his pulse spike in a good way. “A month ago. When did your parents go?”

      They walked back into the hall, beside each other as she said, “Six months ago. It’s been Rose and me since.”

      Patti understood taking on family she’d never expected. Most people had no clue how much this changed everything. “Any words of advice?”

      Patti’s face glowed like she had some secret to stay calm that he lacked, and she came to an abrupt stop, so he did too. The people passing them in the hallway were a blur as she simply said, “Breathe, Doctor. We’ll never replace the ones we love.”

      No, there would be no replacing Naomi, or Joe. Reza relaxed and for one second wished he could see Patti again. “That’s wise, Patti.”

      “I try. I’ve read a lot of self-help books, but Rose is only six and I’m not sure it’s helping.” She shrugged, giving him a glimpse of uncertainty.

      “The therapists I’ve been talking to would say there is no wrong.”

      The noise of the people in the hallway returned to his senses as they strode toward the elevator, where he pressed the up button to her sister’s room. “Well, my shift ends at six in the morning. Would you like company while you wait for Rose to wake up?”

      “I would love that.” She smiled at him and the doors opened.

      He swallowed and glanced at her figure. Patti was beautiful, without a speck of makeup on her. She was a natural beauty, which seemed like a rare thing. “It’s a date then.”

      “Yes, it’s a date.” She stood a little taller beside him.

      As the elevator went to her floor, his phone went off. Duty called, two rooms down from Rose. He walked her to her sister’s room and then went to his next patient.

      Zahra had told him to get married. The idea of Patti coming home with him flashed across his mind, but he denied that possibility. She was from a different world in so many ways. Reza felt a sense of satisfaction when flipped his patient’s chart; surgery on a boy who had swallowed a plastic army man, and the operation had gone well.

      Tomorrow, he’d figure out what to do with Sara, and find a nanny. For today he’d imagine more of Patti’s encouraging conversation.
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      Patti sat near the hospital window and watched the sun rise as palm trees waved outside. Dawn was usually when she dropped Rose off at daycare before going to work.

      She’d called her boss about taking the day off and then HR to let them know Rose needed hospital care, but employees often disappeared from the payroll shortly after using their medical insurance.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t lose her job.

      Her entire body felt so tired. She’d tried to doze off a dozen times, but she hadn’t slept more than a few hours in the uncomfortable recliner and her back ached.

      Somehow she’d figure out how to help Rose with grief and healing regarding the death of their parents, and recover from pneumonia. She’d read another self-help book last night that triggered an idea for a day in the park together, to build new, happy memories.

      A knock at the door brought her out of her worries and as she saw Reza’s brown eyes, she felt like a caterpillar tucked snugly in a cocoon. She might never be a butterfly, but as he handed her a glass, his smile sure made her feel like she was beautiful. “Here,” he said. “I brought you a cup of the tea I like.”

      Tea? She sipped it to be nice because she preferred coffee, but the brew tasted different than what she recalled. “Thank you. This is really yummy.”

      “Yummy?”

      “I live with a six-year-old. My vocabulary has started to deteriorate.”

      “I wish I could get my niece to talk—even slang.” He read her sister’s chart. “Did you get any sleep?”

      She shook her head, but then took his hand to lead him to the two seats in the room. Since he brought her tea, he might want to talk a little and she’d be a happy listener. “Reza, I’m happy you’re here.”

      “Your sister isn’t up yet.” He stared at the chair like it was a foreign object.

      Perhaps he was nervous about joining her in a non-doctor way? She tugged his arm to get him to sit beside her. Once he did, she said, “I need Rose to be better. She’s all I have in my life now. I shouldn’t have ever let her hear me say that she was too expensive when I first mentioned a doctor for her cough. My parents never said that about me.”

      “It isn’t your fault that she got pneumonia.” He sipped his tea and the room brightened from the sunshine behind their head. Hopefully Rose would wake up soon. “Patti, did you go to college?”

      Back when she didn’t worry about everything... “Juilliard. I was supposed to be a singer/ songwriter, or play flute in an orchestra, though I always preferred my guitar.”

      He nodded like he was impressed—but he had no idea her trials. Reza’s profile showed a hard jaw and strong nose. He finished his small sip of tea and shrugged a muscular shoulder. “My parents wanted me to be a doctor since I was Rose’s age, maybe younger.”

      “And you did it.” Patti heard her sister moan in her sleep.

      She instantly turned and hope swelled in her chest that her sister would wake up and stare back. Nothing happened, and Rose remained asleep. Her shoulders sagged in disappointment as she glanced at Reza.

      He patted her back.

      Goosebumps grew on her body but she settled down as Reza said, “I’m the only boy, and now the only child, with my sister’s accident…”

      “I’m sorry.” She squeezed her hand on his knee.

      He gave her a half-smile that made her heart skip as he said, “You didn’t do it.”

      “Still.” She curled her hand over his. Perhaps it was wrong to be so familiar, but he was here, and she needed him right now. “You’re a dedicated doctor.”

      He pivoted closer to her and murmured, “I might have to stop my practice for a while if I don’t get help.”

      “Oh no.” Reza was her shelter in a storm. Her gaze narrowed as she asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Sara.” He lowered his head.

      “Your niece?” A four-year-old was a reason to work and earn money, not quit being a doctor. But who knows—maybe he’d saved enough to take time off? She’d never worked in his pay grade.

      He traced the skin on her hand that held his and a warm spike washed through her as he said, “She needs me. If I don’t offer her stability where she can grow, the courts could award her to a cousin she’s never met.”

      Huh? She blinked. She’d learned from recent personal experience that the courts tried to keep families together, and Reza was Sara’s uncle. Her eyebrows lifted. “A cousin?”

      He sipped his tea, nodded, and took a deep breath. “An American-born first cousin of her father who can’t have her own children.”

      Even if the cousin was full American, that shouldn’t matter. “I thought your closer family relation would matter more.”

      He shifted his head to the side and somehow she understood from that that simple movement he agreed. “I have a green card and come from a country Americans think is horrible—they get their information from an old movie in the early 80s.”

      Ah. That might be true. She sipped her tea. “The news we hear isn’t good.”

      Reza stared her straight in the eyes and didn’t blink as he said, “I don’t judge all Americans based on the Texas Chainsaw Massacre, though that was supposedly a true story.”

      Yeah. She wrapped her arm in his and pulled him closer for a hug. He smelled so good, like cedar trees and cooking spices that made her mouth water. “I get that. I also understand wanting to help your family. I make minimum wage, have horrible insurance, and I can’t provide my sister what she needs.”

      He shifted so she could lean on his shoulder better as he stared at her sister’s bed. “What does she need?”

      “More attention and a decent school,” Patti answered fast. If she had a better job, she’d get Rose into a better school district, but even then she’d have to work.

      How her mother had stayed home for her she had no idea, not in this economy.

      Reza surprised her by asking, “And what about you?”

      “What about me?” she asked as a way to ignore the zip in her veins. Honestly, she wasn’t that interesting.

      He traced her arm and she felt safe again as he asked, “What do you need?”

      She let out pfft sound and pointed across the room. “Currently, my sister to wake up, infection free.”

      He nodded. “It will happen soon.”

      “I trust you.” She sipped and believed him that everything would be well. Why? She had no reason, because she hadn’t trusted anyone in a while. But Reza went the extra mile, clearly giving the best care possible.

      This close to him she saw how his dark, thick eyelashes made her own seem invisible. People paid money to have lashes half as nice as his natural ones and he sipped as well. “What else do you want?”

      “Want, or need? They are two different things.” She heaved her chest a little. Her own wants no longer mattered. She’d never needed more than music before and now even that had been mostly subdued.

      He shrugged and continued drinking. “Either.”

      Okay. She tucked her hair behind her ear and chewed on her bottom lip. What did she want or need? The old version of her probably wanted her shot at producing music, but she no longer had the luxury to volunteer for a year to learn the ropes. She focused on her sister, sleeping, sipped, and had her answer. “I need to figure out how to do more for Rose. I want to not come home and be so exhausted that I can’t be there for her. She’s so young.”

      He glanced at her and then her sister putting his empty cup down. “How come there is such a huge age gap between you both?”

      Her sister moaned again.

      Hopefully Rose would awaken soon. She finished her own lovely tea too. For now she turned her attention back to Reza and those full lips of his. “When I went off to college, my mom decided they weren’t done being parents so they had Rose.”

      He folded his hands between his legs and she noticed a small tick between his eyes as he asked, “So you want to be the best replacement mom you can be?”

      She blinked. Had she said the wrong thing? Her hand had pins and needles wishing he was still holding her as she traced her neck. “Yes.”

      He swallowed and his Adam’s apple bounced as he stared at her sister. “What about more children?”

      Something about him had shifted. What was he thinking? She looked at her sister and replayed their conversation. He’d mentioned childcare help. Patti sipped her tea and let her mind connect the dots. “Are you offering me a job, Reza? I’d love to help you out with Sara though I need to make money. I couldn’t do it for free.”

      “I see.” He pivoted toward her and for a moment their legs touched, but he jumped out of his seat and peered down at her. “I have an unusual request, and feel free to tell me to get lost.”

      She rose, noticing the tension in his body. Maybe he felt whatever coursed through her too. “What is it?”

      “I’m trying to adopt my sister’s baby.” Most people’s white lab coats were loose, but his stretched across his broad shoulders when his muscles became rigid and hard.

      Ah. She walked over to her sister and adjusted long blonde locks away from her face while she slept. Rose looked like their mom. So did she probably but she lacked her mother’s gentleness. She turned toward the doctor and smiled. “You told me, and I get it. Taking my own sister in was hard but she’s all I have left of family. I can see you feel the same.”

      For a moment he didn’t move or blink. She ran her hand down his arm, ignoring the usual boundaries. Whatever was wrong, he needed help and she’d do what she could. As her hand brushed his fingers that were curled into a fist, he said, “Except I’m not a citizen yet, and my sister’s baby is. My lawyer said it would be easier if I have a wife. You need good insurance and a better job.”

      Shock burned. She took her hand and covered her heart as she stared up at him. This sexy, smoking hot doctor could have anyone he wanted. Her mind raced but then she asked, just to be sure, “Are you asking me to marry you?”

      Reza’s cheeks had a red tinge. He looked at her sister’s chart rather than her and then put it back as he said, “It would be temporary—just until the paperwork goes through for my sister’s daughter. In exchange I’ll pay for the medical bills your sister might accrue. When you move in, Rose would be in the best school district of Miami, or you can choose private for her and I’ll cover tuition. Rose will get everything you said she needed, and for watching Sara, I’ll pay you a salary. The nanny we hire will be happier to work with two parents and two children as she’ll have a better schedule. I also have a chef, so you won’t need to cook.”

      Pay for everything? Then she could leave the money from the sale of her parents’ house in the bank for Rose’s college. Her parents had hoped Rose would go to Harvard or Yale and Patti would honor their wishes and pay for Rose’s future. All the stress would be erased. Her pulse raced but she didn’t blink as she said, “Yes.”

      “You don’t want to think about this for twenty-four hours?” Reza stepped away. “You have a job and even though this feels desperate now, you’re smart and will figure out what to do.”

      “Rose needs help now.” She glanced at her sister with hope. Rose’s cheeks had natural, fever-free color to them for the first time in days. He was right that she’d get up soon. Patti had light in her heart as she turned to Dr. Moradi aka Sexy and placed her hand on her chest. “I’ll do my best for Sara, too.”

      “This was easier than I thought. I half-expected you to slap me.” He remained at the foot of Rose’s bed. “I’ll talk to my lawyer. Patti, don’t tell anyone, especially the nurses, about this until all the paperwork is done.”

      Her name sounded sexy from his lips. She shook off the thought and called out as he took a step to go, “Wait.”

      He signed something on the bottom of her sister’s chart as he asked without looking at her, “Change your mind?”

      Pride. She recognized his hesitation. She stepped closer and could smell his cedar cologne that filled her nostrils. She wished he’d hold her but this was just business. Patti lowered her head. “Reza, somehow this makes me happy and I’ve not had much of that in a long time.”

      “We’ll plan a small trip for the four of us to let Rose and Sara get to know each other.” He opened the door.

      “Us too. Sounds good.” She tilted her head and followed him.

      He stepped into the bright hall. “I’ll be back in less than an hour with all the paperwork. Thank you.”

      Good. If this worked out and he didn’t change his mind, then this solved more problems than she’d considered. She held the frame of the door as he left the room. “Can’t wait.”

      Then Reza walked away. She watched his backside until he was out of the picture. Everything seemed surreal, but somehow she had her answer on how to help Rose. She slipped back in the seat beside Rose and whispered to her sleeping body, “Sis, whenever you wake up, you’re not going to believe this.”

      Patti had a hard time believing his proposal herself. She was about to marry a total stranger and the memory of his gaze burned into her soul. She wasn’t at all nervous. A hum washed through her and she imagined Reza touching her. Maybe this could be more than just about saving her sister.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Reza paced his small office in the pediatric wing that he mostly used as a dressing room as he did most of his paperwork on his tablet these days. His shift had ended hours ago, but it wasn’t unusual for a doctor to be working when he wasn’t scheduled.

      Normally the room felt claustrophobic with the door closed, but today he needed privacy to speak to his lawyer on the phone. Harry Hughes had been his undergraduate roommate who’d gone on to law school and he’d been working on Sara’s case since the beginning. Harry said, “When I told you today to find a citizen to marry, I assumed you’d ask one of the nurses at your hospital, or Leila.”

      Leila had crossed his mind briefly as she’d be easy to ask and likely to answer yes. She was an American citizen, born to Iranian parents. But just because they knew each other, didn’t mean they should live together. He straightened his spine and remembered his niece squealing to be held by him whenever Leila was present and avoiding her attention.

      However, he’d compromised his own ethics when he’d asked Patti to marry him.

      Patti’s blonde hair, curvy body and blue eyes made her his American dream girl. Since moving to the states, and now Miami, he thought blondes held mythical beauty. Patti Davies ignited a spark that had been dormant for a while.

      Compromising his ethics though… that had been desperate and stupid. He couldn’t tell this to Harry. He plopped down in his seat and lowered his head to the cool metal table top, hoping to chill out. “Sara doesn’t like Leila and I need a mother figure. I know I broke ethics in asking a patient, and I almost didn’t.” He remembered his graduation oath to do no harm. “But there was something about Patti.”

      Harry said, like all the angst in Reza’s head wasn’t there, “I’ll get your marriage license taken care of, and my secretary is talking to the hospital chaplain. This can all be tied up in an hour in the chapel.”

      His heart slowed down at his lawyer’s words and he sat up, taking a deep breath. If everything went as planned and nothing happened…. But then his mind went to the next step. He’d bring both Patti and her sister home with him.

      Sara wouldn’t get a chance to have an opinion about this marriage he was doing for her sake. Sara’s father had been American and hopefully the familiarity would help her relax into their new lives. He stood as he heard his phone beep with updated information. He read it as he said, “You mean my new reality begins in an hour. I don’t want to take Patti away from her sister so it’s best if we meet in Rose’s hospital room for details.”

      “Okay.”

      Right. He texted but then his phone beeped. He needed to go—the hospital knew he was here so he was on call. He opened his office door and headed into the illuminated white halls as he said, “I’ll finish my extra rounds and see you then.”

      Over the next hour, Reza wrote orders for his overnight patients and took himself off the on call list. He had enough PTO earned to take time off, but that required signatures.

      The hour flew past as the emails came in that his leave was approved. Finished, he headed back toward Rose’s room, hoping to find her much improved from her pneumonia.

      Patti stood from her place at her sister’s bedside, and the blonde, blue-eyed bombshell stole his breath away. His lawyer, Harry, stood next to Zahra, and the hospital chaplain. He ignored the visitors and checked on Rose, who remained fast asleep.

      The medication was doing its job. Her cheeks were starting to get a healthy color back. Any moment now Rose might open her eyes. He’d crossed too many lines. He put the chart down and took Patti’s hand, leading her toward the window. She didn’t need to marry him. He’d find another way. Somehow. He placed his hand on her back so they faced the window and not his friends. In a low voice he said, “Patti, if you want to pull out and forget about our last conversation, I completely understand. I broke boundaries.”

      “No,” Patti said right away. “We’re going to be a team.”

      Harry said clearly too close, “For the adoption process, this is likely a two-year commitment.”

      “Well, that’s good to know,” Patti said. “And not a problem.”

      Two years of her future, stolen for his own plans. He started to speak, but Patti took his hands and squeezed them. “We’re both helping each other. I’ll be a good temporary wife.”

      “And I’ll ensure everything in your life is taken care of.”

      “It will be nice to have your shoulder…”

      A small voice called out, “Patti, what’s happening?”

      Patti dropped his hands and ran toward her sister’s bed. She smiled and the pretty blonde girl that looked like Patti stared around in confusion.

      “It’s all right.” Patti ran her hand through her sister’s hair and hugged her. Patti sighed and sat on the edge of the bed. “Rose, this is your doctor, Reza Moradi. We’re getting married.”

      The young girl’s eyes widened and she glanced at him again. She slowly sat up. “You’re marrying my doctor, right now?”

      “We were going to go to the chapel,” Harry said.

      “It would be great here too, if we can.” Patti kissed Rose’s cheek and a tear went down her face as she smiled. “I’m so glad you’re awake.”

      The girl reached to the side of her bed and picked up the cell phone that had been charging all night. “Me too. I’ll record this with your phone.”

      Record this?

      Reza’s neck felt tight.

      Patti tried to take the phone as she said, “You’re too weak.”

      “I can hold a cell phone.” Her sister tugged her hand back. “I want to remember this forever.”

      Reza glanced at the chaplain, Zahra, and his lawyer. Patti clasped his hand and he told the room of people,, “Now that Rose is awake, I can find out when she’s free to be checked out of the hospital.”

      Rose nodded at him like she trusted him. His neck was so tight he wondered if he’d choke, when Patti simply said, “I’m ready to do this.”

      He turned when the door opened and the efficient nanny and quiet as a mouse Sara walked into the room. The nanny closed the door while Sara ran right into his arms.

      Sara smelled like cinnamon and vanilla cookies, and he was marrying Patti to provide his sweet girl, with a round face and soft brown hair who was almost a replica of his sister, a home.

      He’d do whatever he was necessary. He put Sara down and she rushed over to Zahra, accepting her outstretched hand. Zahra visited them every week since Sara had come into his home, and read her bedtime stories.

      The chaplain signaled that he was ready to begin the ceremony. Reza cupped Patti’s waist and promised himself to somehow find a way to thank her in the future. “Patti, you have a kind heart.” And she was stunning, not that he’d tell her out loud in front of others.

      “Thank you, Reza.” She turned her full attention to the chaplain. “With my sister now awake and Sara here, today feels blessed.”

      The non-denominational minister who worked at the hospital then said, “We’re gathered this late morning to join this man and this woman together in bounds of matrimony.”

      Whatever else he said, Reza wasn’t sure, but when asked he glanced at Patti, her sister Rose, and then at Sara, he knew he would do whatever he could to keep them all safe. “I do.”

      This had happened so fast and the next thing he knew Patti had also repeated the words, “I do.”

      What felt like seconds later, the minister said, “By the power vested with me in the state of Florida, you are man and wife. You may now kiss your bride.”

      Patti didn’t wait for a kiss, but gave her attention to the legal part and signed the document that required her to sign with her maiden name.

      When she looked up, he was compelled to kiss her cheek.

      Patti would probably taste sweet but this was all business. He handed the license to his lawyer, who nodded and said, “Now that this is official, I’ll run it down to city hall.” Harry folded the papers and glanced at Sara. “And finish the adoption paperwork for this one.”

      His lawyer left, a man with a purpose.

      Zahra hugged Sara as the chaplain followed Harry from the room. She told Patti, “I’m happy you’re helping Reza with his legal troubles and he’s helping you….” He was glad his friend didn’t say financially, though it was implied.

      She used her fingers to comb out her fine hair and straightened her t-shirt. “My life still feels unreal to be honest.”

      “Give it time. You both have big adjustments to make. I’ll throw a small party to introduce you to Reza’s small circle.”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “I do. His mother and I now talk weekly and I’m helping her too.”

      “Ah. Okay. I swear I’m not a gold digger or anything. I’ve always done my share.” She placed her hands in her back pockets for a second.

      “I believe you.”

      Patti went down to her knees and asked, “Is this Sara?”

      He glanced at the door toward the gray-haired nanny who’d handed in her resignation yesterday because she couldn’t handle the hours alone. “Yes. I’ll have her nanny take her home, and we can follow later once I discharge your sister.”

      Sara mumbled what sounded like his name, “Daee… Reza?”

      He hugged his niece and silently promised his sister in heaven that he’d protect and keep Sara safe. He told Patti, “Daee means uncle.” He stared into Sara’s brown eyes and turned her toward Patti. “This is Patti. She’s your new aunt.”

      Patti and Sara exchanged an unblinking look, Patti on her knees in jeans, open and welcoming, Sara, in her yellow dress with sunflowers, took a step closer and traced Patti’s face. Patti gave that amazing smile she had that suggested everything would be all right and Sara smiled back. Sara dropped her hand and said, “Pretty.”

      Yes. Patti was pretty and sweet. And he’d deal with whatever he must to ensure Sara had what she needed. He kissed her cheek. “Go with your nanny for now and we’ll see you this afternoon or early evening.”

      Sara hugged him, hard.

      His niece was beyond adorable.

      Once she left, Patti stood and brushed the dirt off her knees. Rose rested her head on her pillow but followed them with her own blue-eyed gaze. Patti brought him closer to the bed as she said, “Reza, thank you.”

      His brow furrowed. “For what?”

      Patti glanced at her sister and then back at him. “For everything. We’ll have to figure out logistics when we get to your home?”

      Ah, she was probably concerned about who slept where. “I have more than enough bedrooms for everyone.” Patti might want to talk to her sister in private since this had happened so fast. He backed up as he said, “And if you hate the public school, we’ll choose private. I’ll pay all twelve years if that’s what you want to do for her. Whatever you think is best.” Both of them stared at him as he stepped away from the bed and pointed to the hall. “I’ll go check with the nurse for Rose and the on call doctor for any update, but one more request?”

      Patti, about to sit down, paused. “What’s that?”

      The hospital staff often  talked about each other and gossiped, so he checked the door was closed. “I wanted to ask if the two years was too much for you. I hadn’t known the length before Harry said.”

      “It’s not a problem.” His fingers brushed against the metal door frame. Patti asked, “Is there some ex-girlfriend who will hate us moving in?”

      “I have no one in my life.”

      Patti clearly was able to think on her feet, better than he did because he hadn’t thought at all about any ex-boyfriend. They were from different backgrounds and she’d never fit in his life for the long term, but for now she was his angel. He opened the door. “I’ll be a good husband for you, or as best I can be.”

      “I’ll do the same, as your wife.” She turned toward her sister.

      He stepped into the hallway, but put his head back inside the room and said, “See you soon. I’ll find out when we can take Rose home and bring you both to my house.”

      The moment he straightened in the hall, he saw a few of the doctors and nurses huddled together by the file cabinet. He knew immediately that his wedding was being discussed. Elayne, the nurse on duty earlier, stepped out of the circle and asked, “You just married Patti Davies?”

      Everyone knew. The last thing he needed was for gossip to interfere in the adoption process. He stood taller as Elayne took another step and said, “You didn’t tell us she was your friend.”

      None of the nurses were his personal friends. With the exception of Zahra, he kept coworkers in the social box of work. He decided to nip the gossip in the bud. The less explained the better. “It didn’t matter for the course of Rose’s care.”

      Elayne said, “We’d have brought you a cake, that’s all, to celebrate.”

      Fair. He walked over to the second nurse with green glasses tucked in her hair on her head and gestured to the computer. “Patti and I will have a celebration later, but as of now, I’m responsible for Rose’s medical bills.”

      “You’ll need to call HR and get them added to your insurance,” Elayne said. “They work fast.”

      “I already spoke to them, but they can send the information for billing everything to the insurance.” He and the nurses had complained about insurance this many times. “I don’t want to leave anything to chance. Can you make the change in your computer? And Rose is awake, butI want her to have more medication to fight the infection so she can be discharged.”

      “I’m on it,” Elayne said, and the nurses all went back to work.

      The noise at the station was now heart monitors and computer screen alerts as it should be, not talk about his rushed marriage.

      He headed to an empty office at the end of the hall with a computer for on call doctors and closed the door. He needed a moment.

      Reza was now a married man.

      Patti’s image was burned into his brain, his fantasy come to life.

      There was no erasing what had just happened in Rose’s hospital room and he didn’t want to—he called his housekeeper and arranged for two rooms to be made ready.

      Sara would have what she needed, a stable home and someone to care for her. He’d pay for another child’s education as payment. He thought it was a good deal.

      Reza had cleared his schedule to get the next week off. The hospital offered him plenty of vacation time so he had more freedom to do whatever he wanted than private practice. They’d figure out what to do next, who to hire, and maybe go on a small trip like he’d promised.

      Maybe at some point he’d sleep a little too. He hadn’t had a good rest since Sara moved in. His phone beeped.Rose was being released. He finished the last file and left the office.

      No one said anything to him in the hallway and he let himself into Patti and Rose’s room.

      Patti, asleep in the armchair by Rose’s bed, looked peaceful. So did Rose, who also slept. He pressed his hand on her shoulder and took the seat beside her. She blinked and he said, “Patti, Rose is being discharged. I see she’s sleeping?”

      “Lightly.” She stretched and studied him. “So now what do we do?”

      His heart fluttered like it did when he was unsure. “I called my housekeeper to get rooms ready for both of you. She comes every day for four hours though she stayed longer today to accommodate.” Patti nodded at him. He wasn’t sure why but he continued to feel unease in his chest so he said, “We can move in your things later, but it would be best to get Rose settled.”

      Patti seemed calm and reached for his hand. “Reza?”

      “Yes.” He feared she might want to get divorced, but he had no rebuttal to that. All that should matter to him was Sara, but Patti made the air sparkle.

      She stood and spoke in a quiet but strong way, “I’m glad it was you I married today.”

      The urge to hold and kiss Patti hit him. That was the right diagnosis for what was happening and why his hair was standing up. Determined to ignore his own self-awareness, he stood and asked, “Why?”

      She walked over to the bed and waited next to Rose, expecting him to join her. When he did, she said, “I never thought I’d marry at all. Every guy I normally meet is an absolute no. You are different, and we both have a purpose—so, I’m happy.”

      Good. At least she was okay with everything. He pressed his hand to his heart and made a small vow to be good to her when he said, “Patti, I promise I’ll be the best husband I can be for the next two years. I’ll supervise Rose’s recovery from home, and ensure Sara’s therapist take Rose’s case as well.”

      Patti turned and hugged him.

      She smelled like heaven. Going home with her was going to be a major change, but he’d welcome her and Rose and do his best to remember that this was all temporary.

      He would control his impulses, ignore his body’s instincts, and do the right thing for them all.
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      Reza opened the black community gate with a click of a button and drove inside; Patti caught her breath when he slowed his fancy gray Mercedes sedan before one of those houses that her parents had called McMansions. This was new, posh, and in a nice area—no worries about the school district for Rose.

      The brand new home seemed custom-made. He parked in front of an attached triple-car garage and opened his car door. The double doors of his home had bay windows on both sides. She got out and reached for the rear passenger door, and Rose, who’d dozed lightly on the drive here, but Reza had already helped her sister from the car. Rose blinked rapidly and stood beside her on the front stoop as the afternoon sun beat down on them. “Patti, this house is huge.”

      “Welcome.” Reza unlocked his home with a security code, then waved for them to come inside. Patti, Rose at her side, entered as a little girl ran toward Reza. He picked up Sara and hugged her tight. “Rose, Patti, this is Sara. Do you remember her from the hospital?”

      Right. She’d promised to help him. The little girl seemed sweet as she knelt down to be her size when Reza put her down. She stared into her pretty brown eyes. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” the little girl repeated.

      Rose stayed quiet as she took everything in.

      Reza had said Sara hadn’t talked much, but this was a good start. He knelt down too. “Sara, Patti and Rose are going to stay with us… for a while.”

      Sara held out both hands for Reza and said, “Up.”

      He stood with her and Patti returned to standing as she said, “I think she wants a hug.”

      Reza patted the little girl’s head and met Patti’s gaze. “I have plenty of those to give this little one.”

      Reza’s house and niece made this deal easy. As a doctor he cared about others, so hopefully the transition would go smoothly.

      Two years was time to set a routine even if this wasn’t a love match. She hugged her waist and waited as Reza said, “Okay, so Sara, we need to get Rose to her new room as she needs to be resting.”

      Patti glanced down and saw her sister wobble as she stood beside her.

      How had Reza noticed that first? “When Rose is feeling better she can decorate the room anyway she wants to. It’s hers to do what she likes.”

      She picked up her sister immediately and followed Reza and Sara. The one-story Mediterranean-style home had an open floor plan that was amazing for having a great party, and the bedrooms on the sides were private in case anyone wanted solitude. Three bedrooms were on one side of the layout, with the nanny in a separate suite that Reza said had her own door, kitchen, and garage. They stopped at the first bedroom, skipping the open area with a great room in the center of it. Inside the room, there was a child’s bed, stuffed animals, dolls and a dollhouse in the corner.

      The pink and white room was what Rose had described she’d wanted when they’d sold their parents’ home. The only thing missing here was a play tent in the corner.

      Rose hardly looked around when Patti set her down and stared at her bed though she said politely, “This room is nice.”

      Once her sister was well, Patti was sure Rose would explore every nook and cranny. She walked Rose across the room and lowered the blankets. “Let’s get you into bed.”

      Rose sat on the edge of the mattress and helped with kicking off her hospital socks before Patti tucked her in.

      Reza put Sara on the ground and somehow had a thermometer that he placed on her sister’s forehead. She asked, “Why are you checking her temperature?”

      He showed her the low temperature and smiled. “Just want to be sure she’s still recovering and the medication is working.”

      Sara tugged his leg like she wanted his full attention and asked, “Can I stay in here?”

      He shook his head and scooped her up as he straightened again. “Rose needs her sleep, sweetie. Hopefully tomorrow she’ll be good enough to stay out of her bed and then maybe you two can play.”

      Sara nodded like she accepted that answer and then asked, “Where’s Patti staying?”

      Good question. Patti hadn’t asked. The thought of sleeping beside Reza and seeing him without clothes ran through her mind. It would be heavenly—and wrong, and probably not going to happen.

      He waved with his full hand like he worked at an amusement park. “Right next door.”

      At least he knew to be animated with children. Reza would be a great father figure for Rose too.

      Sara nodded, yawned . ready for naptime, and asked, “Okay. Night.”

      They stepped into the hall and the nanny he’d hired appeared and took the girl from his arms. “I was going to ask Sara if she wanted to see your room but it’s clear she’s tired.” Patti and Reza waited as the nanny took Sara into the room across from Rose. Once the door closed, Reza placed his hand on Patti’s lower back and guided her down the hall to the room next to Rose. He opened it and said, “This is yours. I hope you find it comfortable.”

      There were two doors in this wing left. One across from hers and one at the end of the hall. She was sure her room was fine when she said without looking, “It’s lovely.” Patti pointed toward the other two doors. “Where is your room, Reza?”

      “Other end of the house, it’s bigger and more private.” He motioned with his head.

      Still standing in the hall, she pressed backwards against the wall as she said, “I’m surprised you have this many bedrooms? You’re a bachelor…”

      He leaned back too and shrugged. “I own a few houses, as investments, but this one is in the best school district, so I figured Sara and I should set up camp here. I had no idea when I bought it a year ago that I’d require a family home so soon—but….”

      Interesting. So he’d been thinking of the future, with the idea that he would want to settle down, but Sara made that a priority. She pressed her lips together and wanted to ask about the lucky woman he’d had in mind when he thought of raising his own family but said instead, “So you didn’t live here before Sara?”

      He waved for them to head back to the foyer. She straightened and he pressed his hand on her lower back to usher her away from the bedrooms. “No. But I had it furnished, arranged, and cleaned up, the weekend she moved in with me a month ago.”

      The night her parents had been killed, Rose had slept beside Patti in her one-bedroom apartment. When it became a permanent thing, she’d bought a child’s bed and created a room with blankets for her sister. She couldn’t imagine just making a call like that. They walked into the living room where the lights went on automatically as they entered. A comfy-looking blue couch took up one corner, in the same shade of blue as an area rug. The covered lanai, more outdoor living room than yard, with a grill area was visible through more bay windows that let in the afternoon sun. They were probably hurricane proof. She hugged her waist and tried not to think that this was her wedding day, to Reza. “Where were you before?”

      “I mostly stayed in my condo on Brickell.” He waved her forward. They passed the couch and turned toward a huge dining area that had more space than her entire apartment and all it held was a rectangular dining room table and eight chairs. There was no art on the walls which made the house seem unlived in.

      Brickell was where she’d gone with her single friends on a weekends to have drinks and laugh. A party zone, while this here was peace and quiet. “Trading up for your family is good, though maybe you’ll miss your bachelorhood without responsibilities?”

      “I don’t actually. I thought I would, but Sara is more important.”

      “It’s natural, though. I went through a bit of a grieving process to not be able to go out on a Tuesday night, which I never did anyway, but then the option was just gone? I don’t miss it either.”

      He passed the dining room table and showed her the Italian marble kitchen with the island in the middle, so large it could be for a restaurant. She smelled something delicious though she had no idea what it was. Her mouth watered. All the appliances were stainless steel and everything shone like it was brand new. He opened the refrigerator and took out an apple, offering her one, and setting one aside for himself.

      Fruit? No one she knew would offer her fruit. “Thanks.” She accepted the red apple, holding it in her palm.

      “Where do you live?” He took out a teapot and opened a cabinet to retrieve dried tea leaves in different tins that he pinched from like he had a secret recipe. He brought the leaves to the sink.

      “The wrong side of Miami Shores.”

      “That’s not a horrible area.” He put just a little water in as if to wash the leaves.

      She leaned on the island to watch him. “The nice part isn’t.”

      “Got it.” He placed the ceramic pot to the side and filled an electric kettle with water.

      She wondered if this was his afternoon ritual. Fascinated, she scooted a little closer. “So…”

      “What, Patti?” He poured the boiled water into the teapot, then walked to the stove and put it on a burner.

      The air smelled like sweet floral fragrance that lingered. Whenever he finished the tea she’d bet it was mouthwatering good.

      She’d have to ask for a cup because what he’d shared with her earlier had been delicious. As his wife, would he want her to make this for him each afternoon? Patti steeled her nerves. “Okay, since we’re alone in the kitchen, we should talk about what we expect from each other so we can meet expectations. I don’t know how to make this kind of tea.”

      “That’s easy to show you.” He motioned for her to join him at a small table. He’d left his pantry open and she saw multiple options for tablecloths as she sat.

      Perhaps he hosted a lot of dinner parties? Maybe he liked to cook?

      He folded his hands in front of him and stared at her. She pressed her lips together and wasn’t sure what to say. She nodded at him to get started with the tea. “I’m listening.”

      Her stomach grumbled and she looked down at the apple in her palm.

      Drat. She covered her stomach, embarrassed, but he stood instantly and grabbed his own apple like they’d eat together. He bit into his and she followed suit.

      Eating together actually helped relax her, to her surprise.

      “Let’s get some early dinner for you as an apple isn’t going to fill you for long.” He headed to a stainless steel appliance on the side of his oven. She followed him as he took out plates from a cabinet and serving utensils from a drawer. A minute later he scooped white rice onto the plates. “You haven’t eaten in twenty-four hours, really, except that horrible pizza.”

      The rice wasn’t what created that delicious aroma. She glanced at the other appliances and zeroed in on the slow cooker. Reza took off the lid and scooped up meat, beans, greens and lemons. The smell made her extra hungry as she came beside him and stared into the pot. “True, so what’s this?”

      “Horm…” He almost said something in his own language but changed it to say, “Lamb stew.”

      He put more on the plate than she could possibly eat but she didn’t protest. “It’s more green than the lamb stew I’ve seen before.”

      “Those are just vegetables. Do you like lamb?” He opened another drawer, taking out silverware.

      His life seemed nice. He came home to a hot meal. He had help with Sara and the house. Honestly, once they set up a routine with the right people, the two years would fly by. She needed to remember this, though again her stomach rumbled for the food.

      Reza walked to the white breakfast table and set down the two plates so they’d be close enough to talk. She picked up her fork and spoon, unsure how to eat this so she watched him first. “I’ve never had lamb that wasn’t gamey tasting. Looks yummy though.”

      He modeled that he ate with a spoon, using the fork to scoop more on the spoon. She tried to follow, but she settled on just using the fork as that felt more familiar to her.

      They ate in silence and only when she took the last bite of her food, did she realize she’d eaten it all.

      Wow. She hadn’t been that hungry, had she? Or had the food just tasted that wonderful?

      Patti cleaned up and brought the empty dishes to the sink. She lived here now and it was important to pitch in so she’d wash. Reza followed her to the sink and said, “Okay, so talk.”

      Talk? Oh—expectations. “One minute.” She ran the dishes under the water as she soaped up the sponge.

      Reza picked up the serving tools and added them to the pile while he cleaned the counters and table.

      They worked as a team, but she noticed as she was almost done, he slipped into the next room.

      She finished the dish, set it on the drying rack, and headed into where he’d gone.

      There was a nice rug but no furniture in the room and Reza was on his knees in prayer.

      Oh. He was probably a different religion than her non-practicing Christian. Maybe Muslim since he was from Iran. She stepped back to not interrupt him during prayer, but she watched. Once he seemed done, she asked, “What are you doing?”

      He stood and looked down at her without blinking. “Nothing, just being thankful for a moment.”

      While this was different, it wasn’t a big deal. She narrowed her gaze and lifted one eyebrow. “Like praying?”

      He straightened his body and his shoulders seemed larger than life as he said, “Yeah, I do this sometimes.”

      Iran was the Mideast and according to the news, his country hated everything about her country, yet he was here. “Okay, what’s your religion, Reza?”

      Reza acted like she had a gun to his head as he answered, “I’m Muslim.”

      The last thing she’d ever do was hurt him. He’d saved her sister’s life. She always figured it was easy to be tolerant of other people’s beliefs but the way he winced, he probably expected an attack. She said calmly, “Makes sense.”

      “And you?” He followed her out of the room.

      This wasn’t a big deal to her though she said, “Catholic, and I plan on staying one.”

      “Totally fine.” He smiled at her and nodded like they were friends again. “Well, we’re supposed to be temporary so it shouldn’t matter.”

      Their different religions would probably put most people off, but he was right, it didn’t matter. They weren’t in love or anything. She glanced around his super-clean house that was sparsely decorated. The white walls had nothing on them, and not just in the dining room. “Fair enough. Reza, what are your expectations for me while we’re here?”

      He stayed beside her and they headed into the main living room they’d passed earlier and walked around the blue couch. “That no one questions anything about us till the adoption is finalized and no one can take Sara from me.”

      There were mirrors by the window but otherwise the house wasn’t decorated. He and Sara had just moved in a month ago, but perhaps they needed to have the house personalized. She’d check out Sara’s room later—she sat on the couch and her body instantly relaxed. “Then not long, as you have the stronger family claim.”

      The couch had a massage feature he pointed to. She turned hers on and within seconds she was relaxed and slumped back more to give the chair her foot as he said, “Hopefully. What about your expectations?”

      “Schooling for my sister.”

      He clicked the button and the massage feature turned on. Amazing. “I want you to investigate the schools around here and tell me exactly what you want for Rose.”

      Wow. Her foot felt fantastic. She flexed it and the muscles were better. She let out a small sigh as she said, “Got it. Side note though, I was fired an hour ago over text for taking today off to be with Rose.”

      He gestured for her other foot. She tugged her sock off and happily pressed her other foot into chair the second as he asked, “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.” She closed her eyes.

      The massage was better than anything she’d pay for while getting a pedicure.

      She tried to open her eyes but they stayed at half-mast as she was mesmerized by the five o’clock shadow on his face. “Well, you don’t need to return to the airport unless we’re planning on going somewhere. I’ll pay you.”

      Reza lived in Pinecrest, where tons of the best schools were in driving distance. She swallowed and said, “The house and Rose’s school are enough payment. I can’t ask for more than that. This address puts me where I can get the best for my sister.”

      He turned off the massage and then rested his head on his hand and the back of the sofa. “Now, about Sara…”

      Her heart fluttered and her lips tingled for a kiss as she sat straighter and asked, “Yes?”

      He held her hand. “She’s why I did this. I need you to treat her like your own daughter or sister.”

      Oh. Her lips wanted him, and heat rose to her cheeks as she said, “That’s the easy part. She’s cute. And I need you to be a good brother/father to Rose.”

      He squeezed her fingers and her heart fluttered as heat rose everywhere inside her. She sucked in her lips as he said, “I take my jobs seriously.”

      Her crush was totally one-sided. She needed to stop the zips and zaps of the sparks she had going on as she pushed her hair out of her face. “You’re always serious, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      The desire inside her needed a douse of cold water. She knew it even as she said, “Well tonight, we don’t need to be serious. Let’s celebrate my getting fired.”

      His body tightened. She could see the muscles in his arm flex when he asked, “What do you mean?”

      A cold shower for her, but for now she needed to lighten the mood. If she could forget the electricity inside her that lit up near him, she’d be better off. Patti nodded and said with extra oomph, “When the girls wake up… dance party.”

      His lips thinned and he looked like she’d told him to face off and fight a dragon or something else out-of-this-world huge as he said, “I need some sleep, Patti.”

      “Okay.” She ignored the skip in her heart as she hadn’t slept well and that probably made her emotions just unruly.

      Until now she’d never had such an influx of emotions. She wasn’t sure how to proceed.

      He almost let her hand go but then brought her hand to her heart as he said, “One more thing.”

      Her hair on her body stood on end as she waited. His lips came closer and her eyes fluttered closed.

      A moment later his lips met hers.

      Nothing else in the world existed, except Reza and her. Her body craved him more than she ever wanted anything. As the kiss ended, he ran his hands through her hair and said, “You do taste good.”

      This couldn’t end. Not yet. She hadn’t ever had this feeling. She pressed her lips to his and he deepened the second kiss.

      And somehow his kiss made her toes curl, like in those movies. She’d always thought that reaction was some sort of lie that movies sold to the public, but it wasn’t. Thankfully they were on the couch. As he ended the kiss for air, she sighed out his name, “Reza…”

      Before she could say anything, he claimed her lips again. She couldn’t remember what she intended to say, anyway. She was in his arms and every part of her wanted to stay there, forever. But two years was all either of them agreed to.
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      Patti batted her eyes and shifted in her soft bedsheets. She tugged them over her head but then realized that the buttery soft fabric was on a mattress that didn’t sag anywhere. And her back didn’t hurt.

      She stretched and glanced out the window. The sun was bright as it shone over the morning dew on the grass outside, the palm trees swaying.

      Yesterday afternoon, she’d only meant to take a short nap while Rose slept.

      Drat. Rose! She jumped out of bed and headed into the Italian marble bathroom with a Roman-sized bathtub.

      How had she not noticed that lovely tub to soak in last night? She blinked as it didn’t matter and headed into the glass shower with the door handle.

      The shower woke her up.

      The hospital paid well if Reza could afford a bathroom double the size of the one in her apartment. She washed with his fancy soap that clearly cost more than a dollar and smelled heavenly.

      As she stepped out, she already felt different.

      This was how a woman of luxury might feel. She didn’t bother drying her long blonde hair as the humidity of the day would bake off the excess water. She quickly dressed in yesterday’s clothes that now smelled fresh, like someone had washed them.

      Maid service was something she’d never had before now. Patti shrugged and strolled out, feeling like a million dollars.

      Her nose detected cinnamon. She followed the scent to the kitchen where she’d dined yesterday.

      And in the same seat was Reza, but next to him was a rosy-cheeked and bright-eyed Rose and a small but alert Sara. He immediately stood and bowed at her. She came closer and said, “Good morning. Rose you’re looking better.”

      “My room is awesome.”

      “And Sara, you look great.”

      Sara smiled but didn’t say anything.

      Reza held the seat for her like this was a first date. Her lips tingled for a kiss but she wouldn’t do that in front of Rose. Patti sat and ignored the temptation. As she put her napkin on her lap, she asked, “How is it morning already? I went to nap and then the next thing I know…”

      Reza walked to the kitchen to check on something with jeans that clung to his body much better than his loose scrubs, showing off his muscles, and a preppy-boy polo. Rose pointed to the choices and said, “Patti, Reza made fresh bread and cheese and walnuts and this jam.”

      And steamed milk with cinnamon—that explained the cinnamon scent. There was also a carafe near her seat that must be coffee. Her mouth watered as she poured herself a mug as everyone else already had their breakfasts. The coffee had a chicory smell. She smiled when Reza said, “I didn’t make it. My chef knows what I want delivered. I just added coffee to our order.”

      Which made him very thoughtful. She glanced at him and noticed he didn’t have anything to drink near his abandoned seat. She waved for him to join them. “Come sit.”

      Reza put water in his electric boiler. “I will. Just give me a minute.”

      Rose and Sara giggled, whispering to each other, and Rose had healthy color in her cheeks again.

      Hopefully her sister was well on her way to a full recovery.

      Patti’s stomach rumbled as she smelled the bread. She touched it and realized that it was still warm. She licked her lips. “This does look good.”

      Reza sat down again. “Try it.”

      Rose said, “This is way yummier than what you buy.”

      Patti swallowed a small piece and it melted like butter in her mouth. Bread never melted like that. She swallowed another bite and let out a small sigh.

      Reza broke off his own piece, adding soft cheese and a walnut as he glanced at her. “You look nice.”

      “I look like I slept,” she answered, though she could have added showered. But the truth was that she was happy. Their after-dinner kisses on the couch burned in her memory though she should probably forget them.

      She and Reza were too different to be anything more than temporary; their religions and cultures didn’t mix. Instead of thinking about his kiss, she ate another piece of warm bread, this time piling on cheese and a walnut.

      The next bite was even better.

      Patti didn’t really cook and she appreciated the simplicity of this delicious meal.

      “So can we, Patti?” her sister asked.

      Her mind raced. Had she promised Rose something? She couldn’t remember off the top of her head. She finished her breakfast and studied her sister. “Can we what?”

      Rose shook her head like Patti was supposed to know, then rolled her eyes and explained, “Reza said you could pick where we go on vacation, and I voted Orlando.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. “You want to go to Orlando?”

      Reza folded his hands in front of him like he had a serious comment. All three of them stared at him as he said, “We could go to Hawaii.”

      Her stomach flipped. For one second, she imagined herself with flowers around her neck at some luau near a fire pit but that seemed silly, expensive and unnecessary, so she had to be mistaken. “The hotel in the Orlando theme park has a nice luau.”

      Reza blinked and looked at her as if she hadn’t understood him. “I meant actual Hawaii.”

      She noticed Reza drank his steamed milk without any coffee. She picked up her mug to try the same thing. She’d never had steamed milk in its pure form. Lattes usually had coffee or some other artificial flavor in them. She batted her eyes and pretended to still not understand. “Not the hotel in Orlando?”

      He grimaced like he had no answer as he mumbled, “No.”

      “Oh. I’ve always wanted to go to one of those fancy Hawaiian resorts.” She picked up her glass to mimic him as she said, “but the children will have more fun in Orlando.”

      Patti sipped her smooth and creamy milk, sprinkled with cinnamon.

      “I spoke with the nanny this morning,” Reza said, “and she agreed to stay on after her vacation now that she’ll have more normal hours.”

      Perfect. The less change for Sara then the calmer she’d be. Going away might be fun. Her thoughts veered toward the illicit. She put her glass down as she tried to imagine how this trip might work. Would she stay in a hotel room with Reza? Possibly beside him and not alone?

      Probably not. It was a bad idea.

      The images were pleasant, but first she and Rose needed to move into Reza’s with their things, get settled, and ensure his paperwork for adopting Sara was in order. His attorney Harry had seemed competent and was probably already working on papers for them to sign. “I think Orlando might be fun in a few days, but not immediately. What do you say, Sara?”

      The four-year-old played with her toast and said, “That’s Elmo.”

      Reza’s face turned a little red. “She doesn’t answer much these days. That’s normal for her.”

      Patti smiled at the little girl. She wasn’t a mom, but she had friends who were and they talked more often since she’d taken Rose in. Patti felt confident that Sara was just fine, so she patted Reza’s hand, denying the spark that brought, and said, “She’s talking, which is all that really matters.”

      He took his hand back fast like he’d been burned. “Are you sure you want to go to Orlando in a few days? We could go anywhere…”

      The two girls cheered and clapped. Rose clearly enjoyed having an ally in younger Sara.

      Patti’s optimistic mood lightened even more from their sheer joy. Even Reza smiled. Patti picked up her coffee to appear calm and confident as she said, “Sounds great, but I want to move in first. And we need to set up new routines, get schools sorted out, get our clothes, stuff like that.”

      Reza jumped out of his seat and headed toward the stove as he said, “I’ll get our flights booked and find the movers for your apartment.”

      No. She pressed her lips together to argue, but then the smell of coffee reminded her that he’d been thoughtful of what she liked, coffee over tea. She relented and explained, “Why not drive? It’s only a couple hours.”

      Patti tasted the coffee—this was like the stuff she’d had in New Orleans. Wow. She sipped more.

      He poured himself tea in a clear glass cup and then returned to sit beside her. “The flight will be less than an hour and I’ll have a car there for us wherever we go.”

      She needed to be a part of his life, which meant luxuries. She nodded her acceptance.

      “Once you finish eating your breakfast, the four of us can drive to your old place and get whatever valuables you want out. Are you on a month-to-month or do we need to settle a contract?”

      “My lease is up for renewal but I hadn’t signed because the apartment was small for us and I wanted a two bedroom, even if the budget didn’t quite match that.”

      “Good. Then afterward we’ll have the movers pack up your apartment and bring your things here.”

      “Thanks.” Today was set then. Her valuables were mostly sentimental in nature and now she didn’t have to worry about using her sister’s college fund to survive for the next two years, which took the pressure off.

      If only Reza was her real husband—she stopped that thought fast.

      One day he’d marry someone from his culture and she’d probably go find someone who worked at the airport or drove a truck or did something that didn’t directly save people’s lives like Reza did. That was reality. This was temporary. She saw her pocketbook behind his chair—she must’ve been tired last night and not taken it to her room.

      Or distracted by his kisses in the living room, where he’d made her body burn for more. She sipped her coffee, swallowed and asked, “My driver’s license is in my pocketbook. Can you get it?”

      He didn’t move a muscle, just stared at her. “You want me to go into your purse?”

      He was a doctor. He had more of whatever she had in there. She shrugged. “There isn’t much to steal, and you’ll need the extra key for the movers you hire, so yeah. It’s in the change pocket on the side.”

      “My mother never let me go into her bag.” He picked up her purse like it was the lost key to an ancient golden treasure.

      He flipped open the lid like he was searching for adventure and she laughed.

      As a boy he must have been expressive. She brushed his arm and joked, “You probably stole too much candy from her.”

      He pulled out her small plastic container of mints and frowned. “Maybe--though Persian candy is better for you than American stuff.” He lifted the package.

      “Possibly.” She ignored the pit in her stomach that grew. Her sister loved those mints. She loved them. It didn’t matter if he didn’t approve. Patti shielded her hurt feelings and said, “But I do love milk chocolate.”

      He took out the key and showed it to her, again like he was asking permission as he said, “Remind me to get you saffron ice cream when we’re up in Orlando.”

      She nodded that he had the correct key. “They have that there?”

      “There’s a store that I love.” He nodded happily and she realized that they probably didn’t have most of what he liked at the local supermarket.

      She could buy pizza, hamburgers, hot dogs and pretzels wherever she went and honestly those were her food choices, almost every day, not only because she liked them but they were easy.

      A chef might spoil her with more options. Her mother hadn’t cooked anything, ever, as she’d relied on convenience over health, and maybe that’s where Patti got it.

      Reza nodded again like he was as young as the girls about to get a treat. “The Mid Easy Market totally have everything.”

      Rose stood first and motioned for Sara. “Can we go play?”

      Her sister seemed so healthy today. Sara, her darker brown hair a contrast to Rose’s blonde, clasped her sister’s hand. Adorable. Reza nodded and Patti said, “Have fun.”

      The four-year-old followed her sister like she’d just found an idol, and Rose was eating up the attention. She waved her to head into her room, assumedly to play.

      Reza texted the nanny to let her know the girls were on their way.

      Patti and Reza were alone again. She picked up the plates and he helped with the cups. They headed toward the sink as he asked, “Patti, can we talk?”

      “Sure.” She wished it was about kissing, and doing more kissing, but that wasn’t smart as the marriage was a business deal.

      Kissing was silly and impractical. But tempting. He reached into his pocket and gave her a box. “I bought you this.”

      Jewelry. She stepped away from the unwashed dishes and took the velvet box. As she opened it, her eyes focused on the glittering oval-shaped diamond and simple gold band. Neither one of them looked cheap. “It’s a ring.”

      He stood taller as if he needed to explain this gift to a boardroom full of people instead of just her. “We have to look married. We’ll send pictures of you wearing the ring to Harry, my lawyer, which should help him present his case that I have a stable home for Sara.”

      Ah. She took the rings out of the box and they were heavier than she expected. “Got it, though this yellow gold feels real and not plastic.”

      He stared at her with dark eyes that made her heart flutter. “Because it is real.”

      No. She tried to hand him the box back as she shook her head. This wasn’t a long-term marriage. She had no right to something so nice. “Most of my married friends have cheap metal they bought online for like fifty bucks.”

      He refused to take the box but he did massage her shoulder as he said, “I’m a doctor and in my culture the jewelry you wear is a testament to the family’s honor and standing.”

      Patti clutched the box as her skin was warm from his touch, and his words. “What do you mean?”

      He came closer and his breath brushed her cheek. “If I give you cheap jewelry, then my family and anyone who knows anything about Persian culture will believe I don’t care about you.”

      So this was for Sara. Patti opened the box and took the rings out as she said, “Oh, well, I won’t lose them so I can give them back when we’re….”

      He scooped the rings from her and then slipped them on her finger. “Right. Patti, about last night?”

      Her lips tingled from the memory. She licked them to try to stop the sensation but it didn’t help. “Don’t tell me you regret anything.”

      “I don’t want to push you into anything.” He didn’t release her hand.

      Heat rose in her cheeks. She wanted him to do it again. But she couldn’t tell him. They weren’t meant to be, not long term, not forever. She lowered her gaze as she said, “Reza, you kissed me. I kissed you. We’re adults. Can’t we both enjoy that?”

      He nodded but didn’t pull away. “We’re from different worlds.”

      He understood. They were on the same page. She stood on her tiptoes and he leaned down, touching his forehead to hers. “We’re both good people,” she said. “That should matter more than anything else.”

      “I hope you’re right.” His hands traced her arms and back, and then his lips met hers.

      Kissing him was glorious. They had no future, but right now, being in his arms was all that mattered. For once she would live life to the fullest and not look back. Reza’s kisses were better than brownie sundaes with whipped cream and warm fudge over ice cream.
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      Reza’s lips burned for far more than kisses, but he reluctantly let Patti go to bring her to his private suite.

      Patti’s long lashes and pink face from her sweet blush made her adorable—and though they were married, he had no right to her.

      She brushed her hand against his back and the muscle of his butt. He paused but she moved her hand away so quickly he might have imagined it. She walked beside him and then bumped into him as she said, “So, go change. Let’s see you out of that polo and into a fan-boy shirt so you can show your comic or movie allegiance.”

      Seriously? The only time he wore a t-shirt was to the gym or under his clothes when he needed to stay warm, which was typically on a ski vacation. He shook his head. “I don’t own comic book t-shirts. I have my cousins in Italy and France ship me the latest fashions.”

      She looked him up and down as she nodded, like he’d just explained calculus to her. “That’s why you dress like a European. When we get to Orlando in a few days, you’re going to have to dress the tourist part. But for now, since we’re heading to my apartment, try to look… I don’t know, less like a doctor.”

      Impossible. His clothes were all tailored for him but he kept that to himself. Perhaps one of his white t-shirts might make her happy enough while in the theme parks. He stuck with his polo for today. “I’ll do whatever makes you happy, Patti.”

      A huge grin grew on her face as they passed the living room and headed toward the wing of bedrooms. “Now that’s good to hear. I don’t want people wondering about who you are, or stealing your car while we’re inside.”

      “I have insurance,” he said, and glanced across  the great room toward his bedroom door.

      Having Patti in his bed would be amazing. He swallowed back the temptation to bring her there and instead waited near her door. She patted his shoulder like they were only friends. “Give me five minutes then.”

      “Sounds good.” He walked away.

      He needed to get himself together. Her long blonde hair and blue eyes combined with the curves of her body made her a pin up sensation rivalling those from his teenage years, and absolutely out of his reach.

      He went to his room and checked his clothes. He left the door open as he decided he’d ask Patti out, on a date, which seemed backward but he wanted to get to know her. He needed to look like it was a date he offered—something special.

      Reza heard Patti knock on Sara’s bedroom door, where her sister was playing with his niece and the nanny. “Rose,” she said, “time to go to the apartment to get our stuff.”

      Her sister then stepped into the hallway, into Reza’s line of sight. She was looking healthier today as she scrunched her nose and asked, “Can I stay here with Sara?”

      He couldn’t have set it up better for a chance to be alone with Patti. Outside the door, Reza said, “The nanny will be here to ensure she gets her medication, but it’s up to you.”

      Rose batted her eyes, and he watched Patti waver from her plan.

      Perfect timing. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to the apartment and get anything?” Patti crossed her arms.

      Her sister turned toward Sara and the games they were playing, then said, “Reza said movers will bring my old toys.”

      Good. Rose had listened at breakfast in between giggles and whispers with Sara. Patti’s face was white and her lips were thin as she said, “They will.”

      Her sister hugged her tight. “Okay. Bring me Mom and Dad’s picture.”

      “You got it.” Patti squeezed once and let Rose go.

      Reza called into the playroom from the hall, “Is Sara here?”

      His sweet niece popped out behind a toy box and stared at him, her eyes filled with laughter though the sorrow was underneath. Would it ever go away? He went down on his knees and said, “I’m going to help get a few of Patti and Rose’s things so they’re happy here with us. We’ll be home soon.”

      Sara took a deep breath and then hugged him tight before releasing him to join Rose.

      So maybe he’d have the opportunity to have even more alone time with Patti if the girls stayed home. Lunch, or dinner…the day was open.

      He hadn’t had a date in months really and that was even before Sara moved in. He made a show about opening his door and headed toward his closed door. Patti’s eyes widened as she glanced at him and quickly said, “Reza, my sister wants to stay here with Sara and the nanny.”

      He texted the nanny to let her know the details, and she offered her his arm that she linked in his as he said, “Just the two of us then.”

      “I guess. Let’s go,” she said as he opened the front door for her.

      She hadn’t bothered with a bag, but held her wallet and house keys and walked with him to his Mercedes, getting in the passenger side. “I’ll just grab a few mementos. It shouldn’t take long.”

      “Should I stop and buy some packing boxes?” He got behind the wheel.

      Patti buckled up and gave him a teasing smile. “We should be fine.”

      She seemed to really believe that. “If you change your mind, let me know.”

      The drive over was congested with traffic, but she sang to the radio and mesmerized him. “You sing beautifully.”

      Her cheeks blushed and she stopped singing—he wished he hadn’t called attention to it. How could she have such talent and be so shy?

      Soon they arrived at a twenty-floor building he’d guess was built in the 1970s or 80s and needed major upgrades. Satellites attached to the balconies didn’t help the outer appearance. They walked into the lobby and he immediately turned toward a side room where teenagers shouted while playing a video game.

      Once in the elevator he was stared at by an older woman who just smiled at him the entire time. A year ago, he’d done his residency in the ER and assisted with a stroke patient, and the brown-eyed gaze reminded him of the elderly lady’s, without the pain.

      Luckily Patti waved him off on the fourth floor to a long orange corridor of doors. “This is where you live?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded.

      He pursed his lips. He wasn’t one to judge. Growing up, his family hadn’t been rich. They’d had no luxury villas, but their apartment afforded him a nice bedroom and was in a decent neighborhood. Here he didn’t even want to brush against the walls. “I can see why the schools wouldn’t be good. No taxpayer dollars.”

      Patti shrugged and continued to walk like this wasn’t some horror movie she lived in as she said, “It’s not that bad. It’s a working-class neighborhood.”

      If working meant run down they had different definitions of the word. He kept that to himself and motioned with his thumb back to the elevator. “I think that older woman was one of my patients.”

      She tapped on a beige door and he cringed, hoping she had hand sanitizer. She motioned toward the key he held. “Reza, I didn’t know you helped adults.”

      “I did shifts in the ER to be prepared for anything though my focus was always pediatrics.” He opened the door and walked inside, uncertain what to expect.

      She had huge portraits and small landscapes and every inch of her walls was covered in some form of art.

      A few of the finer pieces would look amazing as standalone artwork, but in the colorful profusion of frames, they were almost lost. However the quality of every painting struck him as unexpected compared to her sofa without legs.

      He took another few steps, realizing that this apartment had no sunlight. Where were her windows?

      No one he knew would ever live here.

      Patti deserved better. “After this, do you want to get something to eat?”

      She headed into the side room that must be a bedroom as she asked with a wink, “Like a date?”

      To him it wasn’t a joke, but he followed her and glanced at the two beds. One was full-sized with a dove gray comforter and the other was a child’s bed that was very pink. He hadn’t known they’d shared the tight quarters. He met her gaze and shrugged. “I figure we’re married so we might as well enjoy each other’s company.”

      “Sounds good. This won’t take long.” Patti went into the closet and returned holding a black box with a handle.

      He took it from her and offered to carry that heavy box. “You have a lot of art on your walls.”

      She handed over the box, hugged her waist, and stood at the threshold of the closet like she was thinking about getting something else. “I sold my parents’ house after they died but I couldn’t let go of the pictures—they remind me of happier days.”

      Ah. Sentiment. He missed his parents and so he called them almost every day. He smiled at her and said, “Feel free to decorate my house. I’ll buy whatever you think we’ll need and you can spread these pictures out.”

      She placed something near her, but kept it out of sight in the hallway, like she debated showing him something. “No more cluttered walls filled with paintings for a huge house rather than a tiny apartment. Thank you, Reza.”

      He turned around and saw in her bedroom a portrait of flowers in a vase that would probably brighten up his dining room area. “You might not need a budget at all,” he said. “You have a lot. I have nothing as the decorator for the house and I never had a chance to meet. It would be good for you and Rose to feel at home.”

      She put a small backpack on her back and pointed to the various pictures of still life, portraits of children, and tons of flowers. “My mom was an artist.”

      He admired a close-up of an orchid. “I see. She was good.”

      Patti hesitated by the closet door. “Thanks. She was talented with her brushes.”

      Perhaps Patti had a talent she was hiding too. “What about you? Do you like painting?”

      “No.” She covered her face with her hand and went back into the closet—she came out with a guitar, no case, with stickers all around it and some music books that had notes on them. “But I always loved music. Once upon a time, I wanted to be a singer and song writer.”

      Artistic talent must run in her family. He smiled and asked, “Why didn’t you pursue music then?”

      Her nose wrinkled as she passed him and headed to her living room, leaving him to follow as she said, “I’m not good enough.”

      “Who said?” He stood taller, like he could protect Patti from whoever put her down.

      She turned, gritted her teeth and then pretended a toothy smile. “Everyone at every bar I played except for my teachers at Juilliard.”

      “You went to Juilliard so you were more than just talented. They thought you were one of the best.” That was a very prestigious college of the arts.

      “Doesn’t matter. I failed.”

      “Did you flunk out of school?”

      “No, I graduated but didn’t continue with music.”

      This wasn’t right. Patti was too young to fail for long. He walked over to her, brushed against her arm and pressed his forehead on hers as he said, “If you want it, don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t.”

      She hugged him and held him close, like she needed a hug. He hugged her back and she swayed as if they danced—two steps, three. She let go and sighed. “I wish you’d been around when I was younger.”

      Right. He’d wanted to be a doctor and his family fully supported his desire and encouraged him to leave the country he was born in to have a better life. Following her dream should be something she had the option to do and people had no right to stop that. He motioned to the straps of her backpack for him to carry. “I’m here now. Patti, if you want a grand piano in the music room, we have the space. If you need a studio, we can build that too.”

      She took off the backpack while she pressed her lips together, shaking her head as she handed it to him. “I haven’t played in years.”

      Not an excuse. He slung the strap of the backpack over his shoulder, adjusted the box in his hand and took out his phone to text his personal shopper to take care of the details. “That’s it…”

      Patti peered over and saw that he’d texted black grand piano needed and then widened her eyes. He put the phone away. She asked, “What did you just do?”

      While they were together, he’d show her absolute belief in her and her dreams. It’s what he wanted, too. “We’re having a piano brought over today. Any other instrument you like?”

      She clutched the guitar to her side tight. “I’m bringing my guitar.”

      “Good,” he said. “And you can work on that every day from now on. I don’t know what’s needed for a studio and soundproofing, and recording anything, but we can do whatever you need to succeed.”

      Doing this for Patti allowed him to feel better about disrupting her life and getting her help in caring for his niece.

      At first she didn’t say anything, but then she cupped his chin and stared into his eyes… “Thanks.”

      The urge to kiss her hit him fast and furious, but not here. Her apartment seemed so sad. She deserved better and he’d find a way to help her. He held back, for now, and shook the black box that shuffled. “And what’s in this box?”

      Patti rushed back into the room and grabbed a picture frame near Rose’s bed. “Bank stuff and documents that movers shouldn’t see.”

      Interesting. The papers seemed heavy, but it might just be the box. “No jewelry?”

      Patti opened the door of the apartment, leading the way out. “My mom had pretty pieces but they weren’t heirlooms. I didn’t know I’d marry you or that jewelry was so important.”

      He could get her new jewelry if she desired but though he didn’t know Patti well, he understood that her idea of what was important differed than his. It would be a pleasure to treat her to nice things. He held the door for her. “Well, I’ll ensure you have whatever you want.”

      She waited for him in the hallway as he locked her door for her, slinging her guitar strap over her shoulder, her blonde hair tousled. “Reza… I’m looking forward to dinner.”

      Her lips had tasted delicious. He tightened his hold on the box he carried. “Let’s get going then.”

      They walked out of the apartment building and headed to his car where he put all her things in the trunk of his Mercedes. He opened her door and she slid into the leather seat, then he texted the nanny to check in, and she immediately texted back that all was well.

      Patti deserved more than what she had and he’d show her that together, for however long this lasted, they were a good team.
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      Patti’s heart beat fast as they walked into the beachside restaurant on Collins Avenue that overlooked the Atlantic Ocean.

      The last time she’d dined out she’d sat at a plastic table after standing in line to get her food on a tray.

      Here the dimly-lit area let diners have a sense of intimacy, and the waiters wore black so they blended into the darkness when not near a table. This place was made for dates, or romance, and not somewhere she’d ever been.

      Even before Rose had moved in with her, her last boyfriend, Mark, couldn’t afford this luxury. The closest they’d come to water views was the sports bar on the wharf that served burgers.

      She and Reza were seated at a secluded table and the maitre’d handed Reza a wine list.

      He pointed toward a bottle of champagne and handed it back. She tilted her head and blinked. “Wait. I thought you didn’t drink wine.”

      “The whole bottle please,” he told the maitre’d, who then left. Reza took her hand. “I generally don’t but we’re celebrating.”

      “We are?” She put down her menu without looking at it.

      He kissed the back of her hand. “Yes, we just got married, and I thought champagne was how your culture celebrated.”

      Wow. The brush of his lips across her knuckles sent her body out of orbit. If he touched her anywhere, or asked if she wanted to leave with him, she’d say yes. Patti pressed her lips together, clearly imagining more than what they had as she pretended to study the menu again. “That’s an expensive bottle.”

      He shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m on staff at the hospital and I paid off my medical school loans.”

      Doctors made way more money than she ever had with her work and even if she’d made it as a musician it typically wasn’t a lifetime paycheck, which meant being smart about money. Medical students could acquire over a million dollars in debt once they graduated. She’d known friends who’d gone to extremes to avoid that debt though celebrations were an exception. And to have paid off all his loans already? That meant he wasn’t frivolous. She lowered the menu and nodded at him. “You did?”

      The waiter came and Reza put his menu down to order a chicken dish. The words didn’t quite register in her mind anyhow so she made an executive decision and just said, ‘The same.”

      Once the waiter left, Reza squeezed her hand a little and spoke like they hadn’t been interrupted, “In my culture you don’t let your children suffer burdens if you can help it. So my mother, grandmother, aunts, and uncles all pitched in to help me pay everything back.”

      Getting together like that and being part of a group that was bigger than just mom, dad and children was different than her experience, though she’d had a wonderful family. Part of her wished she had more people to rely on. The waiter returned with their bottle and poured. He left the bottle in an icy bucket on the table. Patti raised her flute and saluted Reza. “That’s good. The American family is more nuclear but I like sticking together.”

      He clinked glasses with her and toasted to new beginnings. They sipped. Reza said, “And you clearly love your sister.”

      “Of course.” She took another drink. Her sister was the easy part. She wished she had more to offer Rose financially, but she at least offered the love of family.

      His gaze narrowed as he sipped his champagne, barely touching any of it before he placed it on the table. “What about grandparents?”

      She put her glass down as well. “My grandparents live in a senior community where they don’t allow children.”

      The waiter returned with their chicken dishes. Neither of them said anything though he picked up his glass so she did the same, stealing another small sip as the food was set before them.

      Once the waiter left, Reza picked up his spoon and fork and said, “Why would they live in such a restrictive place?”

      She picked up her fork and watched him with his pasta. He stirred the pasta with the spoon and used the fork to shovel food into the spoon. She just used her fork. “When they moved in, my parents were alive—how could they know? Now I bring my sister to see them monthly.”

      He nodded like he understood her burden, and that she was doing fine.

      They ate in silence. Her skin buzzed with excitement. Reza made her feel good about the choices she’d made.

      He finished his food and put his silverware across the empty plate. “Will they approve of me?”

      She took her last bite and wiped her mouth with her napkin, staring at Reza. He was handsome. More handsome than she’d ever believed a man could be. He’d stepped in to help her and Rose. True, she would help him too, but still…she nodded and shared something her grandmother had told her, back when Patti had started high school. “Grandma said that you judge a guy by how he treats you, not by how he looks. Also, if a guy ever tries to hit you, then you hit back and run away as that man is worthless.”

      Reza nodded like he approved. “I admire her grit.”

      “She’s a character,” Patti admitted. Her mother and grandmother were two of the strongest women she’d ever met.

      But then Reza winked at her as he sipped his champagne. “So you’re saying I’m ugly.”

      Instantly her entire body heated. She put the glass down so she didn’t spill anything and peered into the bubbly liquid. “No! I’m saying you treat me like a princess.”

      He sipped his champagne again. “So you did have help, at least emotionally, which brings me back to our marriage?”

      “What about it?”

      “I don’t want you stressed out while helping me get custody of Sara. So if you want to pursue your own dreams, we can fit in the schedule.”

      Patti picked up her glass as her heart thundered. The truth was she never thought she’d marry at all, but when he’d asked, she’d wanted to. It was that simple and she had no right answer for how to say that. She sipped and swallowed. “I never asked my grandparents for anything. They thought we were okay and that my parents had provided enough. You know the truth, but I don’t feel comfortable taking advantage of your generosity.”

      “You aren’t taking advantage.” His voice sounded concerned. “Your parents must have left you some money?”

      At least he hadn’t asked why she’d married him again. She took a fast sip and said, “My parents thought my sister, who is six by the way, was brilliant. They wanted her to go to college. So I was trying to honor that and make sure Rose can go without debt. Harvard, Yale, wherever.”

      “So you do think like me.” Reza leaned closer.

      Her lips tingled for another kiss. No man had ever made her feel this good. “I guess I agree with your parents and what they did for you.”

      He caressed her fingers. “We can blend our lives well, if we want.”

      The sparks in her soul were set off from his touch. Every cell of hers wanted to be his. She scooted her chair closer. “Reza?”

      “Yeah?” He tucked her hair off her face.

      The brush of his hand on her skin ramped up the beat of her heart. Every part of her wanted him. “You’re the most attractive man I’ve ever met.”

      He toyed with the wedding ring on her finger and said, “Doubtful. There are jocks all around Miami.”

      Not one athlete had ever made her feel anything like this. In the past her boyfriends had been the nerdy ones that made her laugh. No one touched her soul like Reza. Her heart thundered but she said, “You’re handsome. Don’t doubt that.”

      His dark eyes somehow became black as night and full of unsaid mystery. “Why are you telling me this?”

      If he felt like she did then he’d know why—she wanted him. But he wasn’t a mind reader and neither was she. She couldn’t explain better than that, so she stayed near him and said, “I didn’t want you thinking I thought you ugly or anything—since you brought it up.”

      “I was teasing.” He kissed her knuckles. “Good, because here’s the thing, Patti.”

      Her eyebrows rose. “There’s a thing?”

      He held her hands close to his heart. “Yes. The thing is… every second I spend with you I think you’re more beautiful than the last.”

      Boom. There. That. Reza was wonderful. She needed to speak but all she said was, “Wow.”

      He gently tightened his hold and said, “And I want you to really take your music seriously.”

      Huh? She lowered her head,, unsure what to say. Her dreams didn’t matter to him—why should they? Their knees barely touched under the table but she asked without moving a muscle, “Why do you care so much?”

      He brushed against her skin and his closeness was like the perfect breeze on a hot summer day. “Hard to say, so I’ll quote Hafiz.”

      Her gaze narrowed. She’d studied music and the name was slightly there, but she wasn’t sure who he’d quote. “Who’s Hafiz?”

      Another light stroke of his skin and a tremble washed through her as he said, “A poet who lived over a thousand years ago that Persians memorized, so that we’d keep our own language when the Arabs invaded.”

      “A poet?” She blinked. Poems were like songs and could affect her heart. But she honestly didn’t know Hafiz.

      He nodded and said, “Highly revered. If you ever go to Shiraz, you must visit his grave.”

      The chances of going to Reza’s country seemed minuscule and far-fetched. Her soul wished for more than she should, like for this to be a real date. Impossible, but he somehow saw her when no one else did. She held her emotions together and instead said, “I see. And what did you want to say?”

      He pressed his lips together and took a breath like this was a test he’d have to pass. “Let me try to translate correctly.” He moved their joined hands to his chest and she could feel his heartbeat while he said, “The heart is a thousand-stringed instrument that can only be tuned with love.”

      Another thud rushed through her. Hafiz was now her favorite poet, ever. She’d never had an interest in poetry before but he was moving up on her must-read list. Her lips were open until she realized it and then she smiled at Reza and said, “What does that mean to you?”

      He brushed against her arm, leaving warm goosebumps and the fine hairs standing up for more of his touch. “That you found your passion so now you need to love yourself so you can express your gift to the world.”

      Her mother would approve. Maybe as an angel, she’d sent him to her. The only people that used to believe she had what it took was her parents or teachers. She sighed. “That’s absolutely beautiful, Reza.”

      He let her hand go. For now, she wasn’t ready to separate, but then he pivoted closer and leaned in like he’d kiss her as he said, “Not nearly as beautiful as you.”

      And then without another word, his lips met hers.

      Reza was delicious, like the best Christmas cookies she’d ever had and her birthday cake all mixed together in one forbidden taste that she craved.

      In that second, they were the only two people in the universe.

      The kiss ended; silverware clicked in the distance and people murmured at their tables.

      Her body was too alive to be here. She held Reza’s knee so he didn’t leave her as she said, “Let’s forget dessert and head home.”

      “Why?” He gazed at her like he wanted way more than he’d originally bargained for.

      Perhaps this was going too far. He’d already moved her into his house. And sure, maybe, this was her being forward and breaking the rules, but she tugged his elbow so he leaned toward her again. “Because I want to be alone and intimate with my husband.”

      He stood without taking another kiss. He offered his hand to help her stand. She let her napkin drop on the table and took his offer, not because she needed help, but because she wanted him as he said, “So I’m your husband?”

      Good. He wanted her. She nodded as he left money on the table to pay the bill and then she said, “We spoke the vows. Now let’s see if we work in a physical way.”

      His hands wrapped around her waist and he whispered, “Patti?”

      “Yeah.” She couldn’t express that his touch pushed some deep button in her soul that only came alive near him.

      He walked her toward the door and said, “I will always honor you.”

      “You’re clearly better than all my old boyfriends combined into one, Reza,” she said while he opened the door.

      He handed the valet the ticket and then held her tight.

      The warm summer breezes of Miami never let up and somehow matched her desire. Tonight was her wedding night. It was time to be his, in every way.
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      Patti curled in Reza’s arms with a contented sigh and Reza didn’t want to get out of bed. The children’s rooms were across the house which allowed him and Patti privacy as they learned about each other.

      The sun rose in the distance over the backyard and Patti’s soft breathing matched how her soft curves fit perfectly next to him.

      It was true that they lived in very different worlds, but she’d helped him with Sara, and her generous good-nature had made him feel differently. Before Patti, he’d been stressed, something he’d gotten used to—until now.

      However, he never laid down for this long. As a doctor he’d lived on short naps or little sleep for years. Reza untangled his arm from Patti, but she softly groaned. He stilled and hoped he hadn’t woken her.

      But then she batted her eyes at him.

      He held his breath and gazed down at the blonde, blue-eyed beauty with a crescent-shaped birthmark on her shoulder that somehow made her even more special. “Good morning.”

      Laughter came through the bedroom window that overlooked his backyard. She sat up and glanced around in confusion. He scooted to the edge of the bed. “Patti, Sara and Rose are outside.”

      Her face was pink from a blush that went down her neck and chest. She was cute as she smiled at him and fixed her hair while holding the sheets up higher. “Right. School starts for her at a new school when she’s healthy, so I’ll need to get Rose’s assignments and help her catch up. So I should go to her new school and fill out the paperwork.”

      There was no reason to hide her perfect body, though he’d ask her later about the small incision she had on her thigh. He stood and didn’t care that he was naked while he headed across the room to get his sweat pants. “I can put her in private.”

      He tugged them on as his pajama bottoms.

      She held the white sheets as she rose from the bed. “Reza?”

      “Yeah?” He hoped she’d explain why she was suddenly shy.

      She walked over to him, wearing his sheets as she took his hands. “Can we go to the social security office and the DMV today?”

      Huh? His gaze narrowed and he eyed her up and down. Her request didn’t make sense. “Why? That doesn’t sound fun.”

      She swallowed and the pinkness of her blush was almost red. “I want to be Patti Moradi.”

      The last thing he’d do was curse her with a foreign name so people treated her differently. But if he argued with her, he risked upsetting the wonderful peace they’d found. He wanted nothing more than to think things might work out and she’d stay here with him after the two years was up. He let out a breath and said, “Patti Davies Moradi.”

      She shook her head like he’d just offended her and placed her hand on her hip. “I don’t need to hyphenate.”

      He needed to explain. He took her hands and led her back to the bed, motioning for them both to sit. She did, but reluctantly. He held her gaze. “The women in my country keep their maiden names. It’s the American culture to change, and I don’t want you to ever feel left out of your own culture.”

      Her lips pursed like she was going to argue with him, but then she nodded with understanding. “So you want me to hyphenate, for me.”

      Good. Patti was reasonable. Another reason he’d like for things to work between them. “Yes. I want Sara to remain Reed even after the adoption.”

      The sheet drooped and he saw her gorgeous skin with a healthy glow. He reached beside the bed and handed her the shirt she’d worn to bed, and her underwear. She slipped on the underwear while holding the fabric. “So her father’s last name was Reed?”

      She lifted her body just long enough to pull up her underwear, then tugged the shirt over her head. He waited till he saw her face again and said, “My sister married a typical American guy. My mother didn’t like that he had no family, at the time.”

      Patti pushed aside the sheet without explaining why she’d been so shy, then brushed her hair from her face. “Well, that should make it easy for you to get custody once the paperwork is done.”

      Patti was the most clear-headed woman he’d ever taken to bed. He hugged her and nodded. “There is that. We can go get your documents later.”

      She stood and offered her hand like she’d help him stand. He laughed and got to his feet. “And send them to your lawyer to help with the case.”

      Ah. Now he understood why she thought it was important. He kissed her forehead. “You’re smart, Patti.”

      She hugged his hips. “I’m not always.”

      “You think clearly.” He pulled her closer.

      She still smelled like roses though there was no way she had time to put on more perfume.

      His eyes closed and his lips met hers.

      She tasted sweeter than strawberries or watermelon, which had been his favorite fruit until now.

      As the kiss ended, she let out a happy sigh and met his gaze. She smiled bright enough to light up the room as she patted her stomach. “Sometimes. But right now I’m hungry.”

      “Fair enough.” Reza led her to the bedroom door, opening it as he said, “Let’s get breakfast for you and then we’ll have tea before we go anywhere.”

      They crossed the house to the bedroom he’d given her the first night. She unzipped her bag that he hoped she might now unpack in his room, and pulled out shorts and a different set of underwear. She hid behind a table and changed. Done, she came out and said, “Tea is important to your culture.”

      “Very.” They walked through the living area and headed toward the kitchen that smelled like dinner for the night was already started in the slow cooker.

      He stopped at the teapot that was on the oven and poured two glasses. “I drink it more than coffee. The nanny texted the girls were playing together outside before it gets too hot.”

      She sat at the already made table and put a piece of toast on her plate. “Why didn’t you tell me on our first date?”

      “About what?”

      “How your mom didn’t like the guy your sister married.”

      “We talked about that at the hospital.”

      “Right, our first date.”

      Her insistence made him pause, then he put the cup in front of her and sat next to her. “Was that a date, when we went to the cafeteria?”

      “Absolutely.” She patted his hand.

      If that was true, he was tempted to believe that they’d made the best choice in each other. He’d do what he could to prove himself. He took her hand and held it tight. “You fascinated me and I wanted your company more than to talk about my family.”

      She caressed the scruffy five o’clock shadow along his jaw as if she liked it, then sniffed the air. “Well, now I’m your wife in truth and we have time to share. Breakfast smells good.”

      He took a whiff and recognized the scent. “Today’s bread has cinnamon.”

      She licked her lips. “I see. Any particular reason?”

      “Because it tastes good.” He winked, his heart light. Sure, he hadn’t told her everything about the spice, but taste was the underlying truth. He’d noticed that she’d enjoyed the cinnamon sprinkled on her warm milk yesterday and asked the chef to add it to their morning meal.

      More laughter came through the window. She stood and smiled at him. “Let me get the kids for breakfast.”

      If he went, he would have time to pray quickly. He got to his feet and shook his head. “Sit. Drink the tea. I’ll get them.”

      “Sounds good.” She sat back down.

      On his way to the backyard, he stopped in the small room he used for prayers.

      He closed his eyes and was thankful for Patti in his life. In his culture, he was allowed to marry a woman like Patti as their faiths would be similar and they all prayed to the same God.

      Once he was done, he went out back and waved for the girls. As they headed inside, he heard Rose cough and saw that her face was red. He knelt down and studied her closely. “Sara. Rose. How are you feeling?”

      Rose coughed again, but said, “I’m feeling okay.”

      Hmm. He closed the door but pointed them toward his home office, near the back door. “Can I take your temperature and listen to your breathing?”

      Sara stayed with him and he lifted Rose onto the chair and took out his stethoscope to listen to her lungs…she felt warm but they lived in South Florida and she’d been playing outside.

      His office didn’t have a hospital bed, but the chairs were fine as he had his computer, stethoscope, and basic medical equipment he owned arrayed on white shelves.

      Patti must have wondered where he’d gone as she came into the small room with two seats. Her face went white as she saw him listening to Rose’s breathing. Once he finished, Patti asked, “Reza, do you think something’s wrong?”

      There was no need to alarm her as Rose’s lungs were clear. He put the stethoscope back and said, “I heard her cough and just wanted to be sure. Her pneumonia is clearing up nicely.”

      Patti hugged her sister and squeezed her tight. “Rose, are you okay?”

      Sara’s lips began to tremble and it looked like she might cry as her brown eyes welled with pools of tears. He picked up his niece. “Sara, sweetie, come here.”

      Patti’s sister didn’t say anything so Patti asked, “Rose?”

      “I’m okay.” Rose coughed again.

      Playing out in the humidity hadn’t been good as the air was heavy.

      Patti blinked and then stared at him like he had all the answers. “Reza, what did you hear?”

      Her lungs had rattled as the fluid she still had was drying up—which was normal and nothing to worry about. Reza needed to distance his feelings from parent to doctor. He never wanted to give false hope, even if he knew Rose would be fine so long as she rested. “Rose shouldn’t go to school yet. The infection isn’t cleared up entirely. I’ll call the pharmacy for a stronger antibiotic.”

      Patti let out a huge breath, hugged her sister and then mussed her hair. “Guess you’re staying in longer.”

      “Rose?” Sara asked in a small teary voice.

      Wow. He hadn’t guessed his niece would be attached so soon. He couldn’t promise Sara that Rose or Patti would stay forever, as that wasn’t the deal.

      He held Sara on his hip. Rose said, “I’m all right, Sara, don’t be scared. We’re sisters now.”

      Patti kissed Sara’s cheek. His lips tingled like he’d been denied her kiss though he’d never be jealous of Sara. Patti winked. “Let’s go eat some breakfast.”

      The four of them returned to the kitchen while Rose asked, “Is there more of that warm milk with cinnamon?”

      “Not a good idea for Rose,” Reza said fast. “Milk stimulates mucus. Yogurt is fine, though.”

      Patti refilled her glass. “Wait. What about the bread for Rose?”

      Caught. His face felt hot though he hoped he didn’t blush anything like Patti and her mysterious shyness earlier. He ran his hand through his thick, short, curly hair. “You both said that you liked the taste of cinnamon so I left a note for the chef. It won’t be a problem.”

      Patti grabbed a yogurt from the stainless steel refrigerator. “Reza?”

      He held her chair for her. “Are you joining us, Patti?”

      She opened the spice cabinet and searched through the containers. “One second.”

      He didn’t understand. She then bounced toward him and sat down as he asked, “What?”

      She placed the cinnamon on the table and kissed his cheek as he pushed her seat in. “You’re the best husband I could ask for.”

      The girls ate their breakfast and talked to each other. He scooted closer to her and took her hand, kissing it as he murmured, “Last night was amazing, Patti. I never thought I wanted a wife, but you make every second of every day nicer.”

      A huge smile lit her face. “No. I don’t. You do. It’s all because of you.”

      No. He was just a man, near a pretty woman. With Patti it felt like he’d discovered hidden treasures, but he wasn’t prepared for her. With medical school, if he knew a challenge was coming, he mentally and physically readied himself. With Patti that didn’t work because she was sweet and easily went with the flow. He added cheese to his bread and glanced at her while he said, “I don’t want to disappoint you, Patti.”

      She arranged her toast the same as he did and even added walnuts on top of hers. Before she took a bite she smiled and said, “Reza, you’re more than I ever asked for. Last night was a new beginning for me.”

      They ate in silence. Today’s fresh bread tasted even sweeter because Patti was there to share it.

      The girls excused themselves. They’d finished fast, but he was still enjoying his meal, thinking over her words. A new beginning.

      Once they were done eating, he kept his hands on the table, not to scare her or invoke whatever caused her shyness. “What do you mean, by beginning?”

      She closed her eyes and pressed them so tight, it was like she was making her birthday wish as she said, “I don’t want this to end? You and I… I’m tempted to believe we could live happily, together, forever.”

      And right there, his heart beat a little different. “Would you want a real marriage, with me?”

      She placed her hands in front of him and nodded. “I’d like to see if this could work.”

      This was more than he thought possible. He lifted her hand and kissed the back of it as he said, “Me too.”

      “Then let’s try.” She traced his face like she was memorizing him.

      He leaned closer and closed his eyes as she still tasted sweet on his lips as he said, “Patti, I’m yours.”

      He kissed her again. They were so different but maybe, just maybe he’d found his soul mate. Until Patti, he’d thought the entire notion was something poets like Hafez had created, but now, he wondered if it was possible. Patti made him believe in happiness was possible again and he never wanted to let her go.
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      An afternoon in Reza’s bed, and her body was still slightly tingling from all the activity earlier as he finished with his shower.

      It was adorable that he sang in the shower and part of her wanted to sing too.

      Patti traded her damp towel for her clothes and tugged her jeans up over her hips, then put on a green t-shirt. She finger-fluffed her hair, then decided to style it with his hair dryer.

      The phone rang, sounding muffled through the closed bedroom door.

      She turned the dryer off, but Reza didn’t hear the ring. She hurried to the kitchen and stared at his house wireless phone.

      No one she knew had house phones anymore. She picked it up to bring back in the bedroom, but then closed her hand in a fist. She’d forgotten when you pick up a phone like this, the person was now connected. She swallowed and hoped this was a wrong number. “Hello?”

      A woman snorted and asked, “Who’s this?”

      Reza’s shower turned off. She walked toward the bathroom to hand over the phone as she said, “Patti Davies-”

      “You must be the new nanny,” the woman interrupted. Patti opened the bathroom door as Reza wrapped his towel around his muscular hips and thighs. “Please put Dr. Moradi on the line.”

      Her pulse buzzed and her lips pursed as she stared at the man who’d just rocked her world. She never wanted to share so she asked the woman, “Umm, and you are?”

      “Leila,” the lady said like her name explained everything, “Amrinpour.”

      Huh. She covered the speaker with her hand and offered Reza the phone as water still dripped down his cheeks. “Reza, it’s a woman named Leila.”

      Reza used a hand towel to clean his face and took the phone. He passed her and returned to the bedroom as he said, “Leila, how are you?” She hugged her waist and followed him as he paced next to the unmade bed with light blue sheets. “That was Patti.” Good. Her heart lifted higher in her chest. Reza nodded at her like he was absolutely sure of her when he said, “She’s my wife.” Whatever had caused her hair to stand up receded. Reza was proud of her. But then his voice went up a little higher as he said, “No, that’s not a good idea.”

      She picked up a hair brush to finish styling her hair as he pressed a button and ended the call. He tilted his head. “Patti, Leila is bringing over the Persian women to meet you tonight.”

      She lowered the brush. “Who is Leila?”

      His lips pressed together like a boy caught with his hand in a cookie jar. She froze, unsure what he’d say. “She thought I’d marry her.”

      Adrenaline coursed through her and her body buzzed. She quickly brushed her hair so she used some of the energy but then slammed the brush down a little harder than she meant. “She… she was your girlfriend?”

      He jumped to her side and took her hand that was still touching the brush. “No, I didn’t have a girlfriend. I don’t have a girlfriend. You’re all I have.”

      Her heart lifted. That was good to hear. He stepped outside the bedroom with the phone to put it back and she checked herself in the mirror. She needed to relax. There wasn’t some other woman. She believed Reza. He returned, still in his towel, and she nodded at him with confidence. “I see. But why did Leila think you’d marry her then?”

      He headed to the closet and picked out a pair of Saint Laurent jeans and a dark blue polo. “She knew about Sara and my adoption problems.”

      So Leila had wanted to marry Reza. That explained the rush for tonight on Leila’s end—hopefully they’d figure out how to navigate the visit. He stepped into his tailored jeans and she said, “Ah. Let’s head to the DMV.”

      But her mind reeled. He tugged his shirt on without saying anything so when his head popped free she crossed her hands and asked, “Why did you marry me if you had a deal with Leila?”

      He picked up the hair brush she’d left on the bureau and brushed his short, curly hair, then walked it back into the bathroom and put it away in the cabinet. When he returned, he explained, “We didn’t have a deal. She hinted she’d be okay with us getting married, but I…”

      Her heart thundered so fast in her chest she knew instantly she was jealous. “What?”

      His lips thinned and he took her hands. “I couldn’t. She’s nice, but she never touched my heart. I only ever felt tired after every conversation.”

      Oh. Her heart slowed to a normal pace and she hugged his hips. “Tired isn’t a good thing.”

      He nodded like that was his best way to communicate with her and then said, “To be fair, I usually work extremely late or long hours. If we stay married-”

      “If?” She’d hoped he was on the same page—that they’d try to make this marriage real. This wasn’t just great sex and an easy out for them. Hopefully they had more.

      He smiled at her and brushed against her arm, leaving her skin craving his attention again. “I need to work long hours to help cure children at the hospital in the pediatrics wing.”

      “Totally fine and I’m not arguing with what you feel compelled to do. But why not private practice?”

      “When I’m tired of hospital pediatrics, I figured I’d “retire” into private practice, but the hospital gives me great experience and I earn a lot of vacation fast so I can do what I want if I can handle the hours.”

      Work was important, but her body was turning to mush in his arms. “And what do you think I can do when you’re at the hospital?”

      He shrugged, checked his always there five o’clock shadow, and then took her hand to lead her out. “Work on your music? Watch our girls? Or least give the nanny reasonable hours.”

      Our sounded like a dream come true, but she pursed her lips to figure out how to help him as he opened a cabinet that housed all the shoes near the door. “So part-time child care…I’ll talk to the nanny and set the schedule.”

      He grabbed his Gucci sneakers that looked practically new and handed over her canvas sneakers that had seen better days. “I don’t mean to give orders.”

      “It’s good to set routines.” The pounding in her head meant her adrenaline was on overdrive. She ignored how jumpy her skin was and asked, “Anything else?

      He held open the door for her and let her pass as he said, “You can do whatever you want, Patti. It was just a suggestion.”

      She’d over-reacted—something she tended to do when she became afraid of losing something. She chewed on her bottom lip for a second and kicked a small pebble while he locked the door. It was a bad habit so she stopped, wishing they’d said goodbye to the girls. It was too late now, but she offered her hand as they walked to the Mercedes in his driveway. “I shouldn’t have sounded so prickly. I’m nervous about meeting your friends.”

      He walked her to the car door and opened the passenger side for her. “Look, Persians in a small community all know each other.” He closed the door and she was in silence until he got behind the wheel and pressed his finger to start the engine. Reza motioned with his head for her to do her seatbelt. She buckled herself in and he did the same while he said, “There is an email group where they get together and talk politics, among other things. Even if you unsubscribe, the community is small and people continue to contact you.”

      Huh. He backed out with the video monitors guiding him as she asked, “Why?”

      He transitioned to drive on the smooth road. “We enjoy our food and holidays, the same as every other group, and email is the easiest way to include everyone.”

      Almost like a small town that gets together for holidays. She’d seen things like that in movies and read about them in books. Her life had never been anything like that. Even when she was a girl in school, she barely remembered anyone ever coming over to her house. When she’d moved out on her own, she hadn’t invited people over. She used to dream that she belonged somewhere. Patti smiled at Reza. “Like the stew we had, which was delicious.”

      He nodded and then snapped his fingers like she’d reminded him of something. “Yes. I’ll order take-out from a restaurant to serve when the women come over tonight and have the chef make a few desserts.”

      Food was good if they were hosting a party. She stared ahead at the road and nodded to herself as she patted his strong arm. Where did he work out, or find the time? “Let’s not think about this anymore. I’m sorry I was so uneasy at the idea. I’ve not been to a party at all in six months, since my sister came to live with me.”

      He turned into a strip mall with a social security office inside it. He bumped into her arm gently once he parked and then jumped out to get her door. Once she joined him on the sidewalk, he asked, “What about you?”

      She blinked, not having a clue what he was talking about. Patti ran her hand through her hair to massage her skull. “What about me?”

      Reza held the glass door for her and walked beside her as they made their way to the attendant. People were seated in plastic seats and staring at various televisions overhead. “Any friends you want to introduce me to? We can combine, or invite them another night.”

      Oh. She pressed her lips together and dug out her paperwork from her bag as goosebumps grew on her arms. Reza looked like he needed an answer so she quickly said, “No, not really.”

      She talked to the agent and showed her current driver’s license, then completed the application. He handed them a ticket and then she and Reza sat on the multi-colored chairs for waiting. She held Reza’s hand, grateful that he’d let the subject go. He would probably consider it strange that she didn’t have a dozen friends.

      A few minutes later, she had her new social security card and they quickly left the building. He asked, “Why not? Are you embarrassed by our marriage?”

      “No.” She looped her arm through his, aware that she hoped for their relationship to grow. She let a small sigh as they returned to his car and said, “My high school friends all left Miami to get jobs in other parts of the country and even I went to New York for a while, losing touch. So I’m not really close to anyone these days though I’m active on social media.”

      He opened her door. “That sounds lonely. The Persian list serv with events gets me out and mingling, even with Sara, as children are usually around.”

      “That’s nice, not all of us have that.” Had she been lonely? She scooted in the passenger seat and he sat on the driver’s side. Errands could be accomplished fast with him so close to everything. He started the car and backed out of the spot. “It’s the reality for a lot of people now,” she said. “The days of knowing your neighbors ended a while ago. I find children groups to be the closest thing I’ve seen to old-fashioned communities.”

      Small groups for activities sometimes had the advantage of getting to be friends. He drove across the lot, stopping at a DMV. This area of town was more upscale, and it showed here too. He parked in front. “What young children groups?”

      Her body had tingles from his being near, but she pushed her hair out of her face as she got out her door and met him outside. “I’ll look up ones in your… our area to bring Sara and Rose to.”

      They walked toward the next door and he said, “I can pay you…”

      “No, I’m not taking a salary.” Her hope that more might happen would hit a huge wall if he viewed her as an employee. A million thoughts raced in her head on how to show him that they fit together. She smiled. “I’m your wife. I’m happy to be part of your family.”

      “Our family,” he corrected. “And as my wife, I’ll set up an account for your personal use and for you to get whatever you want for the children. It’s great how wonderful they are getting along.”

      Growing up her mother took care of the house and her father worked to make money so she remembered how family can also be a team. The air conditioning of the DMV was a nice contrast to the heat outside. Rows of empty seats, and uniformed DMV officers were all at their stations. They took a ticket at the machine.

      Reza accepted Rose, and that Rose and Sara were hitting it off, calling each other sisters already. She took out her new social security card and her old driver’s license, and showed them to the DMV officer. Again there were no lines so everything was easy. The last time she’d gone to the DMV, she’d sat in a cheap plastic chair for hours. Once the agent left, she nodded and said, “Right, and this ID, with me taking your name, is the first step in proving that we’re family.”

      “You don’t have to,” he argued.

      Yes. They were now one family and company coming shouldn’t frighten her, even if the woman had wanted to marry Reza. The agent returned and handed her a paper that showed her license would be mailed to her in a week. For now they were finished. “Reza, it’s done. Let’s go home.”

      He walked with her and opened the door, but said, “No.”

      Outside the heat and humidity baked her skin almost immediately and she longed for a cold breeze. Luckily they’d parked close. Reza opened the car and had already turned on the air conditioner. She settled back in her seat. “No?”

      Once he claimed the driver’s seat and closed his door, the air conditioner cooled her down and she calmed, until he took her hand. “Persians are into fashion. I didn’t see you pack any fancy dresses other than one black one.”

      So tonight was a test? She didn’t own nice things anymore—and never to the extent of his wardrobe. “Dresses?”

      He glanced at her simple green t-shirt and shrugged. “You’re beautiful as you are, but let’s stop at the mall and get you a few nice labels and some heels too. Dressed up, you’ll be the prettiest woman there.”

      Well, when he put it like that… she relaxed into her seat. Shopping could be fun and distract her from the fact that people were coming over for dinner to meet her. “You know about heels?”

      He headed down US1 toward a high-end shopping center.

      She turned the music on for background noise as he said, “In my culture our relationship will be judged based on how you look, so we need to get you the best.”

      Clothes were never her thing. Even back in school, she was happy enough in a t-shirt. Music didn’t require her to be beautiful or wear lots of makeup. She could strum her guitar and be transported in her head to someplace magical. She hoped this part of her life was temporary because she’d never pull off being fashion forward. Her skin was raw nerves but she held her hands on her lap and said, “I don’t need clothes, but I want to make you happy, Reza.”

      He drove into the mall and nodded to her. “Patti, it’s important, or I wouldn’t say anything.”

      Fashion wasn’t something she was good at. They were from two different worlds to begin with, and now this? She gritted her teeth and let herself out of the car. Without looking at him, she said, “Then I’ll learn about fashion, just for you.”

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and massaged her arm like she’d done to him earlier. “Only around other people, not for me.”

      Well…okay. Once in a while, on special occasions, she could wear nice clothes. “I’ll make you proud.”

      They entered the upscale New York clothing store that she’d never be able to afford before and held her head high. Somehow she’d show him they could blend, and blending meant she’d have to change too. She studied the clothes and wished she knew what worked for her.

      Patti Davies Moradi was about to learn fashion.
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      Reza waited near the dressing room as Patti paraded back and forth to show him the dresses that he’d picked out, with the assistance of a knowledgeable saleswoman.

      Patti seemed shy. He guessed it was about money though she hadn’t said exactly. There might be another reason that she hadn’t shared yet.

      He’d once been far poorer than she’d been. Becoming a doctor meant he now could afford whatever he wanted, but there was something about Patti’s nervous ticks that gave him pause.

      Perhaps it wasn’t the money—but what, then?

      She showed him a final black dress with a sweetheart neckline—the silhouette followed the line of her body until it reached her knees. It could have been custom-made, it fit that well. Reza stood immediately. She turned around and he glanced at her curvy figure and smiled. She was beautiful on the inside as well as out, and in this dress, everyone would see he’d found a jewel. He took both of her hands and smiled at her. “This looks great on you.”

      She tugged on the knee-length hem of the dress. “Are you sure?”

      He smoothed her skin and noticed how soft she was under his touch. Her blue eyes glimmered at him as he said, “It shows off your figure nicely.”

      The truth was, Patti was a dream. She had no idea that she’d starred in his fantasies long before he’d ever met her. She said with a red face, “And it shows off my backside.”

      He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “Which is definitely squishable and one of your most memorable parts.”

      “You can’t be real, Reza.” Her eyes fluttered closed.

      Goosebumps grew on his body from her touch. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips to hers.

      Patti kissed like she was an angel, sent from heaven above to bless him.

      He never wanted the kiss to end, but he had to let her go. They needed to pay for the dresses and get out of here.

      Seeing her naked again was on the agenda, but they had to hurry to prepare for the last-minute get together.

      Waiting till after the party seemed way too long. He led her to the cashier, paid for the clothes and shoes, and carried the bags to the car with her beside him.

      As he opened her passenger door, he said, “We just need to order the food now and then we can go home and have a few hours to ourselves.”

      A few hours where she was completely his. Despite their differences, she was sweet and good and he ached for her again. She brushed against him. “That sounds wonderful.”

      Right. He closed the door behind her and as he walked to the driver’s door, he realized he shouldn’t worry about their differences—she seemed open to learning new things. He stepped into his car, started the engine with a wave of his thumb and said, “Patti, we’ll need to go to a few hospital benefits together, and I’d like in the future if we both go to some of the bigger Persian events, like New Year’s.”

      Was that a wince? He almost asked but then she smiled at him and nodded. “New Year’s sounds fun. What happens there?”

      Culture was important to him, especially for Sara. Sara would need to see some Persian holidays and he’d continue teaching her Farsi like her mother had been by speaking to her in his native language. “We have a nice table setting and usually go to a fancy party.”

      She held still, but her tone made her sound… stressed, like his patients were before he gave them the news. “So more dresses?”

      This wasn’t that bad. Fashion was something they could bridge. He squeezed her hand and then backed out of the spot as he said, “It’s not every day or anything. You can choose whether to come, or not.”

      She let out a deep breath and color grew on her cheeks but she relaxed in her seat and said, “Okay. I don’t know why this is a problem. I’ll shake it off. I’m just nervous about meeting a woman who wanted to marry you.”

      Ah. He should have realized that. He winked at her as he drove her to the restaurant to order their food for later. “Patti, we just need time to learn each other.”

      He turned into the parking lot behind the restaurant while she said, “You’re so calm about everything. Were you always like that?”

      He glanced at her briefly and returned his attention to hunting for a space, then shook his head. “Calm? Me? My mother would be surprised at that statement.”

      Her eyes widened but he also saw where to put the car. He maneuvered to get the spot another car was vacating while she said, “She would? But you’re so put together, all the time. Do you ever, I don’t know, loosen up?”

      Wait. Was he not up to her standards? His muscles tightened. He parked. “How do you mean?”

      He turned off the car and opened his door. Once he opened hers, she took his hand and answered, “Loosen up. Not care what people think about what you look like, and just enjoy yourself?”

      She thought he cared about other people’s opinions? He wasn’t sure how to answer that, but it was only marginally true. Well-made clothes were an investment and looking put together was expected of a doctor for any formal event he took her to. If she didn’t fit in, everyone would notice. “About some things. Does that upset you?”

      He reached for the door as she said, “No. As you said, we’re learning about each other. This is the restaurant?”

      He waited for her to go inside and then held her hand again as the waiter gestured to an empty table. “Let’s stay for a few minutes and you can taste the kebob.”

      Her eyebrow lifted but she walked beside him and said, “Sounds yummy.”

      They took their seats. The waiter had held her chair for her, but Reza waited for her to sit before he took his. He told the waiter in Farsi their order, and his to-go order. Once the waiter left, he reclaimed her hand across the table. “Anyhow Patti, do you really want me to wear a t-shirt when we go to Orlando?”

      She laughed, tracing his fingers and back of his hand. “Absolutely. I’m looking forward to you without a button around your collar.”

      Every single one of his shirts had a button. Polo shirts were his usual casual wear, except for the gym. Good. He’d solved the problem. He’d wear one of his gym shirts around the house to satisfy her. “Why is that important to you?”

      The waiter returned with two plates of kebab, rice with saffron, and tomatoes. She picked up her fork. “Cause your life is perfect on the outside, but…”

      He sprinkled sumac that was on the table onto his meat and she put her fork down and followed his example. “This spice makes the meat taste sweeter. But what?”

      She cut her food without looking at him. “But sometimes I’m a little messy and kids are messy and sometimes a sloppy joe is just yummy.”

      Sloppy wasn’t his usual anything. Ever. He ate his kebab in silence and let her enjoy hers as well. Her small sighs of pleasure from the lamb and beef meat meant she liked her food.

      Once they were both done with their meal, he asked, “What’s a sloppy joe?”

      “A sandwich.” She took his hand again and smiled at him as she said, “I’ll make them if you’ll try it.”

      He had no concept of what it could be. The waiter brought them black tea and his to-go bags. He waited till the server left and asked, “Does it have pork?”

      She shook her head fast and raised her hand like she was swearing in to be a judge or something. “No. Beef.”

      Sloppy still sounded bad. But he hadn’t tried too many American foods though he’d lived here for over a decade. There probably wasn’t a polite way out of this. He nodded and hoped he hadn’t just agreed to his own death. “Then I look forward to it.”

      She saw his torture and decided to up it when she teased, “It’s messy and might drip.”

      He picked up his clear glass of tea and used it to block his grimace. “Why would you want them?”

      He drank his tea hot, but she let hers cool down while she said, “Because they’re good.”

      He couldn’t imagine drinking tea so tepid, but it was a very British-influenced habit Americans had. “Black tea is a staple for after meals. Did you enjoy the kubideh?”

      She stared at him blankly. “The what?”

      He processed his words and then realized he’d used Farsi. He smiled. “The kebab.”

      She tested her tea but it was clearly too hot for her still as she put it back down. “It was really delicious, and not dry at all, which is what I remember from one I had in the past.”

      How long would she let her tea get cold? He didn’t understand. He scooted closer to see if her tea still steamed. “Persian food isn’t spicy hot but it’s not bland. I hope you enjoy all the meals I introduce you to.”

      She tested her drink again but put it down. He glanced at the beverage, knowing the tea was probably too cold for him now as she said, “The same, though I bet the food is even better in your country.”

      Patti commented on the obvious, but it was a reminder that they were extremely different. It shouldn’t matter that she liked colder tea than him. Food in Iran was fresher and not processed with chemicals that changed the flavors. He nodded his agreement. “I would say so.”

      She sipped her tea finally and sounded like she enjoyed it. He watched how the brew touched her pink lips and wished they were home so he could kiss her and bring her right into his bedroom. He’d wait until she was ready to go.

      Once she put the empty glass down, she said, “Delicious.”

      He stood and offered his hand for her to join him. She rose as well. “One day I’ll ensure you get a traditional Persian dish made perfectly, without substitutions.”

      “Speaking of your country,” he quickly paid the bill with a tip and held the door for her as she asked, “Is it a scary place, the desert?”

      He tightened his grip on the take-out bags and clicked the car door unlocked. Typical American only to think of Saudi Arabia’s environment. Miami was just as hot though thankfully they wouldn’t have to go out again anytime soon. He opened her door for her as he said, “I grew up in a city. Tehran is full of gardens, and mountains around it.”

      He joined her and put the food in the back seat. She said, “That’s not what it looks like on TV.”

      Fair. He nodded at her and started the car glad they were close to home. “TV will let you think we’re all religious, crazy, and no one laughs.”

      She laughed and stared at him like she had hunger in her eyes though he’d just bought her lunch. All she said was, “True.”

      He smiled at her and drove. “We’re almost home.”

      Her hand traced her chest and neck. “Do we still have time for that one-on-one you promised in the bedroom?”

      Warmth rushed through him—so they were on the same page. Good. He turned toward their home. “I said bedroom?”

      “It was implied.” She reached for his hand.

      He stepped on the gas a little more, but stayed within the speed limit. “I see. We should have time for that too.”

      She let his hand go and pulled back. “Never mind, maybe you’re distracted.”

      He saw their home up ahead. They’d make it fast and he’d have the ability to hold her again. He licked his lips. “Distracted is what you do to me, Patti, but I like being distracted.”

      He parked the car and she hopped out on her own. “See, I like being with you too, and being alone… without talking.”

      Luckily they had time still. He grabbed the food from the back seat, directed her toward the house and massaged her backside as he kept his voice low and said, “Or less talk, more action?”

      “That works too.” She laughed and walked into the house with him. He’d get the clothes later.

      He held up the food and waved it in the air. She understood and said, “Let me check on the girls with the nanny.”

      Holding Patti and exploring her curves was all that he could think about. He put the food away and wanted no other distractions besides her. He quickly washed in the kitchen and headed into his small prayer room.

      He knelt and prayed, thanking his lucky stars he’d found Patti.

      A few minutes later she knocked on the door of the prayer room and looked down at him without interrupting while he finished his prayers. He glanced up and her lips were thin, but then she said, “Everyone’s good. What are you doing?”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist. “I was praying.”

      “Now?” She let her hands fall to his hips.

      His lips lowered to hers and all he wanted to do was taste her. He sighed and was a fraction away from her mouth when he said, “I don’t want to forget. Now, where were we?”

      Her eyes were half-closed. “I was just hoping you’d kiss me.”

      Finally he had what he wanted. Her lips were better than ice cream or dessert. She tasted fresh, and sweet, and somehow she was his. As the kiss ended, he backed her out of the room, intending to bring her to the bedroom. “I’m going to do much more than that to you.”

      She laughed but kissed his cheek while they headed across the house to his private room, to not disturb the children.

      Once he closed the door to his bedroom, and she kissed him again, he knew he was in heaven itself. Patti was the perfect woman for him.
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      Patti buckled the belt on her black dress, twirling in the mirror of the adjoining bathroom door in the bedroom.

      Reza came out of the shower, toweling off his hair before wrapping the towel around his waist. He tossed a white shirt on the bed.

      His hard muscles under that white towel made her weak.

      No ex-boyfriend had ever made her feel such heights of pleasure. The last boyfriend didn’t put in half the effort Reza had to ensure she was satisfied.

      Everything was perfect. Except that people had the power of opinions, and that mattered in his culture.

      She’d given up music because she’d failed.

      Maybe not trying again was horrible for an impression that lasted. No one was more disappointed in her broken dreams than she was. The last thing she wanted to lose out on now was whatever was happening between them. She turned from the mirror and watched him step into a pair of white briefs. She twirled her wedding ring. “Reza, are you sure you can’t cancel now?”

      He kissed her forehead and smiled at her. “Everything is set. Don’t be nervous. You’re lovely.”

      Lovely was someone else. She wasn’t, but she was stylish tonight. It helped.

      She held her breath for a moment and said, “Tell me about Leila.”

      He put on his pants. “She’s no one important.”

      She scooted closer to him but sat on the bed, next to his shirt that she folded on her lap. “That’s not an answer.”

      Reza walked to his dresser and the distance widened between them. Her arms shivered as the room became colder, but she saw him pull from the drawer a rather large felt jewelry box that he returned to her side with. “My mother knows her mother back in our old country.” He opened the box and she saw a shiny gold necklace with diamonds encrusted into a rose pattern, with matching earrings and a bracelet. He wrapped the bracelet around her wrist. “She’s not married; she’s pretty but she has no right to make you this nervous. I told you already how I felt.”

      Her heart raced as he fixed the clasp and handed her the box. “You did. I believe you. What’s this?”

      He picked up the necklace and sat on the bed behind her, wrapping the gold around her neck. “My mother sent it as a wedding gift to whoever I married. Tonight, we’ll have people around so it’s best for you to wear these.”

      The truth was she hadn’t owned jewelry, and the last really pretty set she’d worn had been fake, to her high school prom. He handed her the stud earrings. “Gift? For me?”

      “Yes.” He motioned for her to put the diamond earrings in her ears.

      She followed his instructions but couldn’t get up to look at herself. She wasn’t this fancy of a woman. Once the task was completed, she squeezed his hand. “It’s too much.”

      He took his shirt from her lap. “Why?”

      He buttoned his clothes with elegant movements and looked very well put together. She shook her head, sad she’d lost sight of his washboard abs. “Because…”

      He finished with the buttons. “Yeah?”

      He rose and tucked his shirt inside his pants. Movie stars of old had nothing on him. Reza was the perfect catch. She swallowed. “Because you’re a great guy, sought after, and honestly you can have whoever you want.”

      He finished with his shirt and offered his hands for her to stand. “But I want you.”

      She stood, taking his hands only to touch him again, not because she needed his help. She shook her head. “I don’t get it. Why would you want just me?”

      He reached into his bureau and took out a black belt. He wrapped it around himself, finishing his transition to perfect dinner host and elegant gentleman. “Because you being near doesn’t grate against my nerves. I just wish you had more confidence in yourself. Being a musician is interesting, people will want to hear about that.”

      She glanced in the corner of the bedroom and saw her old guitar. She hadn’t played it in a year now. She turned back and said, “But I failed at that.”

      He squeezed her hand and smiled at her. “Then try again.”

      No one had believed in her like this. Even her parents had meant well but didn’t push her to follow her music, not after she’d tried and had that awful public rejection years ago. They saw it as a hobby—she wasn’t good enough. Reza didn’t know how bad she’d failed. Maybe it was better he didn’t, and she wouldn’t show him the clips that must exist online still. She checked the jewelry in the mirror and now saw that she too was dressed elegantly and seemed like someone else, someone beautiful. “I still don’t want to meet these women. I’m nervous because I don’t know about your culture.”

      He held her hands between them. “Are you scared of me?”

      His nearness made goosebumps grow on her body and she lowered her face again. “No, but the news makes Iranian praying like you do somehow threatening though when I see you, it’s not a big deal. And you aren’t expecting me to cover up or anything like that, but nothing I see is good.”

      He led her out the bedroom door, and they could hear from the hall the girls laughing outside in the backyard. The new antibiotic must have made her sister feel better.

      Rose hadn’t had a yard to run in since she’d had to sell her parents’ house.

      Reza said, “I’ve never known anyone on their knees to be threatening.”

      Slight tears formed in her eyes and she wasn’t sure if it was because she had a chance to be happy now and yet she was pushing it away. “But terrorists-”

      “Are bad people,” he finished her sentence, adding, “Murderers are murderers, no matter the creed.”

      Fair and they’d discussed this already. She shouldn’t let her jitters make him repeat things she agreed with. She let out a breath. “And you save people. I get you’re a great guy and I agree with you on this. I’m just scared and looking for excuses.”

      He gently tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “So trust me.”

      She pressed her forehead to his and just breathed. She needed to do exactly that—trust Reza. Patti closed her eyes and absorbed his being so near.

      However someone rang his doorbell and broke the moment. Reza pulled back as she nodded at him and said, “Okay, I’ll try.”

      “Let’s go.” He kissed her cheek.

      No. She stopped him and kissed him hard, on his lips, fast. She needed him close.

      His touch gave her enough strength that she could handle anything and she didn’t need to protect herself from fear of failing.

      He led her toward the door and opened it. A couple with a fruit basket held it up and he leaned forward and squeezed the guy’s hand like they were friends as he said, “Welcome. Hamid. Tina. This is my wife, Patti.”

      The Star of David around Tina’s neck surprised her. She hadn’t expected such a wide range of faiths in a night. Patti shook everyone’s hand after they left their shoes at the door. “Tina. Hamid. Nice to meet you.”

      Before they could close the door another couple came forward with a box of chocolates in tow. This couple also had Reza’s olive skin, which made them seem Italian or Greek, but now she knew they were Iranian. Reza said, “This is Zahra, and her husband, Mohammed.”

      She shook their hands and returned smiles to every smiling face as they slipped off their shoes near the door and said again, “Hello.”

      Reza waved down his driveway and Patti scooted closer, linking their arms for a moment. The next couple brought a bottle of wine. They also took off their shoes at the door while he said, “And this is Freydoun, and April.”

      The man held out his hand to shake and said, “Fred, please.”

      Clearly this group had all been Americanized if they drank wine, including her husband. She kept that to herself and glanced at the rows of shoes near the door, as that was a new custom to remember as she smiled and shook their hands. “Nice to meet you, Fred.”

      She’d thought the get-together would be a few people, but Reza waved at another group. This time it was two women, one older, the other their age and quite beautiful. They slipped off their elegant heels at the door while Reza said, “And this is Leila, and Mariam.”

      This was the woman who’d wanted to marry Reza? Her skin was flawless and glowing. Her hair was shiny and dark. And she dressed beautifully.

      Leila was sophisticated and the opposite of Patti in many ways, but Patti held her hand out to shake and said, “Nice to meet you both.”

      The women leaned in and kissed both sides of her cheeks. She froze, unsure what to do, but then Leila said, “We wanted to meet the woman that stole Reza’s heart.”

      Heart? She hadn’t. Though they definitely had chemistry. “Reza and I are…”

      She stopped and glanced at his strong jaw—what should she say? They weren’t in love and there was no heart-stealing involved.

      Leila blinked long, dark eyelashes and asked, “Are what?”

      Patti needed to regroup. She patted Leila’s arm and said, “Happy to meet you. Please come in.”

      Reza held Patti’s waist and when she turned toward the door, he said, “And you remember Zahra, from the hospital.”

      Zahra! She remembered her, and Zahra carried a huge cake box. Patti didn’t ask, but this time when she reached in and kissed her cheeks, Patti did the same greeting as she said, “Of course, it’s a pleasure seeing you again.”

      The cheek kiss was very friendly.

      The girls showed up dressed in yellow and green sundresses that matched like they were siblings already, but Sara guided Rose to seats like she needed no introduction. Reza had mentioned the nanny was available via a text whenever she was summoned.

      Reza closed the door and they walked to the living room where people had gathered. Reza then told his guests, “Please join us in the back.”

      His backyard was more like an outside living area and the screened lanai had a buffet table near the house wall. All of them streamed from the room and most of the guests hit the bar table to serve themselves, or checked out the buffet of food.

      Patti stopped as Sara ran toward her and tugged her hand. Rose followed but she coughed, heavily. Leila came over to join her, but Patti picked up Sara and said, “You know Sara, and this is Rose.” She closed her other arm around her sister who continued to cough. “Excuse me for a moment, Leila. I want to check on the girls.”

      Without one glance at Reza, she walked the two girls inside the house and felt her sister’s head. She seemed hot.

      She helped Rose out of her yellow dress she’d worn for the party, insisting that she rest in bed and read a book.

      The nanny came as soon as she was called and settled Sara, who stared at them with those big brown eyes of hers that seemed to take everything personally.

      As Patti put Rose in her pajamas, Reza knocked on the door and came inside. “Patti?” He saw Rose’s flushed cheeks and knelt down in front of her sister. “Are you okay, Rose?”

      Rose swayed a little and said, “I think I need to go back to bed.”

      He picked her up and laid her on the mattress. “I’ll be right back.”

      Patti sat on her sister’s bed, concerned that the pneumonia was getting worse. He returned with a black medical bag and she asked, “Reza?”

      He opened the bag, and took out a thermometer and his stethoscope. “I’m checking her temperature now.”

      “Thank you.” He waved the wand over her head and the thermometer showed a fever of over a hundred.

      Patti’s smoothed her sister’s thin sheet as he listened to Rose’s lungs.

      She wrung her hands together, wanting to help somehow, and Sara reached out to hold her. If anything happened to Rose, it was because she hadn’t been fast enough. Her continual ineptitude was like a knife to the heart.

      As Reza finished listening, he nodded at Patti and said, “Get the humidifier.”

      Right. Good. Action. She squeezed Sara’s hand, let her go and asked, “Where is it?”

      He pointed to a closed door painted pale yellow. “In the closet. The nanny will stay with her, but I want her breathing to be easier.”

      If anyone knew what to do, it was Reza. She flung open the door on a mission and read the labels on boxes of unopened toys. Then she found the humidifier and brought it out. As she unpacked it on the dresser, she asked, “The pneumonia?” Should they go back to the hospital?

      She swallowed and read the directions. She’d need water for the machine. She headed into the en suite bathroom with the container to fill. Reza said, “Once the congestion breaks up, she’ll be completely fine. The medicine is working, but she’s had too much activity today, that’s all.”

      Her heart stopped racing. Her sister would be fine. That was all that mattered. She called out, “Adding water now.”

      Patti returned and Reza plugged the machine in, took the water container, and put the humidifier together.

      She ran her hand up and down his spine as Sara asked, “Rose?”

      Reza seemed startled that his niece spoke, but he smiled at her and said, “She’ll be fine Sara. I promise.” He turned the machine on.

      Patti nodded at him like she believed him.

      A hum filled the air from the machine. She stared at Sara, who had climbed into bed with Rose. Patti took a deep breath and said, “That’s good to hear.”

      Reza didn’t seem concerned about his niece catching any illness from Rose. He said, “Rose needs to be off her feet and rest. Sleep helps her heal faster.”

      “What about Sara?”

      Reza spoke like the expert doctor he was, saying, “She’s vaccinated, and Rose has been on medication for more than twenty-four hours so she’s not contagious.”

      Okay. Being married to him was a blessing. She pushed her sister’s hair back as the two girls dozed together. Patti kissed both of their foreheads and said, “I’d like to stay with her.”

      Reza stood and looked down at all of them. He reached for her hand. “We have guests. Please come out for a little bit and then you can return, and relieve the nanny.”

      “Why?” She wanted to stay but knew he was right. She got to her feet. She couldn’t disappear and avoid Leila forever.

      He held her elbow and said, “Because everyone is here to meet you.”

      “Okay.” She walked with him back into the light of the hallway.

      Reza quietly closed the door behind them and she waited for him.

      Once he turned toward her, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.

      He held her close and kissed her back. His lips were like a calming, warm summer day. As he ended it, she relaxed and stayed beside him.

      She shouldn’t let her nerves over tonight get in the way of meeting his friends.

      They walked out to the patio where their guests all stood and clapped like they were at a wedding reception. Reza waved and said, “Sorry we disappeared. Patti’s sister is getting over pneumonia.”

      Patti’s eyes narrowed as she gazed down at the table toward the cake with her and Reza’s names on it, and a small bride and groom cake topper in the corner. “Zahra was super sweet to bring this cake.”

      The nurse stepped toward them. “You’re newlyweds. I thought it would be fun to celebrate.”

      Zahra pushed them both into the crowd who continued to cheer as Patti said, “You didn’t have to. We were keeping it small.”

      Leila handed them champagne flutes as she smiled. “Your wedding should be a dream come true. We want to hear how you caught Reza’s eye.”

      Something about the woman’s perfection struck Patti like she’d been physically assaulted. Too glossy. Too unreal. She accepted the glass, and tried to think precisely what to say as adrenaline rushed through her. She glanced at Reza, unsure how to answer. A deal at the bedside of her sister wasn’t exactly romantic. “Ah. He…” She then swallowed and said, “had a lot in common as our lives changed around the same time so we talked about it.”

      “Yes.” He clinked flutes with her, not correcting the fast story she’d made up.

      People banged on their glasses and Reza kissed her.

      He swallowed a tiny sip. “And then when she came to our hospital with Rose, well, Patti and I decided to make this official.”

      Cool under pressure was a good thing. And he had that in spades.

      She tried to tell herself to breathe calmly, but she wasn’t sure she could.

      Zahra had a bright, infectious demeanor that probably came from working with children. “The ceremony was so simple that I thought we could at least offer a small party for you both today.”

      Reza kept her close and nodded at everyone as he said, “Thank you all.”

      If only this whole thing was real. If they were truly in love then differences in their culture wouldn’t matter.

      She’d learn and jump at the chance to show him that having an American wife was good for him and differences might not be that bad.

      They cut the cake together like they were posing for a real wedding reception.

      At Reza’s request, the housekeeper sliced the cake. Patti helped pass out plates to everyone. As Leila took her cake, she asked, “Patti, do your parents like Reza?”

      Her stomach knotted. She wasn’t sure what they’d say about him, honestly—she hadn’t brought guys home to really get a sense of what they might think. She ignored how her veins buzzed a warning near Leila and said, “My parents died six months ago, which is how I ended up raising my sister, alone, until Reza.”

      “So he was your knight in shining armor,” Leila said and smiled at her.

      Something about Leila was like a girl in school she’d have avoided. Patti nodded. “That he is.”

      Patti returned to his side and refused to budge for the rest of the party.

      They acted like they were together, and she wished silently that they somehow were for real and in love. Then everything would be possible.
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      Reza walked Zahra out, as his friend from the hospital was the last to leave their small party. Patti had stayed by his side the entire time even though he saw her glance at the children’s bedrooms and leave to speak to the nanny once.

      Once he closed the door, Patti’s shoulders drooped and she swayed on her feet. She was a trooper and kind and maybe they were the perfect man and wife. She’d snuck out to talk to the nanny and come back to the party without anyone noticing and told him that the nanny volunteered to stay the night if Patti cared for the children tomorrow.

      Sara was with Rose in her room, though the nanny had brought her a sleeping cot.

      Patti managed everything seamlessly. She more than fulfilled their deal. He honestly couldn’t think of anyone he’d rather marry. As they walked back through the hall, he traced her lower back and said, “The party was great.”

      She sighed and nodded but then she motioned with her thumb that she wanted to go to Rose’s room. “It was. Let’s check on Rose and Sara.”

      “Yes, but then I want to talk to you.” She wouldn’t rest if she didn’t know her sister was healing from the antibiotic and the humidifier.

      He walked beside her and opened the door. The room was dark and moist, but he didn’t turn anything on.

      The nanny had fallen asleep at the foot of the bed in her chair she’d pulled beside Rose.

      He checked Rose, then whispered to not wake anyone, “Rose is getting better.”

      Patti tiptoed behind him and whispered, “This room is warm.”

      True, but he pointed to the bed and said, “But listen, she’s breathing better.”

      She knelt down, kissed her sister’s forehead, seemed to listen closely and then said, “I see.”

      Reza checked Rose’s pulse which was normal and from the small touch, he realized Rose was fever-free.

      Patti relaxed enough to unclench her hands.

      He fixed the blankets around both the girls and straightened. Patti was behind him and he motioned for them to go.

      Once they were back in the hall and he’d shut the door, he briefly considered grabbing Patti and bringing her back to the bedroom.

      However he needed to be sure she wanted the same thing, so instead he headed toward the living room and said, “We need to hire a new part-time second nanny to have one on call—I have two applications for you to check out.”

      She walked beside him but her eyes widened like she’d just woken up from a coma as she pressed her hand to her heart and asked, “Me?”

      Of course. They were going to work together and maybe stay together. If that happened then her opinions mattered, but he only said, “Yes. You’re her stepmother now.”

      He directed her toward the couch and grabbed his laptop. She settled beside him and he opened the screen. Patti shifted closer and relaxed her shoulder on his as she said, “Okay, can I see the two applications?”

      “Sure. Here.” He handed over his laptop with the two PDFs opened side by side.

      She read the applications closely and checked every word on two pages before she said, “Both of these women sound fine.”

      Yes, they were both good though whoever they chose would be first choice and the second would be backup. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to go through the pile again—last time he’d gone through five applications before finding this one who complained her hours were too long. A part-time nanny, and Patti, would be enough for now, until one of the girls needed a tutor in the future. “Agreed. Any preference?”

      She handed him the laptop back and quickly said, “The one that teaches multiple languages sounds lovely.” Patti lowered her lashes and her cheeks had a blush to them when she asked, “Do you think she’d help Rose?”

      Perhaps Patti didn’t see them as long term. Maybe she did. He needed to be clear. “She would be in charge of both girls, so yes. Patti, I want you free to do what you want to do.”

      She glanced at the closed the laptop and asked, “You have that in the application already? Both girls?”

      “Yes.” He put the laptop on the coffee table. He wondered why she hadn’t said anything at all about staying.

      She crossed her legs and smiled at him. “You think of everything.”

      Maybe he needed to rephrase what he’d said. He took her hand and held it in his palm. Her eyes widened but she didn’t move a muscle. He traced her arm and kept his voice low. “Patti, I don’t want to think of us as temporary. I want us to be happy together. Do you want that?”

      She breathed heavy and her lips parted but for a moment she didn’t say a word. He froze, unsure what to do or say.

      Then she licked her lips and he was mesmerized. She patted his knee. “Reza, I don’t ever want to leave you.”

      The motion on his leg wasn’t romantic. He held still, narrowed his gaze and asked, “But?”

      Her face grew redder and she stared at her hand on his knee until she took it off him., “But I’m scared.”

      Scared because of their differences? To him that hadn’t been so bad. She’d been a perfect hostess tonight. But he ignored how his pulse quickened slightly and asked, “Of?”

      She held both of her hands on her heart and seemed like she was in prayer though she stared right at him as she said, “That you’ll want someone more sophisticated and charming.”

      Now he didn’t understand. Patti was sweet and charming, so she was describing herself. He’d give her anything she wanted if she stayed forever. Fast thinking was necessary for a solution. What could he give her that she didn’t have? Her guitar… “I want you to succeed at your music.”

      She blinked and scooted away as she shook her head. “Why? I told you I wasn’t good.”

      Perhaps that wasn’t the best option then. He sat taller and decided to see through his point. “You need to start trusting in yourself.”

      She jumped off the couch like there’d been a fire. She then avoided his gaze and held up a finger. “Here, let me show you. Don’t go anywhere.”

      She dashed down the hall. He wasn’t sure what to do. So he did as she’d said and stayed put.

      Seconds later she was back, plopped into the seat beside him and held up her phone. He glanced at it as she pulled up a video website. His mind raced as he asked, “Show me what?”

      She continued to type in her name on the video site as she said, “Wait… pulling it up so you can see.”

      Then she handed him a video of an older talent show, with three celebrity judges. He hadn’t seen this show in years. And then the blonde singer caught his eye.

      He glanced at Patti again and then at the phone screen. He hadn’t known about this. “How old are you here?”

      “Twenty one.” She grimaced like she was in pain but needed to explain her symptoms to the doctor.

      On the video, her voice squeaked and one of the judges hit his buzzer right away.

      Jerk. He ignored that and saw how she still grimaced the same way as he said, “You look almost the same now as you did then.”

      She massaged her neck like she needed to get out a knot as she shook her head and said, “Thanks, but keep watching.”

      Another judge hit his X and he saw Patti’s young face on the verge of tears.

      The last judge did the same and she stopped her shaky singing. He put the phone down an asked, “What is this?”

      She lowered her head like she relived every awful moment and said, “Every one of them buzzed for me to leave.”

      So she judged herself hard. He reached for her hand. “You were nervous.”

      She refused his hand. Instead she met his gaze like she needed to reason with him as she said, “I was, but I’m obviously not cut out for a career in music. I’m not good.”

      So she’d tried and failed. He’d known many of his doctor friends who’d failed the MCAT the first round and had worked on upping their resumes before resubmitting.

      Either way, what she’d done in the past didn’t match her dream she’d told him. He brushed her shoulder with his and said, “You said you liked writing songs.”

      She curled into him and her lips gently kissed his cheek like she had another plan in mind that had nothing to do with the talent show. “I did.”

      Her touch became hotter as her fingers traveled down his chest. In a few minutes, he’d take her to bed, but she didn’t need to change the conversation. So he took her hand off his button and pressed his forehead on hers. “That doesn’t require being on stage.”

      Patti sucked in her lower lip. She didn’t break their connection though, and finally, she released her imprisoned lip and said, “I don’t have anyone to sell songs to. It’s just a pipe dream.”

      Pipe dreams? Everyone he knew worked hard to be a doctor and follow through on their plans. He shrugged. “Wishes need work. But your life is yours, Patti. I won’t make you do anything. I just want you to be happy here.”

      Her leg crossed his and she scooted closer, letting her desires be known. “If I just stayed home, and didn’t get a job, you’d be okay with that?”

      If she stayed here, he’d never worry about her. However something about that seemed like she’d hide and she couldn’t hide from her own wishes and dreams. “Yeah. You’re helping with Sara and Rose. I’m happy if we work as a team.”

      She played with his top button again and asked, “But what do I do for you, Reza? Why would I be enough?”

      She smelled sweet, like rose petals in a garden. And her nearness meant he could also be who he wanted to be without pretense. “Because you don’t stress me out and aren’t looking to change me.”

      Her eyes widened and she stopped playing with his shirt. “What?”

      This wasn’t the plan. He shouldn’t have opened his mouth with the last sentence. He traced her legs that were now around his and said, “Let’s go with your scenario. If I married Leila, and not you…”

      “Yeah?” She scooted higher on his lap, but didn’t say or do anything else.

      Once he was sure she wanted him to continue, he said, “She’d have expected me to start my own practice, hire younger doctors and quit the hospital.”

      She ran her hand through her hair and lifted her breasts in the same action, catching his attention. “And you want to work at the hospital?”

      Yes. Saving children meant he saved the innocent and sometimes he saw cases that made his heart drop. Rose’s case had been easy. The cancer, abuse, and death of little ones broke his heart though he continued to help the ones he could. This was better than seeing patients in an office. He made a difference, so he hoped she understood. “I like being there. I like helping the truly sick and not stressing about insurance paperwork. And I like helping the residents. If I quit, then I’m more about money and paperwork than healing people.”

      She cupped his face and peered into his eyes. “You’re a great doctor.”

      A huge sigh of relief came out in a deep breath. She understood. There was nothing else to say. He swallowed and nodded. “Good. I need to be better.”

      She patted his cheeks on both sides and smiled at him. Then she lifted one hand like she was swearing in court as she said, “I swear I won’t ever make you quit what you love.”

      A laugh bubbled out his lips fast and unexpected. He hugged her hips and rocked her gently on him, hoping to transition this to the bedroom. “Then you’re the best person to be my wife. And besides…”

      She teased him as she asked, “Besides what?”

      Words escaped him. He wanted to unzip his pants and claim her as his own, right here, right now. All he could say was, “You’re the prettiest woman I know.”

      She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and despite the cute blush on her cheeks, she asked, “Pretty?”

      Maybe she didn’t need to go to their bedroom. He ran his hand up and down her black dress and played with the zipper. She didn’t stop him as he peeled the dress down. “Not because of the outside. You actually care and opened your heart to Sara.”

      “I haven’t done anything.” She shrugged her shoulders out of her dress.

      Patti was beautiful. Her skin glowed and the black bra she wore under that dress covered way too much of her. He needed to get her smaller bras as he pulled her closer for a kiss. Before he lost his senses he said, “You included her, and that little girl needs a mother figure. I need a wife I can trust.”

      She tugged on his pants for him to lower them. “So because I won’t force you to quit, you’re happy to be married to me?”

      Every part of him was hard and wanting. He ached and this wasn’t settling. She was like a secret goddess he’d uncovered. “Because you make my life better, Patti. There is no more I need to know.”

      “Kiss me, Reza.” She closed her eyes.

      Finally, he claimed her lips as his own while he helped her out of that dress.

      Tonight he was insatiable. The only thing he wanted was Patti and he needed to ensure she loved every second and had no regrets.
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      Patti woke up in the soft blue cotton sheets of Reza’s bed. She’d never slept naked before but next to Reza, she’d been warm and sated.

      However, the space next to her was empty. She turned over and saw a note left on the pillow of the half-made bed. Her heart raced for a second that something was wrong.

      She shook that nonsense out of her head and once her eyes could focus, she read the note.

      Had to go to work. I’ll be back by lunch. Reza.

      Perfect. This morning she’d spend time with the girls then—she had agreed to switch with the nanny for today. As if on cue, the older woman texted that she was ready to leave, so Patti hurried, looking forward to getting to know Sara.

      She quickly cleaned up and got dressed, stopping by the kitchen to grab a cup of coffee. She heard them laughing in Rose’s bedroom from the hall.

      Sara was practicing saying “achoo” and making Rose laugh hysterically.

      Patti couldn’t remember the last time her sister seemed this happy since their parents’ death. Being with Reza made everything magical. She knocked on the door and saw the girls on the floor with dolls. The nanny stood and the two women exchanged information before the older woman left. Rose looked up. “Where’s Reza?”

      Patti noticed the gleam in her sister’s blue eyes. She radiated the same caring warmth their mother had, and her blonde hair cascaded around her rosy face, the illness forgotten. Sara put her doll down and just stared at her with huge brown eyes in a pale face, each in matching pink pajamas. Sara stood in front of the toys like she’d been caught. Patti pointed behind her toward the great room that connected all the sections of the home. “Some emergency at work. Let’s get breakfast, girls.”

      Sara blinked and asked, “Daee.”

      Patti knelt down to her level and smiled at the young girl, gently smoothing a strand of Sara’s brown hair behind her ear. “He’s working.”

      “Work?” She repeated the word like a question. Sara clearly didn’t want to say much to her right now, but that was okay.

      Rose gave Patti a side-hug. “Yes, work. Now we get breakfast.”

      Sara looped her hand in Patti’s and instantly Patti wanted to keep this beautiful little one close too. Rose shuffled in front of them in the hallway and ran ahead as she asked, “Can we have pancakes?”

      Sara let go and tried to run after Rose. She still ran on her tiptoes and stumbled a bit but didn’t slow down.

      Patti was last in the kitchen and glanced around at all the shiny metal appliances, including a mixer. She tapped the side of her face and decided to make pancakes if she had everything in the pantry—there were two, so chances were good. “Let’s see if we have the ingredients.”

      In the second pantry, she found the flour.

      Sara tugged on her jeans and said, “Milk.”

      Patti put the flour down and hurried to the refrigerator. She then searched the kitchen for Sara’s cup. Her sippy cup had to be washed and put away, but where? Patti checked a cabinet with an assortment of plastic silverware and dishes, and breathed out. Perfect. She poured milk into a cup and handed her the drink. “Right, here you go, Sara.”

      The milk jug went on the counter with the flour. Sugar, and baking soda were in pantry one. After she brought her ingredients to the mixer on the granite counter, she added salt into a bowl, then sugar, then the flour. Her sister asked, “Patti, are you in love with Reza?”

      Flour flew all over the kitchen from her jerky reaction. Patti wiped the counter and turned on the mixer as she cleaned, avoiding her sister’s gaze. “I… maybe.”

      She’d never felt this way before and couldn’t name her feelings.

      Sara stared at both of them while drinking her milk.

      Rose tilted her head, just like their mother, when she said, “I thought you’d only get married if you were in love.”

      The tone was similar and Patti’s face felt hot. Not wanting to answer her sister’s question, she checked on the mixer and then headed to the oven. She selected one of Reza’s fancy pans and found some spray as she turned the stovetop on.

      Everything seemed brand new though she knew he had a chef and a maid. “Why did you think that?”

      Rose shrugged like her words were obvious. “Because it’s every movie you watch on TV—they fall in love.”

      She finished getting the pan ready and shrugged. “Oh, well…life isn’t like the movies.”

      “Okay,” Rose said, her expression crestfallen.

      Patti poured the batter into the pan and then knelt down, eye to eye with her sister. “What’s that mean?”

      “Nothing.” Rose glanced at Sara.

      The four-year-old sipped her milk like she’d been starved.

      Patti turned back toward her sister and asked, “But?”

      Rose hugged her hard and fast. When she let go, she wiped her eyes like she wanted to cry. “Patti, you’re happy here. You’re always say everything will be all right, but with Reza you’re right.”

      Or Rose was happy. Clearly. This was about her, and it seemed Rose wanted to tell her not to screw everything up. But maybe Patti over-read that entirely. “I am?”

      Rose nodded. “Yeah and I don’t want you to screw this up. I like Reza and Sara.”

      Boom. She’d been right. Rose didn’t see the truth though. Or maybe she knew better than Patti did. Patti only ever failed at her dreams and if she ever really fell for Reza, it wouldn’t last. Patti wasn’t sure if she could handle her life if she tried and failed with Reza. And forever hadn’t been part of the initial deal though they’d agreed to try. Patti trembled. “Good. Once Reza gives us the okay, you’re switching schools.”

      Rose sucked in her breath and puffed out her chest like she’d argue. “But I like my school.”

      “This one is better.” Patti stood to flip the pancakes.

      Rose stayed beside her and said, “I won’t complain if we’re really staying here and you teach me to play the guitar.”

      Wow—that was a fast conversation change. She ignored her sister and finished cooking the pancakes.

      Once she had a stack, she turned everything off, put the dirty pan and bowl in the sink and brought the golden brown pancakes to the table.

      The girls waited with big eyes and she fixed them each their own plate, before making her own.

      As she finished her last bite of the pancakes, Patti finally asked the dreaded question, “Why the guitar, Rose?”

      Rose brought her plate to the sink and then she helped Sara clean up like she was her sister and they were a team. Without looking at her, Rose said, “I saw you brought yours.”

      Patti rinsed the dishes. “I haven’t played since Mom and Dad…”

      Rose tugged her arm. “So get it. Sara and I want to hear.”

      A few children’s songs weren’t hard. And that wasn’t something she could screw up entirely. “Let’s meet in the living room.”

      She rushed to the bedroom and found her guitar. She strummed the strings and realized she needed to tune her old friend.

      She returned to the living room where the two girls played on the couch. She found a bar stool and scooted it over, adjusting her guitar until it sounded right.

      Once she was done, she strummed the chords that now had the correct sound and asked, “Any special requests?”

      “No,” her sister said as she wiggled and gazed up with a brightness in her blue eyes.

      Then she smiled at Sara, winked, and strummed to the alphabet song as she said, “ABCDEFGHIJK…”

      “Stop!” her sister shouted fast, and Sara laughed. “No! A real song Patti.”

      “Okay.” Patti finished the song anyhow. She glanced at the white ceiling with a crystal chandelier that really would be quite beautiful if on. What to sing, what to sing?

      Her sister said, “One of your songs.”

      Patti’s heart froze as she met her sister’s gaze. This wasn’t good. She swallowed back the cold fear that iced her throat. “One of mine?”

      “Yeah.” Rose scooted back against the couch.

      One of hers? The song she’d written for the show years ago rang through her heart. Maybe she could play that and not freeze here. Her sister had heard this before and Sara just smiled like an adorable little girl—no judgement.

      So, she closed her eyes and sang the song she’d written about a boy in high school that never once noticed her.

      The song was about aching to be seen and fitting in.

      She opened her eyes and Rose smiled at her like she’d just won the lottery as she said, “Awesome.”

      But then like a sledgehammer she heard Leila’s voice behind her as she asked, “What was that wretched sound? Did an animal die?”

      Patti’s heart squeezed and she wanted to disappear into the floor and never be found. With false bravado, she turned, clutching her guitar. “Leila.”

      The Persian beauty stood in the doorframe and glanced around the house. “I was looking for Reza. No one answered the door.”

      She lowered the guitar to lean against the bar stool and ignored how her pulse zipped as she said, “He went to work.”

      Leila tilted her head while she stayed in the open doorway. “Was that some new-fangled song you were singing?”

      Right. Next time she ever tried to sing, she’d ensure all the doors were locked and windows closed. Patti walked into the hallway. “It was nothing. Can I help you?”

      Leila pointed toward her car in the driveway. “I just wanted to return a few things. Maybe you can help me carry the box inside?”

      Return things? Leila had items that belonged to Reza? Her mind raced why if their relationship wasn’t romantic, but she turned toward her sister and Sara and said, “Sure. Girls, stay here.”

      Neither woman said a word to the other as she headed toward the open trunk. Leila pointed to a large box and Patti reached in to get it, though it was heavier than she thought. As she scooted it out, she asked, “So, what’s all this?”

      Leila pointed inside. “His sofreh, a fragile teapot, and a few pieces of art.”

      So don’t drop anything or bang against the walls or door. Great. She tried to pick up the box as she asked, “These are his?”

      Leila reached for the side to help. “Yes, and it’s quite heavy.”

      “Ladies, don’t strain yourselves,” Reza called out behind them.

      Oh good. Patti pushed the box back in and ensured it wouldn’t fall out as Leila said, “Just in time.”

      Reza picked up the box like it weighed nothing. Once the box was gone, Leila closed her trunk. “Well, Patti, it was nice seeing you both again. I’m off to show a property nearby.”

      Reza waited beside her and waved with one hand. “Have a good day.”

      Patti waved as well.

      Leila drove off.

      The two of them walked together toward the house. She held the front door for Reza and asked, “Reza, why does she have a tablecloth and a teapot of yours?”

      He pushed the box into the entryway and shrugged. “I lent them to her.”

      “They were a loan?” That didn’t sound suspicious.

      “Yes.” He reached into the box for his teapot. “There’s a tent where they show off Iranian culture at the Asian festival.”

      Ah. Right. She shouldn’t have worried about this. She relaxed her shoulders. “I was slightly jealous and thinking you and Leila were closer than I thought.”

      He kissed the back of her hand. “I told you…”

      She didn’t deserve him. He was way too good for her. But she smiled and squeezed his hand as she said, “I believe you. I just wanted to be sure.”

      Rose and Sara trekked out of the nursery they must have run off to. Rose ran over and reached for him as she said, “Reza, you’re back.”

      He knelt down and hugged both of the girls. Sara’s brown eyes shimmered with tears when she held Reza as if relieved that he’d returned. “I am. Are we ready to pack up and hit the road?”

      Rose met her gaze like she didn’t want to ask but then said, “The road?”

      “Or the plane, to be precise.” He stood up again. “I have our tickets to Orlando.”

      Rose let out a deep sigh like she’d held her breath.

      Patti didn’t understand her sister’s reaction, but she brushed against Reza’s arm as she said, “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He turned toward her, still holding the pot, and kissed her cheek. “I wanted to. You and these girls are important. I’ll ensure Rose is well and that we don’t over-do it.”

      He walked toward the kitchen with the teapot.

      Rose stared at her, again, like their mother. Patti picked up her guitar so she could put it back in the room she was sharing with Reza. He met her in the central great area and she asked, “You’re sure we can fly?”

      He walked with them toward the girls’ bedrooms as he said, “Absolutely. I’m even willing to wear a t-shirt you pick out.”

      Again Patti caught her sister’s gaze. Something was up, but she didn’t ask because she couldn’t answer a question about love again. Instead she nodded at all of them and said, “In that case, let’s get going.”

      Reza smiled and said, “Girls, you better go pack and I’ll text the nanny we’re off.”

      Her stomach was in a knot and she hoped her sister didn’t breathe a word about their conversation. She clutched her guitar handle and wished she knew what was happening with Rose. Once the girls closed the nursery door to ensure their favorite toy is packed, Reza held her hand and guided her across the house, toward their bedroom as he said, “Patti, do you need anything before we go?”

      “I’m good.” She followed and once they were inside, she put the guitar back in the closet. He didn’t question her about it so she didn’t explain. She glanced at him as he held something behind his back. “What’s going on?”

      “One more thing.” He took out the jewelry store plastic bag. She’d only ever seen the store’s commercials and never ventured inside.

      She accepted the bag that he dangled in front of her and peeked inside to see a box excited but shouldn’t be as she wondered what other amazing thing he had in store for her. “Okay.”

      He unbuttoned his shirt and threw his old one into a laundry bin. She stared at his muscles and instantly had that weak-in-the knees sensation as he said, “I want you to have this.”

      She fished the box out of the bag and gently put the bag down on the floor. “More jewelry?”

      He nodded, found a polo shirt in his closet and said, “This is a gift from me to you.”

      Her heart ran a marathon again but she opened the box, stunned by beautiful gold and diamond stud earrings. “Reza, these are lovely.”

      He kissed her cheek. “I figure you can wear small diamonds every day.”

      A definite upgrade from her mall-bought cheap jewels she generally wore when going out. She held the earrings to her ear. “They’re perfect.”

      He waited for her and she obliged him when she put them in her earlobes.

      Then he placed her hands on his chest. “I want you to be happy.”

      If this could last, she’d be happy forever—but she didn’t say that. She couldn’t. She glanced at his lips and more tingling grew fast as she said, “I’m happy with you.”

      He leaned closer and pressed his forehead on hers. “Good. So one more thing.”

      Adrenaline, or desire, rushed through her. “What?”

      “This.” He claimed her lips in a kiss. Her arms wrapped around his strong shoulders and neck, no wanting to let go.

      As the kiss ended, he pulled off the polo he’d just put on. “Lock the door.”

      Absolutely. She followed directions and peeled off her own clothes. Reza was sweet, kind, perfect and for right now, hers.
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      Patti’s body still hummed. Reza’s arms made her feel safe and warm and being with him was the best thing that ever happened to her. Reza had gone to pack the bags in the car while she finished getting ready.

      Little things took time, but finally she zipped the small bag closed. She realized that good things didn’t last, at least not for her, not since she came home after humiliating herself on TV and never using her pointless degree. The most she ever did was write down little ditties in her notebook that no one ever saw.

      The thought hit her like a ton of bricks, but she shook it off as she checked her new blouse in the mirror.

      The blue was more like a teal and made her skin seem to glow and it showed off her figure. Kind of nice to be at the airport dressed up instead of in her work jeans and ratty t-shirts she’d shuffled heavy baggage around in.

      As she headed into the hallway, Rose stormed in and pushed her back inside, closing the door.

      Patti humored her and asked, “Are you okay?”

      Her sister’s blue hues stared at her and Patti’s skin like Rose was their mother reborn in a six-year-old body. Patti put her bag down. Rose asked, “Patti, can we talk?”

      Her sister had been depressed before being sick, though being here she’d seemed different. Patti pointed toward the bed she’d made earlier and her sister climbed on to sit. Patti sat beside her. “What’s going on?”

      Her sister channeled their mother as she said, “I saw how you acted when Leila was here.”

      Patti’s entire body froze. She covered her lips as she looked to make sure the door was closed and then glanced at her sister who clearly knew her well. “How was that?”

      Her sister took her hand down from her face like their mom had done to her countless times and said, “You’re jealous. Are you seriously in love with Reza?”

      For a six-year-old Rose sometimes seemed like she was the wise older sister instead of a little girl. A thrill raced down her spine as she shook her head, like she needed to defend her actions again. “Let’s not talk about this, Rose.”

      Maybe she’d had to grow up since their mother had died. She and Rose had been so into the daily routine of survival that Patti might have mistaken sadness for worry. Rose asked, “So the answer is yes and you don’t want to tell me because I’m six?”

      Patti needed to be smart and protect her sister in case life here was temporary. Forever was too much to promise. At the same time, the last thing they needed was for her to be sad and moping at a theme park. She stalled and said, “When you’re older you’ll understand.”

      Rose let out an adult sigh like she had all the weight of the world on her shoulders. “I have to look out for you too, sis. You can talk to me. I’m all you have left.”

      Wow. Patti’s skin jolted like she’d just been electrocuted. Patti nudged her sister playfully hoping she’d handle this delicately as she asked, “Can I take a raincheck on this conversation until I’m ready?”

      “Grown-ups are so confusing sometimes. Being in love is easy to see and feel, not hard.” Her sister patted her leg like their mom would have and said, “Patti, you lucked out when you married Reza.”

      Patti blinked and asked, “I what?”

      “You lucked out. I see you every day and you’re happy. But for some reason you’re holding back too and acting like you’re scared of your own shadow.”

      At the airport she’d had nothing to lose as no one cared about her, but with Reza, the risk was real. This was too much. Patti was the adult here. She traced her sister’s arm. “I’m not… how do you sound like Mom?”

      Rose shrugged. “She was my mom too.”

      “I miss her.” How to end this conversation in a positive way?

      Rose nodded. “Me too.”

      Good. Patti hoped to transition their talk away from her relationship. “So, are you excited to go to Orlando? We’ll ride the merry-go-round together.”

      Her sister didn’t blink at all with those wide eyes. “I love fun, but you need to open up. For the past six months you’ve avoided anything that makes you uncomfortable and prefer to hide at home, not going out—and I think you were like that before I came to live with you, too. And with Reza, you’re still acting like a scared chicken instead of trusting your heart.”

      Out of the mouths of babes she’d heard said a million times… she now had a whole new level of respect for the saying. She rubbed the back of her head. “What do you mean?”

      Her sister then stared at her with those knowing blue eyes of hers as she said, “Reza’s a good guy, but you can’t hold back and just wait. He likes you but you’re still acting like Mom and Dad didn’t die. Mom worried that you were “shell-shocked from disappointment” and she expected a meltdown…so now it’s on me to help you, Patti. And while Sara is cool and sweet, I don’t want to get closer to her if we’re going to cut and run.”

      Rose had used her mom’s words there and even had her tone. She’d been twenty one when she’d been publicly humiliated. Her mother had pushed her to be on that show. Nothing could be worse than that moment where everyone had booed her.

      Patti stood, swallowing a hard lump in her throat. “Don’t be silly.”

      Rose jumped down after her. “Are you bringing your guitar?”

      “No.” Patti picked up her carry-on bag.

      Her sister shook her head. “Then you’re scared of being yourself.”

      “Stop saying that,” Patti answered fast and reached for the handle as she needed to stop hearing the echo of her mother’s words.

      Her sister shouted, “Then pack the guitar!”

      Patti’s adrenaline pumped through her body and she stormed out the door and into the hallway. “No!”

      Rose stomped her socked feet on the bare floor behind her as she said, “Then I’ll miss Sara when we leave.”

      They reached the living room, where Reza and Sara sat on the blue couch. Reza stood up, holding his niece. “What are you talking about?”

      Rose crossed her arms and glanced at Sara. “Patti, you’re scared of being humiliated, and you love Reza. You’re going to let that Leila woman’s stupid opinion ruin everything. I know you.”

      Patti’s entire face was hot. Had her sister really just blurted that? “Rose, you’re the child. I’m the adult in this relationship.”

      Reza carried Sara on his right hip and looked at the two of them with concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “Fine. We’re coming.” Patti gave him her small bag that he reached for.

      Rose widened her stance like she’d argue more as she said, “My sister should bring her guitar on the plane.”

      Reza pointed toward the bedroom. “Not a problem. I’ll go and grab it.”

      Patti caught his wrist and held him there near the front door. “No. We don’t have to.”

      Rose continued like she was on a mission and nothing would stop her. “Then let her play something for you before we leave.”

      Stubborn. Her mother had always said Rose was stubborn. Until now, Patti hadn’t really understood. She tugged his arm gently toward the door. “We don’t have time.”

      “I’d love to hear you play.” He glanced at Rose.

      If she didn’t speak fast, her sister would command this moment too. Patti reached for the front door as she said, “No, let’s just go.”

      Rose pouted. “Play. Reza wants to hear you.”

      “No.” Patti handed her sister her shoes to put on. “Don’t push this, Rose.”

      Reza watched the two of them argue with interest, not judging their behavior that she could tell. He bounced Sara in his arm and said, “Whatever you both want. Sara and I are ready to go in the car, or the living room to listen.”

      “Let’s go to the car,” Patti insisted and handed him his shoes as well.

      Rose dashed down the hall for Patti’s guitar before returning and putting on her shoes. She mumbled to Patti, “You’re impossible.”

      The impossible one was her sister who’d obviously listened to their mother too much as she dragged the guitar behind her.

      Patti shook her head but took it from her sister and tossed it in the car with the luggage.

      The drive to the airport was a blur of mostly Reza talking to the girls, or the girls talking to each other. What had gotten into Rose?

      She entered the busy airport and checked into first class with Reza and the girls. Her coworkers didn’t show any sign of recognition.

      The entire flight was surreal and strange but she wasn’t too fazed until the driver dropped them off at an onsite hotel that she’d never experienced beyond the character breakfast.

      Reza held the door for the three of them as they scooted out. He said, “We’re here.”

      Her sister and Sara walked in front of them as they breezed into a hotel designed like a Victorian mansion. Reza asked, “What happened with you and Rose? She seemed mad at you.”

      Mad. Hmm. Maybe expressing her emotions was good. It was better than just pouting through the day and being miserable. “We’ll talk in the room.”

      “Okay, but tell me.” He directed them to the front desk, checking them in.

      Sara and Rose laughed, but Rose kept giving her a side-eye like she had more to argue about.

      Reza guided them through the hotel and up the stairs.

      The family three-bedroom suite was spacious, bright, and had a balcony that oversaw the wedding pavilion and the water as well as the park.

      It was a dream room she’d never stepped foot in, but that didn’t matter. She was here, with Reza, Rose and Sara.

      Reza put the bags down and announced, “Okay, we’re here.” He gave her a pointed look to let her know he wanted to hear what was going on.

      Rose and Sara stuck their noses in a guidebook as she said to Reza, “Rose… let’s go outside on the balcony so they don’t hear us.”

      “One minute.” He motioned toward the bar. “Thirsty?. You look like you could use a glass of wine—we’re on vacation.”

      Her heart stopped at his thoughtfulness. Maybe her sister was right. She was avoiding her feelings. She and Reza had major, major differences that she could overlook in a two-year temporary situation, but forever? How she felt for him changed everything. She lowered her crossed her arms to accept the glass of wine he offered. “I thought Muslims were so different than you are…and that women were treated worse. You’ve opened my eyes.”

      He shrugged and put the bottle away, taking a small glass for himself. “Let’s be honest—I’ve never met a woman who was okay with being treated like a doormat and I don’t know if I’d want to.”

      “So that’s just a myth the news puts out?” Her brow lifted and she sipped from her glass. She’d seen his prayer room or whatever that empty space was with a rug off the kitchen of his house that she quietly approved of as praying was a good habit.

      He gestured toward the balcony, the white wine luminous in his glass. Reza opened the door. “What’s with the news questions today?”

      She marched outside ready to face down her fears. Rose was right that she was hiding. She didn’t want to be a bad influence on anyone. She swallowed and met Reza’s gaze. He was such a good guy and deserved to be happy too. “I don’t know if you and I are a good idea, Reza.”

      His gaze sharpened as he closed the glass door behind him. “What changed?”

      He wanted her to be someone she wasn’t. Sure, he said she could just stay home, and not do anything, or follow her dreams with the piano and her guitar, but that wasn’t true. Reza wanted someone strong to be a partner and she wasn’t strong. She was the weakest person out there. They’d married on a bargain to help each other. They shouldn’t have changed the deal. The most important thing right now was to be strong for her sister. And for someone so small, Rose was wrong. She and Reza didn’t love each other. Even if Patti wished she was right, and her feelings weren’t real. Patti took off the gold ring and said, “I… I’m not the right girl for you. I’m going to rent a car and take Rose home.”

      “Because of the news?”

      “Because you’re seriously a great guy and practically perfect. I don’t know how to handle perfect. I should just go.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I can’t explain.” She put her wineglass down on the bistro table by the railing. “I have to go.”

      Her mind hummed loudly, but she couldn’t understand anything other than the pulsating in her veins and skin.

      Reza gave her a quizzical glance. “To that apartment with no windows.”

      “I have a few windows,” she argued defensively.

      It was time to stop pretending. She backed up. It was time to go inside and get Rose.

      He turned and faced her. “You want this to end now?”

      He didn’t need to sound incredulous. This wasn’t wrong. They didn’t love each other and this was supposed to be temporary. The past two days of happiness were a fluke, and the last thing she needed was to somehow hope for the impossible. She reached for the handle behind her. “We hardly know each other. I’ll find another job and once your paperwork for Sara goes through in two years, there is no need for us to be married.”

      He moved forward, closing the space between them as he said, “I didn’t bring you here for paperwork.”

      Her lips tingled and her body ached. Desire wasn’t enough and she knew better than to let that influence her. She gripped the handle like it was a life vest in the ocean. “Reza, can you look me in the eye and honestly tell me that you love being with me and that things will work out?”

      He backed up just an inch but it felt like a crater opened between them. “You know I can’t.”

      Being right hurt. She ignored the butterflies in her stomach and turned to go inside. “That’s what I thought.”

      He stepped back just a fraction but his footstep echoed as she opened the door and he said, “What’s this really about? You singing before we left?”

      Both girls stared at them. She smiled but it wobbled. This conversation needed to be between just them, so she returned to the balcony. Once she closed the door again, she said, “No. This is about us. We married to protect my sister and your niece, but my sister was right about one thing.”

      He widened his stance when he glanced down his regal nose. “What was that?”

      Maybe this didn’t matter in his culture but it mattered here. She’d been raised knowing that a woman was to marry for love, not a business deal.

      She swallowed and her hands wrapped around her waist. “That we’re supposed to marry because we love the person and want to be with that one person for the rest of our lives. I don’t want Rose to settle into a lie because it’s convenient.”

      Neither of them said a word. Her heart thumped in her ears. This was over now.

      She lowered her head but then Reza, still in disbelief, asked, “So you’re leaving when we just arrived?”

      There were buses that weren’t that expensive. She’d find one, get a new job and start over. She ignored how her eyes felt glassy as she said, “Yes. I’m sorry. We should go and you should definitely stay and bond with your niece. She needs to depend on you for the rest of her life.”

      Reza’s lips thinned. She’d clearly hurt him, but when he didn’t say anything else, she knew it was over. She went inside, picked up her bag, her guitar she never should have brought here, and her sister’s bag. She hugged Sara goodbye, which almost broke her heart, then led Rose out of the hotel suite.

      Her sister didn’t argue at all. They went into the hallway in total silence. But she’d made the right choice. She and Reza were too different to ever, ever fall in love or live happily-ever-after. She needed to remember this was just a temporary business arrangement that she’d ended early. She held her head high as they made their way to the lobby.
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      Reza stayed out on the balcony overlooking the water and the pavilion. For some place that advertised itself as magical, he’d never felt so alone in his life.

      Even at his sister’s funeral, he’d been holding Sara tight—drawing strength from his promise to do right by her.

      He turned toward the hotel room and saw Sara sitting with her tablet. It was time to go in now.

      The image of Patti in his bed, from earlier today, surfaced in his mind fast.

      She’d kissed him like they belonged together, and he’d been under her spell entirely.

      But she was probably right. They were different. They had almost nothing in common. He believed in science and she didn’t even have faith in her own abilities to try again and again until you succeed. He’d watched the talent show video, and once she’d started singing, her voice had been amazing after that first crack of nerves. He’d heard her sing in the car. Admittedly, he had no idea how it felt to fail so publicly.

      Lack of confidence wasn’t a trait he’d been trained to fix. It wasn’t anything physical, but her kiss left him wishing that they’d found a way to get over their major differences.

      He closed the balcony door to keep the air conditioning inside and walked over to his niece. He sat beside her as she played some game with a cooking panda. She stopped stirring the virtual water and asked, “Where did Rose and Patti go?”

      His heart constricted in his chest. He couldn’t explain this to a four-year-old. He wasn’t sure how he’d even start. He cleared his throat. “Home.”

      She batted her long eyelashes at him that only accented her big, all-seeing brown eyes. “Why? We’re here now.”

      True. He needed to find the words, but the image of Patti as she tried her first black tea popped into his head. She’d been open and willing to try then and he had no idea what had happened to change anything. Hopefully these memories would fade soon but he changed the topic with Sara and said, “You’re speaking better.”

      She gave him a smile that melted his heart. “Rose is fun.”

      “Patti was fun too.” He stood, taking her pink tablet with him to the charger.

      Sara didn’t cry like she had last week at the same action, but instead she asked, “Why didn’t we go too?”

      Go? Patti didn’t want to be with him. There wasn’t much he could do to force her. He shrugged. “Because Patti wants to go back to her life before she met us.”

      Sara asked the question that made goosebumps grow on his arms. “How come?”

      He knelt down in front of her and hoped he could get out of this line of questions fast as he met her wide-eyed stare. “I don’t know but let’s try to enjoy the park.”

      She backed up and lifted her chin. “I want Rose.”

      He inched closer to her as he nodded. “I know you do sweetheart, but I can’t make them stay.”

      Her voice was high-pitched when she said, “But I want…”

      “Me too,” he said and stared at her feet, hoping she’d stop.

      The vibration from the silent ringer made his phone rattle on the nightstand. He straightened and looked at Sara one more time when he said, “My phone is ringing so let me see who it is. I’ll be ready in a few minutes to take you to whatever park you choose.”

      Sara didn’t move. She acted like she’d been hurt physically, though no one had touched her. He walked over to his phone, but his gaze never left Sara as he answered, “Hello?”

      Music buzzed in his ear, but then it turned down and he heard wind rattling. A moment later, he heard Leila when she said, “Reza, I forgot to add the esphand holder in the box.”

      That was a small trinket that didn’t matter. He’d lend whatever he could for the booth the cultural society ran—but he had no clue how to make Sara stop gazing at him like he’d ruined her life. “It’s okay, Leila.”

      He heard the beep of her blinker in her car as she said, “I’ll bring it to your house later today.”

      “No.” He hoped she wasn’t anywhere near his house. He then took a breath and said, “Don’t. I brought Sara to Orlando for the weekend.”

      The wind picked up again so Leila must have her windows down, but she asked, “Sara—what about Patti? Where is she?”

      Patti. Last night he’d introduced her to his friends because he’d hoped they were more than temporary. Clearly he’d been foolish to do that. He’d learn his lesson. Most especially because Sara still looked like she’d been struck and held him responsible. He tugged his ear and avoided her gaze. “She… we had a bit of a fight earlier.”

      Patti had clearly been jealous of Leila this morning when he’d come home from work. He hadn’t been used to answering questions and he replayed that conversation, hoping he’d missed something that would help fix the situation. Leila said, “Oh, that’s too bad. I wanted to invite her to a women’s event next week. Let her see some of our culture for herself.”

      The image of Patti learning Persian dancing floated in his mind, but then he shook it off and gazed at his niece, who had found her tablet again. He needed to stop her addiction to electronics. “I don’t think she’s interested right now.”

      “Oh,” Leila said. “Also, I wanted to apologize to her in person.”

      He walked closer to his niece, but then froze. Maybe he’d missed what had driven Patti away. “Apologize? For what?”

      Sara’s song from the video played louder, but he heard Leila’s every word clearly when she said, “I heard her playing her guitar and I was so focused on making my next sale, I insulted her music.”

      Insulted? Patti had been antsy about playing so he’d stopped pushing her. He’d wanted her to stay with him, music or no. He crossed his arms like he was diagnosing one of his patients’ cases in the hallways of the hospital and he needed more information from the nurse. “How?”

      Leila’s voice lost its smooth tone as she said, “I asked her if some animal had died in the house. I thought she was playing for a funeral, it was so sad. On my way home from my sale, it hit me how rude I’d been.”

      So something about music had happened. He tucked in his polo shirt. “I’ll let her know, Leila.”

      “Okay, no problem. Have a good rest of the afternoon.”

      He put his phone on charge as he didn’t need it right now.

      Part of him wanted to chase after Patti. She shouldn’t have taken what Leila said to heart. He honestly didn’t mind that she didn’t want to play again, though his collar felt tight.

      Patti had every reason to be happy, if she let herself, and he’d never harm her. A huge part of his soul wanted her back, and that shocked him.

      He walked over to Sara, took her tablet from her, and put it back on charge as she followed after him. “Who was that?”

      “Leila.” He knelt down.

      Sara had grown so much in the last month. She nudged his knee and asked, “Can we go and get Rose and Patti now?”

      Wow. They were both on the same page, but he needed to show his niece that they were a family and no one else mattered. He clasped her hands and said, “They left. We can’t make them stay, but we can get you dinner at the castle.”

      She patted her stomach. “Dinner? Food is good.”

      Good. He stood and offered his hand. “Then let’s get going.”

      She backed away from him and a tear went down her cheek. “What if Rose and Patti come back here?”

      Hmm. Nothing in medical school had taught him how to deal with toddler tears that weren’t physically related to pain. But this didn’t seem medical. He decided to indulge her when he shrugged and said, “Tell you what—we’ll leave a note and their tickets.”

      She walked with him toward the desk when he pulled out a paper and a pen, like this was his prescription pad. “Good.”

      This wasn’t too bad. He positioned his pen, but then stopped and glanced down at his niece. “I don’t want you getting your hopes up, Sara. They’re not coming back for us.”

      She climbed on the bed, then she climbed onto the desk and dangled her legs off the side. “Duh, ducks always find their family.”

      He put the pen down without writing anything as he’d watched her climb--fearless. “What?”

      She swung her legs back and forth, banging into the desk. “Ducks find their family and Rose, Patti and you are now my new family.”

      Family. The temporary marriage to Patti had seemed real to both of them. Now he needed to explain and hoped Sara understood. He scooted the chair over and looked directly at her. “Sara, I’ll never hurt you, or leave you.”

      She reached out and cupped his face like she was comforting him. “I know. We both miss Mama.”

      One day Sara was going to be a terrific, caring doctor. He smiled at her gentle touch. “More than anything.”

      She let his face go and pointed toward the pen and paper again. “Write down how much you love Patti.”

      He laughed in surprise. That wasn’t how this worked. Writing down wishes didn’t make them come true. “I can’t.”

      She leaned over and picked up the pen. “Yes, you can.”

      “You do it.” He hoped she’d draw something and then they’d go.

      She released a long sigh and shoved the pen in his hand. “I don’t know how.”

      Love was a word that hit him like he’d run into a brick wall, face-first, and he’d be left broken from the impact. He tried to shake off the feeling when he motioned with this thumb toward the door. “Well, then, let’s just go.” She wiggled the paper next to her and said, “Write it.”

      This was one of the moments Sara was going to be stubborn. He fixed the paper so he could write straight and nodded at her like this was a business. “Fine. Tell me what to write.”

      She glanced up at the ceiling and batted her pretty brown eyes. “Dear Patti…”

      Good. If he just wrote what she said, he had no thinking involved. He jotted down her words and said, “This sounds formal.”

      She licked her lips. “Telling someone you love them is good.”

      That echoed in his heart. Love? He froze, unsure how to respond when another memory hit him. At the hospital, Patti’s sister had been so sick but she’d still managed to ask about him, acting like they were friends and that she cared about him.

      No one had ever made him feel so welcomed. He shook off the memory and smiled at Sara. “Oh, well what’s next?”

      She pressed her lips together like she was in deep thought and then finally nodded at him like she commanded the doctors’ meeting when she said, “Say, I think you’re pretty. Women like to be pretty.”

      He winked and wrote down what she said. No one was going to see the letter anyhow but he finished and repeated, “I think you’re pretty. What’s next?”

      She grinned, like she was happy to answer this one. “Please come to dinner at the castle with us.”

      He wrote that and then put the pen down. “Okay, are we done?”

      “No!” Sara shouted and waved both of her hands together.

      He picked up the pen again and nodded like he was ready for more orders. “Okay, okay.”

      “I love you.” She lifted her chin.

      What a sweetheart. Sara was perfect and he’d keep her safe so he patted her knee and said, “I love you too, Sara, but what about on the note?”

      “No.” She pointed toward the paper and said, “Write I love you to Patti.”

      “I can’t.” He pushed his chair back as goosebumps grew on his arms.

      Love wasn’t something he’d thought of as a reality.

      He hadn’t known Patti long enough. But another part of his heart whispered he was wrong.

      Sara drowned out all thinking when she screamed, “Noooo!”

      This letter didn’t mean anything, and something in his soul guided him it was okay. He picked up the pen and quickly said, “Okay, I’m writing it. Wipe your eyes.”

      Reza looked at the words “I love you” he’d written on the paper, and then added the comma, with her name, Patti.

      And something inside his gut approved.

      Maybe length of time didn’t matter. The words were probably the most honest words he’d ever stared at on a piece of paper.

      But he couldn’t think about that anymore. He stood, picked up his little niece who was clearly too smart for her age, and put her on the ground. “Let’s go.”

      They put their shoes on and he tied her sneakers and helped her stand. “Sara, I meant what I said to you. Other people might come and go, but I’m not going anywhere. It’s you and me, forever.”

      She took his hand and they walked out the door. Tonight he’d take her to see princesses, eat American junk food and have a wonderful time. Tomorrow he’d figure out what he’d say to Patti to get her to come back.

      Life at his house made more sense with her in it. She’d made his house a home, just from being there. Yes, they had differences, but maybe love mattered more than the rest. He’d ask her if she was willing to find out, with him.
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      Patti’s entire body was frozen. Every part of her stomach was twisted up as they rode in the car she’d ordered to take them to the bus stop.

      The moon grew in the sky and she trudged them into the small station where families were huddled on metal benches that probably hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. Patti glanced at her sister.

      Perhaps this wasn’t the best place for her. Rose was still recovering from being sick. But as they shuffled toward the ticket counter, Patti wished her heart and body were stronger because every step she took was like she ran away from her happily-ever-after. Reza was perfect but failure always happened.

      It was better not to dream.

      Okay, that wasn’t right. She would never tell her sister that, ever. Patti glared at the guitar full of stickers and stupid dreams of youth as her sister wheeled her own bag beside her. It was time to toss the guitar entirely, and she scanned the area looking for the nearest trash can. She slid the strap down her shoulder, but her sister caught her arm. Rose coughed, shaking her head. “Patti, don’t throw away your guitar.”

      Patti squatted down so she was eye-level with Rose, not caring that her bag hit the ground that probably hadn’t been swept in a while, never mind mopped. She met her sister’s blue eyes. “Rose, stop. First you insist the guitar and my playing it matters when it doesn’t. This needs to come to an end.”

      Tears formed in Rose’s eyes. Strangers glanced at them as Rose practically shouted, “All I wanted was for us to be a real family.”

      Okay. Not here. Patti picked up her guitar, her bag, and took her sister’s hand. They didn’t need an audience. She rushed her outside to the front door. The station was across the street from an apartment building. At least on the sidewalk there were less prying eyes as they talked. Patti kneeled down. Family. Of course she wanted one. “That’s why you’re crying?”

      Rose wiped her eyes though more tears rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t want to get on the bus.”

      Her sister’s tears reflected her own heart’s desire. Patti rubbed Rose’s arms and tried to help her understand. “We can’t pretend with Reza and Sara. We’re too different.”

      Her sister’s tears didn’t stop her sharp tone. “Why, because Reza goes out in the world and gets what he wants? You’re afraid to try.”

      Now that was a knock-down verbal punch. Ouch. She sighed. “Hey, that’s not true.”

      “This sucks, Patti.” Rose wiped her face. “I don’t want to go. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

      Was she afraid? Of what? Dreaming was important, dreaming helped guide and grow so she might become the best version of herself, not like now where she lived in fear which was like living in the dark when the sun was behind her,

      A bus pulled into the station behind them. Rose directed her toward the benches. Patti stood but her heart raced. If they took the bus, for real, then she might never see Reza again. His warm brown eyes had made her feel as if their differences didn’t matter.

      And they didn’t, not really. Who cared if they were a little different? He’d treated her like a queen and she’d been an idiot who’d not only hurt herself if it all went to pieces, she’d also hurt Rose. She jerked her sister’s hand to a stop once they took a few steps toward the station. She then gripped tighter and said, “Wait.”

      Her sister froze in place. “Are we not getting on the bus?”

      If she left, she’d never get a chance to tell Reza that she only wanted him. Leaving was the stupidest thing she’d done. She pointed toward the door and asked, “You want to go back to Reza and Sara?”

      Rose nodded. “I want you to be happy, sis.”

      A laugh escaped her lips. Good. So they agreed, but she needed to be sure when she said, “So you don’t want to go?”

      Her sister held absolutely still and as immoveable as a brick wall. “I want to know if you love Reza.”

      She inclined her head. “Leaving was a mistake,” Patti said fast. Her heart thumped that her sister clearly knew her better than she knew herself.

      Her sister took one step toward the door and said, “Yeah, that’s true. You make a lot of mistakes.”

      Wow. Patti dropped everything in a thump by her feet. Her sister channeled her mother’s voice entirely. And then picked everything up and they walked outside into the night, palm trees swaying, as another bus headed into the station. “You’re my sister and only six. You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      Her sister bounced beside her as she said, “It’s why I want you to admit that you love Reza. Mom said you’d be amazing if only you try again and now she’s gone. And you’re leaving the guy who just might make you happy and for what? Why are we here?”

      The conversation she’d have with Reza needed to be private. The zip in her step might be in tune for once. She’d been so blind to herself. Reza at the breakfast table, ensuring she ate while he gazed at her with those warm brown eyes of his, or how he carried the box without being asked. He was a good man. Now it seemed so obvious. Reza was the best man in the world and she loved him. Their differences would only make them stronger. “And if I do?”

      “Then we’ll go back, fast,” her sister said, and picked up her pace.

      She took out her phone and put down her guitar to find a signal so they could get a ride back to the hotel. Her sister jumped up and down beside her. “Hurry, then.”

      She walked around as she couldn’t get a cell phone signal, then held up her phone to search for one. Her sister trailed behind her and said, “Wait.”

      They needed to get back to Reza. Her sister coughed hard and Patti knelt down and asked, “What?”

      Her sister continued to cough harder than she’d heard her before. “Don’t forget the guitar.”

      Her sister’s eyes were tearing again, probably from the coughing rather than emotion. This was another screw up if they didn’t get back fast so Patti picked up her guitar and tossed the strap around her back. “Okay.”

      “Let’s get going.” Her sister walked beside her.

      Finally she found a signal. She stopped, opened her app and then grunted as she tried to order the car. Too long!

      “What’s going on now?” her sister asked as Patti typed in her information.

      She checked with the other company, but it also gave her horrible times. Both apps were slow from the poor signal. She had to choose, so she pressed the order button for the one that would be fastest by two minutes. “The ride will be a half an hour.”

      Her sister coughed again despite how warm it was outside. “Can we walk back to the hotel?”

      They were on the same page, but Patti shrugged and said, “The ride from the hotel to here was more than five minutes, and I don’t know the way.”

      Rose tapped her cheek like she was solving a math problem. “You can call Reza. He’ll pick us up or send a car.”

      Fair, if he accepted her apology and didn’t mind that she loved him. Hopefully he loved her back, but she didn’t want to weigh more on this conversation than necessary. Her sister’s face lacked color. Something was up. She glanced up at the moon that was growing in the night sky and said, “I’ll call him.”

      “Good.” Rose leaned against the outside cement wall of the bus station.

      Patti dialed, and his phone rang but after the third ring, it went to voicemail. She closed her eyes and wished somehow the right words came out of her mouth as she said, “Reza, it’s Patti. I shouldn’t have left. We’re at the bus stop but we’re coming back to the hotel. We’ll talk when I get there. I’m sorry.”

      It wasn’t right to tell him how she felt over the phone.

      She could be an adult and tell him in person.

      Her sister stumbled and called in a weak voice, “Patti.”

      Her sister’s skin was hot. “Rose, your fever is back.” Patti helped her sister up. The ride needed to hurry.

      Her adrenaline coursed in beat on what she should do now.

      Rose never should have been brought outside. This was her fault.

      Her sister gripped the wall. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Did you take your medicine?” Patti asked. Hopefully it was in her bag, though she didn’t remember grabbing it.

      Her sister’s eyes were closed as she leaned on the wall like she needed it to hold her up. “I think we left it at the hotel.”

      “We’ll get there.” Patti scooped her sister up.

      “Okay.” Rose dozed in her arms while they waited.

      Patti rocked her, unsure what to do. This wasn’t good. She trekked her sister back to the one spot with service and took her phone out.

      She needed help, now.

      Her sister’s blue eyes batted open. Patti said, “We should go to a hospital.”

      Her sister shook her head. “Reza said I wasn’t in danger anymore and I trust him. I’ll be fine when we get my medicine.”

      Neither one of them should have left. And she shouldn’t need Reza to remember something so simple. As they returned to the spot for the coming car, she rearranged her sister in her arms, who wasn’t a baby, while lugging her guitar. “I’m going to text him.”

      Her sister happily rested her head on her shoulder though she said, “No, you need to tell him that you love him, not that I’m sick.”

      At least Rose could talk. This was better than last week when she’d been so weak in bed. They needed to get her medicine. “I can do both.” Then without another word she texted the man she loved and typed, Reza, Rose has a fever and we left her medicine. I don’t know what to do.

      No answer but Reza would show up. He was a caring, wonderful man. She rocked her sister and dragged the bags slowly toward the main entrance.

      Reza didn’t arrive, but her phone beeped with a license plate. Good. She waved down the black Toyota Corolla and told her sister, “The car is here.”

      Her sister shuffled into the car. Patti loaded the bags but her sister pointed behind her and said, “Get your guitar.”

      Right. Patti picked up the last thing she had and handed it to her sister as she scooted in. “Done. Let’s get going.”

      Her sister didn’t go back to sleep as she had a cough that wouldn’t let her rest. The driver started back toward the hotel.

      Once they were on a highway, her sister tapped her and said, “Patti, I’m sorry I got mad about Leila.”

      Patti checked her forehead. Her sister still felt hot, despite the air conditioning of the car. She chewed on her lip, and prayed the medicine fixed everything. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I love you, sis.” Rose closed her eyes.

      Patti hugged her and wished she could somehow fix her sister. “Good, because I love you, too, and I love Reza. I hope he forgives me for today.”

      “He’s stupid if he doesn’t.” Her sister coughed but her gaze had a light in it now. She laughed once she finished coughing and said, “Then maybe we can be a real family?”

      “Reza has a say in that.” Patti hoped she hadn’t hurt her sister with that admission.

      Reza had every right to toss her out on her ear. She’d been so stupid. Everything seemed so clear now. Everything, except how Reza felt. Maybe he just thought them being together was easy. Maybe he didn’t feel the same, but she needed to tell him her honest feelings.

      Rose didn’t get it at all when she sighed and argued, “But I’d like Sara to be my new almost sister.”

      The car arrived at the hotel and pulled to the front entrance. She tipped via the app and hopped out. A bell hop offered to take the bags and she gave the room number. She helped her sister from the car. “I think she’d like that too.”

      Her sister hugged her. “Apologize and mean it.”

      If hugs solved all problems… at least her sister was on her side because Rose had the power to change the world. Patti walked next to her sister into the lobby and headed toward the front desk. “We’re here.”

      A few minutes later, she had a room key. Her name had been on the reservation as the other adult, so there wasn’t a problem. Once she had the plastic card, she kissed the top of her sister’s blonde head. “Let’s go back to our room.” Rose tilted to the left, so Patti picked her up and settled her on her hip.

      At the door, her sister pointed toward the ground and clearly wanted to walk herself inside.

      Patti steeled her nerves. Reza hadn’t called. He might not care. But she opened the door and turned on the lights. The hotel room was empty. Sara’s tablet was on its charger.

      Rose said, “Reza and Sara aren’t here.”

      And then she saw his phone, beside the tablet.

      He hadn’t gotten her messages.

      She breathed a little easier. At least he hadn’t ignored her. She held her sister’s hand and said, “I see that. Let’s get you back into bed.”

      Her sister swayed in place. “I can stay up.”

      She patted her sister’s back. She pointed her toward the room and said, “No, change into your pajamas. I’ll get your medicine.”

      Her sister walked toward the bedroom she’d been shown earlier and Patti crossed the room to get the medication, passing a desk where she saw a note in Reza’s handwriting. She picked it up as she took out the bottle. But as she read the note, she clutched her heart.

      He loved her too?

      Her hands shook but she put the note in her back pocket. Rose stared across the main room from the bedroom door frame like she could see straight through her. Patti straightened and ignored the hope of butterflies flapping in her heart. Rose had changed into a nightgown, ready to stay the night here no matter what. Brazen, but necessary. Even if Reza told her to go, she’d wait until her sister’s fever broke. He was too kind of a man to not let her wait until morning. She reached the bedroom, poured the liquid onto the spoon and pushed the medicine into Rose’s mouth. After Rose swallowed, her sister pointed to the paper and said, “What’s that?”

      She settled her sister into her bed and tugged up the sheets while the paper in her pocket seemed like it brushed against her skin despite the denim fabric. “Nothing. Reza and Sara went to the castle dinner. They left us tickets.”

      Her sister sat up like she didn’t want to lay down, and stared at her with a nod and said, “I can go.”

      “No, you stay in bed. We’ll wait here.” Patti patted her sister’s pillow to get her to settle back.

      Her sister finally lay down and Patti rubbed her shoulder and head like their mother had to comfort them as girls. Rose said, “But I want…”

      Patti interrupted sternly, “To be better.”

      “Okay.” Her sister closed her eyes.

      “Now sleep and let the medicine work,” Patti whispered.

      Her sister didn’t open her eyes at all. The moon went higher in the sky, and Patti stopped rubbing her head. Rose held her hand. “I love you, sis.”

      Patti stood and her sister still kept her eyes closed. Hopefully she’d nap now. They were back here for the night, no matter what. She headed to the door and said, “I love you too. Just rest. I’m going to order us room service.”

      “I’m hungry,” her sister said, clearly not sleeping.

      Patti opened the door. “Soup for you.”

      As she walked out, her sister called behind her, “Okay, but chicken nuggets always help.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” She closed the door. Hopefully the medicine worked fast so her sister was all right, like she sounded now.

      As the bedroom door clicked closed, Patti picked up the phone and wished Reza was back. She needed to apologize to him. The note hopefully meant he cared. It was handwritten which was more than she’d have hoped for, but unless he said it and she saw his face and expression, words were just words on the page. She needed to feel his breath on her and for them to kiss and make up. Only then might she believe that happily-ever-after was possible.

      And first she needed to say she was sorry. She was strong enough to reach for her dreams, even if Reza kicked her out. She had to try to win his heart.
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      Reza’s head ached and didn’t stop pounding at his temples, but he kept a smile on his face and waited for Sara to get her picture taken with all those princesses.

      She clearly considered the costumed characters as real people she recognized from her books. Finally, the dinner was done and the last picture snapped.

      Sara took his hand and they headed back to the train and to their hotel.

      One stop later, they walked back inside and headed up to their room. Sara swung her hand with his and said, “Daeee, I wish Rose had been here.”

      The elevator brought them to their floor. He wished he knew how to answer but honestly, he agreed with her. He wanted Patti and Rose there too. They’d both made him feel part of a family. He dragged his feet down the hall next to the still-hopping-up-and-down Sara toward their room. “I can’t make them appear, but I’m glad you had a good time.”

      She continued to swing their arms. “You did too. You didn’t once check your phone.”

      He squeezed her hand and decided to tell his young niece the truth. He wasn’t that noble. He’d have surfed his social media, and avoided the fourth princess if he could have. “I forgot it.”

      Her eyes widened again like they had when she’d hugged her favorite icy princess. “You did? We didn’t have to leave early?”

      Both of them spent too much time staring at screens. His phone and her tablet, and that needed to change. He knelt down in the hall and didn’t care if anyone saw them. He met his niece’s gaze straight-on and held out his arms for a hug. “I told you. You and I are family now. We’re in this, together.”

      “I love you.” She hugged him back.

      Sara smelled like flowers and she was so little. He scooped her up in his arms and carried her back to their hotel suite as he said, “Good, because you’re stuck with me.”

      He opened the door and saw the lights were on. He almost stepped back, but Sara scooted down and said, “Patti and Rose are here!”

      “Patti?” He saw her guitar near the balcony.

      He closed the door and Patti rushed in from the balcony, dressed in black cotton shorts and a t-shirt she must wear to bed. She shut the glass door behind her. “Rose forgot her medicine. She was burning up.”

      His heart deflated. He’d hoped she’d come back to him. He nodded at her and grabbed his medicine bag on his desk. He saw that Patti had texted him for help. He held his breath and wished he’d known. “I’ll check on her now.”

      Her shoulders were tight but she rushed over to him and squeezed his hands around the bag when she said, “I gave her the medicine when we got back.”

      The spark in her touch woke him up and his skin buzzed with energy. “Keep Sara for a few minutes? I want to check on Rose.”

      “Of course.” Patti let him go.

      Good. Once he finished with his patient, he’d tell Patti how he felt and explain that he wanted her to stay because he loved her.

      He had a second chance. He tiptoed toward the bed, but the six-year-old switched the bedside light on. He placed the thermometer on her forehead. “How are you feeling, Rose?”

      She mumbled as he took her temperature and said, “Reza, I’m okay.”

      Her fever was 99.8, which wasn’t that bad. He took out his stethoscope, showed it to her and said, “Let’s just check your breathing.”

      She flipped her legs to the side of the mattress and he sat beside her to listen to her back and lungs. She took a deep breath without being asked. “Did Patti tell you she loves you yet?”

      His face felt hot. He hadn’t expected that question. He listened to her breathing in her belly. “No, that conversation didn’t come up.”

      She let out a sigh which echoed in his ears as she said, “I didn’t tell her I wasn’t feeling good until after she told me.”

      Whatever this conversation was, he’d missed something important. Rose still had fluid in her lungs but it was lessening and just as he’d expect. She was healing but needed time and the medicine. He put his thermometer and stethoscope away. “Told you what?”

      He flashed the penlight to check her eyes and look into her ears. Perhaps something else had triggered Rose’s coughing episode. He would eliminate all possibilities to make sure she’d only had the small relapse because she’d missed a dose of her decongestant.

      Rose turned her head to let him see her ear. “I pushed her because I wanted her to be happy. Don’t tell her I told you.”

      Lucid and talkative. Good. Her ears were clear and he checked her tonsils. He was now confident that’s she’d had a slight reaction to missing her dosage of medication. He stood from the bed. “You’re still sick but the medicine is working. In a few hours, we’ll give you your next dose and by tomorrow morning you should be up and ready to go.”

      Rose had said love. If Patti did love him, then maybe this time when they talked she wouldn’t run away and leave his soul crushed on the ground. His heart whispered something, but he didn’t quite hear it. Reza realized he’d get to speak to Patti again and it made him happy.

      He put his tools away. Rose asked, “Reza?”

      “Yeah?” He looked into the clear eyes of his young patient.

      Rose, so serious, said, “I’m glad we’re back with you.”

      He hoped that she and Patti were here to stay. At the door, he flipped off the light in the girl’s bedroom and said, “Good night. Get some sleep. Sara will join you now and we’ll be right outside.”

      Sara followed in as he flipped on the night light and she took her own twin bed. As he returned to the main living area of the suite, Patti wrung her hands near the door but stopped pacing when she saw him.

      First he ensured the girls were quiet so he stood near the door, but a moment later, confident they’d listened, he put his bag back on the desk. Patti trailed after him and asked, “How’s my sister?”

      “Talkative,” he answered. Rose asking him if Patti had said she’d loved him yet sent renewed hope to his heart.

      She held her hands like she was in prayer. “That’s good?”

      He took Patti’s hand. Another spark raced through him. She was his. For better or worse, and he intended to keep her. He wanted to hold her, but first, he kept his verdict professional. “That’s very good. Rose needs to stay on her medicine, but her set-back tonight won’t last long. She’s on a good path to full recovery.”

      Her lips pursed. “Is it safe for Sara to be around her?”

      He waved toward the small beige couch and continued to hold Patti’s hand while he said, “Yes, and Rose needs sleep to recover, and so does Sara as I took her to the castle in the theme park.”

      She straightened. “We need to talk.”

      He stared into her beautiful, ocean-blue eyes. “Absolutely.”

      She pointed him toward the balcony. “Can we sit there instead? I didn’t get a chance to eat dinner yet after finally getting Rose in bed.”

      “Sure.” They went outside. Orlando lacked tropical breezes, but the night was cooler and the moon was full. As he closed the balcony door, he saw the opened bottle of wine and smiled. He took the extra glass and poured one for himself as she still had a full glass. “Oh good, wine. I didn’t get anything when I was with Sara.”

      She scooted her chair next to him and accepted her glass that he handed her. “Did she enjoy the dinner at the castle?”

      He gazed at her. Her delicate shoulders and soft skin protected the sweetest heart he’d ever known, and something inside his own heart burst. “She missed you and Rose.”

      She sipped like she needed water in the desert, then put her glass on the table and gently brushed against him. “Reza, I know I made no sense when I took off to the bus stop.”

      He squeezed her fingers and put his glass beside hers, stroking the back of her arm. “You texted me. I’m sorry I didn’t get the messages.”

      She laughed and he patted her shoulder. They both saw the goosebumps she had from his touch. He stopped, unsure what she wanted, but she didn’t pull away. She held his palm firmer in hers and said, “I figured it out, and came back here because I needed to see you again and tell you… something.”

      The last thing she needed was to hesitate. His lips tingled for her kiss. Her touch sent a shockwave through him that he didn’t want to ignore. “Tell me what?”

      She ran one hand through her long, blonde hair, her body trembling. “This isn’t easy, but I need to be honest.”

      Honesty? That didn’t sound great. Everything inside him wanted to beg her to stay but he couldn’t risk Sara and put her through that again. He nodded like he was diagnosing a patient. “I’m listening.”

      She spoke in a gentle tone like a summer breeze that calmed his soul as she said, “I love you. I fell in love with you and I didn’t know how to deal with that very well.”

      Love. His heart melted. Her sister had told him the truth. Patti was his and nothing was stopping them from having a life together. He wanted to throw his arms around her, but training to check all possible problems before diagnosing kept him in his seat. “Is that why you came back, or was it because you needed your sister’s medicine?”

      A nervous tic appeared on her face as she turned red. She looked at their joined hands and said, “Both. You might not feel the same. I get that. But I needed to fight my fear and tell you in person because when you love someone you can’t give up.”

      No moment before now had made him this happy, not graduation, not curing his first patient—though both had been a thrill. For once everything in his life was complete. He hesitated. Reza had to be sure that Patti wasn’t just looking for safe harbor as she faced her past—it wasn’t just him, but Sara at stake. There was only one test he could think of and then he would never doubt her again. “Will you sing me a song?”

      Patti pulled her hand back and wiped her eyes like she wanted to cry. “Oh.” She nodded slowly. “Okay.”

      Her shoulders slumped like he’d hurt her and he wanted to kiss her, tell her to forget it, and just trust she was here to stay. Patti shuffled away from the table. Logic didn’t make him happy—she did. He stood and called behind her before she opened the balcony door. “Wait.” If she was brave enough to risk her heart, how could he do less?

      She turned, but pressed herself against the glass. “What?”

      He walked over to her and brushed her hair back from her cheek. “I love you too.”

      Her entire face glowed as she stared up at him with those beautiful eyes of hers. “You do?”

      He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. He needed her to know she had him physically, emotionally and any other way she wanted. “I missed you and wanted to spend the night going to find you.”

      His lips pressed forward to claim her kiss but she asked, “Why?”

      He kissed her cheek instead of her mouth. “You make my life whole. I’ve never been happier.”

      She laughed, wrapped her arms around his shoulders and neck and held him close as she said, “I didn’t mean why. I meant, you didn’t have to. I was the stupid one.”

      Finally she kissed him. Her lips tasted better than that chocolate dessert he’d been offered earlier tonight. Nothing compared to Patti. His body was hard and needy, wanting her. He let her go. “You needed time and space. Now can I hear this song?”

      “Okay, but I’m out of practice.” She opened the balcony door.

      Her backside was beautifully formed in those short shorts and he watched as she jogged for the guitar and then turned around.

      She caught him gawking but he wiggled his finger for her to return. She came without question and kissed his cheek as she joined him outside. He closed the door and said, “I don’t care. I just want to hear something you wrote.”

      “Okay, but don’t expect much.”

      Then she stroked the guitar and his ears had never heard anything so sweet. Patti sang better than anyone he’d ever heard and her song washed through him. She’d faced her fears and trusted him enough to be vulnerable.

      Reza’s body trembled too.

      

      Everything about her was perfect for him as they blended together to sooth out their differences beautifully, now she was his wife, for real.
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      In the theme park at a vendor getting refreshments, Patti kept looking back at the giant ride she couldn’t wait to go on. The sun beat down on the five of them, and Reza rocked his bad guy villains t-shirt that somehow fit to show off his washboard abs; all of them wore matching mouse ears. The nanny had flown in this morning so they had more help today with the girls.

      Reza brushed against her as they gave Sara, Rose and the nanny water bottles. “Promise you’ll record a demo and follow your dream of music.”

      She accepted the next two bottles of water from the vendor. “As long as it doesn’t change anything.”

      He opened Sara’s water without her asking and ensured she had her straw while Sara said in a loud voice, with a huge smile, “Rose and I want to do the carousel again.”

      Sara had become more and more vocal since they’d moved in—the little girl just needed time. Patti put her hand on Reza’s shoulder, and turned him toward the ride at their back.

      Everyone in the park could see how sexy the love of her life was. However, his lips pressed together like a little boy when he saw the sign. “Sounds fun, but Patti here wants to go on something fast—and I don’t like roller coasters.”

      Perfect segue as the nanny was now here to go with the girls.

      “So you say. Hold my hand.” She held out her hand like she’d protect him.

      Reza shook his head. “I might break it if I do.” He said to the nanny, “The girls want to do the merry-go-round, shopping and get a little dinner.”

      He handed the older woman an expense card and the nanny nodded and knelt down to talk to Rose and Sara.

      Reza turned back toward her again and she laughed at how strong his shoulders were and how she knew he could hold her just right. She returned them to the conversation and pointed to the line. “You won’t break it, just like wearing this t-shirt didn’t kill you.”

      He tugged on his shirt like it was the stupidest thing he’d ever worn. “I look ridiculous.”

      “No.” She pointed to the other family wearing mouse ears and matching shirts. “We could have those too. Sara is sure talkative, isn’t she? Her and Rose chatter non-stop.”

      The nanny took the girls’ hands and they started walking in a different direction. Patti gazed at him and he quickly said, “She’s happy. I thought for a while I was a complete failure as an uncle or substitute parent.”

      “We’re all just figuring it out as we go.” So they were alone. And it was time to have fun. She pointed toward the line. “Are you ready now?”

      They joined the line for the huge waterfall rollercoaster. “Can’t I just take you to another character breakfast, lunch or dinner?”

      She laughed when a fresh breath of cold air hit them both as they made it inside the building. Patti reached up and cupped his handsome cheek. “You facing your fears is absolutely adorable.”

      He patted her hand and took it off his face, though he still held it. She shook her head until he said as they walked closer to the ride, “I’m not afraid. I just survived a plane crash.”

      She jerked to a stop. Seriously? They absolutely did not need to go on this. She clutched her heart. “You did? When?”

      “In the last movie I saw,” he said with a chuckle.

      She burst out laughing. They continued to walk forward, but tears were in her eyes as she couldn’t believe she’d almost fallen for that one. Once she could breathe through her laughter, she wiped the tears from her eyes. “Stop. I actually believed you.”

      He winked at her like they were both part of his joke and he said as they went up the last path toward the ride, “Guess you don’t know my sense of humor yet.”

      “And you don’t know mine,” she said the moment they stepped outside and toward the logs they were getting in.

      As they passed a fountain, Patti splashed him. He wiped his face and shook his head. “Water!”

      She continued down the final path where the staff directed them to a number. “You’ll get wet on this ride anyhow.”

      He grinned and pressed his hand on her shoulder. “I’ll get you back.”

      They took a step forward. One more round and then it was their turn. “Look at it this way… you can change out of your t-shirt and back to your polo, after the ride.”

      The doors opened for them. She stared at the seats. “We’re here now.”

      He asked, “You ready?”

      She stopped and waved for him to go first. “Absolutely. After you.”

      He followed her direction and stepped in. She then followed. But as the ride worker lowered the bar to keep them in their seat she held out her hand to hold his and said, “Reza.”

      Hands clasped, he pointed toward a camera as the ride began to hurtle forward. “I’m here. Smile!”

      Her heart beat faster. This was why they’d come here. They zoomed along a route the machine repeated over and over, but as they began to climb and she heard the metal of the machine clink, she closed her eyes and her heart pounded in her chest as she clutched his hand.

      A moment later, she felt the sun and the heat beat down on her skin but they flew down the slope at breakneck speed. She screamed out, “Ahhh!”

      But then a huge splash of water overtook their small boat and she was head-to-toe wet. Laughing she stepped off the boat when the ride stopped. Reza helped, but as she shook her very wet hair, more droplets of water went everywhere. He laughed and pressed against her back to nudge her forward to the exit. “You’re soaked too.”

      And not once had he complained. She stood in her sneakers that squeaked from the water and kissed his cheek. He hugged her tighter and said, “Now let’s go back to the hotel.”

      The water didn’t hide his attraction to her and that made her blush. She stared at her feet and asked, “Without the girls?”

      He guided them away from the rides. “The nanny will text when they’re leaving. I gave her a card to spend on whatever the girls wanted.”

      A card in this park for whatever they wanted? That was seriously a lot of money. She couldn’t imagine it actually as she simply walked beside him and said, “Generous.”

      He quickly brushed against her backside where her t-shirt clung to her skin and whispered in her ear, “No, selfish. I want time, alone, with you.”

      Heat rose inside her too that more than doubled the humidity. She laughed and exited the park. “Reza, I haven’t had this good of a time in a long while.”

      They walked along the Victorian-style boardwalk that led back to their hotel, skipping the faster train. Less people surrounded them now as he said, “I haven’t acted like a kid since I was a kid.”

      She pushed her hands into her pockets. “What was life like in Iran? Would your parents like me?”

      He nudged her arm and said, “They’ve wanted to video chat with you.”

      “We can do that?” Her eyes widened unsure what to say to parents as her own were now gone.

      He nodded. “Everyone in the world has smart phones now, pretty much.”

      Her parents had ensured she had a good life, but sometimes world politics made places sound horrible and dangerous. Maybe that was wrong, so she shrugged, willing to be open-minded. “Okay sure. When we get back. I’d like dry hair first.”

      They made it to the door of the hotel that opened automatically for them as he said, “Fair. Don’t be nervous.”

      Maybe before she’d held back but she wasn’t the same anymore. She’d grown. Her sneakers continued to leave a trail behind them. “Me? I’m a bastion of strength now.”

      “Good.”

      Other people were on the elevator so they stayed quiet until they were alone again. He led her toward their room and she asked, “So answer my other question?”

      He stared at her blankly and took out the plastic card key from his back pocket. “Which was?”

      She leaned against the wall when he opened it. “What was life in Iran like?”

      He motioned for her to go inside. “I wasn’t allowed out of the house much. When I did go out, I played soccer with my friends in the field. And as a teen, I went with my father in the morning to buy the fresh bread. And if I didn’t get an A on every exam, I’d never be allowed outside.”

      Huh. So his parents expected more from him and built his confidence. He closed the door behind them as she peeled off her soaking wet shoes and left them near the door. He did the same as she said, “So your parents cared a lot about your grades. My parents taught me the social scene was somehow more important and to fit in. Then after my disaster on TV, we were never to talk about that again.”

      Without thinking of more, she took off her soaked blue t-shirt and walked into the bathroom to let it dry. He followed, peeling off his villains’ shirt though he twirled his like it was a towel and drained the water from the fabric before he hung it in the bathtub, doing the same to hers. “Were you a cheerleader then?”

      His muscles as he took care of her shirt caught her attention and her body grew more aware. She forgot what he’d asked until she met his brown-eyed gaze and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. She nodded. “Yes. I also ran track which is how I have these muscles, and I played music. I always wished they’d pushed me toward taking music more serious after I failed, but…if I ever have children, he or she can go wherever they want and I’ll support their dreams.”

      He reached for the button on his pants and said, “We.”

      “When we have children.” She wiggled out of her wet shorts that didn’t make it easy for her. In the movies her clothes would skim off like a banana peel, but the water made the denim stick to her skin.

      He walked into their bedroom and made a beeline for a drawer with his underwear in it, taking off his white briefs only when he had a new pair in his hands. “Good, because I agree. As long as they do their best and learn to follow through on their dreams.”

      Dreams. Fair. She’d found a website to submit original scores to. She’d send a demo. Heck, she could put her demo online and let the world hear it. But right now her body was warm and achy and wanted more of Reza. She eyed him up and down. “Okay… you’re out of that shirt already.”

      He cupped her backside and kissed her. However as she held him, he glanced down at her, holding her tight when he said, “Before we shower, I was thinking…”

      “Thinking?” She prodded as she needed to know what he thought.

      He unsnapped her bra as he said, “This is the closest we get to having a honeymoon until we hire a second nanny. So we better take advantage of this.”

      “Agreed.” She stood on her tiptoes. They were alone. She was happy and this could be their happily-ever-after. She kissed him again and he took her wet bra, tossing it on the floor. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” He guided her toward the bed.

      Differences didn’t matter. What mattered was love. She understood that now and nothing was going to stop her from being the best wife to Reza she could be. The beat in her heart was too real. As Reza claimed her lips, she stopped thinking. Here, she was alive and aware and loved. Life was good.
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      Reza had big plans. Now that Patti was his wife, for real, then this was his family. So he happily drove the car with Patti, Rose and Sara to the local elementary school. Patti had compared the private and public school options, choosing public for the better standards though she could revisit that at any time.

      Once they arrived, he took Sara out of the car seat and held her. They said goodbyes to Rose, just for the day, but then stepped back to give Patti room. Patti hugged her sister who said, “I don’t want to go to a new school.”

      Rose had mentioned she’d miss her friends, but agreed she didn’t like her teachers much. Patti kissed Rose’s forehead. “We talked about this. We’re staying with Reza and that means new house, new school, new friends.”

      Rose coughed but it was dry and a reflex more than anything. She jutted her bottom lip out and pouted. “But I hate meeting new people.”

      Patti stood and patted her sister’s back as they stepped toward the building for registration. “You’ll do great. Now go in there and make us proud.”

      Rose nodded but didn’t move. “Will you be here to pick me up?”

      Patti raised her hand in the air and swore like she was in court while directing her into the main office with them. “Yes, we’re going into the office now to put both our names on the sign-out sheet.”

      Rose lowered her head like she’d been defeated. She held one wrist and turned toward the building. Reza carried Sara to stand next to Patti when Rose turned around again and asked, “Sara?”

      Reza put his niece down and the two of them hugged like they were family too. His heart grew a little bigger. Rose then pushed Sara’s hair back and said, “Sara, watch out for my sister for me, okay?”

      “Okay,” Sara said.

      “That’s really cute,” Reza said as Rose walked in the door. Reza picked Sara up and the they all went into the office to finish the paperwork. Once they were done, the principal’s assistant took Rose’s hand to take her to a classroom.

      The three of them didn’t move until she was out of sight. In a few hours they’d be back to get her, but for now he then held Patti’s hand and asked, “Are you ready to help me interview nannies?”

      Outside on the white cement pavement her steps bounced as they headed toward the car. “Reza, yes. But there is something I need to tell you.”

      His mind raced. He didn’t know about anything else that might affect their day. He massaged her lower back and asked, “What’s going on?”

      She sucked in her lower lip and her face was beet red when he clicked the car to unlock it. He opened the door to let the hot air out as she said, “I got an offer.”

      He opened the second door to air out the back seat before putting Sara inside. “An offer?”

      Then he stilled and stared at Patti. She nodded at him and then jumped, “It’s for a commercial. A jingle really, but it’s my first offer!”

      A huge smile grew on her face. She’d put herself out there after a brutal loss, and won. “So you get paid for your music now?”

      “Yeah. Yeah,” she said like that was incredulous and needed repeating and then quietly added, “I do.”

      “I’m proud of you.” He kissed her, Sara on his hip, then he swung his niece into the car seat.

      Patti’s kiss gave him goosebumps and he hoped that reaction never ended. He buckled Sara in as Patti said, “I’m dedicating my career to you.”

      She pushed her wayward blonde hair out of her face and stayed right with him as he said, “You don’t have to.”

      Once Sara was secure he closed her door but held Patti’s passenger door for her. She slid into the passenger seat. “Sure, I can write a dedication, something like, I’m the luckiest girl in the world to marry someone who believes in my dreams.”

      Reza leaned down and kissed her again, capturing her sexy lips. “Patti, you’re mine forever now.”

      They drove home, Patti singing in the car and Sara trying to follow along. The first time he’d heard her humming, she’d stopped like he’d caught her stealing cookies from the kitchen. Now she was happy and bouncy and confident.

      He parked in the drive, and opened Patti’s door for her but she hopped out on her own. He went in the back and unbuckled Sara to bring her in when Patti waved over his shoulder at a car that had parked behind him. Patti said, “Oh, there’s Leila.”

      “Hi,” Leila said when she got out, carrying a small piece of art. She lugged it to where they stood, then looked from one to the other. “You both seem happy now.”

      Reza put Sara down and took the art he’d lent her. “Thank you for returning this.”

      No one moved. Patti stayed beside him and then said, “We’re about to interview nannies. Do you want tea?”

      She’d clearly learned fast about being polite to everyone which was part of his culture. Leila looked down. “No thank you.”

      Patti asked, “Is there something else?”

      Leila winced. “Yes, I wanted to apologize in person, not just return Reza’s art. I hope you can join us for Persian tea with a few of the ladies this weekend? I am sorry for what I said to you, about your music.”

      Patti patted Leila’s back and walked the woman toward her car as she said, “Accepted. Maybe about the tea, if we get some help.”

      He watched with fascination. This Patti he saw before him was clearly stronger than the one he’d initially married and the way she moved her hips was very sexy. Leila put her sunglasses on her face and said, “I can only imagine. Call me.”

      Finally, they were home. He signaled for the nanny to come play with Sara.

      Patti set up the tea set near the computer and he joined her as he asked, “Are you ready for the backup part-time interviews now?”

      She took his hand and asked, “How many people are we interviewing today?”

      Right. He told her fast, “Twenty online and five that are coming here.”

      “I’m already exhausted,” she said as they turned on the computer screen to begin the video interviews.

      He poured them both tea as the program opened. “We haven’t started, but one of them has to be good. We’ll find one, and then I want to take you out to celebrate.”

      Her gaze narrowed as she asked, “What are we celebrating?”

      “I won custody,” he said with a smile. The random cousin would have to find another child to adopt because Sara was staying here under his protection. “I got an email while we were at the school. Technically we have full custody.”

      Patti’s face began to glow. She kissed his cheek but saw the video camera on screen caught them. Luckily they weren’t connected to anyone yet. “Perfect. Then let’s find the right nanny.”

      Right. He hit the button. Finding the right help was great. But he already had the love of his life at his side and now they were achieving everything they wanted in life, together. He had two great girls to raise and honestly his life was fuller than he’d ever imagined. Life was good and he’d never thought he’d be the one to live happily-ever-after, until now.

      Thank you for reading. I’ve wanted to write a doctor romance for a long time that’s not related to a series. This was a book of my heart. Personally I have no real musical talent though I do know I’m a soprano so when I sing I need to keep it down so no one hears my voice cracking. Anyhow while this was a standalone, I hope if you’re looking for a sweet family drama where characters continue to interact in one big family that needs romance to cure their upbringing, where the first book in the series is absolutely free Secret Crush!

      And to find out about new books, sign up for my newsletter: https://victoriapinder.com
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