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Sami had only been off shift for an hour and a half, and his feet hurt. He hadn’t had time to switch shoes or even change out of his scrubs before Khaleh Nousha had turned him around at the door and demanded company while she shopped. His mother’s older sister barely reached Sami’s shoulder, and was recovering from knee surgery, but she’d pushed him toward his car with the strength of a wrestler. 

He didn’t know what she needed from the store that badly. They had been wandering through the aisles without much direction, Sami taking small steps to keep even with the red cart Aunt Nousha slowly pushed forward. So far they had a pack of pens, some notepaper, two greeting cards, and a pair of booties for one of her coworkers who had just had a baby girl. 

Sami had a feeling his aunt had been told to go for a walk to exercise her knee, and that he was there to help her if she fell or got tired, which was the reason he wasn’t complaining. That, and out of everyone in his family, Khaleh Nousha was the only one besides his younger sister, Parisa, who would pause to watch a man go by and then talk to Sami about the man’s ass in low-voiced Farsi. 

He loved his khaleh, but right now he wanted a shower and a nap. It was the time of year where he could stretch out on the living room couch in the last bit of vaguely warm afternoon springtime sun if his sister hadn’t come from school and taken that spot already. In another month, that spot would get the summer sun and Parisa would never give it up. 

If Sami had his own apartment, he wouldn’t have to squabble over space on the couch. But if he lived by himself he’d have no one to squabble with, and the only thing worse than fighting over a patch of sunlight was not having anyone to fight about it with. Besides that, what would his mother do if he left to go live by himself? Who would take care of his father, or go shopping with Khaleh Nousha? Parisa wouldn’t look up from her phone for anything short of an emergency, and his older brother and sister were both at colleges across the country.

There were a lot of downsides to being twenty-seven and single and living with his family. Obviously, he couldn’t bring anyone home for the night, not even if he was straight, not with his maman and his baba in the house. He couldn’t exactly bring someone he’d been dating home to meet them either, or at least, he’d never attempted it. Even if he got that brave, he’d have to have a boyfriend in the first place, something he’d probably get if he moved out, which brought him back to where he’d started. 

He liked living at home for the most part. It was only when he was talking to his friends that he remembered that not every culture saw being constantly surrounded by family as a good thing. 

“Sami, stop looming over me.” His aunt stepped in front of him, partially cutting off his line of sight to a display of towels and bathmats. If he lived on his own, he’d have his own bathroom. Now there was something to dream about. But the primary blues and yellows of the rugs and toilet seat covers in front of him weren’t very appealing. 

Sami scoffed before focusing on Khaleh Nousha. “Stop blocking my view.” She was too short to block his view of anything unless it was on the ground. 

She scoffed right back, waving a hand dismissively before she turned away. “You don’t like those and you don’t need them. You want a boyfriend, not a bathmat.”

She returned to the cart and was on her painstakingly slow way by the time Sami managed a “Yeah, so?” Then he sighed and trailed after her. 

They walked in silence through the rest of the home décor section. Not a single thing his aunt was wearing was from this store. She would never. Yet she’d taken him through the women’s clothing section anyway, and now they were window shopping for home furnishings neither of them could use. She was part of the family and living in the same house, so she didn’t need a bathmat either. 

If she wanted a boyfriend, Sami couldn’t help her. But just like his mom, she was petite and curvy, with brown eyes and dark hair a little touched with gray, and flawless eyebrows. Today she was dressed to slay in a form-fitting purple top and black skirt. If she wanted a man, she could get one by herself. 

Sami, on the other hand, was tall, six foot two in his bare feet, and in shape only because of the heavy lifting his job demanded as well as the occasional yoga class. He was wearing ugly navy blue scrubs, and the chain of his necklace had broken at work today, so there was nothing to make him feel pretty, not even a nice watch. At least his hair was looking good, since he’d had his undercut touched up a few days ago, and his chin was rough with stubble, which had earned him compliments from the old ladies at work anyway. 

He swept a hand through his hair as they passed an endcap display of full length mirrors, and his aunt rolled her eyes at him in the reflection. He gave her—and himself—a cheeky grin, although his nose was too big and that was obviously one more reason why he didn’t have a boyfriend. Big nose, lived at home, unprofessional job... Sami was going to die alone, surrounded by nieces and nephews and cousins in college who were all going to get married and look on him with pity.  

“You just need to get out of the house more, Sami,” his khaleh chided him, probably determining his thoughts from the way he poked his nose. “Not to leave the house forever, but maybe spend time with someone not in your family. You could go back to school. That’s where your sister met her future husband.”

Yasmin had gone to school to become a doctor to make the family proud, and then found a fiancé to make the family prouder. Not coincidentally, Sami’s brother, Reza, was finishing law school, which was where he’d met his wife. 

Sami sighed heavily and stopped the cart before throwing himself across it. Someone opposite them gave him an incredulous look, which he ignored. He turned on his aunt with the full force of the deep brown eyes and long dark lashes that had gotten him what he’d wanted as a child more times than he could count. 

“Maybe I’ve already met my future husband,” he lamented. “Maybe he said ‘There is Sami, who lives at home and works as an orderly,’ and he ran away, never to return.” 

His aunt shook the cart until Sami had to stand up. “Maybe he said ‘Look at this kind boy who helps people abandoned by their families feel better’ and he went away to work on becoming worthy of you.” Khaleh Nousha snorted when Sami rolled his wrist to dismiss that sort of wonderful fairy tale bullshit. “Or maybe he said ‘This boy won’t take himself seriously, I will go marry a—’ Sami, what’s that word? Twinkie?”

“Twink,” Sami informed her, although she probably knew that already. One of her closest friends was a gay man around her age. They regularly had dinners together in the city. “The word is twink.” Sami had often wondered what it would be like to be a twink. Not for the part where they weren’t taken seriously, but because some men seemed to want to dote on them and spoil them. But Sami was neither little nor hairless, and he didn’t think anyone thought he was especially adorable. 

Although he was. “Khaleh-joon, can we get chocolate on the way out? I’m going to lounge in the sun and eat candy.”

“Lazy boy,” she answered, as though Sami hadn’t been up before five to head into work at the senior care facility, and hadn’t moved people off and on beds and toilets, and gotten them to eat, and cleaned up after them, and then assisted the kitchen staff because they were short a cook, and helped arrange a birthday party because yet another family had left a grandparent alone on a special day. 

“So lazy,” Sami agreed, and draped himself over her back without putting any of his weight on her. She huffed in a contented sort of way and pushed the cart forward toward the corner where it met with another major aisle. 

Sami reached around her to push for her and to help stop the cart abruptly when they were cut off by a stressed-out father with a cart full of toilet paper and dog food, a trail of kids behind him. His aunt muttered about his manners—in Farsi, but then forgave him—in English, because he looked ready to collapse. She also waved for Sami to steer their cart to a side aisle. 

He couldn’t tell if she cared about scented candles and air fresheners or if she was just trying to get out of the stream of traffic, but the entire aisle stank with competing artificial scents. He pointedly put his hand over his nose, but she ignored him to fuss over wall plugins that smelled like the fake vanilla in cheap beauty products. 

Sami gagged, and his aunt betrayed him by shooing him away with one hand. He gave her a sulky look before he turned the corner to discover rows and rows of cleaning supplies. If he went across the main aisle, he could find the chocolate he wanted, but Khaleh Nousha was going to make him go through that aisle again with her. He moved on, past brooms and mops, to the pet care area. His mother’s Shih Tzu, Hannah, had died last year, and his mother wasn’t ready for another dog yet, which was sad. Sami had enjoyed sharing his nap time with a cuddly fluff ball. 

If he lived on his own, he could get a dog. That was a reason to seriously consider the idea. Sami played around in that aisle for a minute, sending a picture of a bumblebee dog costume to his friend Brett before heading around the cat-oriented aisle. A big, fat, spoiled kitty might also be nice, although he’d always had a soft spot for a sleek Siamese. Sami toyed with the rhinestone-studded collars, sighing at the poor quality but nevertheless wanting one for his imaginary cat, then belatedly noticed a man at the end of the aisle having a hushed phone conversation. 

Saying it was a conversation seemed like too much, since the man in the aisle with Sami was silent while the man on the other end of the call was doing the majority of the talking. Most of his words were indistinct, but his tone wasn’t happy as he commented on how the first man wasn’t saying anything. 

Sami didn’t think the man had the chance to get a word in, and it wasn’t his business anyway, except that the man with him was so tense Sami could see it in the line of his back and the curve of his shoulders. The man was at least as tall as Sami, and built in the sort of way that suggested he worked out within reason and not like a gym bunny. Something about him was vaguely familiar. 

Sami put down a pink collar and edged closer. The man wore a sloppy but comfortable-looking, gray-blue, hooded sweatshirt unzipped over a white T-shirt that had to be very old or very thin to cling to him like that. He was also wearing sweatpants in public, but Sami forgave him because the pants were clean and in one piece and because the man had a nice ass. 

Sadly, embarrassment over his phone conversation had the man hiding his face from view. He pressed his phone to his ear with both hands and kept his face turned toward the rows of canned cat food. 

He was white, which Sami absently chided himself about, because there was enough whitebread in porn, he didn’t need to immediately lust after it in real life. But this guy was white with a tan, which was good. Maybe he liked the sun. Maybe he had freckles across his shoulders. His light brown hair was a short, unstyled mess, but it shined under fluorescent lights.

“No,” the man said, seeming confused. “No, I didn’t call. I thought... you said you didn’t want me to, and I—” 

Whatever he was going to add was drowned out by the man on the other end.

“Well, obviously I didn’t mean it!” came through the phone loud and clear. Sami blinked at the condescending tone. 

Evidently the man in the aisle with him didn’t care for it either. “But you said you didn’t want me to. You said exactly that when you left, which was four months ago. Four.”

Sami was close enough now to hear every sarcastic word on the other side of the conversation. “I forgot you can’t understand how normal people talk. And I know how many months it was. You don’t need to keep repeating it.” 

Sami put a hand to his chest and gasped at the patronizing rudeness from what was clearly an ex-boyfriend. At the sound, the man in the gray-blue sweatshirt turned.

Sami barely stopped himself from crashing into dozens of stuffed toy mice. His heart beat too fast. He burned with a rush of heat. 

The man fumbled his phone. He looked at Sami with familiar hazel eyes, then quickly glanced away. But his gaze came back, sweeping over Sami in astonishment before the asshole on the other end of the call said something to steal his attention. 
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