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      The limo arrived at the weekend rental just as scheduled. With Aaron and his repacked diaper bag all stowed away inside, Karim took Hallie’s hand to help her settle in place. She wondered, as they were whisked away, if this was the usual life of an executive wife—this going to and fro, to and fro, always with someone else behind the wheel, being given orders.

      Give her the battered car any day (well, maybe a slightly newer model, needing fewer repairs), and herself behind the wheel, instead of a chauffeur, to drive where she wanted and make her own decisions.

      At least they were heading forth into a beautiful evening. Soft twilight was beginning to blanket the countryside, with just one or two stars twinkling in the pinky-purple sky and a hint of crescent moon, far above.

      Their shining transport wasn’t quite a royal carriage. And no princess whose story she had read had ever set off for the ball with a baby in tow. But she did look the part, didn’t she?

      Certainly, His Sheikhness would pass for a Prince Charming, all dapper-looking in the smooth black tuxedo, with his wavy black hair not ruled at all by a comb, and his dark eyes sending her admiring glances.

      Was that the subdued sound of harps and violins playing in the background? Ah, just a CD, whose heavenly music was issuing forth from hidden speakers.

      “Do you expect there to be many people attending this thing?”

      “Mm—no doubt. The Griffins are celebrating a landmark anniversary, remember; they’ve come into contact with hundreds of people over the years, who will likely be honored guests.”

      “Oh.” Hallie, whose earlier butterflies had returned full force, mulled that over for a minute. “And the party is at their house?”

      “No.” Karim’s attention seemed now fixed on text messages going back and forth on his cellphone screen, receiving and sending. “They decided to hold it at the country club. More space, Chip said. Less work, Annemarie said.”

      “Uh-huh.” Another pause, while the butterflies fluttered and flocked. “Will I like her, do you think?”

      “Annemarie? She seems to be a perfectly fine lady.” He stopped what he was doing to study her downcast face. “You’re not still worried, are you?”

      Her hands were nervously pleating the fabric of her dress.

      “No, not really. Well…maybe a little.” She looked up with a weak and wobbly smile. “I guess, a lot, actually. Karim, what if I make a fool of myself—and you—in front of all these ritzy people? What if—what if I trip and fall over my own feet?”

      He shrugged.

      “Then you trip and fall. And I will help you up, and we will laugh and make a joke of it. Hallie, the first thing needed to inspire self-confidence in an uncomfortable situation is to know one looks their absolute best. And, believe me, my dear, you look your absolute best. I am honored to have you as my date.”

      The expression on his face was not quite a grin. Nor was it sedate and cool. It was somewhere halfway in between.

      “Also,” he went on, once again taking her hand in his, “remember that many guests will be milling around you, intent only upon the same purpose—making a good impression. After tomorrow, you will never see these people again, and you will not have to be concerned for anyone’s opinion.”

      It was typical of his personality that he would try to reassure her and lay her fears to rest.

      It was also, admittedly, to his benefit to do so.

      “It seems strange,” Hallie then ventured, on another tack, “taking a baby along to such a big, formal party. Even if your hosts did request it.”

      He started to laugh.

      “Oh, Hallie, you are always determined to find something to worry about. We will keep Aaron with us, at the table, for everyone to admire and coo over. But, if it will relieve your mind, I have hired a very good nanny to be on standby, just in case you decide you would like him not to be in the middle of things. Will that suit you?”

      “Yes, I think so. Thank you, Karim,” she said gratefully. “With so many details on your mind, I didn’t expect you to take charge of this, as well.”

      “But, my princess, what else would I do? You and he are the family I have created, is it not so?” he offered with a dazzling smile.

      What choice had she been given, at this point, but to assume the roles he had planned?

      “Of course, my prince.”

      Her answer was tongue-in-cheek. He would have expected nothing less.

      “Aw-wah!” Aaron cried suddenly, with a mighty kick of both heels.

      Whether or not that was in agreement, Hallie couldn’t tell. The baby knew only that he was temporarily being ignored, and that seemed an unfair situation. Not when he, too, was looking so marvelous.

      “Aaron is certainly dressed for the occasion.”

      In warm summer weather, Aaron was usually most comfortable in a colorful onesie, with bare legs, bare feet, and bare arms. A hat, if the situation warranted, and if he complied. Now that he was active enough to begin crawling around, he had acquired a few bruises, just as does any boy exploring his world.

      This evening, he was looking his best, dressed in the outfit of a pampered baby sheikh. In a dapper little collared shirt and elasticized bow tie, long navy pants, and actual shoes and socks, he had fussed a little with all the extra pieces but had settled for chewing on his sleeve.

      There was no illusion of grandeur about Aaron.

      “Still teething?”

      Imagine Karim remembering that fact.

      “Still teething,” Hallie confirmed.

      It was one of the less adorable stages of his development—the drooling, the cheeks flushed with fever, the crankiness—and she was sure they both hoped that it would be over soon.

      The Appleton Country Club presented a magical, magnificent picture, with white fairy lights glimmering through the branches of every tree, and more strung along the flagstone walkway. For someone like Hallie, who had fantasized about attending such an exquisite event her whole life, she was held breathless in nervous excitement. She needed but the glass slipper to complete her fantasy.

      “Shall we?” asked Karim.

      The limo had stopped near the entrance; the driver had opened the rear door and was waiting for them to exit.

      Hallie took a breath, lifted her chin, bade the butterflies to lie still, and answered, “Of course.”

      They made quite a cavalcade: the young couple, the baby in his carriage, and the chauffeur trailing behind with Aaron’s essentials. Upon striding confidently into the designated ballroom, they were met—Hallie unhappily noticed—by raised brows and whispers from a number of the surprised guests.

      Karim paused to confer with the steward for their table placement.

      “Karim, my boy!” Chip Griffin’s rough, energetic voice greeted them as they were making their way through the crowd.

      The Sheikh stopped and turned, with one arm loosely around Hallie’s slim waist.

      “Good evening, Chip. Thank you so much for the invitation. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

      “Thank you for coming. And this lovely lady must be Mrs. Al Ahsan?”

      “Hallie,” she lightly corrected, reaching out to take the old man’s outstretched hand. “Just plain Hallie.”

      “Well, then, how do you do, just plain Hallie?” Chip chuckled, after a hearty shake. “And I see you brought little mini-Karim to visit, too!”

      “We certainly did, sir. This is Aaron, and I believe he is about to let you know how he feels about being here.”

      Right on time, Aaron, sitting upright in his stroller, shifted his overwhelmed brown eyes from one human to another, opened his mouth, and let out a shriek of outrage.

      “Oh, hush, sweetheart, shh.” Quickly, Hallie reached in to undo the straps, then lifted the baby into her arms. “It’s all right. Mommy’s here.”

      He was still whimpering and sniffling, clinging to her like a monkey seeking the nearest tree. As his mother continued to soothe him, rubbing his back in its grown-up clothes, he gradually calmed enough to begin looking around. Tears made his black lashes heavy and lay like dewdrops on his chubby little cheeks.

      “Aw, poor little guy,” sympathized Chip. “Just too much noise and strangeness goin’ on.”

      This seemed to be Karim’s cue to act. “May I take him?” he asked Hallie.

      She winced. “This may not be the best—”

      “Why, sure, go right ahead,” Chip interrupted. “Ain’t nothin’ that a little cuddlin’ can’t help.”

      The little group was already the center of attention, with guests watching this unusual scene and commenting behind flat palms of—what? Displeasure? Disdain?

      Color rushed into Hallie’s cheeks at the implied criticism, but she held her head high and continued to smile as she surrendered her son to Karim’s arms.

      Instantly, the baby quieted. Turning, he studied the man who held him with such expert care, and then, he struck. A grab for the most prominent object—Karim’s nose—caught both by surprise, and Aaron giggled.

      “Ah-dah!” he crowed in triumph.

      His audience, relieved at the change in mood, laughed.

      “Now there’s a boy who knows his father!” Chip cheered approvingly.

      Hallie, chagrined, dared not exchange a knowing look with Karim. Sipping at the drink he was carrying, Chip glanced around in search of someone.

      “Ah, Annie, hon! Here, come meet a Karim’s wife and kiddo.”

      Seeing the dress her hostess was wearing—a sleek, shining pearl-gray gown that perfectly fit her slender figure—along with all the other exotic costumes being exhibited by trophy wives and barely-adult girlfriends, Hallie realized with relief that at least her judgment had been right on the money. Clothing-wise and jewelry-wise, she might have been one of this group since birth. Etiquette? Questionable. Bloodline? Much more in doubt. Ability to make small talk like a natural? Perhaps she might pretend to be suffering from laryngitis.

      She could only pray that the knocking of her knees was not visible.

      “So nice to meet you, dear!” Annemarie was being not only polite, but kind. “We’re so happy you were able to come tonight. And this is the darling baby boy Karim has been raving about?”

      “Raving about?”

      “Oh, well, not so much vocally, but—you know, that texting thing that they all do nowadays.” She gave a light laugh as her fingers twined around Hallie’s ice-cold hand. “I must confess, the modern technology world is beyond me. If it were up to me, I’d still be using an old rotary phone.”

      Chip stepped forward to slip a tuxedoed arm around his wife’s shoulders.

      “Well, now, darlin’, you needn’t be reminding folks what a couple of fogies we are. That is one fine-lookin’ boy you got there, Karim. Looks just like you, too.”

      Good thing Hallie didn’t have a drink yet; she would have choked on a swallow, for sure. Recovering slightly, she murmured that it seemed an imposition on hospitality to cart a small child along to something so grand.

      “Don’t you worry about that, Hallie,” assured Griffin. “I’ll let people know that I was the one who did the invitin’. Besides, in case this affair ends up to be too boring—” he paused for a wink, “—that kid will give you the perfect excuse to make a run for it. You okay there, Karim?”

      “I am well on all counts, Chip.”

      Familiar with and accepting the garrulous nature of his host, Karim had been letting the conversation wind its way along while he entertained the baby.

      “Glad to hear it. Whaddya say we head over and sit down at our table? And we’ll fetch you two somethin’ to drink. You’re with us, and you
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