
PROLOGUE

October, 2008

hen I  woke  this  morning,  I  never  expected to  be 
sitting on a cemetery bench in Coelho, but here I 

am. A thirty-minute drive took me from the chilly fog of  
Bahia de Sueños to the warmth of  the autumn sun in this 
impossibly  blue  sky  and  brought  me  to  an  iron-fenced 
section large enough for at least ten graves. It contains only 
one. What I discovered this  morning rocks me again as I 
face that black granite stone.

W

Jalal doesn’t know I’m here. I had to stop at the office 
near the entrance to ask for the location of  Meredith’s grave. 
As it turns out, this cemetery is smaller than I expected. If  
I’d driven around first, the starkness, the loneliness, of  her 
marker would have caught my eye and though it sits back a 
dozen yards from the road, I wouldn’t have missed the name 
engraved  along  its  top—VAZIRI.  Six  weeks  ago,  that 
became my last name too.
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I’m the new wife to replace the dead wife. The young 
substituted for the old.

I  know  more  about  his  first  wife  than  Jalal  realizes. 
During the four months since he finally accepted her death, 
he’s volunteered glimpses of  her when speaking of  his past, 
but  rarely  are  those  bits  something I  didn’t  already know 
from  secretly  reading  Meredith’s  journal.  One  fear  she 
mentioned several times led me here today.

A gust  swirls  past,  whipping the branches of  the elm 
behind the bench and showering me with amber leaves.  I 
glance around, seeking assurance I’m alone. People do this 
all the time, come here to talk to the dead, right? I feel like I 
know Meredith  from her  writing.  Somehow,  I  think  she’s 
aware of  me too.

I  face  the  dark  stone  again  and  focus  on  Meredith’s 
engraved name. I’m trying to ignore Jalal’s name and birth 
date beside hers. Isn’t it totally stupid to feel jealous seeing 
their  names  linked  like  that?  Of  course he  planned  to  be 
buried  next  to  her  someday.  He  loved  her  so  deeply  he 
couldn’t let go, even after she died. He loved her so much he 
couldn’t imagine ever marrying again. He just didn’t plan on 
me getting stranded in Bahia de Sueños and walking into his 
life—literally. But I did. And now I’m sitting here about to 
reveal a secret to his dead wife.

“Hello.  I’m  Renee,  Jalal’s  new  wife.”  I  glance  around 
again and for a moment, hide my face with my hands. I have 
to do this. I need to tell her. “I know you believed he should 
have a younger wife, and you’re probably disappointed that 
he  married  someone  like  me,  but  he  seems  happy.  He’s 
doing better,  at  least.  And I love him. I’m taking care of  
him, keeping constant vigil.”

I hope Meredith won’t take what I’m leading up to as a 
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boast,  but  it’s  not  an apology,  either.  “Anyway,  you wrote 
how much you wished this for Jalal, so I wanted to tell you 
that I’m giving it to him.” I sit up straighter and take a deep 
breath. The final words I came to say rush out on the exhale.

“Meredith, I’m pregnant.”



1

July, 2010

 stand at the foot of  the crib set up in the smallest guest 
room in my in-laws’  Seattle  home.  I’m waiting  to kiss 

Adam goodnight.  For  once,  he  didn’t  resist  bedtime.  His 
first birthday was an all-day event with the Vaziris—enough 
to  tire  anyone—and  he’d  lain  limp and drowsy  when we 
carried  him upstairs.  Jalal  removes  Adam’s  tiny  jeans  and 
changes his diaper.

I

“Pajamas?” he whispers.
“Just let him sleep in his shirt.”
Adam’s eyes fly open. They’re gray eyes, the only visible 

sign of  my genetic contribution. “Ticky,” he says.
Jalal lifts Adam’s shirt and gently brushes his chin across 

his son’s belly. This tickle, a secret message of  love between 
father and son, began when an accidental  brush of  Jalal’s 
beard rewarded him with Adam’s first real laugh. Now too 
sleepy to laugh, Adam only smiles and closes his eyes again. 
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Jalal  tucks  a  blanket  around him and then straightens  up, 
towering over his son and standing a foot taller than me.

I study my handsome poet while he studies his son. Jalal 
was clean-shaven when we met, had always been, as far as I 
know, but he started growing a beard and mustache on the 
day Adam was born. He keeps both fashionably shaped and 
closely trimmed, a fine black etching. A symbol.  I’m a father  
now, it says, a real man.

Jalal smiles at me and reaches for my hand to guide me 
around the end of  the bed. I bend to kiss my sleeping son 
and brush his black curls away from his face. He hasn’t had 
his first haircut yet, so though Adam’s hair is finer, he looks 
like  a  miniature  version  of  Jalal.  When  I  straighten,  Jalal 
pulls  me back against him, wrapping his  arms around my 
waist.

“Will  you trust  the  baby monitor  tonight  and let  him 
sleep here?” he whispers. “At least long enough for me to 
spend a little quality time with my wife?”

I turn in his arms. “Will you make it worth my while, Mr. 
Vaziri?”

He feigns offense. “When have I not?”
I kiss him. It’s true; he always takes care to please me, as 

though it’s a point of  honor. Possibly it is, and his offense is 
real. “You’re a dream husband,” I say. “And father.” I lay my 
head against his chest. Is this the right time or should I keep 
the secret to myself  a while longer? This time, assured how 
much he loves his role as father, I will tell him first. I seek 
Jalal’s eyes and find his questioning squint. The man has a 
sixth sense; I’m sure of  it. “I’m pregnant,” I tell him.

For  the  next  thirty  seconds,  he  nearly  squeezes  the 
breath  out  of  me and then  he  pushes  me away  at  arm’s 
length. “You are happy about this,  right?” he asks. “I am. 
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Are you?”
The contradiction of  his  concerned delight makes me 

smile. “Yes, Jalal, I’m happy. It’s a little soon to have another
—”

“I will help. And we can hire a nanny if  you want.”
“Hell no.” His eyes flick toward Adam, and I sigh. “He’s 

asleep,  Jalal.  He didn’t  hear that.  We’re both home all  the 
time. Why would we need a nanny?”

“We promised.” He glances at Adam again.
Crap.  Do we  have  to  go  through  this  every  time  my 

tongue  slips?  Has  it  never  occurred  to  him  Adam heard 
these words long before he could try to repeat them? “I’m 
trying  to  watch  my mouth.  But  if  we’re  pointing  fingers, 
what was that word you used last night when you got up and 
stubbed your toe on the way to the bathroom?”

He answers with a kiss and a subject change. “Can I tell 
everyone or is it too soon? How far along …”

“About eight weeks. But if  you tell your mother tonight, 
she’ll keep us up late, talking about it. I thought you wanted 
some ‘quality time’ with me.”

“We will give them the news and then I will explain this 
has been a long day,  which is  true,  and you need to rest, 
which is also true.”

“And then we won’t rest?”
“Not for hours.”
“Hours? Hot damn.”
“Renee.”
“What? I can’t even say damn?”

The crowd we left in the living room has dwindled to Jalal’s 
parents and his sisters Shadi and Azadeh. Of  his four sisters, 
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these two are the most opposite.  Shadi,  sophisticated and 
cool,  probably wields as much influence on this  family as 
Jalal’s father Korush. Opinionated and bossy, she’s the sister 
who understood when I took a hardline approach to Jalal’s 
depression.  Aza,  sweet  and  pretty,  is  the  quiet  sister,  the 
tenderhearted one, the one most like Jalal. With the Vaziri 
family,  she’s my ally  and—even with Jalal  sometimes—my 
insider.

Jalal’s mother is thrilled to hear another grandchild is on 
the way. She also takes the news as an opportunity to return 
to a long-running discussion. As she has since the day Adam 
was  born,  she  renews  pressure  on  us  to  move  from our 
California beach home to Seattle.

“We are  settled  there,  Maman,”  Jalal  says  patiently,  as 
though he hasn’t told her the same thing a hundred times 
before. “Bahia is home to us. And I have business properties 
there to manage.”

Nasrin shakes her head. “But you have no family there. 
Your children should grow up around family.”

Jalal squeezed my hand when I flinched at her no family 
comment.  Now,  he  smiles  at  his  mother  and  says,  “You 
mean they should grow up under your eye.”

“They should grow up knowing their grandparents.” She 
turns to her husband. “Talk to your son, Korush.”

Korush looks from Nasrin to Jalal and sighs. “We would 
enjoy having you here more often,” he says, smiling. But the 
hesitation in that smile carries an apology to his son.

“Thank you, Baba, but—”
“And Nasrin,”  says  Korush,  “you  forget  that  they  do 

have family down there.”
Nasrin’s  eyes  grow  wide  and  she  turns  to  me.  “Oh. 

Forgive me, Renee. I know Adam has Jennie and Eduardo. I 
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only meant—”
“That’s okay,” I say, “I know what you meant.” Jennie 

and Eduardo are not Adam’s blood family. Though I’ve only 
known  Jennie  for  two  years,  she  mothers  me  more  than 
Becky ever did.

“And now that I am willing to fly,” says Jalal, “we are 
only a few hours away.  Have we not been here for every 
family event?”

Nasrin agrees, but she casts a skeptical eye at Jalal. Since 
a  rough flight when he was twelve-years-old,  he’s  avoided 
flying whenever possible. It’s  only since Adam’s birth that 
he’s agreed to frequent flights to Seattle so his parents can 
be part of  our lives. Nasrin glowers at her hands clasped in 
her lap. Seconds later, she lifts her head and smiles at Jalal. 
“Now you will need a bigger house,” she says, “so if  you are 
going to move anyway—”

“We already have a bigger house,” he says.
A moment of  silence follows his statement. It takes me 

that long to realize he’s speaking of  the house in Coelho, the 
house he inherited from Meredith, the house he has entered 
only under duress since her death more than four years ago.

Shadi is the first to react. “Finally,” she says. “It’s been a 
ridiculous waste letting that place sit empty except when we 
come down to visit you. And Aza and Kristen should move 
in to help out with the babies.”

“Shadi!” All eyes turn to Azadeh, who glares at her older 
sister. “It’s not your place to—”

“I think that’s a great idea, Aza,” I say. “You’d be only 
thirty  minutes  from Ryan’s  school,  so  you  could  see  him 
more often.” The look Shadi gives Aza confuses me. I would 
swear she just signaled I told you so.

“What would Kristen think about moving?” asks Jalal.
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“She’ll  adapt,”  says  Shadi.  “Your daughter  needs  a  … 
change of  scenery, Aza. It’s the only way.”

Jalal and I exchange looks. “Is something going on with 
Kristen?” he asks.

Aza ignores  him. “Nice way to steal  Jalal  and Renee’s 
thunder tonight, Shadi.”

Nasrin stands. “No more talk about my family moving 
away,”  she says.  “I  want  to celebrate  the  good news.  Who 
would like a cup of  tea?” She heads toward the kitchen, a 
clear signal she expects us all to follow. And we do.

Jalal winks at me and then leans close. “Just one cup,” he 
whispers.

Wrapped in the warmth of  afterglow, we lay on our sides, 
skin  against  skin.  I  stare  at  the  monitor  as  though  I’m 
watching Adam rather than listening for him. Jalal plays with 
my hair, smoothing it down over my shoulder, measuring it 
against the length of  my arm. It’s my best feature, he told 
me once. I think he would take it as a personal offense if  I 
ever cut off  more than an inch.

So, I guess we’re moving to Coelho—and not just the 
three of  us. Shadi jumped in with the offer for Aza to move 
with us so quickly I’m wondering if  that’s why only she and 
Aza hung around. Was this move something they were going 
to propose anyway? That would explain Shadi’s told-you-so 
look. When Aza lived in Meredith’s house two summers ago, 
while she went through her divorce, she loved taking care of  
Meredith’s rose garden. She’ll be happy there again.

I love Azadeh. How could I not? For the first few weeks 
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after I met Jalal and Aza, I thought they were twins because 
they were so close, so much alike. Dreading the separation, 
Aza confided her apprehension about Ryan going to school 
in  San  Luis  Obispo with  his  cousin  Jason,  but  she’s  said 
nothing to me about a problem with Kristen serious enough 
to cause her to move to California too. I’m surprised Jalal 
doesn’t know what’s up, though. “What do you think Shadi 
meant about Kristen?”

“Aza has mentioned only normal teenage problems with 
Kristen.” He brushes my hair off  my shoulder and caresses 
the bare skin with his lips. “I will ask her more tomorrow,” 
he says between kisses.

“Well,  it  must  be  serious,  if  she  needs  to  move  her 
daughter out of  state.” Though I’m concerned about Aza 
and Kristen, I’m also trying to ease into asking Jalal about 
his decision to move back to Meredith’s house.

“How would you feel about living there?” he asks.
My mouth drops open. Again with the sixth sense. “The 

house in Coelho?”
“Yes.”
I don’t really know how I feel. I never thought he’d want 

to live there again. “It’s a beautiful place, Jalal … but I worry 
about the pool … with Adam.”

“We can do something about that.” He cups my breast, 
brushing  his  thumb  against  my  nipple,  and  my  body 
responds, low and deep.

“How—” I  gasp  and  then  still  the  distraction  of  his 
hand’s  exploration.  “How  do  you feel  about  living  there 
again?”

“I  feel  good.  It  feels  right.  It  is  just  a  house,  not  a 
monument.” He nuzzles my hair further aside and kisses the 
back of  my neck. “What I said tonight was not spontaneous. 
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I have been thinking about moving for a few months. I have 
changed.” Kiss. “You strengthen me, sweet love.” Kiss. “You 
make me whole.”

I turn to face him. “Oh yes. I feel that … again.”
“Why, Mrs. Vaziri, you have a dirty mind. I said whole, 

not hard, but now that you mention it …” He rolls to his 
back, pulling me on top of  him.


Adam fell asleep while we waited to board the plane for the 
flight  home.  As  we  walk  down the  jetway  and  enter  the 
plane, Jalal continues the near silence he kept during the ride 
to the airport and check-in. He motions for me to take the 
window seat  and hands  me the baby’s  bag  but  keeps  the 
baby.  Jalal’s  preoccupation makes me nervous.  Maybe he’s 
upset with me. Every time we visit his family I worry that I’ll 
do  or  say  something  to  embarrass  him.  They  all  loved 
Meredith. It’s not easy following in her wake.

Jalal sits down beside me, holding a limp Adam in the air 
where he hangs for the few seconds it  takes me to fasten 
Jalal’s seat belt While I push the bag and my purse under the 
seat and secure my seat belt, he settles the baby back against  
his left shoulder. I can’t stand his silence any longer. “What 
are you thinking about?”

“Are you honestly in agreement with Aza moving in with 
us?” he asks without hesitation, as though we’re continuing a 
briefly  interrupted  conversation.  “She  could  still  move  to 
Coelho and buy a house of  her own.”

“Of  course I don’t mind. You know I love her and I’ll 
be  glad to  have  the  extra  help  when the  baby  comes.”  I 
punctuate my statement by kissing Adam’s head. “Besides, 
the house is huge. It’s not like we’ll be living on top of  each 
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other.”
“I am not convinced she told us the whole story about 

Kristen,” he says. “I understand Aza wants to get her away 
from the ‘gang kids’, but moving out of  state seems a drastic 
solution.”

“Maybe that’s the point. Maybe Kristen was too involved 
with one particular boy.”

“Oh.”  He’s  quiet  for  a  moment.  “Man,  she  is  only 
fifteen.”

I lay my hand on his. “She’ll get a new start in Coelho.”
Jalal nods. For a couple of  minutes, he casts vacant eyes 

in  the  direction  of  his  knees  while  he  draws  circles  on 
Adam’s back with his fingertips. I watch the fuel truck pull 
away below us. I fear Jalal is slipping into one of  his black 
moods. As a distraction, though I already know his answer, I 
open my mouth to ask if  he thinks we should just drive on 
home after we land at LAX tonight, but he speaks first.

“I  think  we should  renovate  the  apartment  above the 
garage for them.”

I could play it straight, but sometimes it’s just too much 
fun to mess with him. “The servant’s quarters, you mean?” 
There it is: the little quirk of  his mouth that tells me I’ve 
temporarily dispelled any darkness.

“I believe a remark like that qualifies you as an anti-snob, 
Renee.”

“And a remark like that qualifies you as a smartass.”
He  shakes  his  head,  sighing.  “Right  in  your  innocent 

son’s ear.” He makes a show of  shifting Adam to his right 
shoulder,  away from me. “You are determined to corrupt 
this child.”

“Like I corrupted you?”
“Yes, you evil bitch.”
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“Excuse me?”
The woman’s voice startles Jalal. I smother a laugh as he 

apologizes to the offended flight attendant standing beside 
him. With Adam blocking his  peripheral  vision,  he hadn’t 
noticed her approach to take our drink orders. He orders a 
scotch for himself  but only water for me.

“I want a Coke,” I tell him.
“She will have a Perrier,” he says to the attendant, who 

now looks confused but nods and moves on. He flashes me 
a triumphant grin.

“Are you kidding me?”
He cocks a brow. “Serves you right for not telling me 

she was there.”
“How was I supposed to know you were going to call 

me  such  a  thing?  Isn’t  that  one  of  the  words  on  your 
forbidden list?”

“Whatever  happened  to  wives  who  honor  their 
husbands with silence?”

“Misogynist  judges  sentenced  them  to  prison  for 
murdering their prick husbands.”

His other brow rises to join the first. “I love you,” he 
says quickly.

“Damn right you do.”
“Your language is hopeless.”
“Yeah, but you love me anyway.” I take the baby, so Jalal 

can  calm  his  flight  jitters  with  his  drink.  Adam’s  eyelids 
flutter during the transfer.  As I rock him back to sleep,  I 
resume the conversation about the proposed renovation. “I 
think giving Aza and Kristen their own space is best. How 
much will that cost, do you think?”

“That is not something you need to be concerned with. I 
will call tomorrow for new estimates.”
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“Call who? And what do you mean new estimates?”
“I already have a few for remodel—” He grimaces and 

then sighs.  “Estimates  for  remodeling the  master  suite.  It 
was going to be a surprise, a gift to you.”

A gift for me or so nothing in that room will remind him 
of  Meredith? I hide my suspicion behind a smile. “Well then, 
thank you.” I crook my arm through his and lean my head 
against his shoulder. “But you should start work on Aza’s 
apartment first. We’ll be fine in Bahia for a while longer.”



2

dam is overly tired when Jalal brings him back from 
their beach walk, so it takes me longer than usual to 

settle him down for his nap. When he finally falls asleep, I 
turn on the monitor and creep out of  his room. Jalal, having 
already cleaned up from lunch, sits at the kitchen table with 
the blueprints to the Coelho house spread out before him. 
In  the  two  weeks  since  we  got  back  from  Seattle,  he’s 
decided  to  do more  than just  remodel  our  bedroom and 
renovate the apartment for Aza and Kristen. I listen to his 
plans  and  try  not  to  think  about  how much  it  will  cost. 
That’s a habit I can’t break even though Jalal’s inheritance 
and investments make money worries a thing of  my past.

A

I  open  the  fridge  and  reach  for  a  Coke  before 
remembering  I’ve  already  drunk  my  one-a-day  allotment. 
“Crap.” I glance at Jalal. He pretends he wasn’t watching me, 
but the pursing of  his mouth is a dead giveaway he’s holding 
back a smile.
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“Problem?” he asks.
I grab a bottle of  water and slump down at the table. 

He’s only reinforcing the obstetrician’s restrictions. It pisses 
me off  anyway. “Why is it I’m allowed to drink all the tea I 
want, but you limit my coffee and Coke? Tea has caffeine 
too.”

“My mother drank tea through seven pregnancies and 
we all turned out fine.”

“You think so?”
“Well … true, some of  us are superior to the others.”
“Yeah,  it’s  unfortunate  she didn’t  cut  down when she 

was pregnant with you.” I emphasize the last word with a 
kick to his shin, but as usual my feet are bare, so I’m sure it 
hurts me more than him.

Jalal shakes his head wearily, but again he’s trying not to 
smile. Good to know my sacrifice is a source of  amusement 
to him. We sit in silence for a few minutes while I grumpily 
sip water and he looks at the plans. He pulls out another 
blueprint from the pile and studies it for a moment before 
he frowns. “Interesting,” he says.

“What is?”
“According to these old blueprints, the house originally 

had a small, one-room building behind it.”
“Where the swimming pool is now?”
“Yes. Well, a few feet further back. STUDIO is how it’s 

labeled here.”
“An artist’s studio?”
“I suppose.”
“Did Meredith tear it down?”
“No, the pool was there when she bought the house.”
“How do you know?”
He picks up my bottle and takes a drink. “Because the 
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pool was Stephen’s deciding factor on buying the house.”
Stephen, Meredith’s first husband, a man neither of  us 

ever  met,  is  a  part  of  our  life  because  he  was  part  of  
Meredith’s life. Talking about her is always a risk. I no longer 
worry  about  Jalal  drowning  in  those  dark  waters.  Still, 
sometimes just a stray comment sparks a memory and he 
drifts  away  from me for  a  while.  True,  those  drifts  have 
decreased,  in  both  length  and  frequency,  during  the  two 
years I’ve known him. But what if  that’s only because we’ve 
built a new life together here in Bahia de Sueños? What if, 
by  moving  into  the  Coelho  house,  the  place  he  most 
associates  with  Meredith,  he  heads  straight  back  into  the 
undertow? “Speaking of  the pool …”

Jalal  stretches and leans  back in his  chair.  “The stone 
wall will be finished before we move in. Adam would have 
to fly  to get  to the  pool  on his  own and the last  time I 
checked, he was still wingless.”

I force a smile. “I know you think I worry too much.”
“No.” He reaches for my hand and gives it a squeeze. “I 

shared  your  concern  about  the  pool.  But  some of  your 
worries … this thing about Adam sleeping with us—”

“Oh,”  I  say.  “Show me  again.  Which  will  be  Adam’s 
room?”

“Renee …”
I press my finger on the blueprints. “Is it this one?”
He sighs. “Yes.”
I look closer. “Where will you put the door?”
“The door is there.” Jalal slides my finger an inch to the 

right.
“No, not the door to the hallway. Where will the door 

from his room to ours be?”
“Renee,  I  promise  we  will  have  a  state  of  the  art 
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monitoring system. If  Adam wiggles a toe, you will hear it. 
If  he so much as blinks, probably.”

I jab at the blueprints. “There has to be a door between 
our rooms. No. Wait. Which room will be the baby’s?”

“Well, we both know the baby will sleep in our room for a 
year—at  least.  But  you  could  decorate  the  room next  to 
Adam’s as the nursery.”

For a moment,  I  stare at the blueprints and then fear 
slams me.  “This  won’t  work.  That  house is  too  big.  The 
rooms are too far apart. We can’t live there, Jalal.”

He looks at the ceiling and blows out a breath.
“I’m sorry,” I say. “I should have paid closer attention 

before you started—”
“We are moving, Renee.” He stands and pulls me into his 

arms. “Beginning tomorrow, you will go with me every day 
to the house and practice sprinting down the hall from our 
bedroom to the nursery, so when I finally convince you to 
let  the  baby sleep there,  you can break the  sound barrier 
every time you hear a peep on the monitor.” He tilts my chin 
up  so  our  eyes  meet.  “Or  … I  will  tell  Ben  to  install  a 
doorway from our room to Adam’s. The nursery is already 
connected to his through their bathroom. Straight shot.”

I hug him. He tries so hard to allay my fears. “Thank you 
for putting up with my craziness.”

“I love your craziness.” He slides his hands down to cup 
my ass and presses me closer. “How long do we have before 
Adam wakes up, Mrs. Vaziri?”

“Long enough, Mr. Vaziri.”

Later,  when  I  hear  Adam  stir,  I  jump  out  of  bed  and 
scramble for my clothes. Jalal will never understand how it 
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rips my heart to hear Adam cry out when he realizes he’s 
alone.

“Hey,” says Jalal. “Are you coming to Coelho with me 
tomorrow?”

“Why? You said you’d add the door.”
“The door is a done deal,” he says. “I want you to look 

at each room and discuss the remodeling with me.”
“Each room?” He starts to respond, but I wave him off. 

“Adam’s awake.”
Adam stands in his crib, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. 

I pick him up, barely settling him on my hip before I lean 
over his crib and vomit. He begins to cry. In seconds, Jalal 
appears and takes him from me. I wipe my mouth with a 
corner of  Adam’s blanket.

“Morning sickness?”
“Uh-huh.” I close my eyes against the mess in Adam’s 

bed. But I don’t straighten up for fear I’ll set off  another 
wave of  nausea.

“Do you still have any of  those pills the doctor gave you 
last time?” he asks. Before I can answer, he carries Adam 
from the room.

Despite  my  earlier  caution,  the  stench  is  just  as 
threatening, so I straighten up by inches and push away from 
the crib. In the guest bath across the hall, I rinse my mouth 
and splash cold water on my face. Jalal meets me at the door 
and hands me one of  the little white tablets I took three 
times a day for weeks during my first pregnancy. Back then, I 
could spend half  the day lying around; now with Adam to 
care for, I can’t do that. Won’t. “Where’s Adam?”

“Safely corralled in his play area. Take your pill.” When I 
place  it  on my tongue to dissolve,  he  pulls  me close and 
cradles my head against his chest. “I hate this part for you,” 
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he says. “Go lie down. I will take care of  Adam and clean up 
in here.”

“I’ll just rest in the living room for a bit,” I say and push 
past him, ignoring his disapproving huff. I stretch out on the 
couch where I can watch Adam.

A minute later, Jalal hands me a glass of  ginger ale with a 
straw.  “Remember to sip,”  he says and returns  to Adam’s 
room to gather the bedding.

On the way to the washer, he stops behind me. I look up 
to see what he wants, but he’s only stopped to watch his son. 
Adam smiles at Jalal and holds out his hand, offering a toy. 
I’m not surprised at the conflict evident in Jalal’s expression. 
He never ignores his son, but he’s holding a wad of  filthy 
laundry.

I stand and move toward the corral.  “Daddy will  play 
with you in a minute, little man.” It’s picking at a scab, but 
whenever I watch Jalal with Adam, I can’t help wondering 
how my father could have left me when I was four. Adam 
has already become our life; how much more will he mean 
to  us  by  the  time  he’s  that  age?  But  then  Adam  is  an 
adorable child.

After Jalal starts the washer, he comes back and sits on 
the floor with us. I’m stacking blocks, which Adam delights 
in knocking down. Jalal says nothing to distract him. How 
generously he shares his son. I shove the blocks closer to 
him. “Watch Daddy build a big tower, Adam.”

Being with a man who doesn’t  hide his  emotions is  a 
new experience for me. Sometimes he looks at me with such 
love it breaks my heart. And now with Adam, it’s the same. 
How easily Jalal wells up when he looks at him. When he 
told me the story  of  his  estrangement  from his  father,  I 
couldn’t imagine how he stood it, how he kept himself  from 
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begging his father to love him. And it was all for nothing, 
just  a  misunderstanding,  because  a  hurt  so deep in  Jalal’s 
childhood left a hole he could not fill and would not let his 
father fill.

I can’t stand the thought I could wound my children. I 
fear that more than anything.


“I  really  think  you  should  consult  Azadeh  about  this 
renovation, not me,” I tell Jalal, as we climb the steps along 
the outside wall of  the garage. Garage, what a laugh. Yes, it  
houses cars,  but it  looks more like  a showroom than any 
garage I’ve ever seen. I wouldn’t be surprised if  it equals the 
square footage of  our beach house. The apartment above it  
is surely just as spacious.

Jalal  holds  a  ring  of  unmarked  keys,  trying  one  after 
another in the door lock. “She will have her say, but this is 
your home now, and I think you should be involved.”

It’s going to take time for me to feel at home in this  
house. Meredith’s presence feels strong to me, but Jalal acts 
indifferent to it. If  that isn’t just an act, it’s quite a change 
from two years ago, when he truly faced Meredith’s absence 
here for the first time. Right after her funeral, he walked out 
the door and drove away. It took him almost three years to 
work though his grief  and find the courage to let her go. He 
took a big step toward healing on the day he came back here 
and  said  good-bye  to  her,  but  since  then  the  house  has 
served only as a guest house for his visiting family members. 
I certainly never pictured myself  living here.

Jalal  finally  unlocks  the  door  and  we  step  inside.  He 
opened the windows days ago, so though it needs a serious 
cleaning, the apartment doesn’t smell musty. I walk through 
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the  empty  living  room  and  dining  area  into  the  kitchen, 
which  is  nicer  than  I  expected,  though  nothing  like  the 
gourmet setup Jalal has in the main house. But then, even 
the best apartment I ever lived in ranked only a few notches 
above slum. “What exactly do you plan to change?”

“New carpet and paint, certainly. And I think we should 
update the kitchen and bathrooms. Is the layout good, do 
you think?”

“Sure.” I’d glanced in the bedrooms as I walked past, 
and now I open the door at the end of  the hall. “Where do 
these stairs lead?”

“Down to  the  laundry  room, which has  doors  to  the 
garage, the patio, and our kitchen.”

Three staircases in one house. I’ll be living in a maze. I 
point to the door directly across the narrow landing. “Does 
that lead into the upstairs of  the house?”

“Yes,” he says. “It can be locked from our side, but since 
Aza and Kristen are family …”

“That’s fine.”
When I close the door and turn, Jalal motions for me to 

follow him into one of  the bedrooms. He crosses the room 
and opens the door to a walk-in closet. “These are the same 
in both rooms. They are nothing like your closet will be, but 
will they work? Of  course we will have them fitted with all 
those drawers and cubbies you like.”

“Do I?” I’m teasing. I’ve never had such a closet,  but 
I’ve seen enough in magazines to have a healthy dose of  
organizer envy. “You’re asking the wrong person. As it  is, 
this is a bigger, nicer, closet than I’ve ever had.” I open what 
I expect is the door to the bathroom. “Gross.”

Jalal  peers  over  me.  “Bad,  huh?  Like  I  said,  the 
bathrooms need updating.”
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“Surely  that  hideous  pink  tile  is  not  original  to  the 
house.”

“No. Someone remodeled … in the 50s maybe.”
“Put it back to the original. Subway tiles, wouldn’t it be? 

And order those reproduction period fixtures. All white, so 
Aza and Kristen can add their own colors.”

Jalal wraps his arms around me and rests his chin on my 
head. “I knew you would have good ideas. Give me some for 
the kitchen?” He takes my hand and leads me there. “I think 
we  should  gut  it,”  he  says.  “New  cupboards,  new  floor, 
counters, appliances … everything.”

“Do it.” Anticipating his response, I press my fingertips 
against his lips. “Don’t ask me to choose anything. You and 
Aza should decide.”

He kisses my fingertips and then pulls them away. “You 
will have plenty of  decisions to make for our house. Come.” 
Jalal leads the way back down the hall to the inner staircase 
and down to our kitchen door. Halfway across the laundry 
room,  he  stops  and  turns  to  me.  “Why  are  you  out  of  
breath?  Were the  stairs  too  much?” He splays  his  fingers 
across my stomach as though to shield the baby from the 
cause of  my distress.

“I’m fine,” I say, lying just like Jalal does when he refuses 
to admit he’s anything but fine. My heart pounds, not with 
exertion, but with dread. What do I expect; that Meredith’s 
jealous ghost will rush at me, her nails clawing at my eyes for 
daring to claim my place in her house? Stupid. Yet, as we 
step into the kitchen, I’d swear it  dims as though the sun 
sucked some of  its light back out the windows. I am not 
welcomed. Threatened tears sting my eyes. Hormones. This 
has to be the pregnancy hormones. What next, a return of  
the  mood swings  that  knocked Jalal  off-balance  and kept 
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him on constant alert? I hug him tight.
“Whoa,” he says. “Are you sure nothing is wrong?”
I nod against his chest, breathing in the scent of  tea and 

spice that lingers on his skin, familiar,  comforting. Then I 
give  him another  squeeze and push him away.  The weird 
darkness still hangs over the kitchen, so I lead him out into 
the hall. “You’re not really making changes to every room in 
the house, are you?”

Jalal  stops  at  the  entrance  to  the  dining  room  and 
glances in, then turns and crosses the hall to the door of  a 
room I don’t know how to identify—what they call a sitting 
room, maybe? I hold my breath. Is he picturing Meredith in 
each room? Is he caught up in those memories? His silence 
makes me feel like a voyeur.

“Would this be good for a play room, a family room?” 
he asks. Then he frowns. “It would be nicer opened to the 
kitchen  to  make  a  great  room,  but  that  would  require 
another remodel. Maybe later?”

“That’s perfect,” I say, hiding my relief. He hadn’t been 
thinking of  Meredith at all.

For another minute, Jalal stands in the doorway and then 
walks  in.  I  fill  his  vacancy at  the  door.  He stands  in  the 
center of  the room staring at one wall. “On second thought,  
if  we relocate the bank of  cupboards on the other side of  
this wall, we could install an archway from this room to the 
kitchen now. Not quite a great room, but close.” He turns to 
me, brows raised.

“You’re going to do all this work before we move in?”
“Yes.”
“Won’t  that  take months …  several  months? I thought 

we’d be settled here long before the baby comes.”
“No problem. I will offer them a bonus to work harder.”
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“I thought you were talking minor changes. Painting and 
stuff.”

“Oh yes, that too,” he says, backing me into the hall.
Jalal heads toward the living room with me on his heels. 

This  massive  space  has  numerous  leaded-glass  windows. 
Despite its facing north, light floods the room. My mood 
lifts,  even  though  evidence  of  Meredith’s  interests—and 
Meredith and Jalal’s travels too, I suppose—fill the walls and 
shelves in the room.

“You  have  free  reign,”  he  says,  making  a  sweeping 
gesture. “New furniture, new paint, new carpets … whatever 
you like.”

“Not before we move in,” I say. “It’s fine for now.”
“I want you to make it yours.”
How can I make him understand that I’ve never had the 

luxury of  such decisions? I simply don’t have the experience 
or knowledge necessary.  He’s  waiting for a response,  so I 
nod. “Show me what you intend to do to our bedroom.”

As  I  follow him up  the  stairs,  I  steel  myself  for  my 
second  ever  look  at  the  room  where  he  made  love  to 
Meredith. My first had been little more than a polite glance, 
so brief  I held my breath through it. Jalal stands at the top 
of  the stairs scrutinizing me as I climb.

“Are you all right?” he asks.
“Stop it.” I shoo him down the hall toward the back of  

the house. When I step into the bedroom, I catch my breath, 
but  not  for  the  reason I  did  the  first  time.  The room is 
empty. Every trace of  Meredith erased. I remembered the 
room as big, but now it looks enormous. “The furniture’s in 
storage?”

“I gave it away.”
“Gave it?”
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“To Lorena. She has taken care of  this house for years, 
so …” He shrugs.

The man gave thousands of  dollars’ worth of  furniture 
to the housekeeper he already pays a ridiculous salary. How 
he manages his inheritance from Meredith is a mystery to 
me. “But … why?”

“I  thought—”  He  shakes  his  head  and  gestures 
halfheartedly around the room. “I want it to be your dream 
room.”

I smile. He’s not fooling me. He wants his memories of  
this room erased. “Don’t you want any input? It’s your room 
too.”

“I have only one request … no twin beds.”
I  crook  my  arm in  his  and  rest  my  head  against  his 

shoulder. “I’ll buy the largest bed I can find.”
He laughs. “Of  course you will  because soon you will 

want to have both children sleeping with us.”



3

zadeh  and  Kristen  moved  into  the  renovated 
apartment in the Coelho house a couple of  weeks ago. 

The contractors have several rooms of  the main house torn 
up, but Jalal promises they’ll finish work by mid-November, 
six weeks from now. It’s weird to think about not living here 
in our beach house. This is my first real home, the first place 
I  ever  felt  truly  loved and safe.  But we’re out-growing it. 
Even with one child, on some days these four rooms seem 
to shrink to one.

A

When it’s time to move, I won’t have much to pack. I’ve 
already gone through the boxes I brought with me when I 
moved in here. Jalal teased me about having a  back-up plan, 
saying I kept that stuff  in case I couldn’t stand living with 
him and wanted to move out. We’re long past that stage, so 
it was time to get rid of  most of  it. Now, I’ve distilled my 
previous life into one box containing some spiral notebook 
journals  and  a  few  mementos  and  photos,  which  I’ll 
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probably leave here in the garage.
One last time, I sort through the photos of  my brother 

and sisters—Brandon, Nicole, Amber. I haven’t seen them in 
ten years.  The photos show happy faces,  not the terrified 
ones I last saw when Child Protective Services ripped them 
out of  my life and sent me to live with the father I hadn’t 
seen  in  almost  twelve  years.  I  have  a  few photos  of  my 
mother, Becky. Only one shows my father. God, how young 
they  were  when  they  married.  My  father’s  face  is  partly 
scratched out. Did Becky do that during one of  her weepy 
drunks or did I do it in anger? I don’t remember now.

Anyway, I don’t need a photo to remember his face. It’s 
burned into my brain from the few months I lived with him 
before the court emancipated me, so I could go back home 
to take care of  Becky.  And then,  after I  moved back out 
here, I saw his face all over Sacramento on real estate signs 
and billboards:  LET STEVE MARSHALL FIND YOUR 
DREAM  HOME!  The  man  who  deserted  his  wife  and 
daughter now helps put other families in their dream homes. 
Irony’s a bitch.

Today, I’m with Jennie and Adam, sitting on the living room 
floor with paint and tile samples spread out on the carpet 
around me. Until I married Jalal, tacking up a few posters 
and draping a gypsy shawl or two in an effort to liven up a 
dingy  apartment  was  the  extent  of  my  decorating 
experience. “I have no clue what I’m doing,” I tell Jennie. “I 
don’t have good taste.”

“Bull.  You  suggested  some  great  ways  to  fix  up  the 
restaurant when you waited tables for me,” she says. “And 
you’ve  spent  a  fortune  on  decorating  magazines,  so  you 
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must have a pretty good idea what you like by now.”
“Yeah, but what I like might not be good enough for her 

house.”
“That’s  your  problem  right  there.  It’s  not  Meredith’s 

house anymore. Quit trying to please her.”
I sigh and rest back against the bookcase. Jennie doesn’t 

understand. Jalal doesn’t either. They keep telling me to do 
things my way as if  I’m as classy as Meredith. As if  I should 
step into her shoes and carry on. I’m just hoping I can fake 
it well enough. I lean forward and shuffle through the paint 
samples again. Jennie continues to rock Adam, though he 
fell asleep an hour ago. Despite what Jalal believes, that boy 
sleeps so deeply we don’t even have to lower our voices.

“Dillydally  all  you  want  over  the  decisions  for  your 
house,”  says  Jennie.  “The  longer  the  remodel  takes,  the 
longer I get to be with this little one.”

“We’re not moving to the moon, Jennie. It’s only twenty-
six miles. We’ll wear a groove in the road driving back and 
forth.”

Jennie shakes her head. “You’ll get caught up in a new 
life there … socializing and all. You’ll change.”

I lean forward to lay a hand on Jennie’s knee. “You can 
put a ghetto girl in a mansion, but she’ll always be ghetto.”

Jennie laughs. But just as quickly she sobers and lays a 
hand  over  mine.  “Don’t  you  be  thinking  of  yourself  as 
ghetto, hon. You’re as first-class as they come. You  deserve 
that mansion.”

“Spoken like a true mother.”
“Yeah? Well,  as your ‘true mother’,  I guess I have the 

right  to  ask  what  you  were  thinking  to  let  yourself  get 
pregnant again when this one was barely weaned.”

“So  that’s what’s  had your  panties  in  a  twist  for  three 
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months?  I  thought  you  were  just  pissed  because  we’re 
moving.”

“That too, but you didn’t answer my question.”
“I’m making up for lost time.”
“Lost time?” Jennie shakes her head. “So at twenty-six 

you think your biological clock is about to run down.”
“Not exactly.”  I  lower  my voice,  even though I  don’t 

really expect Jalal back for at least another hour. “Jalal isn’t 
getting any younger.”

Jennie stops rocking. “What are you talking about? The 
man’s  only forty-two and in great  shape.  He doesn’t  even 
have a gray hair.”

“Yes, he does … until he notices and pulls it out.”
“That doesn’t sound like him,” she says. “He’s not vain.” 

Adam’s stirring sets her chair back in motion. “I wonder if  
Jalal’s picked up on you thinking he’s getting old.”

Her words shame me. I pull my hand away and return to 
sorting the paint samples. “He does seem to read my mind 
sometimes.”

“Well, you better watch what you think, then. He’ll never 
be old, and you know it. Jalal’s just like his father. Some men 
stay lively, virile, to the end. You keep thinking like you are 
and you’ll end up with twenty rug rats.”

“Worse things could happen. Besides, you’ll love being 
Granny to as many babies as I can pop out.”

“Lord, let me live long enough.”
I  choose  two  paint  samples  and  hold  them  to  the 

sunlight streaming in the window. “So, you’ve got a thing for 
Korush, huh?”

Jennie  leans  forward  to  smack  me,  but  the  sudden 
movement wakes Adam. “Now see what you’ve done?” She 
transfers  him  upright  and  cuddles  his  head  against  her 
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shoulder. He falls asleep again in seconds. She rocks him in 
silence for a moment, and then she says, “Korush is good-
looking all right, but Eduardo has his own charms.”

I smile at her. Eduardo must have charms indeed. Jennie 
waited  twenty  years  after  her  horrible  first  marriage  to 
become  another  man’s  wife.  “I  need  a  Coke,”  I  say  and 
scramble to my feet. “Want one?” I don’t wait for an answer.  
Jennie  and I  share  a  caffeine  addiction.  While  I’m in  the 
kitchen, Jalal arrives and greets Jennie.


When I step into the living room with a soda can in each 
hand, he arches his brows. “Renee?”

“This is for Jennie.” I raise my left hand, then my right,  
“And this is my only one today. I swear.” I rise on tiptoe to 
give him a loud smooch and then sit back down with the 
samples. “Why are you home early?”

“I want to talk to you about the bedroom ceiling.”
“Get  rid  of  the  mirrors.”  I  wink at  Jennie  when Jalal 

reacts. I love that I can make him blush.
“There are no—” He’s talking to Jennie, but when he 

sees her grin he shakes his head and turns back to me. “Very 
funny,”  he  says.  “I  am  thinking  of  putting  in  ambient 
lighting. We can extend the lower cove molding to hide the 
fixtures. What do you think?”

“Sounds perfect,”  I  say,  though I’m not sure what he 
means  by  lower  cove  molding.  I  didn’t  notice  the  ceiling 
either time I was in the room. I prefer not to think of  the  
room any more than I have to because I’ll picture Jalal lying 
there with Meredith.  Uh-oh. If  he read my mind on that 
point, maybe the remodel really is his gift to me. “Wait. You 
drove all the way home to ask me about the lighting? Why 
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didn’t you just call?”
“Ben stopped work until the electri—” He bites off  his 

words and his eyes widen.
“So you’d already told him to add the lighting.” I’m not 

asking a question, so he responds with his sheepish forgive-
me smile  that  he  knows works  on me most of  the time. 
“You don’t have to consult me on these things, Jalal. I trust 
your judgment. In fact,” I gesture to the floor around me, 
“why am I looking at these?”

“I thought you would want to pick out the paint colors 
before you talk to the interior designer.” He steps toward 
Jennie  to take  Adam,  who’d  stirred  at  the  first  sound of  
Jalal’s voice and now is awake and reaching for him.

“Designer? You mean a decorator?”
“Whatever,” he says, “but good luck to any decorator who 

tries to talk you into anything you—”
“Well, why don’t you clue the designer in on your method 

of  just pretending to consult me?”
Jennie boosts herself  out of  the rocker and lifts Adam 

out of  Jalal’s arms. “I’ll go change this baby’s diaper while 
you two try to out smartass each other.”

“Jennie …” warns Jalal.
“Hush it, Super Dad. I never took any vow to clean up 

my language.”

Jalal offered to let the contractor manage without him and 
come with me to the interior design gallery, but I knew if  he 
did I wouldn’t really look at anything. I’d just rely on his eyes. 
Since we married, I think Jalal has matured, and I’ve moved 
in the  opposite  direction.  Maybe  Jennie’s  right.  Maybe  he 
senses that and it makes him feel old. I don’t want him to 
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feel old, but for the first time in my life, I trust someone to 
take care of  me. It’s a nice feeling.

Just as I pull in to park, an old woman walks up to the 
car in the next spot. She opens her door halfway and then 
stands there as if  I’ve parked too close for her to get in. I  
haven’t; the woman has plenty of  room. Ignoring her, I get 
out,  open  the  trunk,  and  take  out  the  stroller.  I  keep 
expecting  her car to pull  out,  but by  the time I have the 
stroller set up, not only hasn’t it moved, I never even heard 
her door shut. I’m in no mood to deal with a bitch over an 
inch  of  parking  space.  I  slam the  truck  lid.  The  woman 
stands peering through the window at Adam.

I open the back door on the opposite side of  the car, 
unbuckle Adam from his car seat and transfer him to my 
hip. As I straighten, the woman smiles at me across the top 
of  the  car.  I  may have been wrong about  her.  She looks 
harmless, so I return a half  smile and close the door. As I 
carry Adam to the stroller, the woman moves in the same 
direction.

“You’re Jalal’s wife,” she says and offers her hand. “I’m 
Judith Langley.”

“Renee,” I say and reach to shake hands, but the woman 
clasps mine and doesn’t let go. She’s creeping me out now. 
“It’s nice to meet you, Judith, but if  you’ll excuse me—”

“I was Meredith’s friend,” she says and releases my hand. 
“And this must be Jalal’s son. Meredith would be thrilled.”

“She would?” I snap my mouth closed as if  I’ve slipped 
up, though I did a good job of  sounding surprised. I know 
who Judith is because Meredith often wrote about her in her 
journal. But no one except Aza knows I read that, so I have 
to pretend I don’t know Judith or that Meredith feared Jalal 
would grow to regret he missed out on a life with a younger 
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wife  and  children.  Aza  found  the  journal  hidden  in 
Meredith’s garden shed and gave it to me, so as far as I know 
we’re the only ones who know it exists. From what I read 
about their relationship, I’m surprised Meredith shared that 
particular regret with Judith.

“His name is Adam,” I tell her.
“He’s a beautiful child,” she says and smiles at him again 

before reaching into her purse to pull out a card. “Here’s my 
number. Let’s have lunch. Soon.”

I nod and glance down at the card. “You’re an interior 
designer?”

“I’ve resurrected my former career to stave off  senility. 
Back then, we were just interior decorators. Why? Are you 
looking for one?”

“Yes. I’m here to get some ideas of  my own before we 
choose a designer.”

“Well, don’t let me keep you, but if  you’d like another 
opinion,  all  the  more  reason  to  meet  for  lunch.”  Judith 
waves goodbye to Adam and gets in her car.

I  slip  the  card  in  my  pocket  and  buckle  him  in  the 
stroller, but I can’t move toward the shop because Judith has 
backed  her  car  halfway  out  and  stopped.  She  lowers  her 
window.

“You’re moving back into Mer … you’re  moving into 
Jalal’s house, aren’t you?”

“Yes. After the remodeling.”
“Then may I point out I know that house far better than 

any other designer in town? Call me.”
I wonder at the coincidence as I watch Judith drive away. 

Meredith will always be in my life. Remodel or not.

.   .   .
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Two days later,  the three of  us are on the way to Coelho 
when  Jalal  says,  “You  never  really  told  me  if  anything 
inspired  you  at  the  gallery.  What  did  you  decide  about 
decorating our bedroom?”

“Oh, yes.” I’m facing him, but my eyes are on Adam in 
the back seat. “I’m having lunch with a decorator today.”

“When did you arrange that? And when were you going 
to tell me?”

“I called her yesterday, and she suggested lunch. Aza’s 
going to watch Adam, so it  won’t interfere with whatever 
you have to do at the house today.”

“So why did you not tell me this yesterday?”
For a moment, I shift my eyes to Jalal. “What’s the big 

deal? You ordered me to take care of  this.”
“I—” He frowns. “I never ‘ordered’ you to do anything. I 

only suggested you get some ideas of  what you liked before 
you met with a—”

“I did and now I am.” Assured that Adam is asleep, I 
face forward. We drive in silence for a minute.

“What is this decorator’s name?” he asks.
I stare straight ahead, pretending to daydream. Azadeh 

told  me  about  Jalal’s  testy  relationship  with  Meredith’s 
friends, Judith in particular, but she also told me they came 
to Meredith’s funeral. But since Meredith stopped writing in 
her secret journal before she married Jalal, I’m not sure what 
kind of  peace he made with Judith. He’s never mentioned 
her. Why did I open my big mouth? I should have told him I 
was going shopping. I probably won’t hire Judith anyway. I 
just  want  to  question  her  about  Meredith.  Jalal  certainly 
doesn’t need to know that.

“Renee?”
I turn to him, eyebrows raised.
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“The decorator’s name?”
His exaggerated enunciation is the giveaway he suspects 

I’m  hiding  something.  Our  exchange  of  vows  produced 
some  sort  of  mind  meld—on  his  end  only,  apparently. 
“Judith … something.” I reach for my purse.  “I have her 
card here somewhere.”

“Langley,” he says.
“Oh.”
“How did you meet her?”
“At the design center. She’s an interior—”
“Designer. Yes. I know. Hence the secret lunch meeting 

to discuss decorating our bedroom.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not a secret anything. Just forget 

it.  You  buy  whatever  bedding  and  furniture  and  window 
treatments and other crap you want. Leave me out of  it.”

Jalal clears his throat, but then he remains silent during 
the  last  ten minutes  of  the  drive.  Sometimes  his  damned 
sensitivity to my moods ticks me off  more than anything. I’ll 
be  going  to  lunch  with  Judith,  not  because  of  my 
stubbornness,  but because he’ll  insist.  Just before we turn 
into the driveway, he reaches for my hand and brings it to his 
lips.

It’s hell being married to a saint.

Jalal  carries  a  sleeping Adam into  Azadeh’s  bedroom and 
then leaves to check on the renovation progress in the main 
house.  Aza  offers  me a  cup of  coffee  and a  seat  at  her 
dining table. “I’m sorry,” I say, “Adam fell asleep earlier than 
I  intended  on  the  drive  over,  so  he’ll  probably  wake  up 
before I get back.”

“Well,  I  hope  so,”  she  says,  “it’s  not  much  fun  just 
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watching him sleep. Is Jalal going with you to meet with the 
designer?”

“No.  He’s  keeping an eye on the  work downstairs.”  I 
take a sip of  coffee. “The designer is someone he knows … 
a friend of  Meredith’s.”

“Really. Which friend?”
“Judith.”
“Oh, yes. I forgot she used to be in that business.”
“I met her at the design center.”
Aza only nods.
I wait while she takes a drink of  coffee, and still she says 

nothing. “So what do you think?” I ask her.
“Oh. About Judith’s design work? I’ve never seen it, so

—”
“You have, sort of. Apparently, she influenced most of  

Meredith’s decorating, but that’s not what I meant. Would it 
be wrong—risky—to involve Judith in our lives?”

“Risky?  Oh.  You mean because  she’ll  remind Jalal  of  
Meredith?”

“Yes.”
Aza  gestures  around the  room.  “This  was  her  house. 

Don’t you think that’s already a pretty big reminder?”
“Right,  but  …  I  don’t  know.  Jalal  and  Judith  didn’t 

exactly hit it off.”
“As  I  understand it,”  says  Azadeh,  “that  was  because 

Judith  dominated  Meredith,  and  Jalal  felt  she  was  a  bad 
influence.  In  other  words,  he  was  jealous  … not  that  he 
would have seen it that way. Plus, Judith freaked him out by 
making passes at him.”

I cancel the sip I was about to take and thunk my cup 
back on the table. “Judith hit on Jalal?”
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END OF SAMPLE


