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CHAPTER 1
What a day. Laleh paused in front of her apartment door and balanced the three Styrofoam containers against her chest while digging in her jeans pocket for her keys. She couldn’t wait to take off her shoes and get out of the blouse that was still covered in the remainder of the saffron rice pudding a pouting three-year-old had flung at her.
When she turned the key, she realized the door was already unlocked. For a moment, she froze, the tiny hairs on her neck standing on end.
Then her gaze darted back toward the street.
Her mother’s old Volvo was parked in front of the building.
Laleh’s death grip on her keys loosened, and she pushed the door open. “Maman! You scared me half to death. What are you doing here?”
“Is that any way to greet your mother?” The scent of cinnamon and rose water that she associated with her mother swept toward her; then Laleh was engulfed in a warm embrace. Her mother kissed her on each cheek before stepping back and frowning at her. “What’s this?” She tugged on the stained blouse.
“One of our little guests didn’t appreciate Aunt Nasrin’s dessert.”
Her mother clicked her tongue in disapproval. “Throwing food…” She shook her head. “No Persian child would ever do that.”
Laleh didn’t even try to hide her grin. “Oh no? Don’t you remember what Navid did when you tried to get him to eat pickled artichoke?”
Her mother waved the comment away. “You should soak it in cold water with a little ammonia, or you’ll never get out the stain.”
“In a minute.” Laleh kicked off her shoes, squeezed past her mother in the tiny apartment, and carried the Styrofoam containers to the kitchenette. When she opened the fridge, she encountered several Tupperware bowls that hadn’t been there when she’d left for work this morning. She closed the fridge, turned toward her mother, and sent her a questioning gaze.
“I came over to bring you some adas polo.”
“You don’t need to bring me food, Maman. I work in a restaurant. If I want adas polo, Aunt Nasrin will send some home with me.”
Her mother waved her hand again, as she had the other hundreds of times Laleh had pointed out she wasn’t about to starve. “She doesn’t use enough cinnamon. I know you prefer mine.”
Laleh couldn’t deny it. Her mouth watered as she thought about the combination of rice, lentils, raisins, and cinnamon. She popped the biggest Tupperware container into the microwave and made tea for her mother while she waited for the food to heat.
A few minutes later, they settled down at the small table.
Her mother sipped chai from a tea glass and watched with a smile as Laleh dug into her food. “Did you know Sepideh is getting married?”
Laleh swallowed a forkful of saffron rice. “Which Sepideh?” There were two women with that name in her extended family and several more in her parents’ circle of friends.
“Yasmin Hajimiri’s youngest daughter.”
Laleh barely remembered her, so she hummed and pierced a raisin with her fork.
“She’s marrying a Persian doctor. He graduated summa cum laude from Harvard Medical School.”
Now Laleh could see where this was going. She nodded and pretended to focus on the adas polo.
“Isn’t that nice?” her mother asked when Laleh stayed silent.
“Very nice.”
Her mother continued to look at her, clearly expecting something more.
Laleh shoved her plate away. “Are you trying to tell me something?”
“Hichi, hichi,” her mother said.
Laleh didn’t believe that for a second. It was never nothing when her mother talked about marriages.
“Really, I’m not saying anything. I just wanted to let you know about Sepideh. I don’t care if you marry a doctor or not. You know your father and I are very liberal like that. You can marry any man you want.”
“As long as he’s a doctor, a lawyer, or an engineer,” Laleh mumbled.
“What’s so wrong about wanting to see you happy?” Her mother looked at her with her big, dark eyes, a wounded expression in them.
“I am happy. I don’t need a man with a high-paying job for that—or any man for that matter. It would be nice to be in a relationship again, but I’m not unhappy on my own.”
Her mother made that clicking sound with her tongue again. “If you keep talking like that, you’ll end up torshideh.”
Laleh hated that word, which literally translated to pickled. “I’m twenty-seven, Maman. I’m nowhere near becoming an old spinster with a dozen cats.”
“Cats?” Her mother frowned. “What do cats have to do with it?”
“Forget it.”
“You aren’t eating.” Her mother waved at Laleh’s only half-eaten dinner. “Did I put too many raisins in it?”
Laleh had lost her appetite, but she forced herself to pick up the fork and start eating again. “No, it’s perfect, as always.”
Her mother beamed and patted Laleh’s hand. “If you want, I can make adas polo when you come over on Sunday.”
Laleh swallowed her mouthful of rice. “I’m coming over on Sunday?”
“Of course. Your father invited a colleague over for tea. If all goes well, we’ll ask him to stay for dinner. He’s from Shiraz, like your baba, and he comes from a very good family. He would be perfect for you.”
“Oh yeah, just like Mahmood the banker.”
They looked at each other and burst out laughing.
“Okay, maybe he wasn’t quite as perfect as Bita made it sound when she told me about her cousin’s son.”
“Not quite as perfect? Maman, his idea of romance was discussing the stock market for three hours straight. And he kept rearranging his comb-over, as if that would make it look any better.”
“It will be different this time,” her mother said. “Dariush has hair.”
They both chuckled.
“So? You’ll come, right?”
Laleh sighed. She knew she had already disappointed her parents by not getting a college degree. To them, working in her aunt and uncle’s restaurant was okay as a summer job when she’d been a teenager, but waitress wasn’t in the top ten of desirable jobs for their daughter. It didn’t even make the top hundred. While she had no intention of marrying Dariush just because he was Iranian or gainfully employed, meeting him couldn’t hurt, could it?
Just as she was about to agree, her heart fluttered in her ribcage like a small, panicked bird. She lifted her free hand and pressed it to her chest.
Her mother touched Laleh’s forearm. “What is it?”
“My heart is racing.” She struggled to breathe normally.
“You don’t need to be nervous. Your father says Dariush is nice and—”
“Not because of Dariush. It’s one of my episodes.” It had been a while since she’d had one, but she still remembered how to stop it. She pinched her nose closed, held her breath, and bore down hard.
Usually, that stopped the palpitations, but this time her heart continued to race.
Her mother jumped up, rushed to the kitchenette, and returned with a glass of water that she pressed into Laleh’s hand. “Here.”
Laleh sipped the cold water, another trick that sometimes helped. When that didn’t slow her racing heartbeat, she still wasn’t too worried. After all, her episodes rarely lasted more than a few minutes. They usually stopped as suddenly as they had started, so all she had to do was wait a while, and she’d be fine. It was just stress, her doctor said. She tried to relax, but her mother hovering anxiously didn’t make that easy.
A wave of dizziness swept over her. Her fork clattered onto the plate as she clutched the edge of the table.
“Laleh…” Her mother fumbled her phone out of her purse. “I’m calling 911.”
The dizziness eased a little, and Laleh grabbed her mother’s hand. “No. I’m fine. Just give me a minute.”
“Either you let me take you to the ER, or I’m calling 911.”
By the time they made it to the emergency room, her heartbeat would probably be back to normal and they could turn around and drive home without even setting foot in the hospital. In the last four years since the episodes had started, that exact scenario had happened twice. “All right.” Carefully, she got up and walked to the door, bent over a little to ease the pressure on her chest. “The ER it is.”
* * *
Doctor Hope Finlay swiped her ID badge through the card lock by the staff entrance and stepped into the emergency department of Griffith Memorial Hospital.
The glass doors slid closed behind her, shutting out the smell of car exhaust from the dense LA traffic and the aroma of bacon-wrapped hot dogs from a cart across the street. Instead, the familiar odors of coffee from one of the vending machines and antiseptic surrounded her. An EKG monitor beeped, and someone moaned in one of the glass-fronted treatment rooms, but no sirens were approaching the ambulance bay. On her way to her locker, she peeked into the waiting room.
A snoring woman and a man with a towel wrapped around his hand sat on the orange plastic chairs; otherwise, the ER was unusually empty for nearly seven o’clock on a Tuesday evening. Well, the pace of admissions would probably pick up later. Once darkness fell, drug seekers and car accident victims would keep her busy, and her twelve-hour shift would fly by in a productive blur, just the way she preferred it.
Hope stepped into the women’s locker room and changed into a fresh set of light blue scrubs. She clipped her name badge to the top pocket of her white lab coat and slung the stethoscope around her neck. Only with its familiar weight did she feel fully dressed in the hospital. Her comfortable sneakers squeaked on the linoleum as she made her way to the nurses’ station.
Tom Coffey, the attending who had covered the day shift, was sitting at the large, circular desk that was the center of the ER. Nearby, two nurses restocked the supply cupboards.
When Hope greeted them and walked up to the counter, Tom looked up from the chart on his computer workstation.
“Hi, Tom. Ready to sign out?”
He grinned. “Am I ever. I tried to clear the board, and we almost made it. Janet is taking care of a laceration in exam two, and we’re still waiting for the lab report on Mr. Hegland in exam four. He presented with abdominal pain, but the ultrasound looked normal. Depending on the lab results, he might need a CT.”
Hope glanced up at the patient board behind the nurses’ station, which listed only three active patients. “Looks like a quiet night.”
Paula Delgado, the night-shift charge nurse, groaned. “Great. Now you’ve jinxed us, Doc. You know we don’t use that word around here. We don’t even think it.”
Hope didn’t believe in jinxes or bad luck; she believed in facts and science. But she knew some of the nurses took their superstitions seriously, so she held up her hands and made a zipping gesture across her lips. “I won’t mention the Q word again. I promise.”
A child started screaming and hollering in one of the exam rooms that surrounded the nurses’ station.
Paula sent her an I-told-you-so gaze.
“That’s Jonah,” Tom said. “A four-year-old who shoved a bead up his nose. I sent Scott in to remove it.”
Great. Even several months into his second year as a resident, Scott had yet to impress her with either his medical skills or his work ethic. His bedside manner wasn’t the best either, so she couldn’t imagine him dealing well with a panicked little boy.
The crying and screaming from exam room three increased. It sounded as if the boy were being tortured. After a few seconds, the curtain in front of the open Plexiglas door was pushed aside, and Scott Feltner marched toward the nurses’ station. “Page the ENT,” he said to Paula and slapped the clipboard with the boy’s intake sheet onto the counter.
He hadn’t said please or made eye contact with the charge nurse when he had ordered her to call the ear, nose, and throat specialist.
Hope sighed inwardly. More than a year in the ER and he still hadn’t learned to treat the nurses with respect. She would have to talk to him later. As an attending physician, she was expected to teach and guide residents like Scott. “What’s the problem?”
“I can’t get that bead out, and the kid is kicking and screaming bloody murder,” Scott grumbled.
“What did you use?”
“A pair of alligator forceps.”
Hope shook her head. “Round objects are difficult to grasp. If you use forceps, you risk pushing the bead even farther into the naris. Did you apply decongestant nasal spray before trying to remove the bead?”
His lips compressed into a thin line, Scott nodded.
Well, at least he had done something right. “Hold off on calling the ENT consultant, please,” she said to Paula. “Let me try first.”
Scott trudged after her as she walked over to exam room three.
The boy had stopped crying, but when she stepped into the room, his bottom lip started to quiver.
“Hey, Jonah,” she said cheerfully as she snapped on a pair of rubber gloves. “I’m Hope.” It was better not to introduce herself as a doctor after Scott had scared the boy with his failed attempt to grasp the bead with the scary-looking pair of forceps. “I hear your nose is giving you trouble.”
He sniffed and nodded.
Hope smiled at his pale mother, pulled a rolling stool next to the exam table, and sat so her five-foot-nine frame wouldn’t look so intimidating to the small boy. She kept her hands on her thighs, not yet trying to touch him. “Tell me, Jonah, does your mommy have a vacuum cleaner?”
He nodded, and his lip stopped quivering.
She could tell that she had his attention now. “We have one here too. But it’s a very special one. Do you want to see it?”
Cautiously, he nodded again.
“Dr. Feltner, could you get me the suction catheter, please?”
Without comment, Scott handed her a sterile catheter from one of the supply carts.
She attached it to the suction machine, which she then turned on. “It tickles if you hold it to your arm.” She pushed up the long sleeve of the white T-shirt she wore beneath her scrubs and showed him on her own arm. “Do you want to try?”
The boy glanced at his mother, who nodded and smiled. Hesitantly, he held out his arm.
Hope gently held the soft tip of the catheter to his forearm.
He held still for a moment before squirming away.
“See? It doesn’t hurt, does it?”
Jonah shook his head.
“You know what else this special vacuum cleaner can do? It can suck the bead out of your nose. It might tickle a little, just like it did your arm, but it won’t hurt.”
New tears formed in his eyes, and he clutched his mother’s hand.
“Can you hold still for me for a second? And then you get to pick out a sticker from the nurses’ collection and go home with your mom. What do you say?”
He watched her skeptically. “What kind of sticker?”
Hope laughed. “I don’t know. The nurses won’t show them to me. They are only for brave little boys and girls.”
He hesitated for a few seconds longer, then mumbled, “Okay.”
Hope gestured for Scott to come a little closer. If the boy started to kick or flail his arms halfway through the procedure, she needed Scott to hold him down so she wouldn’t hurt him. Gently, she tipped up Jonah’s chin and shone a light up his nose.
There it was. The bead was lodged just anterior to the middle turbinate in his right nostril.
“Are you ready?”
With wide eyes, Jonah nodded.
Using one hand to immobilize his head, she slid the catheter into his nostril.
Jonah whimpered and tried to move his head to the side.
“It’s okay. I’ll be done in a second.” She touched the suction tip to the bead and slowly withdrew the catheter.
A red bead, covered in mucus, appeared.
Hope dropped it into the plastic basin Scott held out and wiped the snot from Jonah’s upper lip. She shone the light into his nose again, checking for other foreign objects and making sure there was no bleeding. Good. No damage to the nasal mucosa. She nodded and rolled back her stool. “Great job, Jonah. We’re done.”
Tears still rolled down his cheeks, but now he was beaming. “Can I get the sticker now?”
Hope had to grin. “Of course.”
“Thank you so much, Doctor.” Jonah’s mother held out her hand and then seemed to realize that Hope wore mucus-covered gloves. She withdrew her hand and smiled. After a quick, less friendly glance in Scott’s direction, she picked up her son and carried him out of the exam room.
“Jeez,” Scott muttered. “Thank God I didn’t go into pediatrics.”
Yeah, thank God—for the poor kids! “It wasn’t that bad. He was actually very cooperative for a boy of his age.”
Scott made a face.
Hope shook her head at him. “Go check if Mr. Hegland’s labs are back.” She stripped off her gloves and threw them into the medical waste container by the door before following Scott.
One glance at the electronic patient board stopped her in her tracks. Jonah’s name had been removed, but in its place, five new names had shown up on the board. As Hope watched, another appeared at the bottom.
The triage nurse walked over and dropped an armful of intake sheet clipboards into the rack marked patients to be seen.
At the nurses’ station, the EMS radio crackled to life. “We’re coming in with a twenty-eight-year-old male who crashed his car into a tree. He’s alert and oriented, but he’s got a large forehead laceration.”
He probably hadn’t worn a seat belt. Hope had seen it countless times. He would need a CT scan to check for brain injuries as soon as he arrived.
Janet Wang, her third-year resident, stepped out of exam room two, looked at the patient board, and blinked. “What happened?”
“Someone who shall remain nameless mentioned the Q word,” Paula said.
An ambulance siren grew louder and then stopped mid-wail as the rig reversed into the ambulance bay. Red lights bounced off the automatic doors.
Ignoring her superstitious co-workers, Hope grabbed a surgical gown and rushed toward the ambulance bay.
* * *
Laleh’s rapid heartbeat still hadn’t normalized by the time her mother stopped the Volvo in the hospital’s parking lot. Her heart felt as if it were going to burst out of her chest. Was it just her imagination, or was her chest starting to ache?
Fear gripped her, accelerating her pulse even more.
The ground seemed to sway beneath her as she staggered across the parking lot toward the large, blood-red emergency sign above the entrance.
Her mother gripped Laleh’s elbow, steadying her. “Are you all right? Can you walk? Do you want me to get a doctor?”
Laleh weakly shook her head. If she made it a few more steps, they’d be in the emergency room anyway.
The sliding glass doors swished open in front of them. They walked past a security guard, who gave them a concerned look.
A line had formed in the admissions area. In a tiny room with a Plexiglas door, a man was having his blood pressure taken, and the clerk behind the reception desk was busy getting insurance information from a patient who didn’t seem to speak much English. The person he had brought to translate wasn’t much more competent. This could take a while.
Oh no. Laleh needed to sit down. Now. The few steps from the parking lot had left her breathless and dizzy. She pressed her palm to her chest. Even though she wasn’t a religious person, she prayed for her heart to slow down. Stop it. Please, please.
With her mother still gripping her elbow, she got in line. Her pulse thudded in her neck. Her entire body seemed to pound in the wild rhythm of her heartbeat. She couldn’t breathe…couldn’t think…
How much longer? She turned her head and glanced up at the giant clock on the wall, but its hands blurred before her eyes. A wave of nausea gripped her. The beige linoleum floor started a slow, twisting motion. She clutched her mother’s arm, trying to keep herself upright, but her knees buckled.
A scream echoed in her ears.
Suddenly, she was staring up at a dozen blurry shapes surrounding her. Then the bright fluorescent lights faded away, and the world went dark.



 
CHAPTER 2
After finishing up with the accident victim, who luckily hadn’t suffered any head injuries beyond the laceration, Hope walked over to the nurses’ station and took the next clipboard from the rack. A glance at the admission sheet revealed that the patient suffered from chronic abdominal pain.
Great. He’d probably had this problem for months or even years, and now he would expect her to have the answer for his irritable bowel within an hour. She loved her work, but sometimes the unrealistic expectations of some patients were frustrating to no end.
A commotion from the admissions area made her turn around.
“Dr. Finlay! Quick! Someone collapsed out here.”
Hope tossed the chart onto the counter and sprinted through another set of glass doors toward the admissions area.
With a glance, she took in the scene in front of the reception desk. The triage nurse knelt over someone lying on the floor while a nurse’s aide held on to a crying older woman, who looked as if she was about to collapse herself. “Please, please, help my daughter!”
Hope pushed through the gawking people surrounding the patient. Now she could see her. It was a young woman, probably a few years younger than Hope’s thirty-one. Her face had gone pale beneath her olive complexion, and she lay without moving. Was she even breathing?
The triage nurse held her fingers to the young woman’s carotid artery. “No pulse. She’s coding.” She interlinked her fingers, put one hand on top of the other, and centered them on the young woman’s sternum.
Adrenaline rushed through Hope. Her vision tunneled, her focus now only on the collapsed patient. “Someone get me a stretcher! Let’s get her to a trauma room.” She waved at the security guard. “Jake, get these people out of the way.”
Gurney wheels screeched over the linoleum. Janet and Paula pulled a stretcher to a stop next to their patient.
“On my count.” Hope looked at each member of her team to make sure they were ready. “One, two, three.”
With practiced ease, they lifted the young woman onto the gurney.
Janet climbed up and straddled her to continue compressions. A nurse placed the mask of an ambu bag on the patient’s face and started squeezing the bag to pump air into her lungs.
“Do we have a history on her?” Hope asked while they rushed the patient down the hall.
“No,” the triage nurse answered. “She hasn’t been through triage yet. Her mother says she’s had episodes of tachycardia for a few years, but never anything like this.”
Two nurses jumped out of the way and flattened themselves against the wall to let the stretcher pass.
“Put her in trauma two,” Paula shouted.
They wheeled the stretcher into the trauma bay. As soon as they had her in the room, a flurry of activity broke out.
Janet hopped off and immediately resumed compressions from a position next to the stretcher. The respiratory tech took over the ambu bag from one of the nurses.
“Get the crash cart over here,” Hope said. “Let’s get her clothes off and hook her up to the monitor.”
Paula grabbed a pair of trauma shears and cut off the patient’s clothes.
As the blouse fell away, Hope noticed a large stain on the material. Had the patient been hit in the chest by something? A direct blow could disrupt the heart’s rhythm if it hit at the wrong moment. But there was no hematoma on the woman’s chest.
One of the nurses attached electrocardiograph patches to the patient’s now-bare chest and hooked the leads up to the cardiac monitor and the defibrillator while another clipped a pulse oximeter to her finger.
“Run normal saline,” Hope said from her position at the foot of the treatment table, where she had the best overview and could direct her team.
Paula inserted a catheter into the patient’s arm, hung a bag of normal saline, and connected the IV line.
Hope’s gaze zeroed in on the monitor. “Pause compressions for a rhythm check.”
When Janet paused with her hands on the patient’s chest for a moment, the green line on the EKG showed a squiggly pattern.
“She’s in v-fib.” The ventricles of their patient’s heart were quivering uselessly, not pumping blood to the body and the brain. If they didn’t interrupt the dysfunctional rhythm quickly, it could degenerate to asystole, with almost no hope of saving her life.
“Charge the defibrillator to two hundred,” Hope said.
The high-pitched whine of the defibrillator charging filled the trauma room.
A nurse placed bright orange gel pads on the patient’s bare chest, one just below the right clavicle, the other more sideways beneath the left breast.
Come on, come on. Hurry! How long had their patient been down at this point?
As soon as Paula called “ready” from the defibrillator console, Hope grabbed the defibrillator paddles from the crash cart. There wasn’t much space between the table and the wall on the left, so she crossed over to the patient’s right side. “Hold compressions,” she called to Janet, who was still doing CPR. She had to bend over the patient and stretch so she could place the paddles on the gel pads without leaning her hip against the table. “Everybody clear?”
The nurses, the resident, and the respiratory tech stepped away from the patient and the treatment table.
“Clear,” someone shouted.
Hope tightened her grip on the paddles and glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was touching the patient or the stretcher. Then she pressed the discharge buttons.
A jolt of electricity arched through the patient. Her arm flew up and hit Hope in the chest.
Electricity tore through Hope. She stumbled back and crashed into the IV pole.
She heard Paula’s “We’ve got a pulse” as if from very far away.
“Dr. Finlay! Are you all right?” Janet clutched her shoulders.
Dazed, Hope stared at the resident. Dammit. That was stupid. She must have placed the right paddle a little too far to the side. What a rookie mistake! You’re lucky all that happened was triggering the deltoid and getting a slap in your chest.
Hope’s chest and arm, down to the tips of her fingers, were tingling. Her heart hammered against her ribs, but she knew it was just the adrenaline, not an arrhythmia caused by two hundred joules tearing through her.
“I’m fine.” She took a steadying breath and stepped back to her patient’s side. Instead of the squiggly line indicating ventricular fibrillation, the monitor now showed the steady pattern of normal sinus rhythm.
“BP?” Hope asked.
Paula pressed a button to inflate the blood pressure cuff around their patient’s arm. “Ninety over sixty.”
Hope gestured to the IV, which thankfully hadn’t been ripped from the patient’s arm when she had stumbled into the pole. “Turn the fluids up a little.”
Paula took the blood pressure again, and they watched it rise.
The respiratory tech removed the mask from the patient’s face.
The young woman’s eyelids started to flutter, but she didn’t quite wake up yet.
Hope watched her for a moment. “Welcome back.” She inserted the earbuds of her stethoscope, warmed the bell between her fingers for a moment, and listened to the patient’s heart and lungs. Both lungs sounded clear. No heart murmur either.
With a satisfied nod, she removed the earpieces and slung the stethoscope around her neck to have her hands free. Gently, she pulled back the patient’s right eyelid, then the left and shone a penlight into her eyes, one at a time. Both pupils constricted equally.
Finally, she ran her fingers over the back of the patient’s head, beneath the long, black hair, to make sure she hadn’t hurt herself when she’d collapsed. No blood, no swelling.
She stepped back, stripped off her gloves, and resisted the urge to rub her chest and arm. Maybe it was just her imagination, but they were still tingling. She was shaking all over. Christ. Something like that hadn’t happened to her since her second day of residency, when an overeager first-year resident had shocked the patient without making sure his fellow doctors had stepped away. She took a moment to look around and get her bearings.
As usual after a code blue, the trauma room looked like a disaster area. The patient’s cut-off clothes and empty wrappers of tubes, fluids, and gel pads littered the floor. The medical students who had crowded into the room to watch the resuscitation stared at her.
“Back to work, people,” she called and was glad to hear that her voice sounded normal. “Paula, please call the CCU and tell them we have an admission. Move her to one of the treatment rooms for monitoring. And while we wait for a bed to become available upstairs, let’s get an EKG and draw blood for a standard blood panel, ABG, cardiac markers, and electrolytes. Get a cardiologist down here and call a tech for an echo.”
Paula strode toward the wall phone.
Hope shoved open the sliding door and stepped out of the trauma room. Slowly, her trembling stopped, but the feeling of disbelief stayed. She knew she’d run through the entire code later, trying to find out where exactly things had gone wrong. But before she could do that, she had work to do. For one thing, she needed to talk to the patient’s mother and let her know that her daughter was stable for now.
“Is the patient’s mother still here?” she asked the nurse’s aide she’d last seen with the crying woman.
“Yes,” he said. “I put her in the private waiting room.”
“Do we have a name?”
He hesitated. “Samadi or something like that. It sounded Japanese.”
“More likely Iranian or Syrian,” Hope said, even though she hadn’t paid all that much attention to how her patient looked. She had only a vague impression of black hair and high cheekbones, so their patient could be Asian American after all.
When the nurse’s aide shrugged, she walked toward the small waiting room.
Janet hurried after her. “Wait! Do you…do you want me to talk to the family while you go get checked out?”
Hope appreciated the resident’s offer, but she shook her head. “I’m fine. It wasn’t really painful, more like a strong shock from a cattle fence. It surprised me. That’s all.”
“All right,” Janet said with a hint of reluctance. “If you’re sure…”
“I’m sure.” Hope gave her a pat on the shoulder and continued on to the waiting room. She paused for a moment, habitually making sure that her name tag was straight and there were no blood stains on her scrubs or lab coat before opening the door.
The fawn-colored couch and easy chairs were empty. The only person in the room—a small, Middle Eastern woman of around fifty—was pacing.
As Hope entered, the woman froze and looked at her as if caught between the impulse to storm toward her to find out information about her loved one and the urge to run away because she didn’t want to hear the bad news Hope might deliver.
“Mrs. Samadi?” Hope asked.
The woman nodded and swallowed audibly.
“I’m Dr. Hope Finlay. I treated your daughter.”
“Laleh. Her name is Laleh. Is she…?” Mrs. Samadi wrung her hands, her eyes glassy with tears.
“She’s stable at the moment,” Hope said quickly.
Mrs. Samadi plopped down onto the couch as if her knees had buckled. “Oh thank God!”
Hope sat next to her so they could talk eye to eye but kept a respectful distance.
“What happened?” Mrs. Samadi finally asked. She had a faint Middle Eastern accent that made the w sound more like a v.
“Your daughter…Laleh, she suffered from a type of abnormal heartbeat that stopped the blood flow to her brain. That’s why she passed out. Luckily, we were able to get her heart back to a normal rhythm very quickly. We’re still running tests to figure out what caused it. Does your daughter have a history of heart problems?”
“No.” Mrs. Samadi vehemently shook her head. “Sometimes, her heart beats a little too fast, but the doctor said it’s only stress.”
Hope doubted it, but she said nothing.
“Can I see her?”
“We’re setting up an EKG and running a few other tests, but once that is done, I’ll get a nurse to take you to her. Do you have any other questions?”
Mrs. Samadi shook her head again. “I just want my daughter to be all right.”
“We’re doing our best,” Hope said. In the last six years, first as a resident and now as an attending, she had learned not to make any promises beyond that. She said good-bye to Mrs. Samadi and strode back toward the treatment rooms to check on her patient and fill out the code sheet.
* * *
Bright fluorescent lights filtered through Laleh’s closed eyelids. Somewhere nearby, something metal clinked onto a tray. Low voices drifted into the room. For a moment, she thought she was in her aunt and uncle’s restaurant, but the smells were all wrong. Instead of the tantalizing aromas of basmati rice, saffron, and cardamom, the harsh smell of disinfectant and the sour odor of sweat assaulted her nose.
What…? Where…? She opened her eyes and squinted against the overhead light.
After a moment, a tiled, sterile room swam into focus around her. Medical equipment surrounded her.
A hospital. She had to be in the ER. Laleh remembered stepping through the sliding glass doors, then nothing. Had she passed out?
When she lifted a hand, searching for a call button, she realized that she was hooked up to an IV. A small device clipped to her finger connected her to a monitor on the other side of the bed.
“You’re awake.”
The husky voice startled her, and then someone moved into her line of vision.
A woman bent over her. Her gaze went from Laleh’s face to the monitor next to her and back. The only thing Laleh really registered about her was her intense eyes. Their color matched that of the woman’s light blue scrubs.
Was she a nurse?
But she was wearing a crisp white lab coat, which contrasted with her chin-length, wavy, dark brown hair. The name embroidered above the breast pocket in big blue letters was Hope Finlay, MD.
“I’m Dr. Finlay,” the doctor said. “How are you feeling?”
Laleh’s hands fluttered over her chest. Her blouse was gone. Instead, she was wearing a hospital gown. Her ribs were sore, but other than that, nothing hurt and her heart had stopped racing. She had to clear her dry throat before she could speak. “Like I’ve gone twelve rounds with a heavyweight champion and come out on the losing end.” She indicated her chest with the hand that didn’t have the IV.
A faint smile curled the doctor’s lips. “That’s to be expected. We had to do chest compressions. Do you remember what happened?”
Chest compressions… Laleh sucked in a breath. She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. After a moment, she nodded weakly. “My mother took me to the ER because my heart wouldn’t stop racing. I think I collapsed. What’s wrong with me?” She couldn’t stop the fear from creeping into her voice.
“We’re still running tests, so we don’t know for sure.”
“But if you’d have to take a guess…?” Laleh sent a pleading gaze up to the doctor. The not knowing what was wrong was driving her crazy.
“My money would be on—”
“Dr. Finlay!” A nurse called through the open sliding door. “We’ve got a multiple trauma coming in, and Dr. Wang is busy with a possible heart attack.”
“How far out?” the doctor asked.
“The ambulance just pulled in.”
Hurried footsteps sounded in the hallway in front of Laleh’s room, and a patient screamed in agony.
“I’m coming.” Dr. Finlay’s gaze went back to Laleh. Despite the chaos going on outside the door, she seemed calm and focused. “I’ll be back later. Try to get some rest.”
Then she rushed from the room, her white lab coat swishing behind her.
Laleh stared after her, still not quite able to grasp what was happening.
* * *
Boy, what a day! In addition to the two codes she had run tonight, people with sore throats, abdominal pain, and lacerations flooded the emergency department. Hope had lost count of how many patients she’d seen since her shift had started five hours ago. The ER was so busy that patients were lying on stretchers in the hallway, waiting for beds to open up on the regular floors. She hadn’t had time to eat anything or even go to the bathroom.
Every time she passed treatment room four, she paused to glance through the open door and make sure Laleh Samadi was still doing okay. The monitor next to her bed showed normal sinus rhythm. The QRS complexes looked great, and Ms. Samadi’s pulse and blood pressure were stable. Even her IV had been removed. The patient was alert and oriented, talking to her mother.
See? Everything was just fine. Her patient was young and, except for occasional episodes of tachycardia, healthy. Nothing indicated that there would be further problems tonight.
So what was it that made her return to that room time and again to check up on this particular patient?
“Dr. Finlay?” Paula called from the nurses’ station.
Hope turned away from treatment room four and walked over to her.
“You wanted me to let you know when the lab results on Ms. Samadi came in,” Paula said.
“Finally.” The lab had been as backed up as the rest of the hospital. “Thanks.” Hope rejoiced as she took a seat at one of the workstations, happy to be off her feet for a few minutes while she logged in to a computer and pulled up the lab reports.
Maybe they would give her an indication of what had caused Ms. Samadi’s ventricular fibrillation, so her mind could finally put the case to rest. Carefully, she reviewed each lab result.
Normal potassium, calcium, and magnesium levels, so electrolyte abnormalities weren’t the cause for her arrhythmia. The repeat of the cardiac enzymes were just as normal as they had been when they had first checked them three hours ago. Clearly, her patient hadn’t suffered a heart attack—not that she had really expected it, considering the patient’s age. The echo hadn’t revealed any structural damage to the heart either, and the EKG showed no apparent irregularities. According to the blood work, Ms. Samadi didn’t even have a simple cold.
Still, that niggling feeling that something wasn’t quite right wouldn’t go away.
Oh, come on. Since when do you give much stock to baseless gut feelings?
She closed the electronic chart, logged out of the computer, and got up. Time to give her patient the good news.
Softly, she knocked on the open door of treatment room four and then entered.
Mrs. Samadi had nodded off on a chair next to the bed, but her daughter was still awake. Her eyes—warm and dark brown like the coffee Hope had been craving for hours—were a little glassy.
No reason for concern, Hope told herself. It was midnight already, and after everything Ms. Samadi had been through today, Hope would have been surprised if she weren’t exhausted.
Ms. Samadi watched her, a line forming between her dark eyebrows. “Is something wrong? My EKG and the lab results…?”
Great. Now she’d worried a patient. Usually, she kept a perfect poker face at work, but apparently, getting shocked had rattled her more than she wanted to admit. “They’re fine,” she said quickly. “In fact, all the tests we ran came back negative. Have you ever had an EKG before?”
“Yes. When the episodes first started, about four years ago, I went to my general practitioner. But by the time I got there, my heart had long since stopped racing. The doctor said the EKG looked fine and it was just stress. But it’s more than that, isn’t it?”
Hope pulled the exam stool next to the bed and sat. “Yes, it is. We can’t know for sure before we get you into the cath lab—a special examination room for diagnosing this kind of thing—but from the symptoms you were describing, it could be AVNRT, an arrhythmia caused by an abnormal electrical circuit in your heart.”
Ms. Samadi put a hand on her chest, directly over her heart, and rubbed as if deep in thought. “If it really is AVNRT…” She repeated the abbreviation without stumbling. “Is there a medication I can take for it?”
“That’s one option, but in your case, we could do even better than that. We could thread a catheter into your heart through a vein in your thigh and correct the issue once and for all. How does that sound?”
In the chair next to the bed, Mrs. Samadi started to snore.
“That sounds great—curing it once and for all, not the snoring,” Ms. Samadi added with a smile. “So, what will happen next?”
“We’ll transfer you to the CCU. That’s the—”
“Coronary care unit.”
Hope gave her a curious look. Well, maybe a family member or a friend of Ms. Samadi’s had been in the CCU before, and that was how she knew. “Exactly. We’ll monitor you there for a day or two until we can get you on the schedule for a catheter ablation. If all goes well, you’ll be discharged the day after.”
“Sounds even better. Nothing against your hospitality, of course, but, well, the hospital is not my idea of a fun place to stay.”
Hope chuckled. “I understand.”
Mrs. Samadi stopped snoring, sat up in her chair, and blinked owlishly. “Is there any news?” she asked when she saw Hope.
“It’s all good,” her daughter said before Hope could speak. “Dr. Finlay thinks it might be something easily fixed.”
Paula stuck her head into the room. “There’s finally an open bed in the CCU. We’ll take you upstairs, Ms. Samadi.”
Paula and a nurse’s aide stepped into the room and unhooked the leads from the cardiac monitor. Within seconds, they had unlocked the stretcher’s wheels and were pushing Ms. Samadi into the hallway. Her mother followed behind.
“Thank you, Dr. Finlay,” Ms. Samadi called back through the door.
“You’re welcome.” Hope watched as they wheeled her to the elevator before giving herself a mental kick and getting up from the stool. Other patients and a lot of paperwork were waiting.



 
CHAPTER 3
“We scheduled your catheter ablation for tomorrow morning,” Dr. Myers said.
Finally! All the waiting and lying around was driving Laleh crazy. Almost an entire day had gone by since she had been transferred to the CCU, and she was beyond ready to get out of the hospital.
Her parents, who hovered next to her hospital bed, looked relieved too.
“So,” Dr. Myers said, “what we will do is basically—”
The ringing of Laleh’s phone interrupted the doctor in the middle of his explanation of the procedure.
Her cheeks heating, she reached for the phone on the over-the-bed table. The staff didn’t like seeing cell phones being used, but she knew it was only because the constant ringing and beeping was annoying, not because they were actually interfering with the medical equipment. “I’m sorry.”
Just as she was about to shut it off, her gaze fell on the small display.
It was Jill calling.
Damn. Had she gone by the restaurant and heard what had happened from Laleh’s aunt? If so, she was probably worried out of her mind. “I have to get this. Just a second.” Quickly, she accepted the call and lifted the phone to her ear. “Jill?”
“Laleh! What happened? Your aunt said—”
“I’m fine. Really.”
“A heart problem is fine in your book?” Jill asked.
“It wasn’t a heart attack or anything, just some arrhythmia,” Laleh said, trying to sound as soothing as possible. She knew Jill had an audition later today, and if she thought Laleh needed her, she would cancel to be at her bedside. “I’ll have to undergo an itty-bitty procedure tomorrow, and I’ll be as good as new.”
“Are you sure?”
“Of course I’m sure. Would they let me go home tomorrow if this were a big deal?”
Jill took a deep breath, probably to tell her that she would be by anyway.
“Jill, I need to go. I’m in the middle of talking to a doctor. I’ll call you as soon as I’m back in my room tomorrow. Good luck with the audition.” She hung up before Jill could protest and gave Dr. Myers an apologetic smile.
Ten minutes later, she had nodded to his explanations and signed the required paperwork. The curtain closed behind the doctor.
Her mother stared after him with a frown. “Why can’t doctors talk like normal people? I didn’t understand a word he said about what exactly is wrong with your heart.”
“It’s easy, really, Maman. You know that each beat of the heart is set in motion by electrical signals, right?” She glanced from one parent to the other.
“Of course.” Her father nodded, even though he looked as clueless as her mother. As a young man in Iran, he had planned on teaching engineering at the university one day, and he would never admit to not understanding an explanation.
“There’s a cluster of cells in the middle of the heart that we call the AV node,” Laleh continued.
“We?” her mother asked.
“Uh, I mean the doctors.” Laleh had to laugh at herself. She’d been in the CCU for less than a day, and apparently, she was already considering herself part of the hospital world. “Anyway, the AV node acts like a traffic signal, slowing the electrical impulses to give the ventricles—the chambers of the heart—a chance to fill with blood before they contract. Well, the doctors think that I have an extra electrical pathway.”
“Two traffic signals?” her father asked.
“Yes. And the extra one is constantly turning green, so the electrical impulses are coming too fast. That’s what causes my heart to race. Tomorrow morning, the doctors are going to destroy the extra traffic signal.”
Her father nodded as if he had known that all along.
Laleh’s mother stared at her. “You got all that from that gobbledygook?” She pointed in the direction in which the doctor had disappeared.
“Sure.” Laleh shrugged. “I guess I remember more of my biology classes than I thought.”
“See?” Her father gently nudged her. “I always said you should have gone to medical school. You’re smart enough to become a doctor.”
Laleh groaned. Great. She was in the hospital, about to undergo a procedure on her heart, and her father seized the opportunity to remind her of the potential she was wasting by not getting an MD or another degree.
“Hush.” Her mother put a hand on his arm and leaned close to Laleh. “Aren’t you scared, Laleh joon?” she asked in a whisper.
“A little,” Laleh said. Okay, a lot, if she was honest. After all, they would basically destroy part of her heart with a hot wire. Not exactly a pleasant thought, so she tried to ignore her fears and focus on the facts. “But I trust the doctors here. His inability to speak in nonmedical terms aside, Dr. Myers seemed very competent. There’s a ninety-five percent chance of the ablation curing my problem and only a three percent risk of anything going wrong. I like those odds.”
Her mother frowned. “Did the doctor say that?”
Laleh paused. She couldn’t remember his exact words. Had he quoted those numbers? “He must have. How else would I know it?”
Before either of her parents could answer, a nurse pulled back the curtain surrounding Laleh’s bed. “I’m sorry, but visiting hours are over. We should let the patient get some rest. You can see her in the recovery room right after the procedure tomorrow morning.”
Tears glittered in her mother’s eyes as she bent over Laleh and kissed her on each cheek. She held on as if never wanting to let go.
“I’ll be fine, Maman. I promise. I have a good feeling about this.”
Her mother clung to her a moment longer before releasing her. “I’ll bring you something to eat,” she whispered before stepping back. “Bita was in this hospital last year, and she says the food is horrible.”
Laleh had to smile. Her mother, forever feeding people. She could imagine her smuggling in a dozen containers of food as if on a black-ops mission.
Her father kissed her on each cheek too and then paused for a moment and gazed into her eyes. He looked as if he wanted to say something. Finally, he just squeezed Laleh’s hand and nodded at her.
The last thing Laleh saw was her parents reaching out to each other for support before the curtain was drawn shut behind them.
* * *
Hope’s shift had ended an hour ago, but by the time she had brought the colleague who was relieving her up to speed on every patient in the ER and had finished her charting, it was already after eight. Even the night-shift nurses had left by now, eager to get home and into bed.
Yawning, Hope put on her leather jacket over her scrubs and walked past the nurses’ station. But instead of heading straight for her car, she found herself in front of the elevator. It would take only a minute to go up to the CCU and check on how Ms. Samadi had fared during her catheter ablation.
Are you crazy? Since when are you checking on patients once they’re out of the ER?
Only once, after treating a little girl that had been run over by a drunk driver, had Hope allowed herself to head up to the PICU. Normally, her responsibility for her patients ended as soon as they left the emergency department—and she liked it that way. It was part of what had attracted her to emergency medicine. Some of her colleagues regretted not getting to follow up on patients beyond the end of a shift, but Hope was perfectly happy with the brief encounters. Instead of forming long-term relationships with her patients, as family practitioners did, she could either release them or hand them off to the OR or to one of the regular floors after she had stabilized them. If her childhood—and her relationships—had taught her one thing, it was that forming attachments was a bad idea. They never lasted anyway.
Exactly. No emotional involvement, remember? Go home. Pick up some takeout, and catch some sleep.
Resolutely, she strode past the elevator and toward the exit.
But before she could even make it out of the hospital, a man stopped her. “Excuse me. Could you, by any chance, tell me where the CCU is?”
“Sure.” She pointed back over her shoulder to the elevator she had just left behind. “You go up to the third floor and then turn right. You can’t miss it.”
“Thank you.”
“No problem, Mr. Samadi.”
She wanted to walk past him, but he was still blocking her way, staring at her.
“How do you know my name?” he asked.
“Your name?” What the heck was he talking about?
He nodded repeatedly, looking a bit like a bobblehead doll. “Yes. You called me Mr. Samadi.”
Had she really?
“Do we know each other?” he asked.
Hope usually had a good memory for visual things such as faces. She was fairly sure she had never seen him before, but he did look familiar. With his black hair, large brown eyes, and his tan complexion, he could be mistaken for Italian, but his long, straight nose and his high cheek bones said something else. “No, but…you must be Laleh Samadi’s brother.” Somehow, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind.
His eyes widened. “How do you know?”
“I was the doctor who treated her in the emergency department the day before yesterday. The family resemblance is obvious.”
“Really?” He ran his hands through his hair. “Huh.”
“Well, that and you asked for directions to the CCU, so I put two and two together…”
“Ah.” The stunned expression finally left his face, and he moved out of the way. “I should go see my sister and let you get out of here.”
Should she tell him to say hi to his sister for her? No. She never stayed in touch with her patients, not even through a third person. Besides, Ms. Samadi had probably seen dozens of doctors in the last two days and might not even remember her.
With a nod of good-bye, she moved past him and headed toward the staff parking lot, not allowing herself to glance back.



 
CHAPTER 4
“Are you sure you want to go?” Laleh’s mother asked for the dozenth time. “You’re barely out of the hospital.”
Laleh sighed. “It’s been two weeks, Maman. I feel fine. No tachycardia at all. Besides, I’m not going on a trekking tour to Nepal. I’m just going to a movie premiere with my friend Jill.”
Her mother followed her to the bathroom and watched Laleh brush her hair. “Don’t you want to put on some lipstick? There’ll be photographers around.”
For some reason, her mother had lately started insisting that she needed some lipstick wherever she went—probably because she was now at an age where, according to her mother, she had to work harder to make herself attractive to find a husband. Laleh blithely ignored the fashion advice, as she always did. “Yeah, but they’ll hardly want to take photos of me. I’m not the movie star. Jill and her friends are.”
“Is she married?”
What did that have to do with anything? “No. But she’s in a steady relationship.” A same-sex relationship, but she thought it better not to mention that.
A car honked in front of the building.
Laleh put down the brush and grabbed her purse. “That’s Jill.”
“Why don’t you ask her in for a glass of tea?” her mother said. “I’d like to meet her.”
Laleh shook her head. “We don’t have time for that.” Besides, she wasn’t about to put Jill through her mother’s interrogation. Between offering tea and ajil—the Persian version of trail mix—her mother would quiz Jill about her career aspirations, her family, and her relationship. “Will you lock the door when you leave?”
Her mother nodded and followed her to the door. Once they reached it, she pulled Laleh around to face her and ran her gaze up and down her body. Pride shone in her eyes. “You look beautiful.”
Laleh smiled. She didn’t dress up often, but she enjoyed how the silky fabric of her simple black dress felt against her skin. “Even without lipstick?”
“Even without lipstick,” her mother conceded. “Khosh begzare.”
“Thanks, Maman. I’m sure it’ll be fun.” Two kisses from her mother and she was out the door.
A black limousine was parked at the curb.
“Ooh!” Her mother had followed her outside and stared at the vehicle. “Didn’t you say she’s not really famous? And now you’ll get to ride in a limousine?”
Laleh suppressed a smile. Her mother was easily impressed with glitz and glamour.
“Ask her if she wants to come over for dinner sometime.”
“I will.” After she gave Jill fair warning about the questions and the tons of food that would be heaped on her.
“She and her boyfriend, of course,” her mother added.
“Uh, sure.” It would be interesting to see how her family handled having dinner with a lesbian couple.
Her mother hugged and kissed her again; then Laleh hurried toward the limousine. She let out a low whistle as she slid onto the leather backseat next to Jill. “The studio is renting an entire limousine just for you now, even though it’s not your movie? It seems you’re moving up in the Tinseltown hierarchy.”
“Good evening to you too,” Jill replied with a grin. “And no, I haven’t been promoted to Queen of Hollywood. The studio didn’t rent the limousine. Crash did. She felt bad that she couldn’t make it to the premiere because she’s shooting in Vancouver, and she didn’t want me to have to drive, in case my MS was acting up.”
What a sweetheart. “I could have picked you up.”
“Uh, no, thanks. I think this is better.” Jill patted the beige leather seat.
“What, you don’t trust my driving?”
“Your driving is fine,” Jill said. “It’s your sense of direction I don’t trust.”
Admittedly, Laleh had made them late to an after-party last year by getting them lost despite the GPS in her car. “Hey, my uncle has had me deliver takeout since I went back to work, so I don’t have to be on my feet all day, and I’ll have you know that I haven’t gotten lost even once.”
“Really?” Jill drawled, sounding a bit like her girlfriend, Crash.
“Really.”
“Huh, what do you know? Maybe the doctors cured your bad sense of direction along with your heart problem.” Jill sobered and lightly touched Laleh’s forearm. “How’s that doing, by the way?”
“Everything’s fine. They want me to go back in two weeks to set me up with a Holter monitor for twenty-four hours, just to make sure. But so far, it seems like they resolved my heart trouble. No more accelerated heartbeat for me.”
“Unless you finally find your Prince Charming.” Jill’s green eyes twinkled.
“Unless I find my Prince Charming,” Laleh repeated with a nod. “But until that happens, I can slay my own dragons.”
“Who says you have to stop slaying dragons once you’re in a relationship?”
Laleh shrugged. “Well, Iranian men usually expect to be the ones to swing the sword.”
“And you think you’ll end up with one?”
“My parents certainly expect it,” Laleh said. It had taken them a while to warm up to Jennifer, her brother Navid’s American wife.
A tiny crinkle appeared between Jill’s eyebrows. “They’re not trying to set up an arranged marriage for you, are they?”
Laleh laughed. “No. It might have worked for my parents, but they know I’d never go for that. They’re just not-so-subtly trying to steer me toward men they consider good husband material.”
Jill’s eyes widened. “Your parents’ marriage was arranged?”
“My mother insists on calling it encouraged, not arranged, but I know my grandmother. That woman could talk fish into buying a bicycle. My mother didn’t stand a chance of saying no.”
“Wow.”
Silence spread through the limousine.
Laleh pressed her lips together. She hated those moments when the two cultures she belonged to clashed. Feeling as if she had to defend her parents’ marriage, she added, “At least my grandmother picked well. I know few couples who’re still so happy together after thirty-two years of marriage.”
“Good for them,” Jill said. “That’s certainly more than can be said for my parents.”
The limousine turned onto Hollywood Boulevard, and Laleh craned her neck to catch a glimpse of the Walk of Fame. For Jill, movie premieres and everything that went with them might have gotten old already, but the excitement of it all still hadn’t worn off for Laleh. It had only been a year since she and Jill had become close friends. Since then, Laleh accompanied her to events whenever Crash couldn’t make it.
Her body buzzed with excitement as they approached the TCL Chinese Theatre. She had to laugh at herself. You’d think it’s your movie premiere, not that of Jill’s friend.
The limousine stopped at the curb in front of the theater.
Laleh peered through the tinted window.
Fans and paparazzi crowded the area around the red carpet. The security team strained to hold back the excited crowd.
Good thing her parents didn’t read the Hollywood gossip rags. If they saw her being photographed with an out lesbian, they might start wondering if that was the real reason Laleh wasn’t spending her days looking for a husband. She rolled her eyes. Just because she was happy on her own didn’t mean she was gay.
The driver climbed out from behind the wheel and opened the door for them.
Jill got out first, followed by Laleh, who preferred to stay in the background.
Cameras clicked, and flashes blinded her for a moment. Laleh lifted her hand to shield her eyes, but Jill—more used to the spectacle—smiled into the cameras. She looked radiant in her eggplant-colored dress with off-the-shoulder straps.
Laleh could barely believe that her friend suffered from multiple sclerosis.
“Hey, Jill,” one of the reporters shouted and gestured toward Laleh. “Is this your new girlfriend?”
Jill laughed. “No. I’m still quite happy with the old one, thank you very much.” She hooked her arm through Laleh’s and wagged her finger at the reporter. “You’d better not start any rumors about me again. She’s a friend—a straight friend.”
Another limousine pulled up behind them, and the reporters and photographers descended on the new arrivals. The flurry of camera flashes wouldn’t stop.
Apparently, someone more interesting had arrived. Laleh lifted her five-foot-four frame up on her tiptoes to see who it was.
“That’s Grace,” Jill said.
How casually she said that. Of course, she and Grace were best friends. Laleh had met her twice, and she knew Grace Durand was amazingly down-to-earth for a movie star, but she couldn’t help feeling a bit starstruck.
She stared as Grace climbed out of her limousine, hand in hand with her girlfriend, Lauren. Her white dress with its halter-style top accentuated her world-famous curves.
“Shouldn’t the big stars arrive before everyone else?” Laleh asked when her mouth was working again.
“Yeah. Seems they got held up by something. Or,” Jill added in a whisper so the reporters couldn’t hear, “by each other.” She grinned and nudged Laleh, who found herself staring at the couple again. “What? Still having your fangirl moments? I thought you were over that.”
“I can’t help it. She’s Grace Durand!”
Jill rolled her eyes. “Come on, fangirl. Let’s go say hi and then go see Grace’s new movie.”
Laleh hoped she wouldn’t be too tongue-tied to say much. On slightly shaky legs, she followed Jill over to Grace and her girlfriend.
* * *
By the time the after-party was in full swing, Laleh had had enough of her short visit to the world of Hollywood. Getting to see the movie before anyone else had been fun, but being stuck at a party with all these showbiz people wasn’t her favorite type of entertainment. How did Jill stand being around all these superficial people with their meaningless compliments and their fake smiles all the time?
Well, at least the food was good, so she hid out in the back of the room by the buffet tables while she waited for Jill to finish her conversation with a director.
“Jesus,” Jill said when she finally joined her. “Can you believe he talked my ear off for half an hour? He hasn’t given me the time of day since I came out as an MS patient.”
“Maybe he finally saw the light and wants to have you in his next movie.”
“That’s what I thought, but it turns out all he wanted was for me to introduce him to Grace.”
“Ahmagh,” Laleh muttered. “What an idiot. What did you tell him?”
Now the grin returned to Jill’s face. “I told him I’d love to do that…if my fatigue weren’t acting up so badly that I had to leave. He couldn’t protest without looking like an asshole.”
Laleh returned her grin, marveling at how much Jill had changed. A year or so ago, she had tried her best to ignore her MS and would have stubbornly stayed at the party, even if her fatigue had really been acting up. Now, she talked openly about her neurological condition and even used it to her advantage. “So, do you really want to leave?”
“Hell, yes!” Jill said. “I was ready to get out of here five minutes after we arrived. Even Grace and Lauren escaped while I was talking to that idiot.”
“Okay. Just let me finish these.” Laleh pointed at the last two antipasti skewers on her plate.
Jill stole one from her. “I thought you didn’t like olives?”
“I don’t,” Laleh mumbled around a mouthful of feta, olives, and grape tomatoes. She paused for a moment and counted the empty bamboo skewers on her plate—seven. There’d been olives on each of them. Weird.
Jill’s grin broadened. “Well, it seems you’re getting over your aversion.”
Laleh popped another olive into her mouth and found that she no longer detested the salty, bitter taste. “My parents always said they’re an acquired taste. Guess they were right.”
“Come on.” Jill waved to several acquaintances and steered Laleh toward the exit. “Let’s see what else I can convert you to.”
Laleh nearly choked on the last olive.
Jill hip-checked her. “I’m talking about getting ice cream on the way home. Let’s see if I can get you to try a flavor other than pistachio.” She gave Laleh an innocent look but, despite her acting skills, couldn’t quite pull it off. “What did you think I was talking about?”
“No comment,” Laleh said and hip-checked her back, turning her head away to hide her blush.
* * *
Even when she was working day shifts, Hope rarely had time for a real lunch break and had to make do with the granola bars stashed in her locker. But today the emergency department was quieter than usual, so she headed to the hospital cafeteria.
She picked up some napkin-wrapped silverware and an empty tray from a stack next to the entrance and pushed them along the stainless-steel counter. Normally, she wasn’t picky about food. It might be hours before she had the time to even think about food again, so she usually devoured whatever was put in front of her. But today neither the soggy french fries nor the overcooked vegetables appealed to her.
She was so busy eyeing the sandwiches, trying to decide which one looked edible, that she nearly crashed into the person in front of her.
The tall black woman, dressed in pale green surgical scrubs, turned to face her. It was her friend Jordan. “Hey, Hope. Trying to get up close and personal with my sexy ass?”
Hope snorted. “You wish.”
“A woman can dream, can’t she?” Jordan offered an exaggerated leer.
Hope didn’t dignify her comment with a reply. Jordan was an incorrigible flirt, but they both knew they were better off as friends even though they were the only out lesbian physicians on staff.
They turned back toward the food counter.
“How’s it going up there in the OR?” Hope asked. “Busy day?”
Jordan put a cardboard container of french fries on her tray. “You can say that again. I had back-to-back surgeries all day.”
Hope shook her head. “I don’t know how you can stand it. My surgery rotation nearly killed me. Assisting with a half-dozen gallbladder surgeries in a row…” She yawned. “Boring.”
“Compared to the rush of treating runny noses and removing foreign objects from people’s rectums, you mean?”
“Compared to the exhilaration of a successful resuscitation,” Hope said.
“And getting yourself shocked with two hundred joules.” Jordan added a bowl of diced fruit to her tray. “I have to admit that the OR can’t compete with that.”
Hope groaned. “Who told you about that?”
Jordan’s lips curled into a grin. “I have my sources.” She checked out the last piece of peach pie. “Do you want that?”
“Go ahead.”
“Man, I could eat a horse.”
“I doubt they serve that. But knowing your luck with women, you could probably charm her into hunting one down for you.” Hope pointed to the woman in the hairnet behind the counter.
“Probably. How about you?”
“While I’m at work, I focus on treating women, not charming them,” Hope said.
“No. I mean, aren’t you eating?” Jordan pointed at Hope’s still-empty tray.
Hope shrugged and waved her hand at the food counter. “Guess I’m not in the mood for any of this.”
Jordan raised her eyebrows. “You? Not in the mood for food? That’s like me not being in the mood for sex!”
Two nurses in line ahead of them turned and threw them curious glances.
Hope wanted to hide behind her tray, but Jordan gave the women a confident grin. Incorrigible. Hope couldn’t help smiling.
Well, there was one food item she was in the mood for. She gave the cafeteria worker a hopeful look. “I know it’s a long shot, but do you have any pomegranates?” She’d had an unusual craving for the tangy-yet-sweet taste all day.
“Pomegranates?” the woman and Jordan said at the same time.
“Guess that’s a no.” Hope chose a cheese sandwich and a bowl of soup and then moved to the counter with the giant coffee urn. Usually, she got herself a cup of Earl Grey, but today the thought of drinking the low-quality tea caused her to wrinkle her nose, so she poured herself a cup of coffee instead.
When they finally reached the register, the cashier ran their ID badges and charged the food to their accounts.
They sat at a small table by a window overlooking the courtyard. The greenery and blooming flowers reminded Hope of her one potted plant at home, which had probably died by now. It wouldn’t be the first time a houseplant had suffered when she barely made it home in between shifts.
Jordan dug into her french fries with gusto while Hope ate her potato-and-leek soup without enthusiasm. The stuff was almost flavorless: no garlic, no tarragon, no Cajun spices. She doubted the cook had even used pepper and salt. Oh, come on now. What are you, a food critic?
“So,” Jordan said after finishing her fries and getting started on the peach pie, “ready to have your ass kicked during our squash date this Monday?”
Hope flicked a crumb from her sandwich at her. “You mean, am I ready to kick your ass? Yes, I am. And don’t call it a date, or people will start to talk.”
Jordan paused with the fork halfway to her mouth. “Would it really be so bad if people thought that you and I were involved?” she asked quietly. Her grin was gone. Instead, she looked almost hurt.
Hope shoved back her half-eaten bowl of soup. “No. That’s not what I… I just try to keep my job and my private life separate.”
“Ha!” The grin was back on Jordan’s face. “That’s easy, considering you don’t have a private life.”
“Sure I do.” Hope took a bite of her sandwich, frowned, and forced herself to swallow as she lifted the top slice of bread. Who the hell puts olives on a sandwich? And, even stranger, why didn’t she like them anymore? She had always loved olives, even as a child, but now they tasted bitter to her. Why was she so goddamn picky today?
“Oh yeah?” Jordan asked. “When was the last time you had a date?”
Hope met Jordan’s challenging stare. “When was the last time you had one? And a quickie in some bathroom doesn’t count.” Jordan might be the only person she knew who was worse at relationships than she was—or maybe Jordan just wasn’t interested in them.
“Hey, we’re not talking about my private life here.”
“We’re not talking about mine, either.” Hope picked the olives off her sandwich and took a bite. Much better.
The beeper on the waistband of Hope’s scrubs vibrated. She pressed a button and glanced at the display. ER STAT. GSW two min out. “We’ve got a patient with a gunshot wound coming in,” she said. “I have to go.”
When she reached for her tray, Jordan grabbed it. “Leave it. I’ll take care of it.”
“Thanks. See you on Monday.” She got up and headed for the door at a fast clip.
“Prepare to be annihilated,” Jordan called after her.
After a glance back to make sure no patients were looking her way, Hope held up her middle finger over her shoulder.
Jordan’s laughter trailed after her.
* * *
Weird, Laleh thought as she climbed out of the car. Her aunt had called her on her day off, begging her to come in and help out because one of their waitresses had called in sick and the restaurant was hopping.
But to her surprise, she had found a parking space without a problem. Usually, customers from all over LA made sure that there wasn’t even enough space to park a bicycle, much less a car. Today, however, only a few of her family’s cars were parked in front of the restaurant.
As she approached the red brick building, the large outdoor patio was empty. Not a guest in sight. She stepped past the two palm trees flanking the entrance. No light illuminated the windows, and when she tried the door, it was locked.
“What the…?” She dug her key out of her pocket and unlocked the front door.
Before she could reach out for the switch, lights flared on.
Her parents, her brothers, her sisters-in-law, and at least a dozen aunts, uncles, cousins, and other relatives jumped out from behind the counter and from beneath the tables.
“Surprise!”
Laleh clutched her chest. “Guys! You shouldn’t do this to me!” She waved her hand at them. “Hello, woman with a heart condition, remember?”
“I thought that was fixed?” Her brother Navid walked over and wrapped one arm around her. “That’s why we’re having a surprise party.”
Laleh couldn’t help chuckling. Persians. Any excuse to have a party.
As usual, it took a while before they were all seated at the table with the food her aunt had prepared, because everyone wanted to greet her—and each other—with kisses and catch up on any family news, even though most of them saw each other every day.
Her mother and aunt kept heaping food onto her plate, no matter how often Laleh protested and said she couldn’t eat another bite. Apparently, they thought she was declining to be polite. She wished she’d been as clever as her brother Ramin. He had left half of his eggplant stew on his plate, so no one insisted he take more.
Come to think of it… Laleh took a closer look. Ramin hadn’t even eaten his tahdig. As children, they had fought each other for the coveted crispy, golden-brown rice from the bottom of the pan.
His wife, Azadeh, whispered to him and stroked his arm.
Laleh leaned forward in her chair. “Ramin? Are you okay?”
“Yeah, yeah.” He waved his hand.
That was macho-speak for I’m as sick as a dog. Laleh gave him a you-don’t-fool-me look.
“Just a stomach ache or something,” Ramin said.
Instantly, everyone at the table offered an opinion about the cause and best treatment options.
“You shouldn’t eat cumin,” their mother said. “It never agreed with you, even when you were a little boy.”
“He didn’t have any.” Azadeh gestured to his plate. “He barely ate anything all day.”
Ramin didn’t contribute to the discussion of his health. He looked paler by the minute, bent forward with both hands pressed to his abdomen.
“I bet it’s Norovirus,” Aunt Nasrin said. “Remember how bad Bahram felt when he had it last year? I made him some ash-e reshteh soup, and he was fine within a couple of days.”
Laleh’s father got up and dragged one of his many nephews up from his seat. “Let Mehdi take a look.”
Laleh put down her fork and got up too. “He’s a dentist, Baba.” She circled around to her brother’s side of the table and gently brushed his hands away from his abdomen. “How long has this been going on?”
“Since last night,” he said, his features tense. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Laleh had never seen her big brother so pale. “The pain started around here,” he pointed at his navel, “and now it’s here.”
She knelt next to him and gently pressed on the lower right side of his abdomen, where he pointed.
He let out a sharp hiss and batted her hands away.
“Does this hurt?” Laleh asked.
“Heck, yes! What do you think?”
“Okay, okay. But did it hurt when I was pressing or when I was letting go?”
Ramin wiped his sweaty brow. “Both. Please, everyone. Just leave me be. All I need is some rest, and I’ll be fine by tomorrow.”
Laleh didn’t think so. She fished her cell phone from her purse and dialed 911.
Her mother watched her with a frown. “What are you doing?”
“Calling an ambulance,” Laleh said. If she tried to talk her stubborn brother into driving to the emergency department, his appendix would rupture by the time she managed to get him into the car.
Chaos broke out as everyone talked over each other.
Laleh stepped outside so she could understand the dispatcher and then stayed in front of the restaurant to flag down the ambulance.
It didn’t take long for the ambulance to arrive.
Laleh held the door open for the two EMTs with the stretcher. “The patient is right through here. He began to experience initial periumbilical pain last night, with a migration to the right lower quadrant today. Rebound tenderness is present.”
“Sounds like appendicitis.”
Laleh nodded. “That’s what I thought.”
The EMT in front paused in the doorway. “Dispatch didn’t mention a physician on site.”
“What?” It took her a moment to understand what he meant. “Oh, no. No. I’m not a doctor. I just…” She shook her head, realizing she had no explanation for what had come out of her mouth. “I probably watched too many medical dramas on TV,” she finished weakly.
“Who knew TV could be so educational?” the other EMT muttered as they moved past her.
Laleh still held on to the door, more to keep herself upright than to keep it open. Half-formed thoughts bounced through her head. Periumbilical pain? Rebound tenderness? She didn’t think she’d ever heard, much less used, those words in her life. How the heck did I know that?
Within a few minutes, the EMTs carried Ramin on the stretcher past her.
Still holding on to the door as if for dear life, Laleh watched them load him into the ambulance. Medical terms tumbled through her mind, making her dizzy. Something strange was going on with her. Maybe she should climb into the ambulance with Ramin and accompany him to the hospital. She was starting to think she needed to have her head examined.



 
CHAPTER 5
Hope hammered the white rubber ball against the front wall an inch below the out line. Her sneakers squeaked across the squash court as she rushed back to the T, anticipating Jordan’s return.
Jordan sent the ball to the front left corner with a smooth backhand.
Hope lunged and hit it with a crushing shot before it could bounce on the floor even once, aiming it so close to the side wall that Jordan’s racquet scraped the wall as she snapped it back.
While Jordan was at the back of the court, Hope played a drop shot.
With a desperate scream, Jordan dove forward but couldn’t reach the ball in time.
“Yeah!” Hope pumped her fist. That point had won her the game.
Jordan bent over, her hands on her knees. “Whoa! You play like a woman possessed!”
Hope lifted her arm to swipe a strand of hair from her sweaty forehead. “Oh, come on. You’re just as competitive.” That was what she liked about playing with Jordan. They both fought for every point, never giving an inch. But, admittedly, something had been different today. Normally, they joked around and teased each other between serves, but today the game had been too intense for that.
Jordan straightened and studied her. “What’s going on with you?”
Good question. Hope examined the strings on her racquet. She’d felt strangely unsettled and distracted all week, without knowing why. But she was a woman who fixed things instead of talking about them. Not that she could have explained what was going on with her, even if she wanted to. So she shrugged and went to pick up the ball.
Jordan opened the court’s glass door and waited for Hope to join her. “How about you buy me dinner and tell me what put you in this mood?”
“Me? Buy you dinner?” Hope picked up her racquet cover from a nearby bench. “Nice try. I won, so you are buying me dinner.”
“Okay, okay. What are you in the mood for? Mexican, Mexican, or…Mexican?”
It was what Hope requested every time she won. But today, she shook her head. “How about a change of pace?”
Jordan opened her eyes comically wide. “You don’t want Mexican?” She studied Hope and then gave her a little shove. “It’s a woman, admit it.”
“What?”
“It’s a woman who’s got you in this tizzy.”
“No! Jesus.” Hope swatted Jordan’s shoulder with her racquet. “Can’t I want to eat someplace else without you thinking there’s a woman involved?”
“If you say so. Where do you want to go?”
“Are you up for a drive to Glendale?” Hope asked. “I’ve got a craving for Persian food.”
Jordan shrugged. “Never tried it.”
“Me neither.”
“How can you crave a food you’ve never had?” Jordan eyed her skeptically.
“I don’t know. I just do. And I hear it’s good.”
“Well, you know I’m the adventurous type, always up for trying something new.” Jordan winked. “So, Persian it is.”
* * *
On the drive to Glendale, Hope racked her brain, trying to remember who had told her about the Persian restaurant. Had it been Paula? The night-shift charge nurse liked trying out different kinds of food, so that had to be it.
But had Paula also given her such detailed directions that Hope could find the way without having to rely on GPS?
She took one hand off the steering wheel and rubbed her eyes for a moment. God, maybe Russell, the Chief of Emergency Medicine, was right. She should take some of her vacation time soon.
“Let’s sit outside,” she said to Jordan a few minutes later, as they walked toward the red brick building. “They have a nice patio.”
Jordan cocked her head to one side. “I thought you’ve never been here?”
“I haven’t.” Paula must have told her about that too. “I think our charge nurse is a regular.”
As they approached the two rows of tables set up beneath striped awnings, a stocky woman greeted them, her black hair streaked with gray. Her wide, friendly smile crinkled the corners of her dark eyes. She looked familiar somehow, but if they had met before, Hope couldn’t remember where.
“Salaam,” the woman said. “I’m Nasrin, your hostess. Table for two?”
Hope nodded and pointed to a table next to the wall, which was decorated with a mural of an idyllic seascape. “How about that one?”
“Oh, I’m sorry. We reserve that one for family.” Nasrin seated them one table over, handed them the menus, took their drink order, and left.
Hope leaned back in her chair and breathed in the aroma of saffron, sweet-and-sour pomegranate sauce, charbroiled chicken, and freshly baked lavash drifting over from other tables. She could identify what the people next to them were eating without even looking. Khoresh-e Fesenjan. Yum.
Jordan rubbed her chin as she studied the menu. “Wow. Tough choice. I’m trying to decide between the koobideh and the…” She squinted at the Persian name of the dish. “Sabzi…something.”
“Sabzi polo ba mahi?”
“Yes. That’s it.”
“Good choices. But then again, everything here is,” Hope said. “I’d take the koobideh, if I were you. The sabzi polo has cilantro in it, and I know you don’t like that.”
Jordan glanced at the menu again. “Are you sure? It just says fresh herbs.”
“It’s dill, parsley, chives, fenugreek, and cilantro.”
With a shake of her head, Jordan closed the menu. “What did you do—go online and learn their whole menu by heart?”
“No. I just…” I just know what’s in it. Weird.
“Could have fooled me,” Jordan muttered.
Hope nodded toward the family at the table next to them. “We could ask them about the cilantro if you don’t believe me. I bet they’re regulars.”
Jordan eyed the obviously Middle Eastern family. “Do you think they speak English?”
“Of course they do.” They’d been talking to each other in English the entire time, sharing gossip about whose daughter was getting married and whose child was graduating from college.
“How do you know?” Jordan asked.
Wasn’t it obvious? Hope tapped her ears. “Just listen.”
“I am listening, and all I hear is rapid-fire Persian or whatever it is.”
“Stop kidding me, Jordan. They’re speaking English. Listen.” She focused on the individual words instead of the content of their conversation for a moment—and froze.
What the hell? The soft, even rhythm flowing like water, the many vowels… Jordan was right! They were speaking Farsi! Right now, they were arguing about who would get to pay the bill—and Hope could understand every word. How on earth was that possible? She sat there, listening with her jaw hanging open.
Her mind raced, searching for an explanation. She’d heard of Foreign Language Syndrome—people waking up after a stroke or other brain injury and suddenly being fluent in a foreign language. But in each case, it had turned out the patient had learned that language in school, so when the area of their brain that processed their native language had been damaged, the second language had taken over, since that knowledge was being stored in another region of the brain.
There was always a perfectly logical explanation.
But not for her being able to understand Farsi. The only words in the Persian language she’d ever learned were salaam—hello—and mamnoon—thank you.
“I think you should get your hearing checked. They—” Jordan snapped her mouth shut and stared at something behind Hope. “Wow. The waitresses here look as great as the food.”
Grateful for the distraction, Hope pretended to casually look around the patio and turned around.
A waitress walked toward them, carrying a tray full of lavash bread, plates of herbs, and an assortment of dips.
Hope’s gaze swept up a pair of slender legs, a slim waist, and a hint of tantalizing cleavage before zeroing in on long raven hair, dark brown eyes, and a warm smile—which died away when the waitress directed her gaze from Jordan to Hope.
The plates and bowls on the tray rattled as she came to a sudden stop.
They stared at each other.
That’s Ms. Samadi! It surprised her how effortlessly the name came to her, even though she often didn’t remember the names of patients she’d treated a few days ago. “Ms. S-Samadi!” For the first time since puberty, Hope found herself stuttering in the presence of a woman. What are the chances?
Ms. Samadi seemed as dumbfounded as Hope felt. “Doctor…uh…Finlay! What are you doing here?”
That finally brought a smile to Hope’s face. “Eating,” she said. “That is, we would, if our waitress brought the food over here.”
“Oh. Of course. Sorry.” Laleh—Ms. Samadi, Hope reminded herself—deposited the complimentary lavash bread and plates of fresh herbs on the linen-topped table, along with their drinks and bowls of eggplant dip, hummus, and yogurt-cucumber dip. When she had emptied the tray, she stood there for a moment, still staring at Hope.
In the awkward silence between them, the chatter and clinking of cutlery on plates from the neighboring tables sounded overly loud.
Jordan looked from Hope to Ms. Samadi and back but thankfully didn’t comment. Her grin spoke volumes, though.
Finally, Ms. Samadi cleared her throat. “Have you decided what you’d like, or do you need a little more time?”
“I think we’re ready to order,” Hope said after a quick glance to Jordan.
Ms. Samadi nodded at them.
“I’d like to have the adas polo.” Thinking about the combination of rice, lentils, raisins, and cinnamon made Hope’s mouth water.
“Great choice,” Ms. Samadi said. “It’s my favorite Persian dish.”
Hope wondered if she said that to every guest, no matter what they ordered. But Ms. Samadi’s smile seemed genuine.
She turned toward Jordan. “And what can I get you?”
“What kind of herbs does the sabzi polo have?” Jordan asked.
“Let’s see… Dill, parsley, chives, fenugreek, and cilantro.”
Hope sent her an I-told-you-so look, which Jordan ignored.
“I’ll have the koobideh, then.”
Hope took the menus and handed them back. Their hands brushed. A tingle went up Hope’s arm, reminding her of how it had felt when she had accidentally shocked herself during Ms. Samadi’s resuscitation. Quickly, she pulled her hand back and wiped it on her thigh beneath the table.
When Ms. Samadi walked away, Hope’s gaze followed her until she disappeared into the restaurant. Before, when Ms. Samadi had been her patient, she hadn’t paid much attention to her physical appearance beyond checking whether she was flushed or pale, but now Hope couldn’t help noticing how good she looked in her crisp, white blouse, tucked into tailored black trousers.
Jordan leaned across the table and punched Hope’s arm. “Now I know why you insisted on coming here! She’s hot!”
“What? No!”
“Oh, come on. A blind woman could see how steaming hot she is.”
“Yeah, okay, she’s attractive. But she’s a patient.”
Jordan blinked but then shrugged. “Was a patient. For all of what…? An hour?”
“No. She was in the department for almost half a shift.”
“So what? It’s not like you’re her family doctor who’ll treat her for years to come. She’s obviously been released, so you’re no longer her doctor.”
“I’m here for the food,” Hope insisted.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind nibbling on her,” Jordan said with a grin. “If you’re not interested, mind if I ask her out?”
“Jesus, Jordan! Stop it. She’s not even gay.”
“How do you know?” Jordan asked. “When I did my emergency medicine rotation, asking about a patient’s sexual orientation wasn’t part of taking their history.”
“I didn’t say I asked her. I just… I just know, okay?” The same mysterious way she knew what herbs went into the sabzi polo, who the man asking her for directions to the CCU was, and what the Iranian family next to them was talking about, even though they were speaking Farsi—a language she had never learned.
Suddenly, her appetite was gone. Something weird was going on with her. Something very weird and as much as she racked her scientific mind, she couldn’t come up with an explanation. All she knew was that somehow it had started the day Laleh Samadi had collapsed in the emergency department.
* * *
Laleh stepped into the restaurant’s kitchen, put her tray down, and leaned against the wall.
She couldn’t believe it. Dr. Hope Finlay—the physician who had saved her life—was here, in her aunt and uncle’s restaurant, ordering food like a mere mortal!
Well, she was a mere mortal, Laleh reminded herself, even though she had appeared larger than life that night in the emergency department. Without her scrubs and her white lab coat, she looked different. Her slightly ruffled brown hair, her husky voice, her athletic frame, and the energy she radiated made her appear like a rock star, not a physician.
Aunt Nasrin rushed toward her. “Laleh joon! Are you okay? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Laleh had to smile and shook herself out of her daze. “Not a ghost, Ammeh. The woman who saved my life.”
“What?”
Laleh pointed to the patio. “The doctor who treated me after I collapsed is sitting at table four.”
“You told her about our restaurant?” Aunt Nasrin chuckled and patted Laleh’s arm. “Good girl. Promoting the restaurant, even when you’re in the hospital.”
“No. I didn’t tell her. She’s just…here.” Maybe the woman sharing her table had told Dr. Finlay about the restaurant.
“It’s qismat,” Aunt Nasrin declared. “This is your chance to say thank you.”
“I already did.”
Her aunt clicked her tongue. “You thanked her the American way. Now we’ll thank her like Persians.”
Which meant Dr. Finlay wouldn’t get out of here without gaining at least a pound or two.
Aunt Nasrin rushed to the stove, no doubt to help the rest of the staff prepare an assortment of appetizers and enough adas polo to feed a football team.
Laleh knew she should jump into action and join them to show her gratefulness, but she stayed where she was, leaning against the wall. It shouldn’t feel so weird to have Dr. Finlay here, but it did. So much had changed since that day nearly three weeks ago, when Laleh had been her patient. She couldn’t quite put her finger on what exactly had changed—besides the fact that her heart problem had been fixed—but she felt that something had.
“Laleh!” her aunt shouted. “Come and take the doogh and the tea out to them.”
“They already have something to drink.”
Ignoring Laleh’s protest, Aunt Nasrin shoved the tray at her.
Nine years of working for her aunt had taught Laleh that resistance was futile. She marched outside to serve Dr. Finlay and her friend the beverages and to warn them that they were about to be buried beneath an avalanche of Persian gratefulness.
* * *
“No, please.” Dr. Finlay held her belly with one hand while covering her plate with the other so Aunt Nasrin couldn’t deposit another diamond-shaped piece of baklava on it. Her skin looked pale in comparison to Ammeh Nasrin’s olive complexion. “I can’t eat another bite. Really.”
Aunt Nasrin tried to put the baklava on her plate anyway. “Don’t be shy. Take some.”
Dr. Finlay sent Laleh a beseeching look that made her chuckle.
But she took mercy and decided to intervene anyway. “Ammeh Nasrin, leave her be. She’s not just taarofing.”
“Taarofing?” Dr. Finlay’s friend cocked her head.
Before Laleh could explain the concept, Dr. Finlay leaned forward. “It’s really complex, but to keep the explanation short, it’s the Persian way of being polite. If you’re being offered something, you don’t accept, even if you want it. You say no until it’s been offered repeatedly.”
It was an oversimplification, but Laleh was surprised that the doctor would know about taarof at all.
“Maybe that’s why I feel like I’m about to explode,” Dr. Finlay’s friend said. “I could never say no to a woman.”
Aunt Nasrin’s brow furrowed for a moment, but then she returned the woman’s warm smile. Finally, she took the baklava and carried it over to the Farahanis, who were sitting at the next table.
With a relieved sigh, Dr. Finlay took her hand away from her empty plate. “Could we have the check, please?”
“You don’t need to pay,” Laleh said.
Dr. Finlay studied her. “Are you taarofing?”
So she knew that part of the tradition too. In Iran, restaurant and store owners would assure their customers that they didn’t need to pay, but the locals knew not to take them up on that generous offer because it wasn’t sincere. After arguing back and forth, both participants were aware that each of these episodes was expected to end with the customer paying.
Laleh chuckled. “No. I mean it. My family and I want to treat you—as a small thank-you for saving my life.”
Dr. Finlay ran a hand through her wavy hair, making it even more disheveled. “That’s not necessary. I was only doing my job.”
“It was much more than that to me,” Laleh said. She was getting too emotional, so she quickly added, “Save yourself some time and just accept. Even if you could manage to convince me to let you pay, my aunt would never take your money.”
“Well, I can pay for my food, can’t I?” the woman who had come with Dr. Finlay said. She held out her hand. “Jordan Williams, but please call me Jordan. I’m a friend of Ms. Just-doing-my-job over there.”
Laleh wiped her fingers on her waitress apron and shook Jordan’s hand. “Laleh Samadi. And no, you can’t pay either. You’re included by extension. If you don’t accept, I’ll hold you responsible if my family disowns me.” She looked from Jordan to Dr. Finlay, who hesitated for a few seconds longer.
Finally, Dr. Finlay nodded. “All right. Thank you very much for your generosity and for the excellent food.” She rose halfway, then sat back down and said to Jordan, “Would you give us a second?”
Her friend shook her head. “That was what I was about to say.”
“Jordan…” It sounded like a warning.
“What? You said you didn’t mind.”
“I never said that,” Dr. Finlay grumbled.
“So you want to…?” Jordan waved in Laleh’s direction.
“No!”
Laleh looked back and forth between them. What was going on?
“Good.” Jordan rose and turned toward Laleh. “It’ll probably be too late by the time you get off work today, but how about you allow me to take you out for coffee on your next day off?”
It could be a thank-you for the free meal, but Laleh sensed that it was more than that. She had no doubt that Jordan meant it as a date. Maybe being asked out by a woman should have caught her off guard, but for some reason, it didn’t. In fact, Dr. Finlay looked much more uncomfortable than Laleh was. Somehow, Laleh had sensed that Jordan was a lesbian. It seems I’ve been hanging out with Jill and Crash so much that I finally developed my own version of gaydar.
“I’m flattered, Ms. Williams…”
“It’s Jordan. And why do I have a feeling you’re about to give me the good old brush-off?” She sighed dramatically, but her brown eyes were twinkling.
Laleh smiled. “I appreciate the offer. Really. But I don’t date women. So if you really want to have coffee with me, it would be just that—coffee.”
“Just coffee,” Jordan repeated. For a moment, she looked as if that was an entirely foreign concept to her, but then she nodded. “All right. May I?” At Laleh’s nod, she took Laleh’s waitress notepad, scribbled something on it, and then handed it back.
Laleh stared at the cell phone number on the top page. Now I’m accepting phone numbers from women… Good thing her aunt had gone back inside. Laleh wasn’t sure Nasrin would have liked it.
Dr. Finlay didn’t look too enthusiastic either. Her brows bunched together as she glanced from Jordan to Laleh and then to the notepad with Jordan’s cell phone number.
“Laleh joon,” Mr. Farahani called. “Could we have another round of tea?”
“Of course.” Time to go back to work. She nodded at Dr. Finlay and Jordan. “It was nice to see you…outside of the hospital, I mean…and get a chance to say thank you.”
Dr. Finlay shuffled her feet. As confident as she had come across in the emergency department, now she seemed a little self-conscious.
Laleh remembered that Dr. Finlay had asked to speak to her alone. “Was there something you wanted to talk to me about?”
Dr. Finlay hesitated. She looked from Jordan to the Farahanis waiting for their tea at the next table, as if whatever she wanted to say couldn’t be said in front of witnesses.
Was she trying to ask her out too? Laleh immediately discarded the thought. No, that wasn’t it. Her heartbeat sped up, and this time, it had nothing to do with the Wolff-Parkinson-White syndrome she’d been diagnosed with. Something scratched at the edges of her consciousness, as if she was close to figuring out what Dr. Finlay wanted to talk about, but she couldn’t quite grasp it.
“Uh, no. That’s okay,” Dr. Finlay finally said. “Please tell your family thank you for dinner.” With that, she stepped off the patio and was gone.
“Don’t worry,” Jordan said with an encouraging smile. “It’s not you. She’s been behaving weird all day. Well, even longer than that, really.”
A shiver of intuition went through Laleh. For a moment, she imagined she knew exactly why Dr. Finlay behaved so strangely. Was it possible that she was experiencing weird coincidences and inexplicable happenings, similar to what Laleh had been through in the last few weeks?
But then she shoved the thought away. Oh, come on. Why would she?
“Thanks for dinner. And don’t forget to call.” Jordan waved and then hurried after her friend.
Laleh stared after them.
“Laleh joon!” Mr. Farahani called. “The tea!”
“Oh. Yes. Of course.” She rushed inside to get them their chai.



 
CHAPTER 6
Before the start of her shift at seven the next day, Hope stuck her head into the control room next to the MRI suite. “Hey, Rob,” she said over the hum of the MRI machine next door. “Do you have a minute? I need a favor.”
The radiologist turned away from the computer screen. “Yes?”
The MRI tech next to Rob gave her a curious look.
“Um, can we talk outside?” Hope said.
Rob followed her. “Let me guess.” He put his fingertips on his temples as if that would help him focus so he could read her thoughts.
Hope grimaced. That was so not funny to her at the moment.
“You want me to order an MRI for a patient, but it can’t wait, so you want me to squeeze him or her in today.”
“Yeah. I thought you could get the MRI tech to do it tonight. Then you could take a look at the scans before you leave.”
Rob shook his head. “I’d like to get out of here on time for once.”
Damn. She had hoped it would be easier. She hated begging for a favor, but this couldn’t wait. If she didn’t find out soon what the hell was wrong with her, she’d go crazy. Well, maybe that was the problem. She could be having an acute psychosis.
That thought had haunted her after she had come home from the restaurant last night. Finally, even though it was close to ten o’clock, she had called a psychologist friend of hers. But Melinda hadn’t picked up, so Hope hadn’t been able to lay that fear to rest. She’d try reaching her later, but first she wanted to look for physical causes. Finding an abnormality in her brain scan would give her medical proof that she wasn’t losing her mind.
“Listen.” She took a deep breath. “This isn’t really about a patient.”
“Why ask for an MRI, then?”
Hope sighed. “It’s about me. I’m the patient, okay? I keep getting these splitting headaches.” Now she was the one touching her temples. “And when I played squash yesterday, my motor skills weren’t up to par. To tell you the truth, I’m a little worried about having a brain tumor, and I’d like to rule it out.”
That part, at least, wasn’t a lie. A brain tumor was one of the possibilities that had kept her up, pacing her condo for most of last night. It might explain why her sense of taste had changed so she no longer liked olives but craved foods that she had never tried before. And if the tumor was located in the temporal lobe of her brain, it could cause strange hallucinations. Maybe she was just imagining that she was able to understand Farsi.
“Oh,” Rob said, but he didn’t seem too surprised.
Hope knew she wasn’t the first physician who asked for his help. One of her colleagues was even downright phobic about developing a brain tumor. If Rob let him, he would get an MRI every month.
Finally, he sighed. “All right. Come back here at the end of your shift, and I’ll have one of the techs run you through the MRI.”
“Thanks, Rob.” She clapped his shoulder and went to change into her scrubs to start her shift.
A few minutes later, just as she was about to close her locker, her cell phone rang. She fished it out of her jeans pocket.
Melinda’s name flashed across the screen, so she quickly accepted the call.
“Hi, stranger. I only now realized I missed a call from you,” Melinda said. “I shut off my phone last night because Sam and I… Uh, it was our anniversary.”
Hope laughed. “No details, please.”
“Is something wrong?” Melinda asked instead of reacting to the teasing. “You usually don’t call that late.”
Hope hesitated. If anyone was worthy of her trust, it was Melinda. Even though they hadn’t seen each other in over a year, she knew she could confide in her. But Hope had never been one to share personal problems with anyone, and she wasn’t about to start now. “I had a question that I thought you could help me with.”
“A psychological question?” Melinda asked.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t you ask for a psych consult?”
“It’s not about a patient. I’m asking for…an acquaintance of mine. She’s having these weird symptoms, and I thought you might be able to tell me what it is.”
Melinda cleared her throat. “You know I can’t diagnose someone long-distance.”
“I’m not asking for a diagnosis,” Hope said quickly. “I want your opinion because I value it.”
“All right. So, that acquaintance of yours, what’s up with her?”
“I wish I knew. It started very suddenly, three weeks ago. She keeps having these…well, it’s almost like a sense of déjà vu. You know, the feeling that she’s familiar with places and people she’s never seen before. And she suddenly understands Persian—or at least she thinks she does.” She couldn’t be sure unless she actually talked to someone in Farsi. “She also knows things about the Persian culture that she didn’t know before.”
“You mean like thought insertion?” Melinda asked. “Does she feel like someone—an outside force—has implanted certain thoughts or knowledge into her mind?”
Hope thought about it. An outside force… No, that new knowledge didn’t feel foreign; it felt as if she’d known these things all along. “No. I don’t think so. But she keeps having these…delusions. Even her sense of taste has changed. Does that sound like a psychotic episode to you?”
“Does she hear voices?” Melinda asked.
“Only when someone is speaking,” Hope quipped to lighten the mood.
“You know what I mean. Does she have hallucinations?”
“No.”
“Paranoia?”
Hope said “no” again.
“Other mental health issues…depression or maybe substance abuse?” Melinda asked.
“None.”
“Does she have any close relatives with schizophrenia or psychosis?”
Not on her mother’s side, at least as far as she knew. But Hope had never known who her father was, and her mother had died when Hope had been eight, so she didn’t know too much about that side of the family either. “I’m not sure,” she finally said. “So, what do you think? Could it be psychosis?”
Melinda audibly inhaled and exhaled. “Like I said, it’s impossible to say without seeing the patient, but it doesn’t sound typical. Even though many people think psychosis starts out of the blue, it actually doesn’t. There are always warning signs that start months—sometimes years—before the first psychotic episode.”
“Such as?” Hope asked.
“Difficulty focusing, for one thing. Your acquaintance might feel overloaded with stimuli, as if sounds suddenly got louder. Or she might see shadows out of the corners of her eye. It would get increasingly harder for her to function in her everyday life.”
No, that didn’t sound familiar at all. She had no problem focusing on her job. And in the sometimes chaotic emergency department, she surely would have noticed if she’d gotten more sensitive to sounds or visual stimuli. There had been no warning signs, nothing out of the ordinary before she’d accidentally shocked herself with the defibrillator.
“If you talk to friends and family members, they usually say that the patient has become very withdrawn.”
She hadn’t done that, had she? Admittedly, Hope spent a lot of time at work and didn’t socialize much, but it had always been that way. Her daily routine hadn’t changed. She never missed her squash date with Jordan, for example.
“If it’s not psychosis, what else could it be?”
“I didn’t say it’s not psychosis, just that it doesn’t sound typical. Remember that I’m a psychologist, not a psychiatrist, so this isn’t exactly my specialty. Has your acquaintance seen a psychiatrist or a neurologist?”
“Not yet.” Their staff neurologist was actually next on her list. While she didn’t think an EEG would show anything, it also couldn’t hurt. She was out of other options. “Thanks, Mel. I have to go. My shift is about to start,” she said before her perceptive friend could start asking questions about how she was doing.
She ended the call and shoved her cell phone back into the locker. After banging it shut, she marched toward the nurses’ station. At least she had twelve hours ahead of her in which she got to focus on what was wrong with other people.
* * *
Hope was starting to understand why her patients hated being stuck in the MRI cylinder with its loud, banging noises. After twenty minutes in the machine, she began to hate it too. Holding completely still, which she rarely ever did, was giving her too much time to think and to worry about what might be wrong with her.
When the noises stopped and the scanner table slid out of the cylinder, she hopped off.
A few minutes later, she stepped into the control room.
“Good news,” Rob said after he had told the MRI tech to take a break. He gestured to the image on the computer screen. “It’s confirmed. You’ve got a brain.”
Hope let out a growl. She wasn’t in the mood for his jokes. “But you won’t have one in a second. I’ll rip your head off if you don’t tell me what you found.”
He held up his hands. “Hey, don’t worry. Everything looks completely normal.”
Hope walked closer. Finally her elective radiology rotation came in handy. She couldn’t detect anything out of the ordinary in the images either. No tumor, no edema, no hemorrhage, and no inflammation. The different structures of her brain looked the way they were supposed to.
“Hey, that’s good, right?” Rob asked. “You look like I’ve just told you you’ve got four weeks to live.”
“No, it’s good. It’s great.” He was right. It should have been a relief, but Hope couldn’t be overly happy about it. At least if they found anything, she could be treated. But the EEG one of their neurologists had ordered on her during Hope’s lunch break hadn’t revealed any abnormalities either.
Hope seemed to be completely healthy. There was no physical reason for her brain to do these weird things—but it did.
She thanked Rob and trudged toward the staff parking lot.
What the hell was she supposed to do now?
Instead of going straight home to her condo just a few blocks away, she kept driving aimlessly, heading northeast on Los Feliz Boulevard. Sometimes, driving around helped her think, but today she didn’t come up with any brilliant ideas.
Before she knew it, she was in Glendale, parked in front of the restaurant where she’d had dinner with Jordan last night.
What the…? She hadn’t consciously decided to drive in that direction. It was as if some part of her brain had taken over and directed her here on autopilot.
Now that she was here, what was she supposed to do? March in there and demand an explanation? But why would Laleh Samadi be able to provide it?
Because everything started with her and that damn defibrillation. It couldn’t be a coincidence that of all the languages in the world, she could now understand Farsi, Ms. Samadi’s native language, could it? Or that she had recognized her brother, even though she’d never seen him before, and that she knew the ingredients of every dish on the menu of her restaurant.
Laleh Samadi was the key to solving this mystery.
So instead of turning around and driving home, Hope remained in her car, observing the restaurant. She felt like a stalker lying in wait. But instead of a camera or a pair of binoculars, she was armed with a myriad of confusing thoughts and bits of knowledge that seemed to come out of nowhere. She drummed a rapid beat on the steering wheel with her thumbs and gazed over at the restaurant.
She wasn’t sure how long she had waited. The chain of lights wrapped around the tall trees in the courtyard still twinkled merrily, revealing the empty tables on the patio. The last guest got into his car and drove off.
Yeah, and you should too. She wasn’t sure if she would duck and hide once Laleh Samadi stepped out of the restaurant—or get out of the car and actually talk to her. What she had to say would sound crazy. It sure as hell seemed like the insane ramblings of one of her drug-seeking patients when she tried to put into words what was happening to her, even if it was just in her own head. What if Ms. Samadi didn’t believe her?
Or worse, what if she does?
Hope realized she didn’t want a confirmation of something strange going on. What she wanted was someone to give her a reasonable, scientific explanation. But if neither the MRI nor the EEG had been able to provide it, she certainly wouldn’t get it here.
This is stupid. When she reached out to start the engine, the lights on the patio went out and the restaurant’s front door swung open.
Hope froze and stared across the street.
A slender figure stepped out onto the sidewalk, but her face was shrouded in darkness.
Her face? Hope repeated to herself. How do you know it’s a woman? It could be Ms. Samadi’s uncle or a male employee. But somehow she knew that it wasn’t.
The person walked down the street. As the figure stepped into the circle of light filtering down from a streetlamp, Hope saw that her sixth sense had been right. It was indeed Laleh Samadi.
Sixth sense? Oh, come on. Stop it with that nonsense. There had to be a perfectly logical explanation. Her subconscious had probably recognized the way Ms. Samadi moved. That was how she’d known it was her when she’d left the restaurant.
Ms. Samadi turned right and quickly strode away from her.
No! Hope couldn’t let her walk away. She didn’t understand it, but each of the inexplicable things that had happened to her seemed to somehow be connected to Ms. Samadi.
Without giving herself time to reconsider, she opened the driver’s side door, jumped out of her BMW, and hurried after her.
Her footsteps echoed through the darkness.
“Ms. Samadi,” Hope called when she’d almost reached her.
Ms. Samadi whirled around and pressed a hand to her chest. “Dr. Finlay! Hasn’t anyone ever told you it’s not nice to sneak up on people in the dark? You scared me half to death!”
Hope studied her in the yellow light of a streetlamp. Had she really been scared, or had part of her sensed who was following her? Why would she? You’re the one who’s suddenly one scalpel short of an instrument tray.
“Sorry, that wasn’t my intention. I just…” She snapped her mouth shut, not knowing how she should explain why she had returned to the restaurant.
“Apparently, you liked our food.” Ms. Samadi smiled. “I’m sorry, but we’re already closed.”
“I’m not here for the food.”
“No?” A frown wrinkled Ms. Samadi’s brow. She hesitated as if unsure what to make of this situation. “Then is there something else I can do for you, Dr. Finlay?”
“Yes.” Hope scraped her shoe across the pavement. “For one thing, you could stop calling me Dr. Finlay. I’m not your doctor anymore. Call me Hope.”
“Hope,” she said as if testing out the sound of it. After a moment, she nodded. “Then call me Laleh, please.”
It meant tulip, Hope knew. She wondered who had selected that name. It sounded nice, but in her opinion, Laleh should have been named after a more exotic and beautiful flower, maybe an orchid, not something as ordinary as a tulip.
Christ, are you listening to yourself? Now you’re waxing poetic about flowers!
“So, Hope…” Laleh gave her a quizzical gaze.
Hope stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans and rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet, weighing every word before she spoke it. She had to be careful and test the waters first if she didn’t want to come across like some nutcase. “I was wondering how you are doing after your catheter ablation.”
Laleh’s sensuous lips formed a startled “oh” as if she had expected an entirely different question. “Um, I’m fine.”
“No episodes of tachycardia?” Hope asked, gladly seeking refuge in the familiar medical terms.
Laleh shook her head. “None. Looks like they got that accessory pathway once and for all.”
“Good.” Hope meant it. She hesitated. “So everything’s back to normal? Nothing unusual has happened since your stay in the emergency department?”
Even in the low light from the streetlamp, Hope saw Laleh’s eyes widen. Her stance shifted, and her spine straightened as if she’d gone into hyperaware mode.
She knows something! Hope was sure of it. She took a step closer.
“Uh…unusual?” Laleh shuffled back a little. “What exactly do you mean?”
“I don’t know. Just something that… I don’t know. Something that made you wonder if you were really…well, healthy…physically and, uh, otherwise.” God, she hadn’t stumbled over her own words that badly since her first clinical rotation during medical school.
Laleh looked left and right as if afraid someone would overhear. “Uh, do you have to work tomorrow?”
What did that have to do with anything? “Yes, I do. But I’m covering the night shift, so I don’t have to get up too early.” That was the reason for Laleh’s question, wasn’t it?
“How about some tea?”
“If I say yes, you won’t serve me course after course of food and drinks until I’m stuffed to the gills again, will you?” Hope pressed her hands to her belly. Her stomach groaned when she thought about the amount of food she had consumed last night.
The tension on Laleh’s face receded as a fleeting smile darted across her features. “I see you understand Persian hospitality. I admit it can be brutal. But no, all I’m offering is tea. I’d like to continue this conversation somewhere less public.”
“Your place or mine?” Hope asked and then immediately wanted to take back her words. “Uh, that didn’t come out the way I wanted.”
Laleh laughed. “My place is closer.”
How did she know that? Hope hadn’t told her where she lived.
Probably just a lucky guess. Just because she, herself, was suddenly aware of things she shouldn’t know didn’t mean that Laleh was experiencing the same.
“All right.” While Hope was desperate for answers, she agreed that it was better to wait until they were in Laleh’s apartment. Wait a minute… How had she known Laleh lived in an apartment? She could very well have a house. Hope shrugged it off. “I’ll follow you. Or did you walk to work?”
“No, not today.” Laleh gestured toward a side street. “I’m parked over there.”
Less than ten minutes later, they parked on the street in front of a two-story apartment complex. The building looked strangely familiar. Had she been in this part of Glendale before? Hope wasn’t sure. She tried not to think too much as she followed Laleh up a set of exterior stairs and along the covered second-floor walkway.
Laleh unlocked the door and entered ahead of Hope.
The lights flared on, casting a welcoming glow across the small apartment.
Again, a strange sense of déjà vu overcame Hope as she stepped into Laleh’s home.
There was no hall; the front door opened directly into the living room.
A Persian rug covered most of the hardwood floor, its vibrant colors—Bordeaux red, gold, and a light blue—standing out against a beige background.
A buttery-brown couch took up almost an entire wall of the living room. A throw blanket was draped over one arm, and a wine-red pillow had fallen to the floor. On a shelf next to a flat-screen television, several family photos warred for space with an impressive collection of DVDs.
Laleh kicked off her shoes as soon as she entered, and after a second’s hesitation, Hope followed her example.
“So, how about some tea?” Laleh walked toward a little kitchenette in one corner of the room. “I have Earl Grey.”
“No, thanks.” She was too nervous to eat or drink anything. “And I swear I’m not taarofing.”
Laleh chuckled. “Why don’t you take a seat?”
Hope took two steps across the living room and then paused. Wait a minute! Laleh had offered her Earl Grey, not the chai they served at the restaurant, as if she knew that was Hope’s favorite. Or maybe she’s just good at guessing people’s tea preferences. She’s a waitress after all.
With this satisfying explanation found, she circled the low cherry-wood coffee table and sank onto the velvety soft couch. She gazed around the room again. It was small, especially compared to her own condo, but it had a homey, lived-in feel that Hope found relaxing, despite the circumstances.
She took a closer look at Laleh’s DVD collection, which included a box set of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, a copy of Disney’s Maleficent, and black-and-white classics such as Casablanca.
When soft footsteps approached, she looked up.
Laleh padded across the Persian rug on bare feet, carrying a tray. A hint of a blush colored her cheeks as she set two glasses of water and a bowl of nuts on the table. “I know you said you didn’t want anything, but I can’t help it,” she said with an apologetic shrug. “I’m Persian.”
They sat on different ends of the couch, with more space than necessary between them.
“So,” Hope said, “you wanted to talk somewhere quieter.” She waved her hand in a so-talk gesture. If she got Laleh to go first, at least she wouldn’t embarrass herself saying something crazy out loud.
“I…” Without looking at her, Laleh picked up the pillow from the floor and held it on her lap as if taking cover behind it. Finally, her gaze flicked over to Hope. “When I was in the emergency department…”
She’d said emergency department, not emergency room, as most laypersons did. Of course, she could have picked up on that listening to the nurses talk to each other. And Hope remembered that she, herself, had also called it emergency department earlier, so maybe Laleh was mimicking her.
“Yes?” Hope prompted when Laleh hesitated.
“Did something happen?”
“Well, after you collapsed in the admitting area, you were in v-fib,” Hope said. “That’s when the ventricles are no longer contracting, but just quivering in a very rapid, uncoordinated—”
“I know what it means,” Laleh said.
“Oh. Okay.” Thrown off stride, Hope tried to remember how she’d meant to finish her sentence. “So, to get your heart back into a normal sinus rhythm, we had to defibrillate.”
“Obviously, it worked, or I wouldn’t be sitting here.”
Hope nodded. “Like a charm.”
“Like a charm,” Laleh repeated. She glanced down and picked some lint off the pillow in her lap. “So nothing out of the ordinary happened to me during the resuscitation?”
She looked up, and they eyed each other like two boxers circling their opponent, neither willing to expose herself and take the first blow.
“Why do you ask?”
Laleh painted invisible circles on the pillow with her fingertip. “Just curious.”
This was getting ridiculous. One of them had to finally take the first step, or they’d still be sitting here tomorrow morning.
“No, nothing out of the ordinary happened.” Even though Hope wasn’t thirsty, she grabbed her glass and gulped down half of her water. “At least not to you.”
Laleh’s fingers stilled on the pillow. “You mean…? Something happened to you?”
Hope emptied the rest of her glass, desperately wishing it were something stronger than water, and then pressed the cold glass against her cheeks, which were burning with embarrassment. “Yes,” she finally said. “The charge from the defibrillator must have caught the deltoid too. That’s the muscle that controls the lifting of your arm.” She slid to the middle of the couch, reached out, and softly touched the rounded contour of Laleh’s shoulder.
Laleh didn’t move away; she just looked down at the hand on her shoulder.
What the fuck? Show her on your own damn body. Hope quickly pulled her hand back. “So when I pressed the discharge buttons, your arm flew up and caught me across the chest. I got zapped.”
“But you’re fine?” Laleh ran her gaze over Hope’s body as if looking for any damage she might have suffered. “No arrhythmia?”
Hope shook her head. “That’s not very likely to happen.”
“But it could if it hit you during the relative refractory period.” Laleh blinked and touched her mouth as if wondering what had come out of it.
Frankly, it made Hope wonder too. Most laypeople didn’t know these terms. “It didn’t,” she said. “I’m fine.”
“No aftereffects?”
Hope hesitated. Physically, she seemed fine, and apparently, she could also rule out a psychosis. Still, something was definitely going on. But if she answered Laleh’s question honestly, she’d come across like a complete lunatic. Did she really want to risk that?
Finally, she gave herself a mental kick. Her medical training had taught her that it was usually better to do something that might turn out to be wrong than to do nothing. “I… I’m not sure. It could be related, or it could be just stress or…”
Clutching the pillow, Laleh slid a little closer. “You…you’re experiencing it too, aren’t you?”
Hope sucked in a breath. No. Not her too. This can’t be happening.
They stared at each other.
“It?” Hope asked after a long pause. Her mouth was dry, as if she’d been gargling with a mouthful of desert sand.
Without looking away from Hope’s eyes, Laleh slid her own water glass over to her.
What the…? Did she just…? No. She was imagining things. Just because strange things were happening didn’t mean Laleh could read her thoughts. As a waitress, she was attuned to her guests’ needs, or maybe she had seen Hope lick her lips and had guessed that she was thirsty.
“I’m not sure I can explain.” Laleh’s voice shook.
“Try. I have a feeling I might be able to relate.”
“Since I’ve been back home from the hospital…” Laleh tapped her chin. “No, actually, I think it started even sooner than that. Well, anyway… Something weird is going on with me. I’m not sure if it’s good or bad. Mostly, it’s just weird…and a little scary. My family is starting to notice.”
Hope couldn’t wait any longer. She had to know. “Notice what?”
“It feels like someone put a chip into my head. A chip that contains an entire encyclopedia of medicine.”
A shiver went through Hope. She cleared her throat. “You mean, like you knowing what v-fib is?”
Laleh nodded.
“Maybe you heard it somewhere in the ER or in the CCU, and you just don’t remember. There are studies indicating that even unconscious people might be aware of more than we think.”
“That’s what I thought too. But then I diagnosed my brother’s acute appendicitis and talked to the EMTs like I was one of them, throwing around medical terms that I’ve never even heard of.”
Well, appendicitis wasn’t exactly a rare condition. The symptoms were common knowledge, weren’t they? “So if I asked you what…” Hope searched her memory for the most obscure sickness that she knew. “…Hailey-Hailey disease is?”
“Oh, you mean familial benign pemphigus?”
Again, they stared at each other. Laleh looked as surprised by her knowledge as Hope felt.
What were the chances of Laleh having heard of this rare genetic disorder? Even Hope hadn’t known what it was when a patient had presented with painful blisters and a rash in the ER last year. “How…how do you know that?”
“I don’t know. It’s just…there.” Laleh reached up and touched her fingertips to her temples.
“That’s…that’s…”
“Scary. I know.” Laleh slumped against the back of the couch and hugged the pillow to her chest. She eyed Hope for several seconds. “Do you…? Have you experienced something like that too?”
Hope’s sense of humor kicked in, so instead of merely nodding, she decided to show her. “Bale, fekr konam.”
Laleh’s jaw moved, but it took a while before she actually spoke. “Did you just say ‘I think so’ in Farsi?”
Hope nodded. So she wasn’t just imagining it. She could really speak a language that had been entirely foreign to her a few weeks ago.
“I didn’t know you speak Farsi.”
“Me neither,” Hope mumbled. “I only found out yesterday, when I listened to the Iranian family at the table next to us in the restaurant.”
“You mean you never learned the language?”
“Not a word. I can say thank you after ordering saffron and rose water ice cream on Westwood Boulevard, but that’s it. Well, that was it up until now.”
“But how is that possible?”
Hope shrugged. “The same way it’s possible for you to know all these medical terms, I imagine. All I know is that it’s not a brain tumor or some other abnormality.”
“How do you know?”
“Well, I work in a hospital. I had our staff neurologist and a radiologist check me out. So if you were worried about a brain tumor, I can ease your mind.”
“I wasn’t,” Laleh said.
Well, that made one of them. “I also talked to a psychologist. She doesn’t think it’s a psychosis either.”
“If it were, it would be a really strange one,” Laleh said with a hint of a smile, “since we share the same delusion.” She petted the pillow she clutched, as if that would soothe her or help her think. “It’s like when we both got hit by the shock from the defibrillator at practically the same time, a connection between our brains was established.”
Hope’s mind still couldn’t grasp that concept. “But I’ve been accidentally shocked during a resuscitation before, and I know several physicians and nurses who got zapped at some point in their careers, and nothing weird happened afterwards. Your hand and arm tingle for a while, and it scares the hell out of everyone. But then you go back to work, and after a few days, you forget about it. End of story.”
“Not this time, apparently,” Laleh said. “Or how else do you explain that I suddenly know everything you know and vice versa?”
A wave of panic surged through Hope at that thought. She’d never been comfortable with someone else rooting around in her brain, not even when she’d been eight and they had sent her to a child psychologist. “We can’t be sure of that. Maybe the knowledge we, for some reason, share is limited. Let’s test that hypothesis.”
Laleh chuckled. “You’re such a scientist.”
Despite her tension, Hope had to smile too.
“Okay,” Laleh finally said. “How do we test it?”
“Ask me something—something not related to the Persian language and culture, because I obviously know a few things about that.”
“Who played the best friend of the rookie detective in Chicago in Winter?”
Automatically, Hope’s gaze went to the shelf with the DVDs.
“No peeking.” Laleh reached over and covered Hope’s eyes with one hand.
Her fingers were warm and a little clammy, as if discussing this topic made her nervous too.
“I don’t need to peek,” Hope said. “That’s an easy one to answer.”
“Oh yeah? It’s not exactly a well-known movie.”
“It is in lesbian circles. Hello, women in uniform?”
Laleh took her hand away.
Was she uncomfortable with Hope’s sexual orientation? Whatever their connection was, it obviously wasn’t telepathy, because Hope couldn’t even guess the answer to that question.
“So? Who played the best friend?” Laleh asked.
“Jill Corrigan.”
“And you knew that because you knew it…or because I did?”
Hope thought about it. If someone had asked her that question about one of the supporting actresses in Chicago in Winter last month, would she have known the answer then too? After a minute of trying to figure it out, she gave up. “I have no idea. That new knowledge in my head…it feels like mine, not like something that has been planted in my brain and shouldn’t be there.”
Laleh nodded slowly. “I know what you mean. I feel like I could insert a chest tube between the ribs of a patient with a pneumothorax as easily as I could wait tables and cook fesenjan.”
“Maybe we should test that,” Hope said.
Laleh stared at her. “You want me to…?”
A peal of laughter burst from Hope in a deep belly laugh. Part of her tension eased. “God, no. Stop eyeing my ribs. I’m not just a physician, you know? I’ve got other skills too.” For a moment, a note of flirting wanted to creep into her tone, but she mercilessly suppressed it. This was the last woman she should want to flirt with.
“So, what are you suggesting?”
“We already know that whatever is going on is affecting our declarative memory—facts, information, that sort of things. But how about our procedural memory? Physical skills are stored in another region of the brain.”
“I know,” Laleh said with a hint of a smile.
Hope rubbed her forehead. God, she’d never get used to this. “I keep forgetting that you…”
“It’s okay. This is new and confusing to me too.”
Maybe, but somehow Hope had the impression that Laleh was handling this much better than she was.
Laleh gave her a quick pat on the arm. “So, you want us to do…what?”
Hope thought about it for a moment. “Do you play squash?”
“No. Never even tried it.”
“Good. So the sequence of movements needed to, let’s say, hit a backhand can’t be part of your own procedural memory. If you’re able to keep up with me on the squash court, we’ve got proof that whatever is happening concerns our procedural memories too.”
A slight smile played around Laleh’s lips. “Well, that or maybe I’m a natural.”
Now was that a hint of flirtation in Laleh’s tone too, or was this all in her own mind? God, this was thoroughly confusing. Hope cleared her throat. “Do you want to meet at my gym sometime next week? They have a squash court.”
Laleh hesitated. “I’m not the most coordinated person.”
“Well, you actually might be, now that…” Hope gestured back and forth between them.
“You’ve got me there. I also used to have a terrible sense of direction, and suddenly it’s like I have GPS in my head. I have a feeling I have you to thank for that.”
Hope’s head was spinning. She still couldn’t grasp how all of this was possible, but she had to admit that it exceeded the bounds of coincidence.
“Okay.” Laleh finally nodded. “I’ll meet you there.”
“The gym is just a few miles from the hospital on…” Hope paused to see if Laleh would jump in with the address, but she didn’t. Apparently, she didn’t have access to all the information in Hope’s brain. That was a relief. “It’s on Hollywood Boulevard. Are you free on Saturday?”
“No, it’s our busiest day at the restaurant. How about next Wednesday? That’s usually my day off.”
Hope nodded. If need be, she could find someone to cover her shift. She wanted to get to the bottom of this as fast as possible. The more she knew about these strange new abilities, the more control she would gain. For her, it was the only way to deal with all this bizarreness that was suddenly part of her life.
She took a pen from the coffee table and looked around for a notepad.
“Here.” Laleh pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket.
Hope stared at her for a moment. Had Laleh been able to sense what she’d been looking for? Oh, please. When someone picks up a pen, it’s only logical for you to figure they’re next going to need a piece of paper. You certainly don’t need any strange connection to work that one out.
“Thanks,” Hope said, her voice a little scratchy. She took the note and discovered that it wasn’t a blank page from a notepad. Jordan’s cell phone number was written on it.
Right. Jordan had asked Laleh out for coffee. She didn’t like that thought. Of course you don’t. What if she tells Jordan about…this? She turned the note around and scribbled her number onto the back. “Call me or text me, and we’ll set up a time.”
Laleh tore a strip of paper off the bottom, gave Hope her cell phone number in return, and slid the note back into her pocket without looking at it.
When Hope got up, Laleh followed her to the door.
There they stood for a moment, facing each other.
This is awkward. How did you say good-bye to the person who…? Hope blew out a breath. She didn’t even have a word for whatever this was. She’d never been a touchy-feely person, so she lifted her hand in a quick wave, opened the door, and stepped outside.
The cool night air was a relief.
She half-turned and glanced back.
Laleh stood in the doorway, holding on to the frame with both hands. The light from the living room backlit her, making her look like an angel or some ethereal being and lending her and this entire get-together an even more surreal feel.
“I’ll bring a racquet for you,” Hope said.
“Thanks.”
Hope shuffled her feet. “Um, if…when you meet Jordan for coffee, please don’t mention any of this.” She waved her hand back and forth between them.
“Don’t worry. I won’t.” Laleh smiled wryly. “I wasn’t exactly eager to tell anyone, not even my family.”
At least they were on the same page with that. Hope gave her a nod. “See you next week,” she said and jogged toward her car.
Too bad she couldn’t outrun this weird situation. Admittedly, her scientific mind found the mystery kind of fascinating, but her inability to come up with a logical explanation was driving her crazy. She got into her BMW and closed the driver’s side door with more force than necessary, as if that would help separate her from Laleh and their strange connection.



 
CHAPTER 7
The next day, a Wednesday, Laleh puttered around her apartment, trying to keep herself busy, but her thoughts returned to Hope and their conversation time and again. Her racing mind had kept her awake all night as she tried to make sense of this strange situation.
She felt as if she’d been transported to the make-believe world of Persian fairy tales her mother and grandmother had told her as a child. But instead of dervishes with supernatural powers, talking animals, and demons, she and Hope were the main characters in this story.
Well, it could be worse, she tried to tell herself. The defibrillator shock could have triggered a curse. Having a broad medical knowledge and a great sense of direction was a good thing, no matter how it came about. This weird connection didn’t seem to have any negative side effects as far as she could tell. And Hope seemed like a decent human being. While she was clearly uncomfortable with the situation, she at least had a sense of humor. There were worse people to be connected to.
Laleh nodded to herself as she opened her laundry hamper in the bathroom and sorted her dirty clothes into darks, lights, and delicates. She reached into each pants pocket to make sure she hadn’t left a coin or a tissue in there. When she slid her fingers into the pocket of the trousers she had worn yesterday, she found a piece of paper.
It was the note with the cell phone number.
She turned it around and looked at the other side. Two cell phone numbers, she corrected herself.
Neither Jordan nor Hope had added their name, just the number.
Great. How was she supposed to know which one was Jordan’s and which one belonged to Hope? Trial and error?
You’ve got something better. She shared Hope’s knowledge or at least part of it. Shouldn’t she know Hope’s number by heart?
She closed her eyes and tried to visualize the number.
Nothing. She didn’t have any more success than when she’d been eight and had tried to predict the winning lottery numbers so she could buy herself a pony.
She looked at the piece of paper and studied the first phone number.
It was scrawled diagonally across the note in large numerals. If the stereotype about doctors having horrible handwriting was true, it could definitely be Hope’s. She stared at the last digit. Was this a three or an eight? It was hard to tell, and the numeral in the middle could be either a seven or a slightly crooked one.
She flipped the note around. Clearly, this had been written by another person. The numerals were placed neatly on the lined paper, and each number was easily readable.
Logic said this wasn’t a physician’s handwriting, but her instincts screamed something else. The longer she stared at the precise edges of the number four and the perfect shape of the zero, the more familiar the handwriting seemed.
So if this was Hope’s number, the almost illegible one had to be Jordan’s.
Now whom should she call first?
She wasn’t sure which of the two planned outings was weirder—having coffee with a woman who wanted it to be a date or playing squash to test out if she could access the procedural memory of a perfect stranger.
The latter. Definitely the latter. Okay, so she would call Jordan first. She and Hope seemed to be good friends, so she could probably find out more about Hope from Jordan. Maybe that would help her figure out what it was about her that made Laleh’s brain latch on to Hope’s—or the other way around.
Abandoning her laundry, she sat on the closed toilet lid and pulled her cell phone from the back pocket of her jeans. At the last moment, she hesitated. Jordan probably wouldn’t even be able to answer. Most people were at work right now.
A text message would be safer, so she typed, Hi, Jordan. Still up for coffee? Laleh.
She had just put her cell phone back into her pocket when it vibrated. It was an answering message from Jordan. Any time. When’s your day off?
With a smile, Laleh typed her answer. Today. She added a smiley and hit send.
The answer came immediately. Damn. I’ll be stuck at work until late today. How about next Wednesday?
Laleh was about to agree when she remembered what else she’d planned for that Wednesday. Playing squash with Hope was enough of an adventure for one day. Besides, they hadn’t agreed on a time yet, so she wanted to keep her schedule open. I can’t, she typed. I’m playing squash.
This time, it took a minute until her phone vibrated. With Hope?
Laleh groaned and cursed herself for mentioning it. If she said yes, would Jordan think Hope had asked her out too? After the week…heck, the month she was having, Laleh wasn’t up for too many questions about her and Hope. But she also disliked lying. She had nothing to hide, right? Well, other than the weird stuff going on. It was better to keep that between Hope and herself, as she had promised. Yes, she typed.
Again, the answer came with a noticeable pause. When did you set that up?
I ran into her on my way home last night. There. Not a lie, but neither did it imply that Hope had searched her out. Now Jordan could think whatever she wanted.
Suuure, came Jordan’s answer. Anyway, how about coffee on Saturday afternoon?
Laleh put her foot up on the laundry hamper and typed balancing her cell phone on her thigh. Sorry, but I work all weekend.
This time, the answer came with less of a delay. It might sound strange, but would you consider having coffee in a hospital cafeteria? I can’t leave the hospital, but I can take a break any time. I know you know where the hospital is.
So Jordan worked at Griffith Memorial Hospital too? Oh yeah, Laleh was very familiar with it! More familiar than Jordan suspected, actually, and not just as a patient. I don’t mind at all, she answered. I didn’t get to enjoy the hospital coffee when I was there.
Well, I wouldn’t call it enjoyable, but it’s drinkable, came Jordan’s reply. And the pleasure of your company will make up for the taste of the coffee.
What a flirt. But she was actually charming, so Laleh had to smile. With her outspoken manner, Jordan reminded her a bit of Jill. When? Laleh typed.
How about now? No time like the present, right?
Laleh looked at the dirty laundry strewn across the bathroom floor. Well, it wasn’t as if she had anything more pleasant or interesting to do, so she agreed to meet Jordan in an hour.
She stepped over the piles of clothes and went into her bedroom. What did one wear for a non-date in a hospital cafeteria?
* * *
The beeper on Hope’s waistband vibrated just as she had settled down at one of the workstations to write a discharge order. She glanced at the display.
It was a hospital extension. The surgical floor, to be exact.
She stood, picked up the wall phone, and dialed the number. When one of the clerks answered, she said, “Dr. Finlay. I was paged.”
“Oh, yes,” the clerk answered. “Hold on. I’ll get Dr. Williams.”
So it had been Jordan who had paged her.
“Hi, Hope,” Jordan’s voice came over the line a minute later. “Thanks for getting back to me so quickly.”
“No problem. What can I do for you?” Hope turned and glanced up at the patient board while she talked. Why the heck was Mr. Davies still listed as an active patient? It shouldn’t take Scott that long to reduce a dislocated patella. God, that resident needed a babysitter, not an attending. “Are you surgeons upstairs in need of a real doctor?”
Jordan snorted. “We’re the ones who do the real work. You just keep them alive until we get there.”
“Keep dreaming.”
They’d had variations of this exchange since they had first met as residents six years ago, but neither of them ever got tired of it.
“Speaking of keeping them alive…” Jordan said after a moment. “That’s actually why I paged you. I thought I’d catch you up on how the guy from this morning did in the OR.”
Hope frowned. What was going on? Jordan had never paged her for something like that before. “You know I never check up on patients once they’re out of the ER.”
“His mother said you talked to her for a long time and held her hand in the waiting room, so I thought you might make an exception this once.”
“I do that for every family member who looks like he or she needs it,” Hope said. “That’s all part of the job. You know that.”
“So you don’t want to know how he did?”
Hope groaned. To herself, she could admit that she was curious. The patient had been a college student, a young man with his entire life ahead of him, and it had been touch-and-go the entire time they had worked on him in the ER. “Since you paged me, you might as well tell me.”
“We had to remove his spleen, but he’s stable now,” Jordan said. “Looks like he’s going to make it.”
The satisfaction of having helped to save a life flowed through Hope. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”
“Oh, and speaking of former patients of yours… I thought you didn’t want to get involved with a patient?”
Jordan’s question came out of left field. “I don’t. What the hell are you talking about?”
“I’m talking about Laleh Samadi and your little squash date.” The way Jordan said the name, it sounded like an accusation.
Great. Apparently, Laleh wasn’t as discreet as she’d thought. “It’s not a date.” She looked left and right. One of the nurses sat at a workstation, making notes in a chart, so Hope lowered her voice. She didn’t want her private life to become the object of hospital gossip. “We’re just playing squash, the way you and she are just going to have coffee together. She doesn’t date women, remember?”
“That doesn’t mean I can’t fantasize about her throwing me down on a cafeteria table and having her way with me.”
“TMI, TMI!” She really didn’t need to know the details of Jordan’s little fantasies. When Jordan talked like that about other women, Hope didn’t mind as much, but listening to her talk about Laleh made her feel as if she needed to jump in to uphold Laleh’s honor. She shook her head. That wouldn’t do. Hope had always preferred wearing scrubs to wearing shining armor. She wasn’t anyone’s knight.
“So you really aren’t interested in her?”
“No,” Hope said with vigor, “I’m not.”
“Cross your heart and hope to die?” Jordan asked, the teasing undertone obvious in her voice.
This was getting ridiculous. “Go back to your gallbladders, Jordan.”
“I just wanted to make sure.” Now Jordan’s tone was entirely serious. “I’ve never seen you pursue a woman like that.”
“For the hundredth time, I’m not pursuing her!”
“Well, you must have gone back to the restaurant to invite her to play squash with you. That doesn’t look all that uninterested to me.”
“It’s not like that,” Hope said. How was she supposed to explain her connection to Laleh? Finally, she settled on “It’s…complicated.”
“Isn’t it always when a woman’s involved?”
Hope gave up. It was impossible to convince Jordan otherwise. She thought every lesbian had to be attracted to any good-looking woman crossing her path. But just because Jordan was that way didn’t mean Hope had to be too. “I have to go check up on my resident. Either he fell asleep, or he’s been at a patella reduction for half an hour.”
“Yeah, I have to go too. Hot date in the cafeteria.” Jordan chuckled and ended the call.
With a shake of her head, Hope pushed away from the wall and strode toward treatment room three to check up on Scott. When she reached out to pull back the curtain in front of the open door, she paused.
Wait a minute! Jordan’s words echoed through her mind. That doesn’t mean I can’t fantasize about her throwing me down on a cafeteria table and having her way with me.
Did that mean her “hot date” in the cafeteria was with Laleh?
So what if it is? It was none of her business. Laleh could take care of herself and would let Jordan know if she overdid it with her shameless flirting. Determined to focus on work, she pulled back the curtain.
* * *
“Can I help you, ma’am?”
The deep voice behind her made Laleh whirl around.
A uniformed security guard stood in front of her, one hand wrapped around his duty belt next to his walkie-talkie as if preparing to call for backup. “Do you work here?”
Did he look at everyone as if facing a potential terrorist, or was it her Middle Eastern looks? Laleh tried not to take it personally.
“Um, no, I was just…” She gestured to the entrance in front of her—and then wanted to slap her forehead. It was the staff entrance. She had steered toward it by instinct instead of heading for the visitors’ entrance. This connection with Hope really took some getting used to. “Oh. It seems I got a bit lost.”
“What are you looking for?” the guard asked.
“The cafeteria.”
“You circle around here, to that entrance over there.” He pointed. “The cafeteria is on the second floor.”
Laleh knew that, of course. “Thank you.” As she walked toward the visitors’ entrance, she glanced back toward her car to make sure she hadn’t parked it in the staff parking lot. How weird was that? Now she had to overcome another person’s habits.
When she entered the cafeteria five minutes later, Jordan was already seated at one of the small tables. She lifted her hand and waved.
“Sorry I’m late,” Laleh said. “I…uh…lost my way getting here.”
“No problem. Seeing you was definitely worth the wait. You look great.” Jordan looked her up and down.
Did this woman ever turn off the flirting? To Laleh’s surprise, she found that it didn’t make her uncomfortable. Coming from a guy, it probably would have annoyed her, but there was nothing lecherous about Jordan’s gaze; her eyes held only admiration and a bit of a humorous twinkle.
When Laleh sat across from her, Jordan slid a large paper cup across the table. “I didn’t know how you like your coffee, so I brought sugar, artificial sweetener, and creamer.” She pointed at the huge pile of goodies covering half the table.
Laleh laughed. “How much coffee did you think I would drink?”
“I was hoping a lot,” Jordan said with a grin.
Laleh stirred creamer and sugar into her coffee. “So you’re a doctor too?” The new knowledge her brain suddenly held hadn’t included that bit of information. “A surgeon, right?”
“Yes. How did you know?”
Shit. She couldn’t tell Jordan that her pale green scrubs had given it away. At Griffith Memorial Hospital, the scrubs were color-coded depending on the department, but since Laleh had never been in the OR or on a surgical floor, she shouldn’t know what color a surgeon would wear. Quickly, she pointed at Jordan’s ID badge, which said, Jordan Williams, MD, surgical department.
“Oh, right.” Jordan reached up and touched the piece of plastic. “I forgot. I don’t normally wear that on dates.”
“Well, good thing this isn’t a date.” Laleh smiled but kept her tone firm enough to draw a line.
Jordan gave her a nod. “Understood. Thanks for the reminder.”
Laleh took the first sip of coffee. Only her Persian upbringing, which regarded it as a deadly sin to scorn any food or drink a hostess offered, kept her from grimacing. Ugh. This raises bad to a whole new level.
“So, is this”—Laleh pointed at the ID badge and the scrubs—“how you met Hope?”
Jordan put down her paper cup and nodded. “Yeah. We worked together at Mass General when we were residents. I moved to California right after my residency, and when I heard there was an opening for an emergency medicine attending at Griffith Memorial, I called her. She jumped at the chance to get out of Boston.”
“What’s so bad about Boston? I heard it’s a lovely city.”
“It is, but… Well, it’s not easy to keep working in the same place where you started as a wet-behind-the-ears resident. You have to work harder to be taken seriously.”
“I can definitely understand that. It’s the same for me at the restaurant.”
Jordan cocked her head. “Why’s that?”
“My aunt and uncle own it, so I often helped out, washing dishes and running errands, as a teenager. When I started working there full-time, it took a while before I could make the other waiters and waitresses stop ordering me around.”
“And you never thought about working someplace else?”
Laleh firmly shook her head. “Never. It’s home.” She stirred more creamer into her coffee to make it halfway drinkable. “Did Hope…I mean, did you two work at Massachusetts General at the time of the Boston Marathon bombing?”
“Yes. That was right before I left. I wasn’t on duty that day, but I was called in later because they didn’t know how many wounded to expect. Hope was pretty much the first one on scene. She’d volunteered in one of the medical tents they had set up in Copley Square, less than a block from the finish line.” Jordan took a big gulp of her coffee. “She doesn’t talk about it, but I imagine that might be another reason why she was so eager to leave Boston after she finished her residency. Too many memories.”
Wow. Laleh clutched her paper cup with both hands. How come she knew about some obscure genetic disorder hidden away in the far recesses of Hope’s brain, but she had no idea about Hope’s personal past?
“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to shock you with my gory stories about work.” Jordan shrugged apologetically. “Guess it’s an occupational hazard. You get so used to sicknesses, injuries, and death, you could go to sleep right next to a corpse in the morgue.”
“Ooh. Do I sense a story behind this? Was Hope involved?” Somehow, she sensed she’d been.
Over the rim of her paper cup, Jordan studied her for a while. “Are you sure you don’t date women? For someone who’s supposedly straight, you are awfully interested in Hope. Do you notice how often you bring her up?”
A sip of coffee went down the wrong pipe. Laleh started coughing. “It’s not what you think.” She wheezed and rubbed her cheeks, which were burning. Hopefully, Jordan would think it was from the coughing, not because she was blushing.
“If it’s any consolation, I think the interest is mutual, as much as Hope is trying to deny it,” Jordan said.
“What? No! It’s really not… I’m not… Hope and I, we are just…”
Jordan’s pager chose that moment to go off.
“Saved by the beeper.” Jordan flashed her a grin, her very white teeth shining against her dark skin. She glanced at the display and instantly sobered. “Damn. I’m needed downstairs. But it was nice to see you, even if it didn’t last long. Thanks for coming.”
Laleh barely had time to stammer out “you’re welcome” before Jordan was gone. She stared after her and then buried her face in her arms, which were folded on top of the table, and let out a long groan.



 
CHAPTER 8
Normally, playing squash was a great stress reliever for Hope, but today it was having the opposite effect on her. Already in her shorts and tank top, she paced the squash court while she waited for Laleh. When she couldn’t stand the waiting anymore, she started to hit the white rubber ball, driving it against the front wall with greater and greater force.
By the time a knock sounded on the Plexiglas door behind her, she was bathed in sweat.
She stopped the ball with a quick drop shot before turning around.
Laleh stood on the other side of the transparent wall. Without Hope having told her how to dress, she had put on the right kind of clothes to play squash.
Hope’s gaze registered white-soled sneakers, then trailed up a pair of slender legs to comfortable-looking black shorts and finally took in a red tank top that clung to Laleh’s curves and showed off the smooth skin of her arms.
Her mouth went dry. Damn. Why couldn’t she have accidentally shocked herself while resuscitating a nice, wrinkled lady in her eighties? That would have made it easier. Okay, not by much, but still… She quickly walked over to the back corner, where she’d left her water bottle.
“Hi,” Laleh said as she entered through the Plexiglas door. She sounded a little shy.
Was this as weird for her as it was for Hope?
She wiped a drop of water from her mouth before answering. “Hi.”
They stood in front of each other for several awkward moments.
“I see you already got started,” Laleh finally said, pointing to the sweat gleaming on Hope’s arms and the dark spots on her tank top.
Hope wiped her brow with the sweatband encircling her right wrist. “Uh, no. Just hitting a few balls while I waited.”
“I’m not late, am I?” Laleh glanced at her own wrist, but she wasn’t wearing a watch.
“No. I got here early.” Since all this craziness had started, she hadn’t been able to relax at home. “So, want to get started?”
“Yep. I’ve got my eager-student hat on.” Laleh pointed at the headband holding back her gleaming black hair, which was tied into a ponytail.
Hope had never taught anyone how to play squash. Normally, she preferred to play with opponents who could keep up with her skill level, so she didn’t have to hold back. It took her a moment to decide where to start. She bent, picked up her second racquet, and held it out to Laleh.
The second Laleh’s slender fingers closed around the racquet grip, she knew this part of her knowledge hadn’t transferred to Laleh.
“What?” Laleh followed Hope’s gaze down to her hand. “I’m doing it wrong, aren’t I?”
“Well, let’s just say you shouldn’t get any ideas about inserting a chest tube into a patient with pneumothorax.”
They both chuckled.
“Don’t grip the racquet with your clenched fist,” Hope said. “Think of it more like a handshake. Hold it with your fingers, not deep in your palm.”
“But won’t I have more power if I hold it like this?” Laleh asked.
“More power, sure, but at the price of giving up control, and that’s really the secret to being a good squash player.”
Laleh regarded her curiously. “Is that why you like it?” She lowered her gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry. We don’t know each other well enough for a question like that. It’s just… Well, it doesn’t feel like we’re strangers.”
Hope shrugged. “It’s okay.” That didn’t mean she would answer Laleh’s question, though. “So, you hold the racquet like this. The V of your hand, between your thumb and index finger, should be in line with the inside edge of the racquet frame.” She demonstrated with her own racquet.
Laleh mimicked her grip.
“Good. Let’s mark it so you can more easily find your grip while we’re playing.” Hope returned to her backpack in the corner and pulled out a pen.
“Are you sure?” Laleh hesitated to hold out the racquet. “It’s not my racquet.”
“It’s okay. It’s an old one that I don’t use anymore.” Hope stepped closer, gripped the racquet just above Laleh’s hand to hold it steady, and ran the pen along the V between her fingers.
When Laleh shivered a little, Hope stopped mid-motion and became aware how intimate their position and the gentle touch of the pen along Laleh’s hand was. “Is this okay?”
“Yeah, of course. It tickles a little. That’s all.”
Well, that wasn’t all for Hope’s body, but ignoring these harmless physical reactions to women had never been a problem for her, so it shouldn’t be now either. She finished marking the racquet grip and then put the pen into her backpack. “Okay. Now that you know how to hold the racquet, let’s try hitting a forehand. Try to make contact with the ball somewhere between your knee and your hip and then swing through. Like this.” She demonstrated, hitting the ball against the wall and then catching it when it bounced back.
Laleh repeated the movement perfectly. Either she was a quick learner, or traces of Hope’s squash skills were buried deep in her memory.
Hope slid her right foot into the service box. “When you serve, the ball must hit the front wall between those two lines.” She pointed. “When your opponent returns the service, she can hit the wall anywhere between the out line at the top and the line at the bottom, called the—”
“Tin,” Laleh finished for her. “Because it’s made of metal.”
Hope let her hand with the ball drop back to her side and turned toward her. “Did you look up the rules at home before coming here, or…?”
Laleh shook her head, making her ponytail whip back and forth. “No. I swear I didn’t. The rules…the terminology…it’s all here.” She tapped her head. “Just the actual physical movements don’t feel like second nature, like they probably do for you.”
“Interesting,” Hope said. “But it actually makes sense. The pathways for muscle memory are formed by repeating a sequence of movements again and again, and you haven’t done that yet.”
“Right.” Laleh got into position in the middle of the court. “So…” She nodded at the ball in Hope’s hand. “Let’s see if you can beat me.”
Hope had never been able to resist a challenge. Easy, easy. She’s not even warmed up yet, and you don’t want her to land back in the ER, do you? Instead of aiming close to the side wall to force her opponent to run, she made a serve that Laleh could easily reach.
They hit the ball back and forth, quickly getting into the game.
Laleh couldn’t quite keep up with an experienced player like Hope, but neither did she play like a newbie who had never even held a racquet before. Her game reminded Hope of someone who used to play years ago and whose skills were rusty but slowly coming back.
When their time on the squash court was up, they were both in need of a shower.
Speaking of which… Hope had never been happier about the fact that her gym didn’t have a communal shower for the women. Normally, she didn’t mind communal showers. She had grown up playing all kinds of sports, and in the foster care system, she had always shared a bedroom. Privacy had been a rarity. But showering with Laleh…
She didn’t want her to think she was ogling her. The situation was awkward enough as it was, so she was grateful for the curtain that closed off the front of each individual stall.
Once they were showered and dressed, they walked outside to their cars.
“You know,” Laleh said as she stopped in front of a used-looking red Toyota Corolla, “I was never much into sports, but this was actually fun. Do you think I enjoyed it because I did or because you are into it?”
Hope played with the zipper of her racquet cover as she considered it for a while. “I have no idea. Now that I think about it… A few weeks ago, I had a strange craving for pomegranate even though I never even had it before. I’m guessing you like them?”
“I love them. Oh, wait a minute. So that’s why I suddenly like olives?”
“And why I no longer like them,” Hope muttered. “Apparently, there are more areas of the brain involved than I thought. I think food preferences are associated with the ventromedial prefrontal cortex.” She was about to explain which part of the brain that was but then remembered that Laleh already knew. “God, this thing,” she tapped the racquet grip gently against her temple, “is really complicated.”
“Well, in the end, maybe it doesn’t matter. I enjoyed playing squash with you, period. That’s what counts, right?”
“Yeah,” Hope murmured but wasn’t sure if she really shared that opinion. “At least we figured out the answer to our research question.”
“We did?”
Hope cocked her head. “You don’t think so? It appears that this strange access to each other’s brain works best for semantic memory—general knowledge like Persian vocabulary, medical facts, and the rules of squash. But for procedural and episodic memory, the connection seems to be less strong. The things you have a personal connection to, like your apartment, for example…they seem familiar, kind of like a déjà vu experience, but it’s more like a faint impression, not solid knowledge. The only exception seems to be food preferences.”
Which, if she was honest, was a relief to Hope. She didn’t want her personal memories of events in her life to be an open book to anyone.
Laleh slowly nodded. “I think you’re right. I knew what kind of scrubs surgeons wear at Griffith Memorial Hospital, but I had no idea your friend Jordan works in that department or how the two of you met.”
A bit uneasy, Hope shifted her weight. She wanted to ask what Jordan had told Laleh about her but held herself back. It didn’t matter. “So, our hypothesis is confirmed. Mainly, it’s our semantic memory that’s affected.”
“Well, actually…” Laleh’s dark eyes twinkled. “Correct me if I’m wrong, Doctor, but to confirm a hypothesis, isn’t it necessary to repeat the experiment and reproduce the results?”
Hope had to smile. “True. So, what are you suggesting? You want to play squash again next week and see if you can beat me then?”
“I wouldn’t mind, but no, that’s not what I meant. We should do it the other way around.”
“Which is?”
Laleh shrugged. “So far, we’ve only tested if I can access your many skills,” she said with a hint of good-natured teasing in her tone. “But we don’t know if you have access to any of mine. Don’t you want us to test that too?”
“Why not?” Being thorough most often paid off when you were a physician, so it couldn’t be wrong now, could it? Right now, she couldn’t focus on anything but solving this damn mystery anyway. “So, which of your many skills will I try to reproduce?”
“Cooking,” Laleh said with a decisive nod.
Hope hid her face behind the two racquets. “Oh God. I hope you have good insurance.”
Laleh chuckled. “It can’t be that bad.”
“You have no idea.”
“Well,” Laleh said, still grinning, “at least if you burn your hand or cut off a finger, I now have the skills to put you back together.”
Laughter burst from Hope. Laleh could make people laugh, even in tense situations. That was one skill Hope wouldn’t mind having access to. “All right. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. I’m usually more the slap-a-sandwich-together-and-be-done-with-it type.”
“We’ll see. How about next Wednesday, same time? I’ll prepare the battlefield…uh, the kitchen.”
“All right. Want me to bring anything?”
“A first-aid kit,” Laleh said, again making her laugh.
When Hope got into her car and drove off, she was still smiling. Gosh, she couldn’t wrap her head around the strange things that were going on—one of them being that she was actually looking forward to next Wednesday.



 
CHAPTER 9
Hope stared at the rows of candy bars and chips in the vending machine. “You’d think a hospital vending machine would sell some healthy snacks,” she muttered.
In the past, she hadn’t given it much thought, but lately, she’d become more picky when it came to her food. Was it an effect of that weird connection to Laleh?
She wasn’t sure. But now she was so hungry that she didn’t care anymore. She hadn’t eaten a thing since her shift had started at seven last night, and that had been nearly twelve hours ago. Chocolate or something salty? She glanced back and forth between a Snickers and a bag of Doritos.
Damn, she was tired.
Finally, she decided that the sugar rush might help keep her awake long enough for what she had planned. She fed coins into the machine, and a few seconds later, the chocolate bar thudded into the dispensing tray.
With her snack in hand, she headed over to the staff lounge, poured herself some coffee from a pot warming on the counter, and settled at one of the small tables, where her laptop was already waiting.
By the time she’d completed her charting and had updated the electronic records of today’s patients, the chocolate bar and the coffee were long gone, and her shift had officially ended. After a quick glance to the door, she opened another digital chart.
It didn’t belong to any of this shift’s patients. These were Laleh Samadi’s medical records. Hope clicked through lab reports, the code record, progress notes, the cath lab procedure report, and the discharge order. Everything looked completely normal. Nothing in this medical chart explained what was going on with Laleh—and with her.
With a grunt, Hope put her head in her hands and massaged her temples.
“Um, Dr. Finlay?”
Flinching, Hope looked up.
Paula stood in the doorway of the staff lounge and gave her a quizzical look. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah.” Hope straightened. “It’s just been a long shift.”
“You can say that again. I’m about to sign out, but I need some caffeine or I’ll fall asleep at the wheel.” Paula crossed the room.
Quickly, Hope closed Laleh’s record and logged out of the program. She didn’t want Paula to start wondering why she would look at the chart of a patient who’d been discharged five weeks ago.
Paula took her paper cup of coffee and left.
Hope closed the laptop, stretched her stiffened shoulder muscles, and got up. Time to go home. She needed to catch some sleep if she wanted to stay awake during her cooking lessons with Laleh tonight. But first, there was one other thing she needed to do.
* * *
Twenty minutes later, Hope left the hospital, the CD with the footage of Laleh’s resuscitation in hand. For once, she was happy about the cameras that started taping as soon as the lights in a trauma room were turned on so that the action of every physician and nurse involved could be reviewed later, if need be.
Just as she reached her car, her cell phone rang. She fished it out of her pocket and looked at the display.
Laleh. Hope clutched the CD case. She knew she had no reason to be overcome with guilt, but she felt as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.
For a moment, she debated whether she should let the call go to voice mail, but she was curious to find out what Laleh wanted. They had already set a time for tonight, so there was no reason for this call that she could think of. Quickly, she swiped her finger across the screen and accepted the call.
“Hi, Hope,” Laleh said. “It’s me—Laleh.”
Hope normally wasn’t the best at interpreting emotional undertones over the phone, but now she got the impression that Laleh didn’t sound as cheerful as she usually did. “Is something wrong?”
“Yes. No.”
A spark of adrenaline shot through Hope’s body, and her heart started beating a little faster. “What’s going on?”
“I’m fine,” Laleh finally said.
Hope loosened her grip on the CD.
“But we’ll have to cancel tonight’s cooking experiment.”
“No big deal,” Hope said. It wasn’t, right? She’d learned to keep herself entertained early on in life, so she’d never relied on her friends to keep her busy while she wasn’t at work. Besides, cooking wasn’t on her list of favorite things to do anyway.
Why, then, did she feel a tinge of disappointment?
Hope shrugged. It had to be Laleh’s habits rubbing off on her through their strange brain link. “If something more important came up, we can postpone. No problem.”
“That’s not it. My kitchen is too small to really cook in if there’s two of us,” Laleh said. “I had planned to use the restaurant’s kitchen, because we’re closed on Wednesdays, but my aunt just called and told me that one of my cousins needs it for a surprise party for his fiancée.”
So it was the kitchen that was the problem. Hope flashed back to Laleh’s tiny kitchenette. Laleh was right. No way would the two of them be able to cook together without constantly bumping into each other. She shoved back a mental image of her front rubbing against Laleh’s back as she leaned around her to grab some cooking utensil.
Hope hesitated. While she had a fully equipped, nicely sized kitchen, she wasn’t much of a hostess. Oh, come on. It’s not like you’ll be hosting a party for two dozen people. Besides, Laleh will do most of the cooking.
“How about mine?” she finally said.
“Your what? Fiancée?” The warm, teasing undertone was back in Laleh’s voice.
“Aren’t you funny? My kitchen. I could volunteer it for scientific purposes. That way, I don’t need to lug my first-aid kit across half of LA.”
Laleh laughed. “That would be great. I’ll bring the ingredients and be at your place at six.”
“Sounds good.” Hope’s stomach heartily agreed.
When they ended the call, she unlocked her car and got in. Just as she was about to start the engine, her cell phone chirped, signaling that she’d received a text message.
It was from Laleh.
I forgot that I don’t know your address.
Hope tapped out a quick reply. Oops. I forgot that too. Somehow, it didn’t seem as if Laleh was an almost complete stranger who had never been in her condo before.
Want to tell me, or should I drive around your neighborhood, stopping at the first building that looks somehow familiar?
Just a week ago, Hope hadn’t thought that she’d ever be able to laugh about this unexplainable stuff going on, but now she had to chuckle.
Too dangerous. Knowing some of my neighbors, they won’t let you leave if you show up bearing food.
She added her address and put the phone away. For the second time within a week, she found herself smiling as she started the engine.
* * *
Once again, her mother hovered in the bathroom doorway, watching Laleh get ready. “So, who’s this friend you’re meeting? The one who’s more important than your own family.”
Laleh glanced at her in the mirror above the sink. Were all mothers so good at this guilt trip thing, or was it a special talent of hers? “She’s not more important, Maman. If Emud had told me sooner that he was planning a party for Shirin, I would have come.”
“But it’s a surprise party.”
“For Shirin,” Laleh said, somehow managing not to roll her eyes. “He could have told me. Now I’ve got a previous commitment.”
“With your friend the movie star who owns the limousine?” her mother asked.
“She doesn’t own it, and no, I’m not meeting Jill.” Laleh put the hairbrush down and hesitated. Would her mother find it strange that she was cooking for the doctor who’d saved her life? “I’m meeting Dr. Finlay.”
Her mother stopped pulling lint off the back of Laleh’s blouse and clutched her shoulders instead. “You’re dating a doctor?”
If that ever happened, it would be as if Christmas, Nowruz, and a big tax refund were all falling on the same day for her parents. Well, provided it was a male doctor. Of course it would be. What else?
“Jeez, Maman, you’ve got a one-track mind.” Laleh reached for her perfume bottle. “I’m not dating anyone.”
“Then why are you putting on perfume?”
“Can’t a woman want to smell nice, just for herself?”
Her mother shrugged. “I suppose. So, who is this doctor you’re meeting?”
“Hope Finlay—the doctor who saved my life.”
“Oh. Right. I’ve never been good with names, but of course I remember her. She seemed nice. But why are you meeting her?” Her mother pulled her around and ran a worried gaze up and down Laleh’s body. “This isn’t a checkup, is it?”
“No. This has nothing to do with my heart trouble. Hope…I mean, Dr. Finlay…came to the restaurant a few weeks ago, and Ammeh Nasrin didn’t let her pay for dinner, so now she wants to return the favor and invited me to have dinner at her place.”
It wasn’t a complete lie, but she still couldn’t look her mother in the eye, so she turned back around to dab a bit of perfume on her carotid arteries. Then she had to grin. Listen to you! On your carotid arteries? You really sound like a doctor, even in your own head.
“It’s nice to see you smile again.” Her mother squeezed into the tiny bathroom with her and kissed Laleh’s cheek.
In the last month, there hadn’t been much to smile about. First, Laleh had ended up in the ER with heart trouble, and then strange things had started happening.
Her mother patted the cheek she’d just kissed. “Go and enjoy yourself. I’ll bring you back some fesenjan.”
“Not necessary, Maman. That’s what we’ll be having tonight.”
“Your doctor can cook Persian dishes?”
That’s what we’re trying to find out. “I’m not sure, but she loves Persian food. I’m teaching her how to make fesenjan. That’s why I’m bringing the food.”
Her mother pressed her hand to her chest with a proud smile, as if she had single-handedly invented each and every Persian dish. “Have her come to dinner at the house next weekend. Your baba and I want to say thank you too.”
Oh no. Laleh wished she’d never mentioned Hope’s love of Persian food. Now her parents would try to outdo Ammeh Nasrin’s hospitality. Poor Hope wouldn’t know what hit her.
“I’m sure she has to work. People get sick on the weekend too, you know?”
“Invite her anyway,” her mother said. “Whenever is good for her. We’ll make it work.”
Damn. No way out. “I’ll mention it.” She squeezed past her mother, picked up the box of food from the kitchen, and hurried to the door before her mother could say anything else.
* * *
Laleh climbed out of her car and looked around. The palm-lined street on which Hope lived looked familiar in that same inexplicable way that had made it easy for her to find the hospital cafeteria.
She glanced up at the three-story building painted in a warm, beige color. Each condo seemed to have a balcony of its own. Nice. Clearly, Hope didn’t have to live on a waitress’s income.
Her low heels clacked over terra-cotta tiles as she walked toward the arched entrance. Juggling her box of food on one arm, she pressed the buzzer that read H. Finlay.
“Come on up,” Hope said when she greeted her through the intercom. “I’m on the third floor.”
Of course you are. Laleh had to smile. Somehow, that seemed to fit Hope.
A short elevator ride later, she stood in front of Hope’s condo.
Hope was waiting at the door, dressed in a pair of faded jeans and a red V-neck T-shirt. Her constantly tousled brown hair fell in damp waves onto her neck, as if she’d only just gotten out of the shower. She instantly stepped forward and took the box of food from Laleh. “Wow. Either you’re very hungry, or you expect me to burn a lot of food so that you’ll have to start over.”
Laleh laughed. “I thought it would be nice for you to have leftovers.”
“If it tastes anything like the food in your aunt’s restaurant, I won’t say no to that.”
Laleh followed her into the condo and looked around with curiosity. High ceilings lent the space an airy feel. The walls were so white they looked as if they’d been freshly painted. No rugs covered the beige tile floor.
The spacious living room and the kitchen were practically one room, separated only by an L-shaped, marble-topped kitchen island. Laleh’s gaze went to the living room first, which held a glass-fronted fireplace but was otherwise sparsely decorated. Dark blackout curtains framed the large windows, as if Hope sometimes slept on the couch after her night shifts. No pillows or cushions added a hint of softness or a splash of color to the black leather couch. Not a single family photo adorned the walls or the shelves of the entertainment center.
Hope’s home had all the personality of an emergency department waiting room. Either she’d only recently moved in, or she hadn’t bothered with decorating for some reason.
Laleh felt Hope’s gaze on her as she looked around. “It’s nice,” she said, trying to sound enthusiastic. “Very clean and sophisticated.”
“It’s pretty minimalistic, I know.” Hope shrugged. “I’m hardly ever home anyway, and my decorating skills are about as good as my cooking skills.”
Laleh wagged a finger at her. “We don’t know that yet. Which is why I’m here.” She turned toward the ultra-modern kitchen, which would have made her aunt or any professional cook green with envy.
Stainless-steel appliances sparkled in the evening sunlight streaming in through the windows. The gas stove top looked brand-new, as if Hope had never turned on a single burner. Several pots and pans, sorted by size, hung above it.
“Wow,” Laleh muttered as she stared at the large subzero refrigerator and the wall oven, “I think I’m in love.”
Hope laughed. “First time a woman has ignored me for my kitchen.”
Laleh liked how comfortable Hope seemed to be with her sexual orientation. She walked over to the box, which Hope had set down on the counter.
Hope joined her and peeked into the box. “Ooh. Pomegranates! A few weeks ago, I had such a hankering for them, I could have killed for one.”
“Not necessary.” Laleh held up her hands. “You’ll get it without any bloodshed.”
Hope leaned against the counter. “You know, I’d be perfectly happy just watching and keeping you company while you cook. I don’t want to ruin it.”
“Oh, no. Cooking isn’t a spectator sport.”
“It’s not a sport at all,” Hope said.
Laleh gave her a gentle backhand slap to her upper arm and then paused, amazed at how comfortable she already felt around Hope. She’d always been a touchy-feely person, but it usually took her a while to establish this kind of easy camaraderie with someone.
“That’s what you think. I’ll make you sweat. You just wait and see.”
“Oh yeah?” Hope turned fully toward her, a challenging twinkle in her blue eyes. She opened her mouth but then snapped it shut without adding anything.
“What?”
“Nothing.” Hope busied herself unpacking the box.
Laleh blocked her path to the refrigerator. “Oh, come on. That’s not a nothing look on your face. You can tell me.”
“Has anyone ever told you that curiosity killed the cat?”
Laleh regarded her with her most charming grin. “Good thing I’m not a cat. Tell me.”
Hope sighed. “I just… I was about to make a joke about your ‘I’ll make you sweat’ comment, but I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
Why would that make her…? Oh. “I appreciate that, but you don’t have to censor yourself around me. One of my best friends is gay, and she’s pretty much the biggest flirt you can imagine.”
A smile tugged on Hope’s lips. “Worse than Jordan?”
Laleh had to chuckle. “Okay, my friend’s the second-biggest flirt, then. But, seriously, I want you to be yourself around me.”
Hope rubbed her neck. “Isn’t it a little weird for you too?”
“Because you’re a lesbian? I told you—”
“No, because I’m your…was your doctor.”
Laleh considered it for a moment. “In the beginning, it was a little weird. I had a hard time seeing you as anything but the doctor who saved my life. But now that I know you a little better, I’m getting over it. I mean, I’m still grateful, but I’m starting to see the person behind that white lab coat.”
Hope squirmed a little, as if she wasn’t entirely comfortable with that idea.
Maybe she actually liked hiding behind her white lab coat, and that was why she had a hard time giving up her established role as a doctor. But it wasn’t for Laleh to point that out. While their relationship wasn’t that of a patient and her physician anymore, they were not close friends either.
At least not yet, a voice in her head provided. Hope seemed a little hesitant, but Laleh was certainly open to a friendship. After all, you could never have too many friends. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s cook fesenjan.”
* * *
Laleh peered up at the pots and pans hanging above the stove. “First, we need a large frying pan for—”
“Toasting the walnuts,” Hope finished the sentence for her. Now that she focused on it, she realized that the recipe for fesenjan was right there in her brain, along with the exact measurements. Pretty amazing, considering she normally needed a cookbook for even the simplest dishes—or, better yet, a phone so she could order takeout.
Laleh looked at her over her shoulder and nodded. “Right. So I see you’ve got the theoretical part down pat. Let’s see if you can apply your knowledge in practice.”
Hope gulped. “You want me to toast the nuts?”
“Um, no. They go from toasted to bitter in an instant if you’re not careful. Why don’t you dice the onion?”
Okay. Dicing an onion. She could do that. As a physician, she was pretty good with her hands. She got a cutting board and a knife out of a drawer while she watched Laleh heat the pan and toast the walnuts. Despite her great fine-motor skills, the results had never been too pretty whenever she’d diced an onion, but now she knew why. She’d been going about it all wrong. Now, thanks to the connection with Laleh, she knew to leave the root end intact instead of cutting all the way through. That way, the onion wouldn’t fall apart.
Who would have thought? Hope Finlay, chef. Well, sous chef. Clearly, Laleh was the real pro.
Laleh shuffled the walnuts with quick flicks of her wrist to toast them from both sides and finally poured them onto a baking sheet so they could cool off. Leaning one jean-clad hip against the counter, she took a handful of the cooling walnuts and rubbed them between her palms until the skin came off.
With the knife hovering over the halfway diced onion, Hope watched Laleh’s hands. Wow. Poetry in motion. Laleh’s touch was so gentle that she could remove the skin without breaking any of the nuts. It looked almost like magic. After a few moments, Hope tore her gaze away and sliced her knife through the onion with more force than necessary. Focus! On the chopping, not on ogling h— Ouch! Dammit!
Pain shot through her finger. She dropped the knife and clutched her hand.
Laleh rushed over. “Did you cut yourself?”
“Yeah.”
“And here I promised you that there’d be no bloodshed.” Laleh smiled crookedly.
“It’s not that bad.” It was burning like crazy, though, probably from the onion juice. “I think.”
“Let me see.” When Hope hesitated, Laleh added, “Hey, I’ve got the knowledge of a trained emergency physician. You can trust me to handle a little cut.”
“I think we established that it’s only the theoretical knowledge. If I really had the skills of a cook, I wouldn’t have cut myself.”
“It’s a little cut, not an aneurysm. I’ve got this.” Laleh gently pulled Hope’s hand aside, took a look at the cut, and directed her over to the sink. “Go wash that out while I get a Band-Aid. Where do you keep them?”
“In the medicine cabinet in the bathroom.” Hope opened the tap and suppressed a hiss as she held her finger under the water. “It’s the second door to the…”
When she looked up, Laleh had already opened the correct door.
God, would she ever get used to this? More importantly, would she have to get used to it—or would this weird knowledge that they had of each other’s lives fade away over time?
A chuckle drifted through the open bathroom door. “Minions?”
“Uh, excuse me?”
“Why are there Minions on your Band-Aids? You don’t have kids, do you?”
Jeez, how embarrassing. Hope covered her eyes with her unhurt hand for a moment. “No, I don’t. But these were the only ones they had left at the store.”
“Right,” Laleh drawled.
“Really. I—”
“I’m just teasing. Besides, I like the Minions.” Laleh walked back into the kitchen, still grinning at the package of Band-Aids. She shut off the water and gently dried Hope’s hand with a clean kitchen towel.
Hope looked down at Laleh’s fingers cradling hers. “I can do this myself, you know?”
“I know. But why not let me practice my medical skills? I’m working up to that aneurysm or a pneumothorax.”
Hope laughed and left her hand in Laleh’s. The fingers holding hers were warm and comforting.
Laleh shook a Band-Aid from the package.
It was too small to cover the cut without sticking to the wound. Hope shook her head. “We need a larger—”
“I’m on it.” Laleh had already put the Band-Aid back and chosen another. “Are you like this with your residents too?”
“Um, no.” But then again, she wasn’t the patient when she was in the emergency department.
“I guess it’s true what they say about doctors making the worst patients, huh? Relax.” Laleh pulled off the plastic coverings, careful not to touch the sterile pad in the process, and gently placed the Band-Aid over the cut. “There. All done. The procedure was successful, and the patient’s still alive.”
Hope eyed the Band-Aid around her left index finger. Three Minions were balancing on top of each other. She would have to remember to take it off before she started her next shift; otherwise, she’d have to put up with a lot of teasing. “Thanks, Doc.”
“You’re welcome.” Laleh threw away the wrapper, finding the trash as if by instinct. “How about I finish dicing the onion and you grate the nuts?”
Hope nodded. “That sounds a lot safer. And I’ll get us something to drink. I’ve got a Cabernet from a great little winery in Paso Robles that should go really well with dinner.” Then she remembered. “That is, if you even drink alcohol.”
“I do,” Laleh said. “My family has never been very religious. Everyone but Uncle Sohrab pretty much ignores Ramadan, and my father loves ham almost as much as tahdig. What about you?”
“I’ve never been big on organized religion either.”
“No, I mean, will you have a glass of wine with me? Or do you avoid alcohol on week nights?”
“Well, it’s not a week night for me. I just worked a stretch of four night shifts, so it’s my DOMA.”
“DOMA?”
So that part of her knowledge hadn’t transferred to Laleh. “Yeah. Everyone thinks it must be so nice to be an emergency physician and get three days off in a row, but the truth is that you pretty much sleep the entire first day after a stretch of night shifts. That’s why we call it DOMA—day off, my ass.”
Laleh’s laughter echoed through the kitchen.
Smiling reflexively, Hope pulled the bottle of Cabernet from the wine rack, poured them each a glass, and handed one to Laleh.
After a few moments, Laleh sobered. “If you worked several night shifts in a row, you must be pretty tired. If you want to do this another time…”
“No,” Hope said quickly. Normally, she enjoyed a bit of solitude after being around patients and colleagues all day, but she found that she enjoyed Laleh’s company. “I took a long nap earlier, so I’m fine. And as I said, I’ll sleep in tomorrow.”
Laleh studied her for a moment as if not quite believing her. Finally, she nodded. “Here’s to your DOMA, then, and to no more cooking accidents.”
Hope lifted her glass. “And to us figuring out what’s causing this”—she waved her hand back and forth between their heads—“and how to make it stop.”
“Well, I’m not really in a hurry to get my shitty sense of direction back, but I’d like to find out what caused this too, so…” Laleh nodded.
Softly, they touched their glasses together and then raised them to their lips.
Over the rim of her wineglass, Hope looked into Laleh’s eyes. Amazing how warm and brown they were. Not a hint of green in them. When she realized she was staring, she tore her gaze away, set down her glass, and went in search of the cheese grater to grate the walnuts.
* * *
“Oh my God!” Groaning, Hope popped the top button of her jeans and stretched her legs out in front of her. “You and your family are so, so bad for me. If we keep this up, I’ll be overweight in no time.”
Laleh looked over at her and took in the toned belly that peeked out above the low-slung jeans. Wow. Hope was in great shape. Obviously, she was a doctor who practiced the healthy living she preached. “I seriously doubt it.”
Hope licked a bit of sauce off her thumb. “This was really good.”
“Well, you were the one who added the spices, so it seems you got it right.”
Although Hope had insisted that she didn’t know a thing about cooking, she’d been able to tell which spices were missing and had added just the right amount of saffron, turmeric, and pomegranate paste.
When Hope moved to get up and clear the table, Laleh waved her back down. “Let me do this, or you’ll get your Band-Aid wet.”
With obvious reluctance, Hope sank back onto her chair.
They had already cleaned up the kitchen while the sauce had simmered, so all Laleh had to do was rinse the plates and put them into the dishwasher.
Hope topped off their wineglasses and carried them to the couch.
After Laleh dried her hands on a dish towel and walked over to join her, her gaze fell on several copies of the Journal of Emergency Medicine piled on the coffee table. One magazine was folded open to an article with the title Examining Reports of Near-Death Experiences.
Laleh sank onto one end of the couch and pointed to the journal. “May I?” When Hope nodded, she picked up the magazine. “Are you interested in near-death experiences?”
“Hell, no. I don’t believe in stuff like that. Do you?”
“I haven’t given it much thought,” Laleh said. “But…yes, I think there could be something there. I mean, all these people describe pretty much the same experiences: floating outside of their bodies, moving through a dark tunnel and then into the light, experiencing a sense of peace… That can’t be a coincidence, can it?”
“I’m not saying it’s a coincidence. I’m saying there’s a scientific explanation for all of these phenomena.”
“So if you already made up your mind, why read that article?” Laleh asked.
Hope pulled one leg up on the couch and rested her wineglass on one knee. “Not for the near-death experiences. I just thought… I thought maybe one of the patients in this study, who were all resuscitated after cardiac arrest, would report something that might resemble what’s happening to us.” She averted her gaze as if embarrassed to admit it.
Laleh slid a little closer. “And?”
“Nothing. Well, one patient reported a sudden desire to learn to play the piano after he woke up, but that’s hardly the same.”
“No, it’s not.” Laleh hadn’t had an out-of-body experience or seen any light while she’d been in v-fib. The weirdness had started after her resuscitation, not during it. She tossed the journal back onto the pile.
Another journal slid to the side, revealing a CD in a clear plastic case. Written in black marker across the silver disc was resus—October 4—8.07 p.m.
She reached out to restack the journals—and then froze. Resus…resuscitation. It can’t be, can it? But that date was engraved into her mind, and from her connection with Hope, she knew that each trauma room held a camera that began filming automatically as soon as the lights were turned on. Her fingers trembled as she picked up the CD. “Hope…” Her voice was rough with emotion, so she cleared her throat before continuing. “Is this…?”
Hope put her wineglass down, reached across the space between them, and gently took the CD from her. “Yes. I thought maybe there’d be something unusual…something that could explain what’s happening.”
“And?” Laleh stared at the silver disc, as if that would make it reveal its secrets. “Was there anything?”
“I haven’t watched it yet.”
They both looked at the CD, then at each other.
“Let’s watch it now,” Laleh said. She glanced at her watch and nodded. Since she’d agreed to drive her uncle to the airport tomorrow morning, she couldn’t stay too long, but there was still time, and now that she’d discovered the CD, she couldn’t leave without seeing it.
Hope clutched the CD case so tightly that her knuckles whitened. “That’s not a good idea.”
“Why not? Maybe I’ll see something that you’d miss. Two heads think better than one, right?”
“Have you ever watched a resuscitation?”
Laleh didn’t want to think about the details of what the video would show. She forced a smile to her face. “Does watching Grey’s Anatomy count?”
Hope grimaced. “No. They make more mistakes during resuscitations than my med students on the first day of their rotation.”
Laleh let her smile die away. “I think I need to watch it, Hope. The not knowing is worse for me. My overactive imagination steps in and fills in the blanks, and what I’m imagining is probably worse than what really happened.”
Hope still tightly gripped the CD case. “Are you sure about this?”
“Yes,” Laleh said, even though she wasn’t. But she knew if she expressed the least bit of doubt, Hope would lock away the CD forever.
Hope looked at her for a long time. Finally, when Laleh held her gaze, she nodded. “All right. Let’s watch it. But please stop it any time you’ve had enough, okay?”
A lump formed in Laleh’s throat. “Is it that bad?”
“No. I don’t think so. But then again, I see this kind of procedure every day, and I have a professional distance. You don’t have that.”
Professional distance… Did she, really? Was this just another resuscitation for Hope?
“I’ll be fine,” Laleh said. With a pretty good imitation of a smile, she added, “I sat through my father’s home video of me falling off my bike and breaking my arm about a million times.”
“Trust me, that’s not the same.”
“I know. I still want to watch it. And like you said, I can stop the video any time.” Laleh pointed at the remote control on the coffee table.
Hope let out a long sigh. “Are all Persian women so stubborn?”
Laleh laughed and felt part of her tension ebb away. “Pretty much. At least in my family.”
“All right. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Hope turned on her large flat-screen TV, got up from the couch, and put the CD into the DVD player. “Ready?” she asked once she had returned to her end of the couch.
Lips firmly pressed together, Laleh nodded.
Hope extended her arm with the remote control and pressed play before putting the remote down between them.
At first, the actions on the screen didn’t seem real. Laleh watched herself being wheeled into the trauma room. Even though she recognized her face and the clothes she’d worn that day, she could barely believe that she was watching herself. Maybe a bit of Hope’s professional distance had rubbed off on her, she thought as she calmly watched the nurses and doctors jump into action around her.
Then one of the nurses cut off Laleh’s clothing, the shears slicing through the blouse with the saffron rice pudding stain and through her favorite bra. Now Laleh lay there half-naked, defenseless…
Every bit of pseudo-professional distance Laleh might have possessed evaporated in an instant. She clutched the arm of the couch.
In the video, Hope gave orders, guiding her team, but Laleh’s brain could no longer process what was being said.
Her gaze zeroed in on the face beneath the clear plastic mask of the ambu bag. Her face.
Then her attention snapped back as Hope leaned over her with the defibrillation paddles.
Laleh tensed. Her fingers started to cramp, but she didn’t let go of the couch. Neither could she stop the video.
“Clear,” Hope shouted on the screen.
Sudden tears blurred Laleh’s vision, but she couldn’t look away. She jerked as if the electric current had hit her again.
“Laleh?” Hope touched her shoulder the very moment Laleh’s arm flew up in the video, her hand connecting with Hope’s chest. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. I’m fine,” she gasped, not knowing if she was talking about the successful resuscitation or about her momentary emotional state. Her body trembled from head to toe, and she was breathing much too fast. God, was this a panic attack?
Hope leaned toward her, and Laleh let go of the couch and latched on to her. When Hope tensed, she realized her mistake. Hope hadn’t leaned toward her to offer comfort; she had probably tried to reach the remote control between them to shut off the video.
“I’m sorry.” Laleh tried to move back, but now Hope wouldn’t let go.
“No,” Hope whispered, her cheek pressed to Laleh’s hair. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I never should have shown you that video.” She let go of her with one hand for a moment and shut off the video.
Laleh pressed her wet cheek to Hope’s shoulder. Their thighs rested against each other. It should have felt awkward, but it didn’t. It felt natural and right, even though it wasn’t the most comfortable position. Deeply, she breathed in the fresh, clean scent of Hope. “You can say it.”
“Say what?” Hope asked. Her voice rumbled in Laleh’s ear.
“I told you so.”
Hope’s cheek brushed Laleh’s hair as she shook her head. “I don’t have the slightest desire to say that.”
“I thought I could watch it the way you did, from a totally scientific viewpoint, but seeing myself almost…” She squeezed her eyes shut against an onslaught of new tears. “I thought I was prepared for it, but…”
“It’s all right,” Hope murmured. “I understand.”
Laleh knew she should move away and collect herself, but being in Hope’s arms felt like the safest place on earth. Not only because it was the woman who’d saved her life, but because it was Hope. She felt so familiar, as if she were an extension of her own body. Was it because of their connection, or had she come to trust Hope so fast?
Slowly, Laleh’s tears stopped. She hiccupped once. “I’m not sorry I watched it,” she said after a while. Her voice shook. “I think I needed to see it. I haven’t really processed what happened to me. What could have happened.”
Hope didn’t say anything; she just cradled Laleh against her. One of her hands rubbed slow, soothing circles on Laleh’s back.
With her head still buried against Hope’s shoulder, Laleh forced herself to say it. “I almost died.” A shiver went through her body despite Hope’s warmth. “If my mother hadn’t insisted on driving me to the ER…”
Hope held her a little more tightly, sheltering Laleh against her body. “But she did. Don’t keep thinking about all the what-ifs, or it’ll make you crazy. You’re fine.”
“I am. I’m fine. Thanks to you.” Laleh almost pressed a kiss to the shoulder she was resting against but held herself back at the last second. What are you doing? Boy, you’re a total mess. You’d better get your head on straight—literally. Reluctantly, she moved away from her comfy spot cradled against Hope’s warm body.
Hope slid back a little, but not all the way to the other end of the couch.
Now that they had a bit of distance between them, embarrassment set in. Jeez, she must think I’m pathetic. When she looked away from Hope’s concerned gaze, she realized Hope’s T-shirt was wet on one shoulder. The darkened stain on her red shirt almost looked like blood. “I’m sorry.”
Hope brushed her hand over the wet spot. “You’ve got no reason to apologize. None, do you hear me?” She ducked her head a little to look into Laleh’s eyes.
Her blue irises still reminded Laleh of the colors of her scrubs, but unlike the first time she’d gazed into those eyes, when she’d first woken up in the hospital, they no longer looked so cool and distanced.
Laleh took a freeing breath. “All right. No apologies.” She sank against the back of the couch. Wow. She was spent, as if she’d run a marathon. Her eyes felt swollen and gritty.
Hope picked up a box of tissues from the coffee table and held it out to her.
“Thanks.” Laleh blew her nose.
“More wine?” Hope asked.
Laleh appreciated the attempt to find something to help her feel better, but she shook her head. “I still need to drive home.”
“You could sleep here.” Hope snapped her mouth shut and looked as surprised by her offer as Laleh felt.
Her condo didn’t look as if she had visitors very often, and a sleepover seemed way out of her comfort zone.
Hastily, Hope added, “On the couch, I mean.”
A smile found its way onto Laleh’s lips. “Relax. I didn’t think you were inviting me into your bed.”
“Yeah, I’ll wait until you’re a more attractive sight,” Hope quipped.
Laleh reached over and pinched her thigh.
They smiled at each other.
“It’s just a few miles to Glendale,” Laleh finally said. “I’ll be fine to drive, really.”
“If you’re sure…”
“I’m sure. I already missed my cousin’s party tonight. If I’m not there tomorrow morning to see Uncle Bahram off before he leaves to spend two months with his mother in Iran, I’ll be in the doghouse with my mother for the rest of the month.”
Hope scratched her neck. “You could head over there directly from here tomorrow morning.”
“And show up wearing the same clothes? My mother would put me through an interrogation that would make the CIA go green with envy.” Laleh got up from the couch. “Is it okay if we talk about the video another time? I’m pretty done in.” She was no longer embarrassed to admit it in front of Hope.
“Of course.” Hope stood too and accompanied her to the door, where Laleh turned.
“Oh, speaking of my mother and interrogations… You’re invited to dinner at my parents’ house this weekend.”
“Sorry, but I’m going to be out of town this weekend,” Hope said.
“Oh. Of course.” What had she expected? Hope had had a life before meeting her. Or maybe it was an excuse because she wasn’t interested in meeting Laleh’s parents.
“I’m flying to Boston on Friday for a conference on geriatric emergency medicine,” Hope added after a moment. “Maybe we could get together when I’m back.”
A conference! Laleh was almost ridiculously pleased to find out it hadn’t been an excuse. “That sounds great. And it will give your stomach some time to recover.”
Hope patted her belly and groaned, but she was smiling. “Good thing the conference hotel has a fitness center.”
Laleh opened the door. “Have a good conference and safe travels.”
“Thanks. And thanks again for the fesenjan. It was a great—if somewhat painful—experience.” Hope waggled her Band-Aid-covered index finger.
That summed up their evening for Laleh too. Seeing the video had been painful, but otherwise she’d enjoyed herself—so much, in fact, that she was a little reluctant to leave. Still facing Hope, she forced herself to step backward into the hallway.
Hope lifted her hand in a final wave good-bye, and Laleh mirrored the gesture.
Come on. Leave. What are you waiting for? She wasn’t sure of the answer, so she let herself be guided by instinct. Two steps carried her back inside the condo. She wrapped her arms around Hope and let her head rest against that now familiar shoulder for a moment. This. This was what she’d been waiting for.
At first, Hope didn’t react. Laleh had probably caught her off guard. A second before letting go, she felt Hope’s arms settle around her and squeeze.
Without pausing to look back, Laleh turned and left.
* * *
Hope opened the French doors and stepped onto her balcony. The cool night air brushed along her body, which felt a little overheated. Shivering, she touched the wet spot on her shoulder and stared toward the illuminated Griffith Observatory up on the hill. The contours of Laleh’s body still felt imprinted on her own, and Laleh’s words echoed through her mind.
I thought I could watch it the way you did, from a totally scientific viewpoint.
Hope hadn’t said anything to that assumption, but she could admit to herself that watching the video hadn’t been anything like reviewing footage of other resuscitations for one of their weekly M&M conferences.
When she’d run the code blue on Laleh, she’d merely been a doctor treating a patient. But now that she knew Laleh better, she’d lost that shield of professionalism. Any remainders of her scientific objectivity had been blown to pieces the moment she’d realized Laleh was crying.
In the hospital, she saw tears on an almost daily basis. Many people cried when she gave them bad news about their health or told them their loved one had died. While Hope felt genuinely sorry for them, there was always a distance that protected her and made it possible for her to do her job.
Never had anyone’s pain touched her like this. Not since seeing her mother go through round after round of chemo.
She rubbed the damp spot on her shoulder again and then abruptly stripped the T-shirt over her head, as if interrupting the skin contact could stop the memories. Maybe it was a good thing that she was going away for a few days. She needed some distance.
Too bad the conference was held in Boston of all places. Even if she could get away from Laleh and this connection between them, she wouldn’t be able to escape her memories in that city.



 
CHAPTER 10
After two days of nonstop lectures, hands-on workshops, and medical simulations, Hope was exhausted. A long shower helped a little. She flopped down on her queen-sized bed and stared up at the ceiling, debating whether she should call room service.
Some of her colleagues had asked her to join them for an evening at a nearby Irish pub, but Hope wasn’t in the mood to socialize.
She reached over, settled her laptop onto her thighs, and looked for places to eat within walking distance.
The hotel’s Wi-Fi was so slow she could have flown back to Los Angeles and had some of Laleh’s delicious Persian food by the time the restaurant review site finished loading.
The thought of the fesenjan they had cooked together made her stomach growl. With a grunt, she gave up, closed the laptop, and reached for her cell phone instead.
At first, she just planned to look up nearby restaurants with her phone’s hopefully faster Internet connection. But once she had the device in her hand, her thumb pressed the contacts icon as if on its own volition.
What are you doing? Laleh wouldn’t even pick up. While it was already after eight in Boston, it was three hours earlier in LA, so Laleh would still be at work. And let’s not forget that you wanted to use the time away to get some distance.
Despite the admonition, she scrolled through the list until she reached Laleh’s name. Distance. Exactly. This is a great chance to find out if these weird skills work across large distances too.
Hope snorted. Admit it. You just want to hear her voice.
But knowing what she had planned for tomorrow, she decided to allow herself the distraction. If Laleh didn’t pick up, then so be it. She pressed the connect button and held the phone up to her ear.
To her surprise, Laleh picked up almost immediately.
“Uh, hi, Laleh. It’s me—Hope. Aren’t you at work?”
“I am. Just taking a break before the dinner crowd comes in. What about you? I thought you were at a conference this weekend?”
“I only got back to my hotel room half an hour ago, after the last session of the day.” Hope stretched out on the bed and curled her arm beneath her head.
“Anything interesting?” Laleh asked.
“Depends on what you’d find interesting. It was about emergency airway management in elderly patients.”
Laleh made a sound of approval. “Considering how many elderly people come into the ER, that makes sense.”
Hope kept forgetting how much Laleh knew about emergency medicine. Yeah, and that’s why you called, remember? Not just to enjoy that warm voice. “Do you need to get back to work, or do you have a few minutes?”
“It’s pretty quiet here at the moment,” Laleh said. “I’m alone on the patio. What’s up?”
“I was wondering… Are you up for a little experimenting?”
For several seconds, not even the sound of Laleh’s breathing filtered through the phone.
“Uh…”
Hope laughed. The day’s stress melted away like wax under a flame. “Get your mind out of the gutter! Not that kind of experimenting. I’m talking about testing if our connection works over such large distances or if it has a limited range, like a walkie-talkie.”
“Oh. Of course.” Laleh cleared her throat. “Yes, I’m up for that. How do you want to test it?”
“I thought we could see if you know any of the stuff I learned in the last two days. That way, we could also test whether you only have access to knowledge I already had when we got shocked or it also works on new knowledge.”
“Okay. Ask me something.”
Hope mentally flipped through the slides she’d seen in the last two days. Finally, she decided on something from today’s last lecture. “What factors make intubation of elderly patients more likely to be difficult?”
Laleh hesitated.
“Don’t think. Just answer.”
“Increased cervical joint rigidity, decreased thyromental distance, reduced—”
“Okay, okay. It seems safe to say the experiment was a success.” Or was it? Hope wasn’t sure whether she liked that whatever she learned, Laleh would know too. The transfer of knowledge between them wasn’t a one-time thing; it was still going on.
Something metal clinked against each other, as if Laleh was straightening the cutlery on a table. “Seems like it.”
“But we still don’t know what caused it.” Hope hesitated. Could she ask Laleh about the video of her resuscitation? Or would that bring back a lot of unwanted emotions?
Finally, it was Laleh who spoke first. “On Wednesday…when we watched the video…did you see anything?”
Hope exhaled, glad that Laleh had been the one to bring it up. “Other than me getting zapped, everything was pretty routine. When I turned my head to make sure everyone had stepped away from the stretcher, one paddle must have slipped a little to the side. Pretty embarrassing rookie mistake.” She rubbed one heated cheek with her free hand. “What about you? Did you notice anything that would explain…?”
“No,” Laleh said. “It must have been the defibrillation. Somehow, being hit by the same charge must have synchronized our brains or something.”
“I wonder what would happen if we got zapped a second time,” Hope mused out loud. “Would that throw our brains out of sync?”
Laleh sucked in an audible breath. “Are you so desperate to get rid of this link that you’d risk something like that?”
“No, of course not. I wasn’t seriously considering using a defibrillator on us. I’m just wondering where to go from here.”
“Maybe it will go away on its own,” Laleh said.
Hope sat up and leaned against the headboard. “Maybe. But sitting around, waiting and doing nothing has never been my strong suit.”
“Do you really think what we’re experiencing is so bad that we need to do something to reverse it?” Laleh asked quietly. She sounded a little hurt. “I mean, other than me not being able to watch Grey’s Anatomy without cringing anymore, our connection doesn’t seem to have any disadvantages,” she added in a more humorous tone.
Disadvantages… No, there hadn’t been any, at least nothing she could put her finger on. But the experience still left her feeling uneasy. “I guess I just like being the master of my own brain.”
“That control thing again, huh?”
Hope could nearly see the affectionate smile on Laleh’s face. It took the sting out of what would have otherwise made her defensive. “Yeah. When I was a child, I had very little control over anything, so now it’s important to me.”
“Isn’t that the case for most kids?” Laleh asked.
“Probably. But it was different for me. I was… I grew up in foster care, and I got shuffled around without having a say in where I lived or who I shared a room with.” Hope snapped her mouth shut. Had she really just said that? Normally, she avoided talking about her past. She hadn’t even told Jordan or any of her exes about growing up in foster care. Maybe sharing it with Laleh felt so natural because they shared so much of their knowledge already.
Laleh was silent for a while, as if sensing the importance of what Hope had revealed. Or maybe she was thinking about whether she should ask Hope about her parents. In the end, she didn’t. “I get it,” she said quietly. “And I’m willing to do whatever it takes to make this situation easier on you.”
“Thank you.” Hope fell silent, not knowing what else there was to say. Part of her already felt as if she’d said too much, revealed too much of herself.
“So, are you flying back tomorrow morning?” Laleh asked, as if sensing Hope’s need to change the topic.
Not that the topic she had chosen was any more pleasant for Hope, but Laleh couldn’t know that. “No. My flight isn’t until eight in the evening. There’s something I need to do before I fly home.”
“Why don’t you call me once you’re back? My parents have already asked me twice about when you’ll come over for dinner.”
At the mention of food, Hope’s stomach let out a hearty growl.
Laleh laughed. “Was that your stomach?”
“Uh, yeah.” Hope pressed her free hand to her belly.
“Don’t they feed you at these fancy medical conferences?”
“There was a buffet at noon, but I haven’t had dinner yet.”
“Then what are you waiting for?” Laleh said. “Go eat!”
Hope had to laugh. “Aye-aye, ma’am.”
They were both silent for a moment.
“Safe travels,” Laleh finally said. “And good luck with whatever it is you have to do tomorrow.”
A lump formed in Hope’s throat, and she swallowed to force it down so she could speak. “Thanks. Take care.”
“You too.” In the background, someone called for Laleh. “Good night.”
Then she was gone.
Phone still in her hand, Hope lay on the bed for a minute longer before swinging her feet to the floor. “Food it is,” she murmured. If she was lucky, the hotel staff might be able to point her to a Persian restaurant. She was in the mood for some comfort food.
* * *
Hope parked her rental car outside the wrought-iron fence and sat there for a moment, staring through the bars. She jingled the key in the ignition, tempted to turn the engine back on and drive straight to the airport. Come on. You can do it. March up that hill, leave the flowers, get out. There’s nothing to it.
Slowly, she got out of the car and closed the driver’s side door with a soft click, not her usual energetic slam. The tissue paper around the flowers crinkled as she clutched the bouquet with a sweaty hand. The purple tulips—her mother’s favorite—made her think of Laleh for a moment.
Laleh would be able to do this; Hope knew that without a doubt. In fact, if she lived in the area, she would probably be here every Sunday, a gaggle of relatives in tow.
But without any family members to support her, Hope hadn’t been here much. Instead, she’d tried to move on and deal with the reality of life on her own.
She took a steadying breath and stepped through the gate of the cemetery. Everything still looked exactly as she remembered. The gravel path was dappled with patches of sunlight filtering through the trees. Her gaze zeroed in on an old oak, which was surrounded by a carpet of red, golden, and orange leaves. She wanted to hide behind its thick trunk, as she’d done the day of the funeral, but she was grown up now. Adults didn’t hide.
She followed the path up the hill and then turned left. Her steps became slower and slower as she drew closer. Finally, she stopped at the third grave on the right.
Dry leaves had piled up, partially hiding the name on the stone.
Hope knelt down and brushed the leaves away with her free hand. Her fingers, usually so steady during even the most difficult medical procedures, trembled as she reached out and traced the engraved letters.
Donna M. Finlay
Beloved mother
1960-1993
She stared at the name until it began to blur before her eyes. Mainly for something to do, she unwrapped the tulips and placed them on the ground in front of the headstone. She traced one of the purple petals with the tip of her index finger.
Should she say something? But what? It wasn’t as if her mother could hear her, was it? Only a few days ago, she had told Laleh that she didn’t believe in near-death experiences or an afterlife.
Laleh did, though.
She glanced left and right. The cemetery was empty, so no one would hear her. Should she…?
A gust of cool wind swept through the cemetery, swirling the leaves around the grave and brushing her cheek like a caress. A shiver skated down Hope’s spine. It was like an answer to her silent question.
Oh, please. You don’t believe in stuff like that, remember? But she hadn’t believed it possible for her to suddenly speak Farsi and have access to another person’s knowledge either, and yet it had happened.
What the heck. Can’t hurt, right? She cleared her throat. “Hi, Mom.” She’d thought she would feel foolish talking to a person who was no longer there. And she did, at least a little. But that paled in comparison to the grief, sadness, and anger that rose up in her, lodging in her chest until she could barely breathe. She struggled to force out the words. “I know it’s been a long time since I’ve been here.” Her voice became smaller with every word. “But…I couldn’t. I just couldn’t.” Her throat, her eyes, the inside of her nose…everything burned.
Christ, she was crying! Hope wiped her cheeks and then stared at the dampness on her fingertips. She’d cried at the funeral when she’d been eight, her face pressed to the rough bark of the oak, but never afterward, not even when she’d had to leave her first foster family because their “circumstances had changed,” whatever that meant. She’d learned to keep everything shut up inside and not bond with people too closely because those bonds never lasted.
Roughly, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and snorted through her tears. How ironic that she of all people was now connected to another person, without being able to shut her out.
She touched her mother’s name again. “I miss you. I miss your smiley-face pancakes. I miss the way you could make me laugh even when the chemo made you sick.”
All these years, she hadn’t allowed herself to linger on thoughts like those, but once she had started, all the little things she missed about her mother poured out of her. More tears came, but this time, she didn’t wipe them away. Laleh hadn’t been too proud or too embarrassed to cry last Wednesday either. You’ve got no reason to apologize, she had told Laleh then.
“I think you’d get a good laugh out of this weird mind-meld situation, Mom.” With one hand on the cold stone, she told her mother everything that had happened since her little resuscitation mishap.
She didn’t know how much time had passed, but by the time she finished, her tears had dried and the sun had started to set. Hope glanced at her watch. Shit. If she didn’t hurry, she’d miss her flight home.
She got up and brushed a few leaves from her pants. Stepping backward, she took in the gravestone and the tulips in front of it one last time. “Thanks for listening.” She wasn’t sure if she’d be back, but she was glad she had come.
Leaves swirled around her as she threw one last glance back and then hurried along the gravel path to her rental car.
* * *
Laleh set the koobideh kabob and the shirin polo in front of her guests at table three and smiled at the young couple. “Here you go. Noosh-e jan—enjoy your meal. And let me know if you need anything else.”
As she stepped away from the table, a wave of sadness hit her out of nowhere. Her smile died away.
Where the heck was this coming from? She had been fine a second ago. A little unsettled maybe, as she’d been all day, for some reason feeling the way she did before a dentist visit. But she’d pushed that anxiety away. There was nothing on her schedule that would explain this feeling of dread—quite the opposite. She was looking forward to getting home, putting her feet up, and watching a movie. Now not even the thought of a bubble bath and a glass of wine could cheer her up.
She trudged to the kitchen.
Aunt Nasrin looked up from the appetizer platter she was arranging. “What’s going on with you, Laleh joon? You look like the guests just spat in the shirin polo.”
“I’m fine,” Laleh said, but her voice quivered and she had to fight back tears.
Her aunt put the dolmeh down, rounded the counter, and took Laleh’s face between her hands to study her. “Oh, Laleh joon. I know exactly what’s going on.”
“You do?” Great, because I don’t have a clue.
“Of course.” Ammeh Nasrin pulled her into a warm embrace. “That young couple at table three…” She pointed over Laleh’s shoulder. “I saw them come in. They are so obviously in love that it made you realize how lonely you are. We really need to introduce you to some nice young men.”
“No, that’s not it.” Or was it? Laleh tried to pinpoint the emotions weighing her down. Longing and loneliness were definitely part of the mix. Did she really miss being in a relationship so much?
The memory of leaning her face against Hope’s shoulder came back to her, the way it had felt to press her cheek against someone’s warm body.
Maybe she was lonely and just hadn’t realized it. That heavy feeling in her chest wouldn’t go away, no matter how close her aunt held her.
“If that’s not it, what’s wrong?” Aunt Nasrin asked.
Good question. Tears burned in her eyes. Jeez, she wasn’t usually so weepy, but now she was nearly crying for the second time this week, this time for no good reason at all. Unless… She tried to calculate how long it had been since her last period. Was it really that time of the month already? It had to be, right? What else could cause such mood swings?
Aunt Nasrin’s eyes widened. She let go of Laleh and stared at her. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”
“What? No!” Admittedly, there had been some strange things going on with her lately, but unless a major miracle had happened, she could rule that out with certainty. “Just a touch of PMS, I think.”
“Oh.” Aunt Nasrin smiled knowingly. “Sit down. I’ll make you some tea.”
“But there are guests waiting.”
“Sit down,” her aunt repeated. “They won’t starve just because you’re taking a break.”
Laleh plopped down onto a stool in the corner of the kitchen. By the time she’d finished sipping her chai, the sadness that had gripped her slowly faded away. It wasn’t entirely gone, but it no longer overwhelmed her. She felt raw and spent, somewhat the way she had felt after crying in Hope’s arms.
Hope… For a moment, Laleh wondered how she was doing. Hopefully better than she was.
Her aunt abandoned her pots once again, came over, and stroked Laleh’s back. “Are you feeling any better?”
Laleh put her tea glass down and slid from the stool. “Much better, thanks.”
“See?” Aunt Nasrin gave her a broad smile. “Not much that a nice hug and a good glass of tea can’t cure.”
“Yeah.” Still a little shaken, Laleh took the appetizer platter her aunt had prepared and marched toward the kitchen’s swinging doors.



 
CHAPTER 11
By Wednesday, Laleh still hadn’t heard from Hope. Had she changed her mind about accepting the dinner invitation?
But Laleh sensed that something else was going on. Maybe Hope was slammed at work, now that she was back from the conference.
She flopped down on the couch and flicked through the channels, but nothing captured her attention. Her thoughts kept returning to Hope. Since they had met outside of the hospital for the first time three weeks ago, this was the first Wednesday she hadn’t seen Hope or at least heard from her. Was everything okay with her?
She peeked over at her cell phone on the coffee table. You could call her and find out. Phones work both ways, you know?
Finally, she sat up, reached for the phone, and selected Hope’s number from her contact list.
It rang and rang. Just when she thought the call would go to voice mail, Hope answered. “Yeah?”
“Hi, Hope. This is Laleh.”
“Hi. Sorry I didn’t call. It’s been one of those weeks. Are you calling to see if I’m still alive?”
Laleh chuckled, pleased to hear Hope sound so upbeat. When she’d called her from Boston, she’d seemed a little tense. “Something like that.”
A honking sound filtered through the line.
“Are you driving?” Laleh asked.
“Yes. I’m on my way home from work.”
Laleh glanced at the clock on her DVD player. It was half past eight, which meant that Hope had worked overtime. She was definitely working too much. “Oh. Do you want to call me back?”
“No, that’s okay,” Hope said without hesitation. “I’ve got Bluetooth. Besides, we emergency physicians are very good at multitasking.”
“Yeah, well, you weren’t so great at it when you cut yourself trying to dice an onion while you talked to me.”
“That’s different.”
Laleh would have bet money that she’d say that. “How?” she asked in a challenging tone.
“I was distracted by…something,” Hope said.
Laleh wanted to tease her some more, but she still didn’t like the thought of Hope driving while on the phone, so she forced herself to keep it short. “Listen, have you thought about when you’d like to come over to have dinner with my parents? My mother would like to know so she can prepare her gain-five-pounds-within-one-evening feast.”
“Tell her to just pick a day, and I’ll try to make it work.”
“How about…?” Laleh hesitated. Hope had mentioned growing up in foster care. Did that mean she had no family to celebrate Thanksgiving with? Or would Hope think her intrusive if she suggested they spend a day usually reserved for family and loved ones together?
“How about what?” Hope prompted.
Laleh inhaled deeply. “Thanksgiving.”
“Thanksgiving?”
“Yes. That day when you eat so much food you have to go lie flat on your back, moaning uncontrollably.”
Only silence answered; then another car honked. This time, it sounded much closer, as if it was coming from right behind Hope’s car. Had she missed the fact that the traffic light in front of her had turned green?
Hope cleared her throat. “I know what Thanksgiving is, thank you very much. But do you really want to invite me over on that day?”
“Only if you’re not celebrating with someone else,” Laleh said.
“I usually don’t celebrate at all. Most of the time, I volunteer to pull a double shift at the hospital instead.”
“Did you do that this year?”
“No, not yet, but if one of my colleagues asks…”
Laleh shook her head, even though Hope couldn’t see it. “Oh no, that won’t do.” She couldn’t stand the thought of Hope spending Thanksgiving alone or working the entire day so she wouldn’t have to go home to her sterile condo. “You’ll come over and have dinner with us.”
Hope chuckled. “And people say I’m bossy.”
Damn. Was she pressuring Hope into doing something she didn’t want to do? “If you’d rather come over another day…”
“No, it’s okay.” Hope paused as if she had surprised herself by agreeing. “If you’re sure your family doesn’t mind, that is. I don’t want to crash their Thanksgiving dinner. I don’t get off work until seven, even if I don’t work a double shift, so I’d be late to the party.”
“That’s fine. Our Thanksgiving dinners usually last from two in the afternoon until long after midnight, so just come over whenever you can. My parents love having guests. I can’t remember the last time it was only my parents, my brothers, and me at the dinner table.”
“So it’s a big crowd?” Hope sounded a little tentative.
“Not that big. You’ll be fine.” Laleh swung her feet up on the coffee table and wiggled her toes.
“Is there anything I should keep in mind when I’m having dinner with your family?”
“Just three things,” Laleh said. “One, always leave a little food on your plate, or they’ll keep giving you more, no matter what you say.”
Hope laughed. “Oh yeah, I know. I learned that the hard way at your aunt’s restaurant.”
“Second, don’t compliment my parents on their Persian rugs or any other decoration, or they’ll insist on giving it to you. And third, just nod when my father tries to convince you that all great achievements of the modern world, from air conditioning to toilet paper, were invented by the Persians.”
“Okay. No compliments and lots of nodding. I can do that. Anything else? Things I shouldn’t mention, for example?”
“You mean other than the mind-meld thing?”
“Yeah, other than that. I mean, what about my sexual orientation?” Hope asked. “I don’t want to make any assumptions, but would your family be fine with that? It might be awkward for you if they interrogate you with questions about our…um…”
“Friendship?” Laleh suggested.
Hope was silent for a moment. “Yes.”
Laleh smiled. A warm feeling spread through her. It was official. They were friends, not only strangers bound together by an inexplicable brain link. It was amazing how happy that thought made her.
“So?” Hope asked after a while. “What do you want me to do?”
It meant a lot to Laleh that Hope, who seemed pretty out and proud of who she was, was willing to go out of her way to make her comfortable. “I want you to have a nice time and not have to second-guess everything you say. Just be yourself, and if it comes up, tell them whatever you think is best, okay?”
“Are you sure? With your family being Muslim…”
“They’re not religious, just pretty traditional. But they’re the ones who have to adjust to the twenty-first century, not the other way around. You shouldn’t have to hide who you are.”
“All right. If anyone asks, I’ll probably say I’m single and leave it at that.”
The sounds of a car door opening and then closing reverberated through the phone.
“Are you home?” Laleh asked.
“Yes.”
Oops. What had happened to her resolution to keep their conversation short? “I’ll let you go so you can get some rest.”
A key jingled, and Laleh imagined Hope walking into her sparsely decorated condo. Maybe Hope should compliment her parents’ rugs after all. Her place could do with a few homey touches.
“I’ll call you for directions to your parents’ house later this week,” Hope said. “Good night.”
“Good night.”
They ended the call, and Laleh dropped the phone back onto the coffee table. So Hope would get to meet her family. Why did that make her feel so excited and nervous? It wasn’t as if she was bringing home a new boyfriend.
Well, the situation wasn’t exactly normal, so a bit of nervousness was to be expected, especially since she knew how overwhelming her family could be.
Maybe all the food that would be forced on Hope would turn out to be a good thing. Laleh chuckled. It would stop her from being able to run away screaming.



 
CHAPTER 12
Hope’s shift on Thanksgiving started out quiet, but soon patients started to pour into the emergency department. She lost count of how many burns from cooking accidents and cuts from drunken brawls with family members she had treated.
When she snipped the last of the stitches on yet another patient with a finger laceration and walked out of the suture room, Jordan was leaning against the counter at the nurses’ station, flirting with one of the nurses.
“Beverly, we’re running out of medium gloves in the suture room,” Hope said. “Could you restock them, please?”
The nurse nodded and hurried off.
Hope rounded the counter and leaned against it from the side opposite of Jordan. “Is there something I can help you with, or are you just here to flirt with the ER nurses?”
Jordan grinned. “Well, there’s always that, but no, I’m here to check in with you. How is it going?”
“The usual holiday mayhem.” Hope tucked a strand of unruly hair back behind her ear. “Earlier, we had a patient whose frozen turkey practically exploded when she tried to deep-fry it, and it won’t be long now before the sprains and fractures from the post-feast football games start coming in.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean. I just finished operating on a young man with a perforated bowel. Family feuds, alcohol, and carving knives don’t mix well. But I wasn’t talking about work. I haven’t heard from you since you got back from Boston. Is everything okay?”
Admittedly, Hope had kept to herself since visiting her mother’s grave. She needed a few days to get herself back together. “Yeah, sure. I’m fine. My residents keep me on my toes, that’s all.”
“Are you pulling another double shift this year?” Jordan asked.
“Actually, no.” She glanced at the large clock above the nurses’ station. “I’m off in twenty minutes.”
“Great.” Jordan reached across the counter and gave her a pat on the shoulder. “Hey, Nia and Shawna are in town. Would you like to have dinner with us?”
Hope eyed her skeptically. “You aren’t still trying to set me up with one of your sisters?”
Jordan snorted. “That ship has sailed, my friend. They’re both happily married now. Their spouses will be coming with them. So, want to join us and meet them?”
“No, thanks.”
“Oh, come on. It wouldn’t hurt you to socialize a little on Thanksgiving.”
“Who says I’m not socializing?”
Jordan gave her a challenging stare. “Hanging out in the staff lounge, eating cold turkey with the people on night shift, doesn’t count as socializing.”
She wasn’t really that bad, was she? “That’s not what I’m doing. I’ll have you know, I accepted a dinner invitation for tonight.”
Jordan leaned across the counter. “Oooh! A date? With who?”
“No!” Hope looked around. “Would you calm down? It’s not a date, okay? Laleh’s parents invited me over to say thank you.”
“Wow. I’ve never known you to accept invitations from a patient’s family.”
“She’s not a patient. I mean, she is…was, but…”
“You like her,” Jordan said with a grin. “You like like her. I knew it!”
This was getting ridiculous. Yes, Laleh was kind, witty, and attractive, but that didn’t mean Hope was interested in her. “What is this—high school? Stop it, Jordan. We’re friends. That’s all.”
“I’ve never known you to become friends with a former patient either.” Jordan held up both hands before Hope could say anything else. “But I’m glad you did, so don’t get all defensive.”
The EMS radio crackled to life on the counter, and Beverly rushed over to pick up the receiver.
“We’re coming in with a seventy-year-old male,” the EMT’s voice cut through the background noise in the emergency department. “Massive head trauma. Unresponsive in the field after a head-on collision.”
Dammit. So much for getting out of here on time. Hope pushed away from the counter and waved at her resident, who was just about to slip into the staff lounge, probably for some pumpkin pie. “Gear up, Scott. We’ve got trauma incoming.”
“But I’m off shift in ten minutes.”
God, his attitude was driving her crazy. “Well, guess that gives you a chance to make up for the fifteen minutes you were late for the start of your shift this morning.”
Grumbling, Scott trudged toward the rack with the trauma gowns.
Hope grabbed one too, gave a quick wave to Jordan, and then rushed toward the ambulance bay.
* * *
“Time of death…” Hope glanced up at the large clock in the trauma bay. “Seven sixteen.” She pulled off her bloodied gloves and gown and threw them into the biohazard bin.
Scott was already at the door.
“Dr. Feltner!”
Her voice made him turn back around. “Yes?”
“Why don’t you talk to the family this time?” She’d seen him shirk off this unpleasant duty to other residents several times, but she would make sure that he was pulling his weight on her shifts.
“All right,” he mumbled.
“Want me to come in with you?” she asked.
“No, I can handle it on my own.”
“All right.” She’d give him the benefit of the doubt, even if she wasn’t entirely convinced of his interpersonal skills.
When she stepped out of the trauma room a minute later, Scott came out of the staff lounge and headed toward the private waiting room, where the patient’s family was probably pacing anxiously. In his hand was a piece of pie, with one bite already missing. Still chewing, he reached out to open the door to the waiting room.
What the…? A roaring started in Hope’s ears. She crossed the nurses’ station toward him. “Dr. Feltner!”
He turned and looked at her as if he couldn’t figure out what she could possibly want from him now.
“Come with me—now!” Hope barely held herself back from shouting or from grabbing him and dragging him with her.
Reluctantly, he followed her into one of the empty treatment rooms. “What is it? I thought you wanted me to go talk to the family?” He leaned against the treatment table and was about to take another bite of his pie.
Hope wanted to slap it out of his hand so badly. Her fingernails left crescent-shaped marks on her palms as she clenched her fists at her sides. She shoved the Plexiglas door shut so that the entire ER wouldn’t hear every word. “Get rid of that damn pie!”
“What?” His gaze went from her to the pie and back. He looked at her as if she were crazy. “What’s wrong with the pie?”
“Nothing. The question is what’s wrong with you. You can’t seriously think it’s okay to march in there eating pie.” She stabbed her thumb over her shoulder in the direction of the private waiting room.
“But I haven’t eaten anything all shift.”
“You think I have?” She was so sick of his excuses and his selfish behavior. “Put yourself in their shoes. This might be the worst day of their lives. They just lost a family member—on Thanksgiving, for Christ’s sake! The least you could do is take a minute to put your pie down before you go in there to talk to them.” God, this reminded her so much of how one of the doctors at the cancer center had treated her mother. He had told her that there was nothing more they could do for her and then hadn’t even waited until he had left the room before taking a bite of a candy bar.
Scott’s face reddened, but it looked more like anger than shame. “That’s not fair!”
“Not fair?” she echoed, her voice rising. “No, Scott. What’s not fair is you showing up late for your shifts, forcing your colleagues to cover for you.”
“I was stuck in traffic and—”
“For the second time this week?” She shook her head. “We all have to deal with the same kind of traffic, but everyone else manages to be on time. You’ve got no consideration for your patients or your colleagues. I’ve reached the end of my rope with you. One more thing and I’ll have a good, long talk with the residency program director.”
He stared at her, openmouthed. “But—”
“Do we understand each other?”
His mouth snapped shut and then opened again. “Perfectly,” he said, his voice rough. He smashed the rest of the pie into the trash can, shoved back the sliding door, and stomped past the staring nurses who had gathered outside.
Hope took several deep breaths. Whoever had said that this technique never failed to calm you down was a damn liar. She was still shaking with anger, her posture so tense that the muscles in her neck and shoulders were starting to ache—and now she had to go and make polite conversation with Laleh’s family over a plate of saffron rice.
For a moment, she considered calling Laleh and canceling, but then she imagined the disappointment in Laleh’s dark eyes.
No, she couldn’t do that. She rotated her shoulders to loosen them and marched toward her locker to get changed. On her way out, she would check up on Scott to make sure he hadn’t messed up again.
* * *
Laleh had heard the story about how her brother Ramin had gotten lost in Disneyland about a million times, but she still had to laugh along with everyone else as her father told the tale with sweeping gestures.
She glanced at her watch. It was already a quarter past seven. Hope would be here in just a few minutes.
At the thought, an edginess gripped her. Not the same hint of nervousness she’d experienced since inviting Hope over for Thanksgiving. This was more intense, like the feeling she got when she had a fight with a member of her beloved but sometimes annoying family. Weird. She didn’t understand the sudden irritation.
Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Navid reaching for the bowl of rice again. “Navid!” She slapped his hand harder than intended. “Stop eating all the tahdig. Leave some for Hope.”
Wide-eyed, her brother pulled his hand back from the bowl and rubbed it. “Jeez, calm down. I didn’t know it was such a crime to want some tahdig.”
She grabbed the bowl and slammed it down in front of him. “There! Take it. I’ll go make some more.” She jumped up from the table and stormed into the kitchen.
“What crawled up your ass today?” Navid’s voice drifted after her.
“Don’t use such language with your sister,” her father immediately said.
“She started it!”
Laleh gritted her teeth and closed the kitchen door so she wouldn’t hear him anymore. She counted to ten, first in English, then in Farsi, but right now, not even the familiar scents of mint, cardamom, and rose water could calm her.
With a thunk, the heavy pot landed on the stove. She banged around the kitchen as she rinsed the rice her mother had soaked and brought the water to boil.
After a few minutes, the door creaked open behind her.
She whirled around, ready to tear into whoever had been stupid enough to follow her.
Her mother stood in the doorway. She stepped closer despite Laleh’s keep-your-distance-if-you-want-to-live stance. “What’s going on with you, Laleh joon?”
Laleh folded her arms across her chest. “I told him three times not to take all of the tahdig, but no, he wouldn’t listen. He’s so selfish!”
Her mother regarded her with a slow shake of her head. “It’s not like you to get so upset over a bit of rice. What’s going on?”
Laleh bit back a sharp reply and rubbed her face with both palms. Her mother was right. Shouting at her brother for no good reason was not like her at all. Come to think of it, she had been angry even before he’d taken the last bit of crispy rice, and she had no idea why. It couldn’t be PMS, could it? She’d already thought that last week, when she had nearly burst into tears at the restaurant, and it had turned out to be a false alarm. “I don’t know. I just… He just made me angry all of a sudden.”
“It must be the stress in the restaurant. Being on your feet all day, serving strangers…” Her mother clicked her tongue in that disapproving way Persian parents seemed to have perfected. “I told you to get an MBA or at least a bachelor’s degree so you could manage the restaurant instead of being a waitress.”
New anger surged up in Laleh. She usually avoided these fruitless discussions with her parents, but now there was no self-control left to do that. “And I told you that I don’t need a degree for that. I can learn everything I need from Ammeh Nasrin while I work in the restaurant instead of sitting in some campus library all day. Is that so hard to understand, dammit?”
Her mother stared at her. “I really don’t know what’s up with you today. Since when do you talk to your parents like that? You know I mean well.”
Laleh opened her mouth, about to give a fiery answer, but then the rage faded away as suddenly as it had come. It wasn’t entirely gone; it felt more as if she had pushed it into a cage and closed the barred door. She exhaled sharply and wiped her brow. I think I need to get my hormones checked or something.
The doorbell rang.
Hope! Thankfully, she hadn’t been there to witness Laleh’s meltdown.
She peeked at the water that was boiling by now.
“Go,” her mother said. “I’ll take care of the rice.”
“Thanks.” Laleh rushed out of the kitchen to open the door. On her way through the living room, she stopped in front of Navid, who eyed her warily, and placed a kiss on his stubbly cheek. “I’m sorry.”
Navid, never one to hold a grudge, waved her away. “It’s all right. I just hope your friend is nicer than you.” He nudged her; she nudged him back, and they smiled at each other.
“Don’t make your friend wait, Laleh joon,” her father said.
Laleh stepped over her niece, who was sprawled on the floor, coloring. At the door, she brushed one hand over her clothes to smooth out any wrinkles.
“Ooh, I didn’t know Laleh had invited a khastegar,” her brother Ramin said from his place at the table.
“It’s not a suitor,” her father answered. “Your sister invited the doctor who saved her life.”
Laleh ignored them and pulled the door open.
* * *
For the second time in two weeks, Hope found herself clutching a bouquet of flowers and wondering if it had been a good idea to come.
When Laleh opened the door, that thought instantly disappeared—along with all other thoughts, except for wow.
So far, she’d seen Laleh only in jeans, her waitress pants, or shorts. Now she was wearing a black skirt that ended just above her knees and a red short-sleeved turtleneck sweater that emphasized her figure. She’d coiled and pinned her shiny dark hair on top of her head, showing off her high cheekbones even more.
Hope’s mouth went dry. Great. Now she had to make it through dinner without staring at Laleh in front of her entire family.
Laleh looked her up and down too. “Hi. You clean up nicely.”
“It’s a step up from scrubs, right? And we’re wearing matching colors.” Hope pointed at her tailored black slacks and fitted red blouse.
“Great minds think alike, right?” Laleh winked at her.
Hope smiled. “In our case, quite literally,” she whispered so no one else could hear.
“Laleh joon, what are you doing? Bring her in here!” someone shouted from behind Laleh.
“Oh. I’m sorry.” Laleh opened the door wider.
Hesitantly, Hope followed her into the house. Before she could look around, Laleh’s mother rushed up to her and kissed her on each cheek. “It’s so good to see you again, Dr. Finlay. Welcome.”
Hope held up the bouquet of flowers like a shield before more family members could walk over and kiss her. “Uh, thank you. These are for you.”
Mrs. Samadi fussed over the flowers, oohing and aahing, even though it was only a bunch of gerbera daisies from the hospital gift shop. Hugging the flowers to her chest, she pulled Hope into the living room, where furniture seemed to have been moved so that two tables now fit into the room. Both almost bowed beneath the weight of countless bowls and platters of food, some of them half empty already, while several female relatives brought in more.
About a dozen people instantly stood when Hope entered.
“Everyone, this is Dr. Finlay, the doctor who saved our baby’s life.”
“Maman!” Laleh groaned next to Hope.
“What?” Her mother put her hands on her hips. “You’re the baby of the family, aren’t you?”
Laleh let out another groan. “Why did I think this was a good idea?” she mumbled.
Hope was introduced to Laleh’s brothers and their wives, cousins, aunts, and uncles until she lost track of who was who. The women all kissed her cheeks while the men exuberantly shook her hand.
Before she knew it, she was seated among them at one of the tables and several hands heaped food onto her plate.
After the stress of her busy shift and the confrontation with Scott, this warm, lively atmosphere almost caused some kind of emotional whiplash. It was overwhelming, but in a very nice way—especially since Laleh stuck close the entire time, her bare knee brushing Hope’s leg every now and then in the close quarters at the table.
Thankfully, no one seemed to expect her to say much, as long as she kept eating. Good thing she was starving.
“Your friend is pretty,” Laleh’s father said in Farsi.
Hope almost choked on a bite of koofteh meatballs.
“Yes.” Mrs. Samadi nodded several times. “But she should really do something with that hair of hers. It looks as if she’s been through the car wash.”
“Maman!” Laleh took on the color of a pomegranate. She touched Hope’s knee beneath the table, making her jump as her leg started to tingle. “I’m so sorry,” Laleh whispered to her.
“It’s okay,” Hope whispered back. She struggled against the urge to run her hand through her unruly hair, not wanting to let on that she understood every word.
“Hey, everyone.” Laleh took her hand off Hope’s knee and waved at her relatives. “You’re being rude. Let’s switch to English.”
But in the din of conversations buzzing around the table, no one seemed to hear her.
“Well, she’s a doctor,” Laleh’s aunt said, still in Farsi. “It’s probably from those caps they wear.”
Her mother nodded. “We should introduce her to Jafar and the rest of the unmarried cousins.”
Oh God. This probably wasn’t the moment to tell them in Farsi that she’d be more interested in Jafar’s sisters, should he have any. Hope pressed the napkin to her mouth. She didn’t know whether to laugh or to run, so she settled on sending Laleh an imploring gaze.
“Uh, Maman, Baba…” Laleh again tried to get a word in, but the others at the table kept talking.
“What kind of car does she drive?” her oldest brother wanted to know.
Okay, that was it. Hope told him the exact make, model, and color—in Farsi.
For a moment, everyone kept talking; then a sudden silence settled over the room as they seemed to become aware that she’d answered in their own language.
“Wow,” Laleh muttered into the silence. “I never thought I’d see the day my family is speechless.”
“Laleh!” Her mother tsked at her. “Why didn’t you tell us that she could speak Farsi?”
“I would have, but you didn’t let me get a word in!”
Everyone turned toward Hope, peppering her with questions about how she’d learned Farsi.
Damn. What do I say now? Hope glanced at Laleh, who looked as clueless as she felt. “I…uh…picked it up at the hospital,” she finally said. Literally.
Laleh started laughing and quickly covered it with a cough.
Hope looked over at her, and they grinned at each other like co-conspirators.
“You must be quite talented when it comes to languages,” Laleh’s mother said, beaming at Hope. “You sound almost like someone from Shiraz. That’s where Amir, my husband, is from. Laleh spent several summers there as a child, didn’t you, Laleh joon?”
For a while, the adults around the table exchanged stories about Shiraz and the family members still living there.
Hope heaved a sigh of relief and went back to enjoying the food. Just when she was beginning to think that this Thanksgiving wasn’t turning out to be so bad after all, Laleh’s mother turned back toward her.
“Wasn’t your poor family heartbroken that you wouldn’t spend Thanksgiving with them?”
A forkful of saffron rice seemed to turn to ashes in Hope’s mouth. She took a big gulp of water to swallow it down. “Uh, no. I… I don’t have any family left.”
“No family?” Mrs. Samadi’s eyes widened.
Hope squirmed in her seat. She didn’t want to talk about it but felt obligated to explain. “I never knew my father, and my mother…” She took a deep breath. “She died when I was eight.”
A murmur went through the room. Everyone seemed to lean a little closer to Hope, as if wanting to lend comfort.
Laleh softly squeezed her forearm.
Mrs. Samadi looked as if she were close to tears. She reached across the table and gripped both of Hope’s hands. “From now on, you must come spend the holidays with us.”
Everyone else immediately nodded.
Hope stared at the faces of these strangers, who at the same time looked so familiar as if she’d known them for all her life. Was this for real, or were they taarofing, offering just to be polite?
She looked at Laleh, who nodded too, her dark eyes shining with what looked suspiciously like tears.
A lump of emotion formed in Hope’s throat. Why would these people embrace a complete stranger like this? They didn’t even know about the weird connection between her and Laleh.
Someone tugged on the back of Hope’s blouse.
When she turned, she came face-to-face with Laleh’s niece, who had gotten up from the floor, holding on to her coloring book. “I don’t care what Maman Bozorg says. I like your hair.”
Laughter rippled around the table, and Hope found herself joining in. With Laleh’s hand still resting on her forearm, she looked across the table at Mrs. Samadi. “Thank you.”
Mrs. Samadi nodded and put another meatball on Hope’s plate.
Laleh leaned closer, her shoulder brushing Hope’s. “Just for the record, I like your hair too.”
* * *
When the front door fell closed behind them, Laleh and Hope heaved twin sighs of relief.
It had taken them half an hour to say good-bye to everyone because Laleh’s mother, her aunt, and several other family members had followed them out into the hall, where they had kept talking to them at the door.
After saying good-bye three times, they had finally made their escape, each with a plastic bag full of leftovers.
Hope was silent as they walked toward their cars.
Laleh wanted to touch her forearm and connect somehow, but she had a feeling Hope had reached her limit of touching and kissing for the day.
They stopped in front of Laleh’s Toyota.
She turned toward Hope and leaned her hip against the driver’s side door. For the first time, she noticed that Hope had a bit of Aunt Nasrin’s bright pink lipstick on her cheek. “You have a little lipstick there.” She pointed.
Hope rubbed her cheek and smiled wryly. “I wasn’t even kissed this much in my last relationship.”
Instantly, Laleh wanted to know more: What kind of woman had her girlfriend been? Why hadn’t she wanted to kiss Hope every chance she got? Why hadn’t it worked out between them? But she curbed her curiosity. After surviving dinner with her family, Hope probably wasn’t in the mood for more personal questions. “I’m sorry,” she said with a wave toward the house. “I know my family can be pretty overwhelming.”
Hope shook her head. “They’re fine.”
Laleh gave her a disbelieving look. “The last friend I brought home with me said she needed to lie down in a dark, silent room for a few hours after spending the afternoon with my family.”
That made Hope chuckle, the serious expression on her face turning into a smile. “Okay, I admit they can be a bit much, but they’re good people. And you forget that I work in an emergency department. I’m used to constant chaos around me.”
“Then why did you seem so…I don’t know…out of sorts tonight?” Even now, waves of energy seemed to come off Hope. While that wasn’t unusual for her, the waves were higher today, like an ocean during a storm.
Hope sighed. “It’s got nothing to do with your family. I promise.”
Laleh knew she should leave it at that, but she couldn’t. Something wasn’t quite right with Hope, and she wanted to know what it was and how she could help. “What is it, then?”
Hope looked down at her polished leather shoes.
Now Laleh could no longer stop herself. She reached out and softly touched Hope’s forearm. “You know you can talk to me, right?”
“It’s no big deal, really. Just one of our residents driving me crazy. First, he showed up late for his shift and didn’t even apologize, then he wanted to tell a family their loved one had died while munching on a damn piece of pie.”
Laleh shook her head. She didn’t even want to imagine how she would have felt if a doctor like that had treated her in the ER instead of kind, professional Hope. “Unbelievable. And he wants to become an emergency physician?”
“Not if he continues like that. If he pulls a stunt like that again, I’ll talk to the residency program director and make sure he’s put on probation.” Hope’s nostrils flared. “God, he makes me so angry, I could have throttled him.”
“I know the feeling. I could have killed my brother Navid earlier too.”
“Yeah?” Hope seemed only too willing to change the topic. “What did he do?”
Laleh’s cheeks heated. “Nothing.”
“Oh, come on. I know you better than that already. You’re not the type to want to kill your brother over nothing.”
“Usually, I’m not, but…” The longer she thought about it, the more embarrassing it became. Fighting over the crunchy rice at the bottom of the pan like two kids… “Maybe I should get an MRI too. My emotions have been pretty out of whack lately. Last Sunday, I nearly burst into tears at the restaurant.”
Lines of concern formed on Hope’s forehead. She leaned a little closer. “Why? What happened?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all. I was sad for no reason at all. I felt like my dog died or something—but I don’t even have one.” Laleh chuckled. It sounded forced, even to her own ears. The overwhelming grief and sadness she’d felt that day still hung over her like a cloud whenever she thought about it.
The lines on Hope’s forehead deepened.
“What?” Laleh asked. “What is it? You don’t think it could be a brain tumor or something like that, do you?”
“No, I…” Hope shook her head as if wanting to get rid of an annoying fly buzzing around her. “I just had a crazy thought.”
“Want to share?”
“No. Forget it. It’s impossible.”
Laleh continued to look at her, sensing that she needed to give Hope some space and not pressure her too much.
Hope reached into the pocket of her slacks and pulled out her car keys. She played with them and looked over at her BMW as if considering a quick escape. But then she closed her fist around the keys and flicked her gaze to Laleh’s face. “What time was it when you got so angry with your brother?”
“Around a quarter past seven, I think. Why?”
The muscles in Hope’s throat moved as she swallowed. “And when you got sad at the restaurant?”
“I don’t know…” Laleh studied Hope’s face. For some reason, this seemed to be important. “Some time after two in the afternoon.”
“Shit. That’s… That’s impossible!” Hope whirled around and stomped toward her car but then turned back after two steps. “Jesus H. Christ!”
“What? What is it?”
“Today at a quarter past seven, I had that little heart-to-heart with Scott.” Hope paced back and forth in front of Laleh, clutching the plastic bag with the leftovers. “And guess where I was on Sunday afternoon?”
“In Boston?”
Hope nodded grimly. “I was visiting my mother’s grave for the first time in…well, a very long time.”
On shaky legs, Laleh sank against the car, pressing her free hand against its cool metal in a fruitless attempt to ground herself. “You mean…? You think…? What I felt on Sunday and earlier…that was you? Your emotions?”
“It’s crazy, right?” Hope’s husky voice sounded one pitch higher than it normally did. “I’m probably imagining things. Impossible things.”
“Maybe, but we also thought it was impossible for you to speak Farsi or for me to have access to your medical knowledge.”
Hope shoved her keys back into her pocket and ran one hand through her hair, making it even messier. “But this connection between us…it’s only about knowledge and tastes in food, not about emotions.”
“It was. But what if…what if it somehow got stronger or more extensive?”
“Why would it suddenly change?” Hope asked. “It’s not like we got zapped a second time.”
“No, but we spent a lot of time together. Maybe our link got stronger because of that.”
“You really think it works that way?” Hope stared at her and took a step back as if even standing close to Laleh would make things worse.
That hurt. Laleh took her hand away from the car and wrapped her arms around herself, the plastic bag dangling down at her side. “I don’t know, Hope.” She struggled to keep calm. “I don’t understand this any better than you do. I just know that I had no reason to get angry today or sad on Sunday—yet I did. Considering all the other stuff that’s going on with us, I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”
Hope kept shaking her head. “Humans aren’t empaths. That’s stuff from science fiction novels, not something that happens in real life. There’s no medical cause that could possibly explain it.”
“There might not be an explanation for it, but that doesn’t mean it can’t happen. There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.”
Hope shot her a dark look. “Yeah, thanks a lot, Shakespeare.”
“Hey, there’s no reason to take it out on me. This isn’t my fault, you know?”
Hope’s challenging stance instantly softened. “I know. I’m sorry, Laleh.” She looked into Laleh’s eyes, her blue irises darkened by troubling emotions. “This is just hard for me. I’ve never believed in all that”—she waved her hand in a vague circle—“supernatural or paranormal stuff or whatever you’d call it. I like things to be logical and follow the rules of science.”
“I know,” Laleh said. “But even you aren’t always completely logical, are you? I mean, do you never have a hunch about a patient and go with your gut?”
Hope seemed to think about it. “Yeah, sure. There was a boy last week who came into the ER after crashing his bike. The ultrasound was normal at first, but…I don’t know… He was a little pale, and I had a bad feeling about it, so I kept him a little longer. And good thing I did, because it turned out he had a ruptured spleen.”
“See? So your scientifically unexplainable hunch saved his life.”
“That’s different. I’m a trained emergency physician. My hunches are based on my medical knowledge and years of experience. They weren’t just suddenly there, messing up my life.”
Laleh couldn’t suppress a wince. Messing up her life? Ouch. “Is it really that bad for you?”
Hope slumped against the car next to her. “Yes. No. Maybe it’s not exactly messing up my life, but…” She sighed. “I’m really struggling with this situation.”
They both leaned against the Toyota and stared off into the distance.
Finally, Hope blew out a long breath, reached over, and, in an almost shy way, took Laleh’s hand.
It felt familiar, as if they had touched like this a thousand times, yet at the same time, a tingle of excitement flowed up Laleh’s arm. It had to be the craziness of this moment, right?
“I’m sorry.” Hope softly squeezed her fingers. “Here I am, going on and on about how much I don’t like this, and I’m not even the one who’s experiencing emotions that are not my own. How are you doing with all this?”
Laleh looked down at their entwined fingers. “I don’t know. I guess it hasn’t really sunk in yet.”
“Maybe it was just a fluke and won’t happen again.”
“Maybe,” Laleh said, without believing it.
Again, they stood in silence, their joined hands doing the communicating. After a minute or two, Laleh became aware that she was brushing her thumb back and forth across Hope’s knuckles and quickly stilled her finger.
But Hope didn’t withdraw her hand; either she hadn’t noticed or she didn’t mind. “If this is really happening…if there’s really an emotional connection between us, why do you think you’re the one who experiences my emotions, but not the other way around? I mean, that shared knowledge goes both ways, why not this too?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe it’s because my emotions aren’t as extreme at the moment. I mean, in your job everything is life or death. My life is boring in comparison, so maybe that’s what makes it harder for you to pick up on my emotions. Or…” She bit her lip, not wanting to hurt Hope by voicing her thoughts.
“What?” Hope gave her hand an encouraging squeeze. “Whatever it is, you can tell me. I’ve had my asshole moment, so whatever you say, I’m not going to get angry.”
Laleh fought the urge to brush her thumb over Hope’s knuckles again. “Well, it could also have to do with you not being so open toward emotions. Correct me if I’m wrong, but compared to me, you seem pretty…guarded.”
Hope hummed her agreement. “Yeah.” A grim smile played around her lips. “Who knew that would turn out to be a good thing? Certainly not the shrink I saw as a child.”
Hope had seen a psychologist? No wonder. She lost her mother when she was eight. Laleh couldn’t imagine losing her mother now, at the age of twenty-seven, much less as a little girl.
“So,” Hope said after another minute of silence, “where do we go from here?”
“I don’t know. What do you think we should do?” Laleh held her breath. Would Hope suggest that they stop spending time together? If that was what had caused their connection to grow stronger, it would be only reasonable not to see each other again. But reasonable or not, Laleh didn’t want that. She liked spending time with Hope and had looked forward to getting to know her better.
Before Hope could answer, the front door opened. Navid and his wife stepped out, each carrying a bag of leftovers too. When Navid saw them, a frown creased his forehead and he hurried toward them. “What are you still doing here? Are you all right?” He trailed his gaze over Laleh from head to toe as if halfway expecting her heart to give out any second. Then his eyes widened.
What was he staring at? Laleh followed his gaze. Oh damn. He’d seen them holding hands.
Hope had probably realized the same thing. She tried to let go, but Laleh stubbornly hung on.
They had nothing to hide, right?
“I’m fine,” she said. “We were just…”
“Talking about my mother,” Hope supplied.
Navid averted his gaze. “Oh. I’m sorry. About interrupting you and about your mother.” He looked from Hope to Laleh and back. “Well, we’re heading home.”
They watched Navid and his wife climb into their car and drive off.
When the engine sounds faded into the distance, Hope turned toward her. “I think we’d better leave before the rest of your family comes out to check on us too.”
Laleh nodded.
With one last squeeze, they let go at the same time.
“Happy Thanksgiving.”
“Happy Thanksgiving,” Laleh repeated.
Hope strode toward her BMW as if she was in a hurry to get away.
With a sinking feeling, Laleh watched the distance between them grow.
Hope pressed the key fob, and the BMW’s locks clicked open. She opened the door, slid into the driver’s seat, and put the bag of leftovers onto the passenger seat.
“Hope, wait!” Laleh called before she could close the door.
Her arm already extended, Hope paused. “Yes?”
Laleh took a few steps in her direction. “Please don’t shut me out, okay? We’re in this together.”
Hope sighed. “I won’t. I promise.”
Relief trickled through Laleh. “Do you pinkie-swear?” she asked to lighten the mood.
“Um, yeah. I pinkie-swear.” Hope stuck her arm out of the car, her pinkie extended.
Laleh walked over and hooked her pinkie around Hope’s. The finger touching hers was reassuringly warm.
They looked at each other without saying anything else. Slowly, they let go, and Hope closed the driver’s side door between them. Their gazes connected through the side window, and they nodded at each other before Hope started the car.
Laleh stood at the curb until the BMW’s taillights disappeared down the street.



 
CHAPTER 13
Hope gazed at the rows of lab-coat-clad doctors in front of her. The sight suddenly struck her as funny, and she had to suppress a chuckle. Laughing would definitely be inappropriate since the surgical resident in the front was clicking through his PowerPoint slides, explaining the circumstances that had led to the death of a patient.
She tried to focus on the details of the case, but instead amusing things kept getting her attention—the hairpiece of the surgeon in the next row, the overeager scribbling of two medical students, even the caution symbol on her paper cup made her smile at the warning that her coffee might actually be hot.
Next to her, Jordan kept sending her curious glances but then was distracted when the attendings started grilling the resident who had presented the case.
Finally, the M&M conference ended, and doctors and students poured out of the room.
Hope grabbed her cup of coffee and followed her colleagues.
“Hope! Wait up!” Jordan jogged after her, and they walked down the corridor together. “What’s up with you?”
Hope took another sip of coffee. Was it just her imagination, or did it taste better than usual? “What do you mean?”
“You’ve been smiling like the cat that got the canary all morning, and a second ago, you were even humming.”
Really? It had to be that song that had been stuck in her head since she’d gotten out of the car this morning. “Can’t I be in a good mood?”
“Of course. I don’t think there’s a hospital rule against that. I was wondering if there’s a particular reason for your good mood.” Jordan looked left and right and then nudged her with an elbow. “You got some action last weekend, admit it!”
Hope nearly spilled her coffee. “What? No! Not everything has to do with sex, Jordan!”
“Then why the perma-smile?” Jordan asked.
“No reason.” There really wasn’t. The ER had been so busy the day after Thanksgiving that Hope had ended up staying longer, helping out the next shift for a few hours. And she still hadn’t worked up the courage to call Laleh, even though she had promised not to shut her out. She didn’t know how to handle things between them, now that she knew Laleh could sense her emotions. Somehow, it made her feel as if she were walking around stark naked.
“No reason, huh? So your good mood doesn’t have anything to do with Thanksgiving and a certain cute Persian-American?”
Hope sent her an annoyed look.
“Come on. Tell me. How did it go?”
Other than her mother asking about my family and us discovering that Laleh can feel whatever I’m feeling, it went just peachy. “It went fine.”
“That’s all I’m getting?” Jordan raised her eyebrows. “Now I definitely know something’s up.”
Hope growled out a warning. “Stop it, okay? Nothing’s up. Unlike you, I’m perfectly capable of being just friends with a woman.”
“Hey, I’m just friends with Barbara.”
“The woman is in her seventies!”
Jordan shrugged. “She’s still a woman, isn’t she?”
Hope didn’t dignify that with a reply.
“So you’re not going to give me anything?” Jordan asked. “You know, it’s healthy to share your feelings.”
I’m sharing my feelings with Laleh already, thank you very much. Hope stepped into the elevator. “I have to get downstairs. I bet we’re going to be swamped today.”
The elevator doors started to close between them.
“Chicken,” Jordan called through the gap. “I know you’re hiding something!”
Okay, her good mood was now officially gone, but that song was still playing on auto-repeat in the back of her mind. Sighing, Hope leaned against the mirrored wall and tried to focus on the soothing melody while the elevator carried her down to the ER.
* * *
Later that day, after her shift, Hope flopped down onto her leather couch. Her hair was wet from the shower, and as she ran her fingers through it, she remembered that Laleh had said she liked her hair, as tousled as it usually was.
Laleh… She glanced at her cell phone on the coffee table. Should she call her?
Her natural instinct was to avoid anything that could lead to emotional entanglements, but with Laleh, it was already too late for that. The only thing that could bring them even closer emotionally was if she suddenly started experiencing Laleh’s feelings too. Or if you fell in love with her.
She huffed out a breath. That wouldn’t happen. She’d never been one to fall in love at the drop of a hat and certainly not with a straight woman.
So calling Laleh shouldn’t be a problem, and she had promised not to keep her distance. She sat up and reached for the phone—just as it began to ring.
Hope flinched and looked at the display.
Laleh’s name flashed across it.
Wow. Were their minds really that synchronized, or was it a coincidence?
She quickly accepted the call. “Hey, Laleh. I was just about to call you.”
“I bet you say that to all the women.”
The warm, teasing tone made Hope smile, and her tension eased. “Nah. Only to the ones who have access to my brain.” Her ability to joke about it stunned her.
“So, what did you do today?” Laleh asked. “Save any lives?”
Hope appreciated Laleh’s attempt to keep their conversation light. “Not today. Still mostly dealing with upset stomachs and acting-up gallbladders from the Thanksgiving overeating. Does that mean I have to give up my superhero cape?”
Laleh laughed.
The sound of it made Hope smile reflexively.
“No,” Laleh said. “As far as I’m concerned, you’ve got it for life.”
“Thanks. So, what did you do today? It was your day off, right?” Hope realized how well she knew Laleh’s schedule already.
“Yes. I didn’t do a thing. Just lazed around on the couch all day, reading and watching funny videos on YouTube.”
Hope wasn’t the couch potato type, but the way Laleh said it didn’t make it sound so bad. “Did you get any more emotions? I mean, any that weren’t your own?”
“I think so. Around noon, I got pretty annoyed for no good reason. Did that resident make you furious again by any chance?”
“Not the resident. I got into a little argument with one of our consultants. I think that was around noon.”
For a moment, only Laleh’s breathing filtered through the line. “So it definitely wasn’t just a fluke. I am definitely sensing your emotions, at least the stronger ones.”
A heavy feeling settled in Hope’s stomach. Why did this have to happen to her of all people? She hated feeling so transparent. “How are you dealing with it?”
“It was a little easier today,” Laleh said.
“Easier?” Hope echoed. Nothing about this was easy.
“Yeah. At least now I know that I’m not going crazy or have a serious hormonal problem.”
Okay, Hope could see why that would be a relief.
“And,” Laleh added, “now that I know the emotions are not my own, I can filter them out and try to ignore them. How about you?”
“Me?”
“You’re not getting anything? Any emotions from me?”
“Nothing. Thank God, my mind is my own. Well, other than this damn song that’s been stuck in my head all day.”
“Which one?” Laleh asked.
Hope settled more comfortably on the couch. “I have no idea what it’s called. Some love song about begging this girl not to leave.”
Laleh laughed. “Now that narrows it down. Sing it.”
Hope barked out a nervous laugh. “You don’t want that, trust me. There’s a reason I became a doctor, not a singer.”
“Sing it,” Laleh repeated.
“No way.”
“You can’t be worse than me. Once, my father stopped the car and threatened to leave me behind if I didn’t stop singing along to the radio. Listen to this.” Laleh turned the music louder, which Hope now realized had been playing in the background the entire time, and sang along.
Hope nearly dropped the phone. There had to be millions of songs in the world, and Laleh was singing the song that had been going through her mind off and on all day?
“Hope? You still there?”
Hope cleared her throat. “Yeah. I just…”
“That bad?” Laleh chuckled.
“Oh, no, no. I… That song…”
“Not your cup of tea? I really like it. I’ve had it on auto-repeat while I was reading today.”
Hope’s heartbeat thundered in her ears, drowning out Laleh’s voice. The song… It hadn’t been a song that had stuck in her head after she had heard it on the radio. And her good mood…the laughter wanting to bubble up during the M&M conference… It had come from Laleh, who had probably been watching some funny video clips.
Oh God. That reading emotions thing wasn’t restricted to Laleh. It was going on with her too.
“Hope? Hope!”
The urgency in Laleh’s voice caught her attention. “I’m here,” she said, trying to sound normal but knowing that she was failing miserably.
“What’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Hope said.
“Don’t lie. I can sense your emotions. You’re having a panic attack or something. That’s not nothing! What’s happening?”
Damn. Damn. Damn. She couldn’t even hide this from Laleh and pretend all was fine. There was no escape. Hope jumped up from the couch and started pacing. With any other woman, she would have faked getting an urgent page from the hospital, but Laleh knew that emergency physicians were never on call.
“Do you want me to come over?” Laleh asked.
“No!” Hope realized she was shouting and lowered her voice. “No. I’m fine. Really. I just… I realized there’s something I have to do tonight.”
“Hope, if you—”
“I have to go. Talk to you later.” Not waiting for Laleh’s reply, Hope ended the call and then shut off her cell phone. She pressed both hands to her temples. Calm down. Calm down. Goddammit, calm down. Everything she felt, Laleh would feel it too. If she didn’t manage to calm herself down, Laleh would ring her doorbell in less than twenty minutes and demand an explanation.
Come on. This isn’t so bad, is it? If Laleh could deal with it, so could she. And if she kept repeating that about a million times, she might start to believe it.
She grabbed her car keys and headed out. Maybe if she focused on something else—on driving, for example—she could drown this all out for a while.
* * *
Laleh paced her small apartment. She hadn’t thought anything could be worse than the sadness she’d felt that Sunday when Hope had been visiting her mother’s grave, but this was. Maybe it was because she now knew these were Hope’s emotions and she instantly wanted to do something to soothe her.
What the heck had happened? Hope had gone from being relaxed, joking about her superhero cape and her lack of singing skills, to an almost panic within moments, and Laleh didn’t believe for a second it was because she’d remembered a commitment for tonight.
Laleh grabbed her car keys and was at the door before she could stop to think about it. If she didn’t talk to Hope and find out what was wrong, neither of them would get any rest tonight. It would be like trying to go to sleep next to a construction crew with jackhammers.
She drove straight to Hope’s condo. Thankfully, traffic had died down by now, so she rang the doorbell twenty minutes later.
No answer.
She leaned against the doorbell and rang it repeatedly.
Still nothing. Was Hope ignoring her?
Laleh crossed the street and gazed up at the third floor. No lights were on in Hope’s condo.
Somehow, Laleh wasn’t surprised. Hope was full of energy, barely able to sit still even under normal circumstances. If she got scared, she seemed like the type to run. But where would she go?
The hospital?
No. She wouldn’t want her colleagues to see her upset.
Think, think, think. But no other place in the city came to mind. Not a bar, that much she knew. Hope wasn’t the type to drown her sorrows in alcohol or pour her heart out to the bartender. She would seek solitude, but where would she find it in a city like Los Angeles?
Laleh slid back behind the wheel, started the car, and then sat there with the engine running, not knowing where to go.
Wait a minute… She had a connection to Hope. What if she tried to use it? With a determined nod, she pulled away from the curb. Instead of attempting to blend out the waves of emotions coming from Hope, she focused on them and imagined them as a beacon, lighting up the night and guiding her through the traffic on Los Feliz and then toward the Hollywood Hills.
She didn’t really see anything—not with her eyes, at least. It was more like radar, an awareness of where to turn left or right and where to continue straight ahead.
After a few minutes, she realized her own personal “Hope-dar” was leading her to Griffith Park. It was already after nine and had been dark for hours, but there were still parked cars lining the streets on the way up.
Laleh decided to continue on since she didn’t know where exactly their link would end up guiding her. When she rounded another bend, the illuminated white complex of the Griffith Observatory with its three bronze domes appeared before her.
She knew instinctively that Hope would be there, and indeed, Hope’s BMW was in the small parking lot. Laleh took one of the last available spaces and got out of her car. The air was cool up here on the hill overlooking the city. She shivered and rubbed her upper arms, wishing she’d thought to bring a jacket.
She promptly forgot about it as she walked toward the observatory and the waves of disquiet became more intense. It was like a living, pulsing thing, drawing her to the other side of the building.
Several people were enjoying the stunning view of downtown LA from the observatory’s terrace.
Laleh walked closer and peered from person to person.
Most of them were leaning on the white balustrade, their backs to her. Even from the side, she couldn’t make out their faces in the dark. It didn’t matter. She sensed that Hope wasn’t among them.
Where was she?
Her Hope-dar led her along the promenade walkway connecting the east and west terrace.
Laleh rounded the corner, and the other terrace opened up in front of her.
There she was.
Off by herself, away from a group of hikers with backpacks, Hope leaned against the balustrade next to a coin telescope and looked out across the lights of LA.
Laleh approached her cautiously. Her heart pounded faster with every step. Would Hope be angry that she’d followed her to her hideout even though she’d told her not to come? Would she refuse to talk about whatever was bothering her?
She squared her shoulders, determined to try anyway.
“Hi,” she said softly as she joined Hope at the edge of the viewing terrace.
Hope didn’t turn toward her. She also didn’t flinch, and no wave of surprise came from her, as if she had sensed Laleh’s coming. “How did you find me?”
“I seem to have developed some kind of Hope-dar.”
“Hope-dar?”
“Like radar…or gaydar, only—”
“I get it.” Hope kept her gaze on the grid-like layout of twinkling city lights below them, obviously reluctant to face Laleh.
They stood in silence for a while, their forearms lightly brushing on the balustrade as they looked down onto LA. Somehow, the lights and the miniature shapes of skyscrapers in the distance were soothing, a symbol that life went on for millions of people, no matter what was happening to her and Hope. After a while, the waves of tension battering Laleh through their link gentled a little. The darkness enveloped them, making it feel as if they were alone up here. If circumstances were different, it might have even been romantic.
Romantic? Laleh shook her head at herself. Hardly. Hope was a woman after all, so Laleh wouldn’t be interested in a romance with her, no matter how attractive she was. How weird that she was even thinking about it. One hand on the smooth stone wall, she turned toward Hope. “Have I done something to upset you?”
“No,” Hope said immediately. “None of this is your fault.”
“Then what’s going on? And don’t even try to tell me it’s nothing.”
Hope sighed.
Well, at least she wasn’t trying to tell her she was fine. Laleh waited, not pressuring her.
Hope stared straight ahead. Her face was expressionless; she had probably perfected a poker face as an emergency physician, but the emotions emanating from her made Laleh’s stomach quiver with anxiety.
“It’s not just you,” Hope said so quietly that Laleh almost missed it over the sound of the wind and the chatter of the tourists nearby.
“What’s not just me?”
“This…thing.” Hope waved her hand between them. “This empathy thing.”
Laleh’s breath caught. She clutched the balustrade as her legs turned into a wobbly mass. “You mean, you can sense me? Can sense what I’m feeling?”
“Oh yeah. What I’m receiving from you right now makes my gut clench.”
Ditto, Laleh wanted to say, but her vocal cords weren’t working. Now she understood how it had been for Hope when they had first discovered that Laleh could read her emotions. Suddenly, she felt like a goldfish in a bowl. It took her a minute to form words. “Why didn’t you tell me?” Hurt sliced through her. “Why lie and let me believe I was the only one who felt it? I thought we agreed that we were in this together.”
Still looking down at the lights of the city, Hope drew circles on the stone wall with her index finger. “It wasn’t a lie. Not really. I only realized it earlier, on the phone.”
“But why didn’t you tell me?”
“I…” Hope peered at her and then quickly directed her gaze back to the city below. “I wanted to protect myself.”
“From me?” It surprised Laleh how much that hurt. Was their bond intensifying all her emotions? She wasn’t sure.
Hope’s finger slid closer on the balustrade, then, almost shyly, touched Laleh’s arm.
Against the cool skin of her arm, Hope’s hand was warm, as if she’d had it in her pocket the entire time. Laleh wanted to inch closer to that comforting warmth but willed herself to stay put.
“No,” Hope said. “Not from you. From this situation. It’s too much for me. Too close. After my mother…” She shook her head as if interrupting that train of thought. “I always avoided getting too close to people, but this… I can’t avoid this. You can see right through me, like my skin is made of glass, and now I can do the same. No matter how hard I try, I can’t escape that emotional entanglement.”
Laleh nodded slowly. Her anger and hurt about Hope not telling her faded. Letting someone else in emotionally was a scary thing for Hope, and now she had no other choice but to deal with not just her own emotions, but with someone else’s too. No wonder she’d tried to hold on to the last bit of control she had by keeping her newfound skills to herself.
“Knowledge I could handle,” Hope continued. “But emotions?” She shook her head. “That feels…I don’t know…personal. Like an invasion. And it really hit home when we talked on the phone earlier, when I realized that my good mood today wasn’t actually my good mood. It was yours.”
Invasion… The word seemed to echo through the night. Laleh swallowed. “I hope you know I would never do anything to—”
Hope squeezed her arm, stopping her words. “I know that. You’re a good person, without a mean bone in your body. That’s the only thing making this halfway bearable.” In the muted light from the observatory behind them, Hope’s expression softened. She took her hand away, shrugged out of her short denim jacket, and held it out to Laleh. “You’re cold.”
Laleh stared at her. “You can sense that?”
A hint of a smile played around Hope’s lips. “No. But your skin is cold and covered in goose bumps.”
“Oh.” Laleh had to smile too. “Won’t you get cold without it?”
“Not as cold as you. At least I had enough sense not to drive out here in just a thin T-shirt.” Hope pointed at the long sleeves of the button-down shirt she was wearing.
Laleh accepted the jacket and slipped her arms into the too-long sleeves. It was still warm from Hope’s body heat, and her perfume—something that smelled like summer rain and citrus—wafted up from the collar. Grateful, Laleh snuggled into the denim. “I wasn’t planning to end up in Griffith Park. But I couldn’t stand the thought of you out there, all alone.”
“Well,” Hope said, “looks like I’ll never be alone again.”
Despite the emotional connection between them, Laleh couldn’t tell how Hope felt about that, maybe because she was experiencing too many conflicting emotions. “Is that a good or a bad thing?”
Hope shoved both hands into her jeans pockets. “My instincts tell me it’s bad.”
“But?” Laleh prompted, sensing there was more.
“To be fair, I don’t know yet. Part of me still thinks I’m gonna wake up tomorrow morning and find out it was all just a dream.”
Laleh knew that feeling all too well. “And the other part?”
Audible growling noises from Hope’s stomach interrupted her answer. She pressed a hand to her belly. “Well, the other part is hungry, apparently.”
“Do you want to come home with me? I’ve got at least two different Persian dishes in my fridge.”
But Laleh knew the answer before Hope opened her mouth.
“Thanks, but…not tonight. I need some time alone, if that’s okay.”
“Of course it is. Just don’t shut me out.”
Hope shook her head. “Not that I could, even if I wanted to,” she said with a wry smile.
“You could.” But it would hurt Laleh more than she could express.
In the dim light from the observatory, they searched each other’s eyes.
Without looking away, Hope nodded as if acknowledging what Laleh hadn’t said. “I won’t. After all, I pinkie-swore.”
The hikers that shared the terrace with them trooped toward the walkway.
Hope glanced at her watch. “I think the park is closing soon. Let’s head back.”
Side by side, they crossed the plaza in front of the observatory and headed toward the parking lot.
In front of Hope’s BMW, they paused.
Hope unlocked the car with a press of her key fob and opened the driver’s side door but didn’t get in yet. “Drive safely, okay?”
Laleh nodded. “You too.”
Hope slid behind the wheel and reached out to close the door.
“Wait! Your jacket.” Laleh started to take it off, but Hope stopped her with a wave of her hand.
“Keep it for the drive home.”
Gladly, Laleh let the warm denim settle around her again. “Thanks.” She reached inside the car and gently nudged Hope’s shoulder, warm and solid beneath the cotton of the button-down shirt. “You do know that this doesn’t mean we’re going steady, right?”
Hope burst out laughing. It sounded like a release of tension. “Well, what’s a jacket compared to all the other things we share?”
They both smiled and lifted a hand to wave good-bye. Laleh walked to her Toyota and got in, aware that Hope wasn’t driving off but waiting until she was safely in her car.
They drove along the winding road until they reached Los Feliz Boulevard, where Laleh turned left while Hope headed right.
In the rearview mirror, Laleh watched the taillights of the BMW disappear in the distance. For a moment, heading in a different direction felt strange, as if they were tied to each other by a rubber band that was now stretched uncomfortably.
She popped a new CD into the player to distract herself. “Well, I hope you like Adele, because you might get another song stuck in your head.”



 
CHAPTER 14
When they stepped out of the store where they had bought the curtains, Hope tried to steer her in the direction of the parking lot. “We’re done, right?”
“One more.” Laleh pulled her toward another store.
Hope let out a long groan.
“Hey, you were the one who called me, begging for help because you need ‘stuff’ for your condo.”
“I didn’t beg.”
“You said please at least three times, with a slightly whiny undertone, and you promised to buy me lunch. I call that begging.”
“What do you expect? I hate shopping. All lesbians do.”
“All lesbians?” Laleh shook her head. “Apparently, my friend Jill didn’t get that memo. She loves shopping.”
“She should have her lesbian card revoked,” Hope grumbled.
For once, their emotional connection came in handy. Through their link, Laleh could sense that while Hope was a little fed up with shopping, she was actually enjoying their afternoon together.
“How did you meet her anyway?” Hope asked.
“She’s a regular at the restaurant and lives just a few blocks from me. I kept running into her when she was walking her dog, and we started talking. At first, we only went out for coffee or to the movies together every now and then, but since she and Crash got together, our friendship became much closer.” Falling in love had made Jill willing to open up to other people too. When they’d first met, Jill had been like the characters she usually played: irreverent, funny, and quick to make new acquaintances. But beneath it all, she’d been reluctant to let anyone get close, probably because of her MS.
A little like Hope, who only now had slowly started to let her in. Since that evening at the Griffith Observatory last week, they had talked on the phone every day, but today was the first time they’d met again face-to-face.
“Crash?” Hope repeated. “What kind of name is that?”
“She’s a stuntwoman.”
Hope shook her head. “With a nickname like that, she must be in and out of the ER a lot.” She looked around the mall. “So, what else do I need?”
“How about a rug to cover that large empty space in front of the TV?”
“I like the one you have in your apartment,” Hope said.
Laughter bubbled up inside of Laleh. “Oh, no. Don’t think I’ll start taarofing and offering you my rug now so you can get out of shopping. Remember, I can see right through you.”
Hope’s step faltered for a moment. “Yeah, I remember. Hard to forget with this constant background noise in my mind.”
Was that what it felt like for Hope? Laleh stopped in front of an empty bench and pulled Hope down with her. They hadn’t talked about it again, but now that the elephant in the room had been mentioned… “How are you dealing with that?”
Hope sighed. “I’m going back and forth about it. Sometimes, I think it’s not so bad. Yesterday afternoon, I could have killed one of our nurses who made a big mess with a cleansing enema. The entire ER stank like a sewer for the rest of the shift. But you were so happy about something that I couldn’t stay angry with her.”
“One of my cousins just had a baby, and I was really happy for her because they have been trying for ages.” Laleh chuckled as she realized something. “So that was why!”
“Why what?”
“I kept wrinkling my nose. My poor cousin thought I didn’t like the name they picked out for the baby.”
Hope joined her laughter. After a while, she sobered. “As funny as that was, this could really cause some problems for us down the road. I mean, what if you or I get involved with someone? How would you explain this to a boyfriend?”
Laleh blew out a breath. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. “I have no idea. I guess one thing’s for sure. It would take a pretty special person to be understanding about it.”
“Yeah. This…” Hope touched her own temple and then Laleh’s. Quickly, she withdrew her fingertips, as if only now noticing how intimate the gesture was. “This isn’t what men have in mind when they fantasize about having a threesome.”
Laleh stared at her. Jeez! It hadn’t occurred to her so far, but if she or Hope slept with someone, the other one might automatically share the experience. The thought was mind-boggling. Not that she planned on jumping into bed with anyone in the near future, but maybe Hope would.
With her clear blue eyes, husky voice, and her wavy hair that gave her that sexy tousled look, she probably had no problem attracting women.
Sexy? Where had that thought come from?
“Are you coming?” Hope asked from several steps away.
Laleh hadn’t even noticed that Hope had gotten up from the bench. She jumped up and hurried after her.
“Are you all right?” Hope studied her with an intensity that made a shiver go through Laleh.
Boy, was she glad that their link wasn’t a telepathic one. At least that way, she could keep some things to herself. “Yep.” She caught up with her and hooked her arm through Hope’s. “Come on. Let’s go buy a rug.”
* * *
“This one,” Hope said, trailing her fingertips over a rich burgundy rug.
Laleh smiled. “You’ve got good taste. That’s a Persian rug.”
Good taste, yes. But was it her taste or Laleh’s? How could she be sure that she liked the rug because she liked it, not because Laleh did? Hope stared at the rug, trying to figure out if she’d have liked it before she had met Laleh. What kind of décor had she preferred in college or med school?
She suppressed a snort. Admit it. You didn’t have a decorating style. Not then and not now. Which was why she needed Laleh’s help. So, did it really matter why she liked the rug, as long as she did?
Laleh studied her. “If you’d rather not buy a rug…”
Damn. Laleh must have sensed her hesitation. “No,” Hope said firmly. “I want this one.” She patted the red Persian rug.
“Sshh!” Laleh looked around. “Not so loud. Never let a salesperson know you’ve fallen in love with one of his or her goods. If you do, you’re handing over all your bargaining power.”
That advice sounded like something Hope had learned at seventeen, when she’d had her first girlfriend. “Are we talking about shopping or relationships?”
Laleh shrugged. “My father would probably say both. According to him, all is fair in love and shopping.”
“So he’s the haggling champ in the family?”
“Oh yeah. When he first came to the US as a young man, he even tried to haggle with the postal employees over the price of a stamp.”
Hope laughed. She could picture him doing that.
“So,” Laleh said, “do you trust me to take over the negotiations for you?”
Normally, Hope hated letting other people act on her behalf while she stood by, watching. But with Laleh, she felt none of the usual reluctance, and she was curious to see her in action, so she said, “I do. Negotiate away.”
Through their connection, Hope sensed a warmth spreading through Laleh. It radiated outward, engulfing Hope. At moments like this, when she could sense Laleh’s joy, she didn’t mind their emotional link so much. The brightness of Laleh’s feelings swept away her own, gloomier ones.
Laleh looked her in the eyes. “Thank you. How much do you want to spend? Do you have an upper limit?”
“No idea. I usually just pay the asking price.”
Laleh tsked. “Amateur.” She nudged Hope with an elbow. “Look uninterested! He’s coming over.”
The salesman walked up to them. “How can I help you?”
“We’re looking for a rug, maybe five by eight.” Laleh glanced around as if undecided. “Could you show us a few?”
“Certainly.” The salesman smiled, probably already tallying up his commission.
Hope watched, keeping to the background as Laleh had the poor guy pull out rug after rug, even though Hope had already decided on one. She bit back a smile as she finally understood what Laleh was doing. Now that the salesman had already invested so much time and energy, he would be more willing to compromise a little to make the purchase happen.
Finally, with sweat dotting his brow, he pointed at the burgundy Persian rug that Hope had her eye on. “How about something like this?”
Laleh eyed the rug. “How much?”
“Five thousand,” he said, fidgeting a little.
“Five thousand?” Laleh echoed as if she had no idea a Persian rug could cost that much. “For a rug?”
“Well, ma’am, it’s hand-knotted.”
“It’s lovely. I’m sure all of your rugs are, but…” Laleh lowered her voice so that he had to lean closer to hear her. “You see, I’m a waitress, so unfortunately, I’m on a budget here.” She gave him one of her warm, genuine smiles.
Jesus, she’s good. If she had looked at Hope with those large dark eyes and smiled at her like that, she likely would have given her the rug for free—and delivered it personally.
The salesman glanced around the store as if to make sure no other customer was within earshot. “I could give you a special discount. Four thousand five hundred for you.”
Laleh sighed. “I’d love to, but that’s still a bit too expensive for me.” She turned toward Hope. “Maybe one of the small, round rugs would do.”
“Wait,” the salesman said quickly. “How about four thousand?”
For a moment, a spark gleamed in Laleh’s eyes, and she looked at him like a lion staring at a cornered gazelle. “I could give you three thousand five hundred.”
He dabbed his sleeve over his brow. “Three thousand eight hundred. I really can’t go any lower than that.”
Laleh flicked her gaze over to Hope, who nodded, more enthusiastic about getting to witness Laleh’s bargaining skills than about getting a great price for the rug. “Throw in free delivery and you’ve got a deal.”
When they walked out of the store five minutes later, Hope was the proud owner of a Persian rug.
“Wow. Tell me again why you’re a waitress? You should have gone into business or politics!”
Laleh’s flinch was almost imperceptible, but Hope felt the sting through their link. She stopped in the middle of the mall and regarded her. “Did I say something wrong?”
“I guess I shouldn’t bother trying to deny it, should I?” Laleh asked with a small smile.
Hope shook her head. “I know something I said hurt you. What was it?”
“You kind of touched a sore spot.” Laleh lowered her gaze and studied the large shopping bags she was carrying. “My parents think I’m wasting my potential being a waitress. My brothers and pretty much all of my cousins have gone to college, and now they make a lot of money at their jobs.”
“But that’s not what’s important to you.” There was not a hint of doubt in Hope’s mind. She actually liked that about Laleh.
“No. I might not be able to afford a rug like the one you just bought, but I like my life the way it is. I’d like to one day take over the restaurant from my aunt, but that’s the extent of my ambitions.”
Not for the first time, Hope thought how lucky she was. What if she had been linked to some depressed person who hated her life, was never satisfied with what she had, and radiated only negative emotions? She didn’t even want to imagine how poisonous that would be.
“And your parents can’t accept that?” Instantly, her hackles rose. Didn’t they know how lucky they were to have a daughter like Laleh?
Laleh smiled.
“What?” Hope asked. Had she said something funny?
“You’re getting protective.”
“No, that’s not…” Hope snapped her mouth shut. Damn. Laleh was right. Now she was turning into someone’s knight in shining armor.
Laleh shifted her shopping bags to one side so she could lightly pat Hope’s arm. “Thank you. It feels good to have someone on my side. Don’t get me wrong. My parents mean well. They want me to have a good life, and they think a college education is the key to that.”
“It’s not,” Hope said. “I’ve got plenty of colleagues who wish they’d never gone to medical school.”
“But not you.”
“Not me.” Hope grinned, mostly to cheer Laleh up. “Well, maybe yesterday, when the ER stank to high heaven.”
The dark cloud lifted from Laleh’s mind. Her laughter drifted through the mall.
Hope nudged her with an elbow, a gesture she realized she’d adopted from Laleh. “Come on, Chief Haggler. Let’s go make my condo look less like an executive suite and more like an actual home.”



 
CHAPTER 15
Laleh stared at Hope, her beer raised halfway to her lips. “You haven’t watched When Harry Met Sally? Are you serious?”
Hope smiled at the indignation filtering through their link. She tossed a green M&M up into the air, caught it in her mouth, and crunched it noisily before saying, “Is that a crime?”
“It should be. Just like combining chocolate and beer.”
Hope took another M&M and suppressed a grin as Laleh took a handful too. “No one’s forcing you to eat my junk food.”
“I’ll forgive you for the chocolate-and-beer thing, but we’ll remedy the other crime right now.” Laleh stood, took one of the DVDs she’d brought, and carried it to Hope’s entertainment center.
Hope watched her cross the room, admiring the easy grace of her movements and marveling at how comfortable Laleh seemed to be in her condo. Well, she should be. Laleh had redecorated it during the past two weeks after all, hanging curtains, buying rugs and cushions, and adding other little homey touches.
Laleh settled back on the couch cross-legged and cradled the bowl of M&Ms in her lap.
Instead of each occupying one end of the sofa, as they had done in the beginning, they now sat in the middle. It wasn’t just so they could both reach the chocolate-covered peanuts, Hope admitted to herself. Laleh wasn’t the only one who’d grown comfortable.
While the emotional link between them still drove her crazy at times, making her feel like a claustrophobic stuck in a crowded elevator, she was no longer tempted to run from Laleh. At first, she’d searched her out for one reason only: to test their strange connection and find a way to make it stop. In the process, she had discovered that she liked spending time with her. Amazing. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt that way about someone. Even she and Jordan didn’t hang out that much, especially not lately, she realized with a flash of guilt. She’d spent most of her free time with Laleh, neglecting her other friends. Not that she’d had that many to start with.
Laleh turned her head and looked at her. “What are you thinking about right now?”
“Um, nothing.” Hope leaned over and took another M&M, just so she wouldn’t have to look at Laleh and explain what had been going through her mind. “I can’t believe I’m about to watch a sappy chick flick.”
Laleh bumped her with her shoulder, bringing their bodies into contact all along their lengths.
Hope inhaled deeply. Was this a new perfume, or had Laleh worn it all along and she just hadn’t noticed? Whatever it was, the scent made Hope want to buy stock in the company.
“It’s not sappy,” Laleh said. “It’s romantic.”
“Oh, you’re one of those.”
“Yeah.” Laleh shrugged unapologetically. “There’s nothing wrong with that, is there?”
“Nothing at all.” It somehow fit Laleh. Hope leaned forward and reached for the remote control on the coffee table.
Her hand collided with Laleh’s, who had wanted to grab the device too. The brush of skin against skin sent a thrill through her body. She pulled back her hand, letting Laleh take the remote control. As the opening scene started to play, she propped her feet up on the coffee table.
An elderly couple told the story of how they had met.
They were cute, Hope had to admit. She glanced over at Laleh, whose eyes were already suspiciously shiny. Hope suppressed a smile. She’s cute too.
“Don’t laugh at me,” Laleh said. “I told you I’m a romantic.”
“I’m not laughing. See?” Hope pointed at the straight line of her mouth.
“You’re laughing inside.”
Hope couldn’t deny it, so she kept munching her M&Ms and said nothing.
Laleh professed to having seen the movie a thousand times already, but she still chuckled at all the funny scenes, and Hope found herself laughing along with her.
She had to admit the movie with its witty dialogue was surprisingly good, but what she enjoyed most was the way Laleh immersed herself into the film.
A new scene started, showing the two main characters in a crowded diner in New York City.
“Ooh! This scene is famous…or should I say infamous?” Laleh put the bowl of M&Ms down on the coffee table, her whole attention on the TV now.
Hope took a handful of chocolate-covered peanuts and ate them one by one as she watched the characters argue about whether Harry would be able to tell if the woman he was with was faking an orgasm.
Suddenly, low moans and sighs of pleasure drifted through the surround-sound speakers.
Hope almost inhaled an M&M and started coughing.
Laleh reached over and patted her back. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah. What the hell is she doing?”
“Teaching him a lesson.” Laleh smirked.
On the screen, Sally threw back her head and pounded the table with both fists while screaming out, “Yes! Yes! Yes!”
“Some lesson,” Hope muttered into her beer and then took a large swig. I hope she got an Oscar for that performance! The heat in Hope’s cheeks traveled lower, and she had the sudden urge to turn up the air conditioning. Oh, come on. It’s not like it’s a hot sex scene. The actress was fully dressed, and Hope didn’t find her mop of blonde curls all that attractive. Lately, she found brunettes much more appealing. She was hyperaware of Laleh close beside her while she watched the pseudo-orgasm on the screen.
Finally, Sally sat back, smiled at the stunned Harry on the other side of the table, and took a forkful of her salad as if nothing had happened.
“Great scene, right?” Laleh commented.
Hope nodded and emptied her beer in one big gulp. Did Laleh sense what was going through her mind? If she was lucky, Laleh wouldn’t be able to identify this confused jumble of emotions.
They were silent for a few minutes, the movie playing on, showing the main characters dancing cheek to cheek.
“Have you ever done that?” Laleh asked after a while.
Hope glanced from the TV to her, trying not to notice the way Laleh licked chocolate off her fingers. “Danced with someone? Sure.”
“No. Pulled the I’ll-have-what-she’s-having routine.”
It took Hope a moment to figure out what she meant. The flush on Laleh’s cheeks and the mix of embarrassment and curiosity filtering through their link were big hints. “You’re asking me if I’ve ever faked an orgasm?”
Laleh looked away and scratched at the label on her beer bottle with her fingernail. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. That was too personal.”
“No, that’s all right. I don’t mind.” It was the truth, even though it did make her a little nervous. She’d never had a female friend to whom she was close enough to talk about these things. Well, Jordan wasn’t shy when it came to talking about sex, but that was different somehow. With Laleh, every conversation seemed more meaningful.
Still massacring the label on her beer bottle, Laleh peeked over at her. “So?”
“Once or twice,” Hope admitted with a shrug.
“Really?” Laleh blinked, and Hope realized how thick and long her lashes were.
“Why does that surprise you? I don’t remember the actual numbers, but I think studies showed that most women do at some point.”
“I don’t know.” Laleh peeled off more of the label. “I thought it might be different when it’s two women together.”
Hope flashed her a grin. “Don’t get me wrong; I think lesbian sex is great, but sometimes, you’re tired and you know it’s not going to happen.”
“Then why not tell your partner that?”
Good question. Hope rubbed her chin. “Because I want to go to sleep and not have a long discussion because she thinks I don’t love and desire her anymore. It’s just easier. Christ, that makes me sound selfish, doesn’t it?”
Laleh smiled. “A little.”
Hope had always accepted that she wasn’t the best girlfriend, but now it rankled her that Laleh thought so too. “I take it you haven’t? Faked an orgasm, I mean.”
“I don’t see the point. Why lie to someone who trusts you?”
Trust… So it all came down to that for Laleh. “Not all lies are bad, are they? If they keep your partner from getting her—or his—feelings hurt…”
“But if you’re in a loving long-term relationship and really get to know each other, don’t you think your partner will figure it out at some point? Wouldn’t that hurt much more than one honest conversation?”
Hope couldn’t argue against that. “Guess I never had that type of relationship.”
“But even if the relationship isn’t all that serious, if what you’re doing in the bedroom isn’t working for you, your partner should know, so he or she can change their…um…approach,” Laleh said with a hint of an adorable blush.
An unbidden image took shape in Hope’s mind: Laleh and a faceless partner in bed, figuring out the right approach to make her come.
Hope roughly shook her head to chase away the mental image and jumped up. She needed some distance—now. “I’m going to grab another beer,” she said over her shoulder, not turning to face Laleh. “Want one too?”
“No, thanks. I’m good.”
Yeah, but Hope wasn’t. She couldn’t have such thoughts about Laleh. With other women, these thoughts would stay private, so there was no harm in fantasizing a little, even about straight women. But if she didn’t get a grip on her emotions, Laleh would eventually figure out what was going on.
She wrenched open the refrigerator door and let the gust of cool air clear those images from her mind. With a jerky motion, she twisted the cap off the beer bottle and flung it in the direction of the trash can.
The golden cap missed by half a foot and bounced around the kitchen.
“Are you okay?” Laleh’s voice came from directly behind her.
Hope flinched. Beer bottles rattled as she smashed the fridge door closed and then turned around. “Yeah.”
Laleh stood in front of her, backlit by the soft glow from the television, and arched her dark eyebrows. “Want to try that again?”
Hope had already opened her mouth for another denial; now she snapped it closed. As much as she wanted to be honest with Laleh, she couldn’t. Not about this. “There’s just a lot on my mind, I guess.”
“Do you want to talk about it?”
A wave of compassion from Laleh washed over Hope. “No, thanks. It’s something that I need to deal with on my own.” She’d get used to her attraction to Laleh the same way she’d gotten used to their link—it was still there, but she could ignore it most of the time.
“Just know that you can talk to me,” Laleh said. Her eyes, dark and warm, looked straight into Hope’s. “About everything. You don’t need to fake it with me.”
Great. Just when she’d chased those images from her mind, Laleh’s words brought them back. She really had to get a grip on this. “I know.” She rounded the kitchen island and marched back to the couch. “Come on. We’re missing the movie.”
“That’s the beauty of the rewind button.” Laleh plopped down on the couch next to her and reached for the remote control.
Hope took a pull of her beer. Unfortunately, life didn’t come with a rewind button. If Laleh sensed her attraction, there would be no way to take it back, so she’d have to keep a tight grip on herself.



 
CHAPTER 16
A few days later, Laleh was curled up on Hope’s couch after having successfully introduced Hope to her favorite postapocalyptic TV show. She glanced over at Hope, who was sprawled over her side of the sofa, her feet up on the middle cushion, lightly brushing Laleh’s, and her hands wrapped around a mug of hot chocolate.
Laleh had noticed that Hope wasn’t normally the type of person who could hang out on the couch for long. Her mind and her body seemed to be in constant motion. But when they were together, Laleh felt a calm spread through Hope, and she couldn’t help wondering if she was having this effect on her. After witnessing her struggle with their emotional connection, Laleh hoped their link could do some good and get her to relax a little.
“What?” Hope asked without looking away from the TV screen, where the closing credits were playing.
“Nothing.”
“I can feel you looking at me. No faking, remember?”
Oh yeah, Laleh remembered that conversation from last week only too well. She’d surprised herself—and obviously Hope too—when she’d asked such a personal question. At least she thought so. She still wasn’t sure how to interpret that interesting mix of emotions that had filtered through their link, but she’d thought about it repeatedly.
“I was just thinking that I like seeing you so relaxed,” she answered.
Hope grinned. The hint of a chocolate mustache on her upper lip made Laleh want to reach out and wipe it away. “Must be my newly decorated condo.”
Laleh glanced around at the splashes of color and soft materials she’d added throughout the apartment. “You know what? There’s still one thing missing.”
“Oh yeah?” Hope flicked off the TV. “What’s that, oh great interior decorator?”
“You”—Laleh pointed at her—“need a Christmas tree. If we move the couch all the way into the corner, it’ll fit over there.”
Hope vehemently shook her head. “I don’t do the tree thing. Ever.”
“Why not?”
“I just don’t like them.”
Laleh nudged Hope’s toes with her own. “Oh, come on. Don’t be such a grinch. Who doesn’t like Christmas trees?”
Hope raised her hand. “Me. They’re impractical. Needles everywhere.”
“But they smell so good, and the lights look so pretty. Putting up a tree makes the season even more special.”
After flopping onto her side, Hope put her head in her hand and regarded Laleh with that intense gaze of hers. Her blue eyes made such a striking contrast to her dark brown hair that Laleh couldn’t help staring back any time Hope looked at her like this.
“Aren’t you a Muslim?” Hope asked. “Why would you be so eager to celebrate the birth of Christ?”
Laleh shrugged and smiled. “I’m Persian. We celebrate anything and everything. Not as a religious holiday, just as a time for family, friends, and good food. Let’s face it, Christmas isn’t about religion for most people anyway.”
“You’ve got me there. So your family always had a tree when you were growing up?”
“I wish. We exchanged gifts, but my father drew the line at getting a tree, no matter how much we begged. All my classmates had one, so I really wanted one too. I didn’t want to be different.” Realizing that she was allowing that childhood regret to intrude on their pleasant evening, she shook herself out of her mood. Here she was, complaining about not getting a tree when Hope hadn’t even had a family to celebrate Christmas with! Ashamed of her selfishness, she forced a smile and added, “Or maybe I was afraid that Santa wouldn’t come to our house if we didn’t have a tree.”
Hope didn’t return the smile. She sat up and put a hand on Laleh’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. But now that you’re an adult, you can have all the Christmas trees you want.”
“Not in my apartment. It’s too tiny.”
“Oh.” Hope was silent for a while. She looked around her spacious condo with obvious reluctance.
A complex entanglement of emotions bombarded Laleh through their link, but it was strangely muted, as if Hope had all of her defenses up so Laleh wouldn’t be able to pick up on what exactly she was feeling.
“Well,” Hope said, “if you want, we could—”
Laleh put her hand on top of Hope’s and gave it a squeeze that stopped Hope from making that offer. “No. I appreciate it, but if having a tree brings up unpleasant memories for you, it’s not worth it.”
“It’s not that,” Hope said, but the feelings Laleh sensed said otherwise. “We always had a Christmas tree when I was a child.”
“Even after your mother…?” Laleh bit her lip.
“Yeah. Most of my foster families had a tree, and the group home had one too. But it just wasn’t the same. They didn’t have my mom’s elf hat tree topper.”
A stab of grief hit Laleh in the chest, and it was impossible to tell whether it was her own emotion or Hope’s—or both. “They didn’t let you have it?”
Hope shook her head, her lips compressed to a tight line. “There wasn’t enough space in any of the places I lived afterward. All I could take were some of my clothes and toys. The rest was packed up in boxes, and I never saw any of it again.”
To lose not only her mother but her home and so many treasured possessions at the same time… Laleh ached for her. Packed up in boxes… She had a feeling that was what Hope had done with her emotions too, taping them shut and never examining them again. But now she sensed tiny rips forming in the cardboard. “You said you hadn’t visited your mother’s grave in a very long time.”
Hope hummed noncommittally.
“When you were in Boston last month, what made you go?” Laleh peered over at her and held her breath as she waited to see if Hope would answer or shut her out. Despite their link, she felt as if she didn’t know and understand this complex woman nearly enough—and she wanted to.
Hope settled on her back and folded her arms behind her head, interrupting the contact between their hands. She lay still and stared at the high ceiling. Just when Laleh thought she wouldn’t get an answer, Hope murmured, “I think it was you.”
“Me?” Laleh tapped her chest.
“You watched the resuscitation video, even knowing it would be tough. You faced your fears and your past instead of shutting them away.”
Wow. Laleh didn’t know what to say to that.
Hope got to her feet. “You know what? Let’s move the couch a little to the right.”
Laleh gaped at her. Then she couldn’t help beaming.
“Don’t look at me with that I-just-won-the-lottery gaze.” Hope held up a hand. “It doesn’t mean I’ll get a Christmas tree. I just want to be prepared, in case I change my mind.”
“Right.” Laleh got up too, but before she grabbed her end of the couch, there was something else she needed to do. She walked over to Hope, put both hands on her shoulders so she could lean up, and pressed a gentle kiss to her cheek. The warmth and softness of Hope’s skin made her linger for a moment. Oh. Somehow, she hadn’t expected this touch of her lips to Hope’s cheek to feel so good. She fought the urge to nuzzle closer. Well, she’s a woman. Of course she’s got soft skin. No stubble. But it didn’t explain why she wanted to bury her nose against Hope’s neck and inhale her scent.
“Thank you,” she said before forcing herself to pull back.
Hope’s lashes fluttered like the wings of a butterfly. Her hand came up and touched the spot Laleh had kissed. “What…” She cleared her throat. “What was that for?”
“Just because.” Laleh turned away to hide the flush rising to her cheeks. She smiled at the mix of embarrassment and shy pleasure filtering through their link. Most of the time, Hope was this competent, always-in-control physician and a woman who could watch romantic movies without shedding a single tear. It made moments like this one, when she was speechless and awkward like a teenager, all the more precious.
She shook herself a little, chasing away the memory of her lips on Hope’s skin. The couch, remember? She walked to the sofa and took hold of one corner.
It took a few moments for Hope to join her.
Neither of them needed to count to three. Laleh pulled on her end at the exact same moment Hope pushed on hers. The couch slid to the right, making enough space for a Christmas tree—just in case.
* * *
Hope barely resisted the urge to touch her tingling cheek again. She could still feel Laleh’s breath and then her soft lips on her skin. It made her blood rush to the surface and her face grow hot. That short moment had been over too fast for her to react—and maybe it was better that way. Who knew what she would have done if she’d had time to wrap her arms around Laleh?
A shiver rippled through her body.
Cut it out, or she’ll notice. She focused on a song—any song—and hummed it in her mind. Every time Laleh sang along to music, it was the only thing Hope received from her, as if the melody blocked the only channel, leaving no room to transmit emotions. It probably worked the same the other way around; otherwise, Laleh would have sensed her attraction already and run screaming into the night.
Okay, maybe she wouldn’t scream or even run, but it would definitely make things between them awkward, and Hope didn’t want that. Their friendship was special, something to be nurtured and protected. No way would she allow her stupid libido to spoil it.
With the couch in its new place, Laleh squeezed out of the narrow space between the arm of the sofa and the wall. Her T-shirt snagged on one handle of the French doors. A ripping sound broke the silence in the living room.
“Shit. This is my favorite T-shirt.” Laleh looked from the rip in her shirt, where the seam had come apart, to Hope. “How’s your suturing, Doc?”
“Guess you’ll find out.” After some rummaging through the closet, she found the sewing kit and carried it back.
Laleh hesitated. Her gaze went back and forth between Hope and the T-shirt. “I guess you can’t fix it while I’m wearing it.” A light blush on her cheeks, she pulled the T-shirt up and over her head.
The movement alone was erotic enough, but add to that the black lace bra and the smooth olive skin beneath…
The air rushed from Hope’s lungs. Sweet Jesus! She wrenched her gaze away and quickly started singing in her mind.
Laleh walked over to her. “Do you think you can do it?”
“Oh yeah.” Hope was thankful for her naturally husky voice; it masked how hoarse she now sounded. It took her hazy mind a second to figure out that Laleh was talking about fixing her favorite T-shirt. She plopped down onto the couch and took a needle from the sewing kit. With disbelief, she stared down at her hands.
In her six years as an emergency physician, she had held her patients’ lives in her hands more than once—literally—and she’d always been able to rely on the steadiness of her fingers. Now they were trembling, and it took her two tries to thread the needle.
The fact that Laleh settled next to her on the couch didn’t help any either. Laleh took a fleece throw blanket from the end of the couch and wrapped it around her shoulders, but Hope’s vivid imagination kept showing her the formfitting pair of jeans and the sexy bra she wore beneath.
What the hell was going on with her? She saw bra-clad women every day. But that was work, and Laleh was…well, not work. Still, it surprised her how much that bit of bare skin affected her. She hadn’t reacted like this to a woman since she’d first figured out her sexual orientation.
Laleh reached over and lightly touched her forearm, her gaze on Hope’s hands. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Perfect. Really.”
Laleh sent her a look that clearly said she didn’t believe her.
“It’s just been a while.” Oh yeah. It’s definitely been a while. Too long, apparently, or you wouldn’t react this way to a friend. A straight friend, dammit. Quickly, she added, “Since I did any sewing, I mean.”
Even without their link, Hope could have sensed Laleh’s disbelief and her confusion. Laleh could feel that something was going on, but thankfully, she didn’t seem to have any idea what it was.
Sing, you idiot! In her mind, she hummed the next best song.
Laleh chuckled. “‘Sexual Healing’?”
Hope nearly pierced her finger with the needle. “What?”
“There’s this song running through your mind. I think it’s ‘Sexual Healing.’”
“Um, yeah, must be because…” Hope’s thoughts raced, trying to come up with an explanation. “Well, healing the shirt and everything.” She gestured to the needle and the shirt in her lap.
“Dr. Hope Finlay, healer of shirts. It should be on your hospital badge.”
Hope had to laugh, and that eased her tension and guided her thoughts into safer territory. “I’ll suggest it to the hospital administration.”
Finally, she finished her sewing and snipped the thread. “There. As good as new.”
Laleh inspected the neat seam and nodded her approval. “Thank you. I knew having a doctor for a friend would be good for something one day.”
“So you just want me for my talented hands?” It was out before Hope could stop herself. Cut out the flirting! You’re not Jordan.
But either Laleh didn’t notice or she didn’t care. She looked down at Hope’s fingers for so long that Hope was starting to wonder if she had dirt under her nails and self-consciously curled her hands into loose fists. But when she probed Laleh’s emotions through their link, all she sensed was confusion. Laleh was probably busy trying to figure out what it was she felt from her.
“Well, I probably don’t appreciate them as much as a lesbian would,” Laleh said with a little wink, “but they do come in handy.”
Was Laleh’s voice a little husky too?
Nonsense. That was just wishful thinking.
“Thank you for fixing my favorite shirt.”
For a moment, Hope half-feared, half-wished Laleh would lean over and give her a thank-you kiss on the cheek again, but instead, she threw off the blanket, slipped the T-shirt over her head, and smoothed it down over the sexy bra.
A hint of regret skittered through Hope, but she pushed it away. It was better this way. If Laleh had kissed her again or sat there in her bra for longer than a few seconds, she would have run out of songs to sing in her mind.
* * *
The door closed behind Laleh.
Hope sank against it from the other side and exhaled sharply. So far, she had always enjoyed Laleh’s company, but now she was relieved to be alone again. Or maybe she had enjoyed Laleh’s company a little too much. It was as if a switch had been turned on somewhere inside of her. Or maybe her attraction had been developing for some time and she was only now realizing it. Either way, she was suddenly aware of Laleh’s closeness as they sat on the couch, and when Laleh had whipped off her T-shirt…
She fanned herself with both hands. Her shirt was plastered to her back. God, she felt as if she were having hot flashes. If she weren’t thirty-one, she would have thought she was going through menopause.
No woman had ever affected her like this. Was it the link between them that caused her to feel like an out-of-control teenager?
Still singing—this time out loud—she trudged to the bathroom. She needed a shower. A cold one.
Tension vibrated through her body. She stripped out of her clothes, not caring where they landed, and stepped into the shower. The water pulsed out of the massage head above her, cascaded down her oversensitized body, and caressed her breasts.
She squeezed a dollop of bodywash onto her palm and smoothed it over one arm. The scent of vanilla and mango drifted up, instantly reminding her of Laleh, although she couldn’t say why. Maybe because she smelled good too.
Stop thinking of her!
She adjusted the water temperature to tepid and started lathering the rest of her body, all the while making sure that her mental soundtrack was still playing.
Her abdominal muscles contracted as she slid her hand down her belly. The luxuriant lather made the touch feel like silk. Every nerve in her body seemed to come alive. She parted her thighs and smoothed her hand between her legs, intending to get washed up. Heat hit her low in the belly, catching her unawares.
It had definitely been too long. She needed to get laid or maybe just have a damn orgasm. That had to be why she felt so drawn to Laleh.
Her fingers started to move against her slick flesh almost without conscious direction.
Are you crazy? Laleh will realize! Quickly, she snatched her hand away and sang a little louder in an attempt to drown out her amorous thoughts. When she realized what she was singing, she groaned. Let’s Get It On. Great.
If she didn’t think of some other, less erotic music, Laleh would know what was up, no matter whether she touched herself or not.
And why shouldn’t I? Defiance bubbled up inside of her. She didn’t know how long this connection to Laleh would last. If it didn’t go away, did she really want to spend her entire life without ever having sex or masturbating again? Hell, no!
Maybe if she got some relief, she would be able to control her attraction to Laleh a lot better.
Trying to focus on the song in her mind, she slid her hand back between her legs and dipped two fingers between her folds. Her clit hardened at the very first touch. God! She hissed out a breath between tightly clenched teeth. Resting her back against the tiles, she tilted her head back, raised her face into the soft spray, and circled her clit with two fingertips. Her other hand slid up and massaged her breasts.
A shudder went through her. Her eyes fell closed, and, unbidden, an image of Laleh kneeling in front of her, caressing her with her hands and mouth, flickered through her mind.
No, not her. She tried to turn the fantasy woman into some attractive stranger or a hot celebrity, but the only face she saw was Laleh’s.
A new wave of arousal flashed through her body. Already, she felt the first twinges of orgasm. She grabbed for hold with her free hand and steadied herself against the shower wall as her legs started to tremble.
Using a little more direct pressure, she rubbed the pad of her middle finger across her clit. Back and forth, back and forth. God, so good. Her imagination showed her Laleh touching her there instead of her own hand.
The image made her breath catch. Her orgasm hit hard. Her knees slackened, and she almost slipped on the wet tile.
Gasping, she leaned against the cold shower wall until the waves of pleasure ebbed away.
* * *
On her way home, Laleh made a stop at the grocery store. She pushed the cart down the aisles without really seeing any of the food on the shelves to the left and right. Her thoughts were still in Hope’s condo.
Something was going on with Hope; she was sure of that, but she couldn’t get a good grasp on what it might be. She tried to stretch out her feelers in Hope’s direction. All she was getting was another Marvin Gaye song.
For a moment, she had to smile at how off-key Hope sounded, even when she was singing in her mind, then she tried to dive deeper and see what was beyond the melody.
Emotions bubbled there, but she couldn’t make it past the song to identify them, just the way it had been earlier, in Hope’s condo.
Yeah, maybe because you couldn’t focus since you were too busy watching her hands as she fixed your shirt or marveling at how soft her skin felt.
Maybe it was she, not Hope, who was having strange feelings. She’d never experienced such a weird fascination with someone else’s fingers before. Heck, she couldn’t even remember what the hands of her two boyfriends had looked—or felt—like, but when she had joked about lesbians appreciating Hope’s talented hands, a stray thought had shot through her mind.
She’d pushed it away immediately, but now, alone except for a few other late-night shoppers, she could admit that she’d wondered what it might feel like to feel those hands on her skin.
Heat flared through her. She stopped in front of the freezer case and opened the glass doors, grateful for the cold air cooling her flushed cheeks.
It didn’t mean anything. Being a little curious was only human, right? Most girls probably had the occasional thought like this when they were teenagers, and they weren’t all lesbians either. Back then, Laleh, the dutiful Persian daughter, hadn’t wasted much thought on sex—not with boys and certainly not with other girls. So maybe she was now catching up with other people.
A chuckle sounded next to her. “Planning a party?”
Laleh turned.
A blond man about her age was leaning on his shopping cart, sending her an amused look.
She had no idea what he was talking about. “Excuse me?”
His grin broadening, he gestured to her cart.
Laleh looked down. She stared at the six containers of ice cream in her cart. Banana split, mint chocolate chip, cherry vanilla, cookies and cream, peanut butter, and pistachio. Jeez, that was enough ice cream to build a snowman! How had that gotten into her cart? She didn’t even like mint chocolate chip that much. Hope did, though.
“Um, no,” she answered belatedly. “But you can never have too much ice cream, right?”
“Right.” His eyes—blue, but not as intense as Hope’s—twinkled. “If you need help eating all that…”
It took her a moment to realize he had basically just asked her out. She studied him for a moment. He was good-looking in that Californian-surfer-boy way and seemed nice. Having ice cream with him might be a welcome change of pace from the polite, boring lawyers and bankers her parents kept inviting over for tea. But Laleh couldn’t muster any interest in going out with him, and there was no sense in leading him on. “Thanks,” she said, “but I’m a little territorial about my ice cream.”
He laughed. “Maybe coffee, then?”
Obviously, he hadn’t gotten the hint, so it was time to be a little more frank. “You seem like a nice guy, but I’m not interested in dating right now.” It was a good thing her parents couldn’t hear her, or she’d get another earful about ending up torshideh.
“All right. Enjoy the ice cream.” He straightened and steered his cart down the aisle.
Laleh watched him for a moment before putting the ice cream containers back into the freezer, keeping only the pistachio and the mint chocolate chip for the next time Hope came over.
When she closed the glass door, a tingle worked its way down her body, at first barely noticeable, more like a background hum, then growing stronger. Weird. She must have stood in front of the open freezer for too long. But as she walked toward the cash register, heat joined the tingling sensation. An aching warmth filled the pit of her stomach. Her heart beat faster until it was pounding urgently in her chest.
For a moment, fear gripped her. Was she having heart trouble again?
No. That had never felt so…pleasurable.
A slow pulsing started between her legs. Just the slight brushing of her thighs against each other as she walked almost made her moan out loud. She wanted to rub against something…someone so bad. Her skin ached to be touched.
What the…? Where was this coming from? She’d never become aroused like this, out of the blue, in the middle of a grocery store, goddammit! Hope. It had to be Hope. What the hell is she doing?
All right, that was a stupid question. Laleh could imagine exactly what she was doing.
For a moment, she thought Hope might be with another woman. Her grip on the shopping cart tightened as if she wanted to strangle it. But, no, that couldn’t be. She’d left Hope only fifteen minutes ago, and she knew Hope didn’t have any women on speed dial who’d drop everything and come running for a booty call. At least she didn’t think so.
Hope had to be alone. Was she in bed, snuggled between the new silky sheets Laleh had helped her pick out, sliding her hand down the flat, sexy planes of her belly and dipping—
Stop! Stop it! She wasn’t even sure whom she was mentally shouting at, herself or Hope.
It helped only for a second, then a jolt of pleasure hit her. Oh yes! Her breathing hitched, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she felt her orgasm wash over Hope. She almost came along with her.
Blindly, she crashed into a display of cake mixes. Boxes of chocolate sponge cake rained down on her.
Extra-moist, she read on one of the boxes that had landed in her shopping cart. Great. So am I. She could feel the slickness between her legs, and suddenly, it made her so angry that her vision went red for a second.
Hope had to have known that she would feel every single touch, every bit of arousal right along with her, but apparently, she had thought nothing of subjecting Laleh to this experience. Just what I needed. As if I weren’t already confused enough. Dammit, how was she supposed to sort out her feelings and get over her fascination with Hope after this?
* * *
After a minute or two, Hope turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. Her legs still felt shaky, now not from arousal but from the beginnings of panic. She clutched the sink with both hands but avoided glancing into the mirror, not wanting to see the look of shame that had to be written all over her.
How could she have let it come to this?
She had fooled herself into thinking that Laleh wouldn’t figure out what she was doing if only she kept humming a song. But when she had touched herself, the last thing on her mind were the lyrics of some song. The only thing she’d kept thinking of was Laleh.
Laleh… Oh God. I messed up big time.
Now that conscious thought had returned, Laleh’s emotions started to flood in through their link. It was an onslaught of feelings, too many to identify them all, but two that stood out were confusion and anger.
Laleh, always so friendly and levelheaded, was furious—and that rage was clearly directed at her. Like a fire, it licked at Hope’s skin.
She realized what that meant: not only had Laleh felt her orgasm; she somehow also knew that it had been a mental image of Laleh touching her that had driven her over the edge. It was the only explanation for Laleh’s anger that she could think of.
Roughly, she scrubbed the towel over her flushed body and then groaned into the cotton. What the hell had she done?



 
CHAPTER 17
“Hey, stranger,” Jordan called out as she entered the emergency department and crossed over to Hope, who was sitting at a workstation, charting. “I thought I’d have to look for you in the morgue, but it seems you’re alive after all.”
Hope saved the patient file and ducked her head. Admittedly, she hadn’t socialized with Jordan as much lately. She should have touched base with her a little more often. “I’m sorry.”
Jordan leaned against the counter surrounding the nurses’ station. “Anything you want to tell your best friend in the whole, wide world?”
“No.” Any explanation would have required her to admit that she’d spent most of her free time with Laleh, and she didn’t want to talk about her. It was bad enough that she hadn’t been able to think of anything but her since the shower incident yesterday. She peered up at Jordan and realized for the first time how much she looked like that Samurai-sword-carrying female warrior from Laleh’s favorite TV show. Enough! Everything seemed to remind her of Laleh these days. “But I could use your advice.”
“Is this about the guy with the ruptured appendix?” Jordan asked.
“Uh, no. It’s not about a case. This is…” Hope looked around to make sure none of the nurses were paying any attention to them. “It’s personal.”
Jordan took a step closer and waved her hands in a gimme gesture. “Ooh. So this is about a woman?”
“No. Yes, but not like that.” Oh, really? You masturbated fantasizing about her. How much more “like that” can you possibly get? Hope massaged her neck with one hand.
Jordan grabbed a nearby stool, pulled it over, and sat on it so that they were eye to eye instead of Hope having to look up at her. “So, what is it?”
“I have to apologize to L… to a woman, and I have no idea how to go about it.”
“Depends on the woman, but usually, just walking up to her, looking her in the eye, and saying ‘I’m sorry’ works for me.”
The thought of facing Laleh and looking her in the eye made Hope’s stomach twist itself into a giant knot. “I’m not sure that will cut it in this case.”
“How about sending flowers, then?” Jordan said.
Hope rubbed her chin. That could work. If she had them delivered, she wouldn’t even have to face Laleh. Whenever she tentatively reached out her Laleh-feelers to check on her, she was greeted by emotional turmoil. Laleh might still be so upset that she would refuse to even talk to her, but the flowers could be a good first step. “What kind of flowers?”
“Well, that depends who you’re apologizing to. Is she someone you’re interested in or just a friend?”
“The latter,” Hope said firmly. Maybe if she told herself enough times, her overactive libido and her stubborn brain would eventually get the message. “Definitely the latter.”
“You want yellow flowers, then. Yellow stands for friendship. Tulips would be perfect because they symbolize fresh starts and forgiveness.”
Tulips. Hope smiled wryly. Figures.
“What?” Jordan asked. “Your girl doesn’t like tulips?”
“No, I think she does. And she’s not my girl. So, how many do I send?” Jordan seemed to have this flower-sending thing down to an art form, so she might as well make sure she got all the details right. She couldn’t afford to mess up again.
Jordan grinned. “How bad did you fuck up?”
Hope heaved a sigh. “Trust me; there aren’t enough flowers in the entire city.”
“Ouch. Sounds serious.” Her grin now gone, Jordan studied her. “Want to talk about it?”
Hope reached out and patted Jordan’s forearm. A second later, she froze and stared at her fingers. Would she have done that a month or two ago? She had never been someone who casually touched others. But even Laleh’s influence couldn’t change that she wasn’t a person who talked about what was bothering her. Besides, she didn’t want to violate Laleh’s trust even more than she already had. “No, thanks. Just the flower advice is good for now.”
“All right.” Jordan got to her feet. “Are we still on for squash this Monday?”
“Sure.” It would be a great release. The word made her grimace. Stress release. Dammit.
“If you need anything else, let me know,” Jordan said.
When she walked away, stopping only briefly to flirt with one of the nurses, Hope realized that she hadn’t answered the question of how many tulips to get. She’d have to figure it out on her own—that and the many other unanswered questions bouncing around in her head.
* * *
Laleh set the tray down on the worktable that dominated the restaurant kitchen and started rinsing the plates with the spray hose. Normally, Kelly, their dishwasher, took care of that, but she’d called in sick this morning, so Laleh had taken over that task in addition to her waitressing duties.
She honestly didn’t mind. At least it didn’t leave her much time to think about Hope and what had happened last night. If she kept busy, she could almost block out the guilt that Hope still emanated.
When she loaded up a dish rack, a knock sounded on the kitchen’s swinging doors.
She looked at her aunt, who shrugged and gestured at her to get it so she could stay at the stove. Laleh pulled open one side of the door and peeked out.
The first thing she saw was a huge arrangement of flowers—tulips surrounded by ferns and other greenery. The bouquet was so big that it hid the face and chest of the person holding it. He peered around the flowers. “Are you…” He glanced at the clipboard in his other hand. “…Laleh Samadi?”
“Um, yes.”
“I have a flower delivery for you, ma’am.”
“For me?” Who would send her flowers, especially tulips? Only one person came to mind.
“Who’s it from?” Aunt Nasrin asked.
The deliveryman shrugged. “No idea. I only deal with the flower shop. Can I put it down somewhere?” He hefted the flowers, which came in a huge glass vase. “These are getting heavy.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course.” Laleh quickly stepped aside.
Aunt Nasrin took the flowers from him and put them on the worktable.
The deliveryman thrust his clipboard at Laleh. “Sign here, please.”
She took the pen he held out, signed the form, and then rummaged through her purse for a couple of one-dollar bills to tip him. Her fingers were trembling. If the flowers really were from Hope, what the heck did they mean? Usually, flowers were a romantic gesture, weren’t they? Hope couldn’t possibly…?
“There’s a card,” Aunt Nasrin said once the deliveryman was gone. She paused in arranging the tulips in the vase and pointed at the small white envelope attached to the bouquet.
“Yeah, I saw.”
Her aunt raised an eyebrow at her. “Don’t you want to read the note and see who sent the flowers?”
Laleh squirmed. “Um, later.”
A knowing smile crept onto Aunt Nasrin’s face. “Oh, I see! You already know who sent them.” Then the smile faded. “Why didn’t you tell me you have a suitor?”
Great. Now her aunt looked hurt. “I don’t.”
“You can tell me, you know?”
“It’s really not what you think.” What would her aunt say if she knew who had sent the flowers…and why? Would she think Laleh was gay? Are you? She pushed back the thought, at the same time wondering if she was imitating Hope’s coping mechanisms. “They’re… I think they’re from a friend.”
Her aunt regarded her with observant eyes. “If he’s just a friend, why won’t you open the card?” Before Laleh could answer, she tsked. “Oh, now I get it. He’s not Persian, is he?”
“There is no—”
Aunt Nasrin patted her arm. “Don’t you worry, Laleh joon. I’ll put in a good word for him with your parents. Even if he’s not Persian, he seems to be a nice young man. So thoughtful to send you flowers—and look, they’re tulips.”
“I saw.” For some reason, that made it even worse, as if Hope was abusing their link and all the knowledge about Laleh it gave her. What the heck was Hope thinking? She couldn’t seriously believe that a couple of flowers would erase what she’d done last night.
Was it really that bad? Hope was only human, after all—a woman with needs, which she had ignored since they had discovered their emotional link last month. Yeah, but there’s a time and a place for everything. Hope could have given her a warning of some kind so she wasn’t out in public when it had happened. And apparently, she knew she’d messed up. Why else would she feel so guilty?
“You know what?” her aunt said. “Why don’t you take off a little earlier today? Go home, dress up in something nice, and drive over to see your gentleman friend and to thank him personally.”
Oh no. She wasn’t ready to face Hope. “I can’t do that. With both Kelly and Uncle Bahram gone, we’re understaffed as it is.”
“Nonsense.” Aunt Nasrin pushed her toward the door. “Mina and I will manage. Now shoo!”
Laleh knew protesting wouldn’t do her any good. She hugged her aunt, grabbed her purse, and trudged to the door.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” her aunt called.
Already outside, Laleh stuck her head through the swinging doors.
Aunt Nasrin pulled one side of the door open more fully and pressed the flowers into her hands.
“Uh, thanks.” Laleh carried the vase to her car, poured out the water so it wouldn’t spill on the ride home, and set the flowers on the passenger seat. For a few minutes, she just sat there, glancing over at the bouquet, before she reached out and plucked the card from where it was nestled between the tulips. With trembling fingers, she pulled the note from the envelope.
Laleh,
Saying I’m sorry doesn’t seem enough, but I am.
Hope
It wasn’t Hope’s handwriting, but they were her words, and Laleh could feel that she meant them. She swallowed against the lump in her throat. Dammit, Hope! How was she supposed to stay angry now? And she wanted to; it was so much easier than examining all the other emotions coursing through her.
Should she send her a text message accepting the apology and then pretend nothing had happened? But how was she supposed to do that when every time she drove past the grocery store, opened her freezer and caught sight of the ice cream she’d bought, or thought of Hope—which, admittedly, was all the time—these new, confusing images flashed through her mind? She had never thought of women as anything but friends, but now…
Hope wasn’t exactly helping by sending her flowers.
Tentatively, she reached out, past that protective shield of anger, like a turtle sticking its head out of its shell, and switched on her Hope-dar.
Hope was at home. She could tell because the buzz of energy that surrounded her in the ER was gone. Instead, a black cloud of guilt and despair hung over her. She’d felt such dark emotions from her only once, the day Hope had visited her mother’s grave.
Instantly, she wanted to comfort her. Oh, no, you don’t. She couldn’t allow herself to go anywhere near Hope, not as long as they hadn’t agreed to clear boundaries.
Not allowing herself time to reconsider, she reached for her cell phone and pressed number two on her speed dial.
* * *
Hope had just completed push-up number twenty-one when her phone rang. She got to her feet and hurried to the coffee table, eager for any distraction from her continuous self-recrimination.
The name flashing across the small screen made her freeze.
Laleh.
For the past twenty-four hours, she had both hoped for and dreaded this call. Not taking it wasn’t an option.
She swiped her finger, sweaty from more than exercising, across the phone and lifted it to her hear. “Laleh… Hi.”
The silence filling the line was unbearable.
“Did you get the flowers?” Hope asked, mainly to get Laleh to talk. “I’m sorry I had to send them to the restaurant, but the shop isn’t delivering late, so I couldn’t send them to your apartment.”
Again that damn silence.
Hope had tried not to listen in on Laleh’s emotions, a technique that she improved with every week that went by. If Laleh felt disgusted or planned to end their friendship, she didn’t want to know. But now she opened her mind and stretched out her Laleh-feelers.
Shit. Laleh was still angry. There was something else too, though. Something that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
“Yes, I got the flowers,” Laleh said before Hope could probe more closely.
“I’m sorry,” Hope blurted out. “I’m really, really sorry. I didn’t think—”
“Yeah. There didn’t seem to be much thinking going on. That much was obvious.”
The usual note of teasing in Laleh’s voice was missing. Her bitter tone cut like steel. Hope squeezed her eyes shut.
“Really, Hope. What were you thinking, doing…that? You had to know that I could sense every little thing.” Laleh sucked in an audible breath. “Every little damn thing,” she repeated more quietly, as if to herself.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t planning on…well, you know…masturbating.” She forced herself to be an adult and say the word. No sense in beating around the bush. Laleh knew everything anyway. “But then I was taking a shower and—”
Laleh groaned. “Stop. I’m aware of what happened in the shower. I don’t need all the details…again.”
“I’m sorry.” It seemed to be all she was capable of saying. “I wanted you to know that I didn’t mean to hurt you or make you feel used. I didn’t want to think of you while I… It just happened.”
A strangled gasp filtered through the line.
“Laleh? Are you—?”
“You were thinking…” Laleh’s voice came out in a squeak. “…of me? While you…?”
Hope sank to the living room floor and clutched the edge of the coffee table with her free hand. “You…? You don’t…? You didn’t…? I thought you knew.”
A burst of shock and anger hit Hope through their link. Shit, shit, shit!
Laleh muttered a string of colorful Persian swear words. “Vay khoda! How was I supposed to know? Even with our link, I can’t read your thoughts. I thought we were friends.”
“We are,” Hope said.
“Do you make it a habit to think of your friends like…like that?”
“No, of course not. But, damn, Laleh, you’re an attractive woman, and I like you, and I’m just human, and I… I don’t know why that happened. All I know is that I don’t want to lose your friendship over this.” She realized she was babbling, so she paused, allowing her brain to catch up. “Wait a minute… If you didn’t know, why were you so angry?”
Only Laleh’s breathing—shallow and fast—could be heard for several seconds. “Because…because…you sprung this on me without any warning. Jeez, Hope, I was in the middle of the damn grocery store and suddenly felt like jumping the bones of the closest halfway attractive wo…person!”
Oh, please, please, don’t give me any mental images! Since she hadn’t had much luck with songs, Hope latched on to medical facts to distract herself and shield her emotions from Laleh. She mentally recited the carpal bones. Scaphoid, lunate, triquetrum, pisiform, trapezium, trapezoid, capitate, hamate. Too bad that the medical mnemonic that had helped her memorize the order of the bones brought her right back to the topic of sex: some lovers try positions that they cannot handle.
“I’m sorry,” she said once again because she didn’t know what else to say.
Laleh didn’t answer.
“Where do we go from here?” Hope asked quietly.
“We need to make sure this never happens again.” This time, Laleh’s answer came immediately. “It’s too…”
Disgusting? Infuriating? Weird? But as much as Hope waited for Laleh to finish her sentence, she didn’t.
The anger emanating from her wavered. Now the only emotions Hope could sense were confusion and bewilderment.
Hope took a deep breath. “How do we do that? I mean, I wouldn’t do it again. Not on purpose. I didn’t do it on purpose yesterday either. My mind just latched on to you.”
“Maybe that’s the problem. We’re too focused on each other. Jeez, Hope, I’ve hardly spent any time in my own apartment the last two weeks!”
What’s wrong with that? Hope wanted to say. But Laleh was right. Spending too much time together seemed to have made their connection even stronger, so playing house with Laleh had to stop. She’d already let her get too close. “So you think we shouldn’t see each other anymore?”
It struck her how much they sounded like a couple breaking up. And it hurt just as much. More, actually. Her last breakup hadn’t made her feel as if part of her was missing, but this did—and Laleh hadn’t even walked out yet.
Laleh sucked in a breath. “No,” she blurted and then exhaled noisily. “I mean, even if we wanted to, we couldn’t shut each other out entirely, but we should definitely get some distance.”
“I…” Hope cleared her throat. “I agree.” She needed to get her head together where Laleh was concerned.
“Good.” Laleh was silent for a moment. Her emotions made up for that by bombarding Hope with a noisy hailstorm of regret, confusion, and determination.
“So, I guess, that’s it…for now.” Even in Hope’s ears, it sounded like a question.
“Yeah.” Laleh’s breathing reverberated through the phone. “Take good care of yourself, okay?”
“You too,” was all Hope could say.
Laleh ended the call. Even her emotions became muted, and then a song started, something about letting it rain.
Hope sighed, put her cell phone down, and rubbed it on her shirt as if erasing all traces of Laleh. Distance. Shouldn’t be a problem, right? Keeping her distance was her guiding philosophy, after all.
Then why did it feel so very wrong now?



 
CHAPTER 18
Apparently, her parents were getting desperate. Mr. Toofani, the potential suitor they had invited over for tea a few days before Christmas, had only a bachelor’s degree, with no intention of getting a master’s. His family owned a small grocery store in West LA, which he wanted to take over one day.
Her parents obviously thought that would give them something in common, since they were both in the food industry.
“If you are looking for a husband, you have to go at it logically,” her mother had said to her earlier in the kitchen. “The love will come later.”
Laleh doubted it. Even their jobs didn’t give them much to talk about. Whenever he mentioned his grocery store, her mind flashed back to her…interesting visit to the grocery store in her neighborhood last week and to what she had found out afterward.
Hope, who was quickly becoming one of her best friends, was having sexual thoughts about her. And even though that in itself was already shocking enough, that wasn’t all. At least to herself, Laleh could admit that her thoughts had been wandering into decidedly non-friendly territory too. That image of Hope touching herself in the shower crept up at the most inopportune times—for example, when she was having tea with her parents and the man they hoped she’d date.
She took a sugar cube from the silver bowl on the table, put it between her teeth, and sipped her hot tea through it. At least it gave her a good excuse for not talking.
Something hit her shin beneath the table.
Ouch. Her sugar cube plopped into the tea. She glared at her mother, who gestured toward Mr. Toofani in a way that was embarrassingly apparent.
Laleh picked up the bowl of Persian trail mix and slid it closer to him. “More ajil?”
At least if his mouth was full, he couldn’t mention his store again.
A wave of cologne, which her father had splashed on in honor of their guest, hit Laleh’s nose as he leaned across the table and heaped two more squares of baklava onto Mr. Toofani’s plate. “Take some baklava. My wife makes the best baklava in the city. Any man would be happy to have her as his mother-in-law.”
How much more obvious could they possibly get? Laleh wanted to hide beneath the table. She and Mr. Toofani exchanged gazes.
At least he seemed as embarrassed as she was.
He ate the baklava with a polite smile and made small talk for another hour before finally excusing himself.
Laleh jumped up too. “I’ll accompany him to his car.” It was the only way to escape the parental lecture she was about to get as soon as the door closed behind Mr. Toofani.
It only took him five minutes to say his good-byes and make it out the door—a speed record by Persian standards.
Laleh followed close behind.
They headed toward his car in silence. It reminded Laleh of the way she and Hope had walked to their cars on Thanksgiving. She curled her empty fingers into a fist as she remembered holding Hope’s hand, brushing her thumb across her knuckles, and wanting to wipe that bit of lipstick off Hope’s cheek so badly. She had felt so connected to Hope. With Mr. Toofani, there was nothing. Was it really only their link that made things so different with Hope, or was it possible that her feelings were growing in a direction she had never considered before?
Mr. Toofani turned to face her in front of his Honda Civic. “Thanks again for the invitation. That was…um…”
“Awkward,” Laleh said before she could stop herself. Wow. Where had her manners gone?
Mr. Toofani’s eyes widened. Just as Laleh prepared to apologize profusely, he laughed. “Yes, it was. I take it your parents talked you into meeting me?”
Laleh nodded. “Yours too?”
“Oh yeah. They can be very convincing. ‘What’s wrong with you? Don’t you want to get married and give us grandchildren before the ripe old age of twenty-eight?’” He imitated the tone of his mother perfectly.
Laleh knew that without having met her, because her mother sounded the same.
“‘You’re not,’” he lowered his voice the way his mother had probably done, “‘you know, G-A-Y?’”
An unladylike snort escaped Laleh. “As if you have to be gay to dislike being paraded around in front of every unmarried Persian guy—or girl, in your case—in Los Angeles!”
He stopped laughing and looked down at the obligatory leftovers Laleh’s mother had sent home with him. “Actually, I am.”
It took Laleh several seconds to figure out what he meant. “You…you’re gay?”
He grinned crookedly. “Gayer than a pink feather boa at a Pride parade.”
“I take it you haven’t told your parents?”
His grin instantly disappeared. “Oh, no. My father would kill me, and my mother…” He squeezed his eyes shut.
She lightly put a hand on his arm. Poor guy. She could only imagine how hard this had to be for him. Unlike hers, his parents might even be religious and threaten him with the blazing fires of Jahannam, the Islamic version of hell. “I’m sorry.”
He opened his eyes and studied her. “How about you?”
“Me?”
“Yeah. Have you told them?”
Laleh tilted her head. “Told who what?”
“Told your parents about your sexual orientation.”
What the…? Laleh’s jaw dropped, and her hand slid off his arm. “What are you talking about? I’m not gay!”
“You’re not?”
“No!”
He lifted both hands, palm out, and backed away until he collided with his car. “Calm down. I didn’t mean to insult you.”
“I’m not insulted. I just…” It had hit a little too close to home, she admitted to herself. “How did you know? No! I mean… What made you think that…that I’m…gay?”
“Your shoes,” he said.
Laleh glanced down at her sneakers. “Hey, I’m a waitress. We’re on our feet all day, so of course we wear sensible shoes! That has nothing to do with—”
“I was just joking.”
She took a deep breath. “What was it, then?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. You give off this…vibe.”
“Vibe?”
“Yeah. A vibe that says no matter how many eligible bachelors your parents invite over for tea, you won’t be interested in any of them.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m gay.” Or did it? Jeez, she was so confused, and he wasn’t helping. “Maybe my parents aren’t inviting the right kind of guys.” It didn’t sound very convincing, even to herself.
He leaned back against his car and folded his arms across his chest in a challenging stance. “So, what would the right kind be?”
She directed her gaze up at the sky and tried to imagine her perfect spouse. “Someone interesting and intelligent. And with a great sense of humor. Not too clingy, but needs to like spending time with me. Someone confident, who tends to take charge but who also has a secret soft spot.”
He smiled, stepped away from the driver’s side door, and unlocked it. He got in and slid down the window so he could still talk to her. “Notice what you didn’t mention?”
“What? You mean looks—hair color, eye color, height, that sort of thing?” She didn’t care so much about that, as long as the chemistry and the trust between them were there.
“No.” He started the car. Raising his voice over the engine sounds, he added, “Pronouns. You never said he.”
Laleh stared after him until the Honda Civic disappeared around the corner. Shit, he was right. “But I never said she either,” she shouted after the car. But even as she said it, she had to admit that her description of what she wanted in a partner fit Hope to a T.
“She?” a voice said behind her.
Laleh whirled around.
Her father stood in front of her with a garbage can, which he put down at the curb.
“Uh, nothing, Baba. It’s nothing.”
He studied her the way he had when she’d been a child and he had suspected her of having hidden a flashlight somewhere so she could read beneath the covers at night. Which, of course, she had.
She squirmed beneath his gaze.
“You didn’t like him, did you?” he finally said. “At least not like that.”
“No, Baba, I didn’t.” I think I like someone else, and that’s totally freaking me out. Was the attraction she experienced her own or just a reflection of what Hope felt for her?
“Maybe you would if you gave it some time,” her father said. “Just like it happened for your mother and me.”
Laleh shook her head. “I don’t think that would work for me. You can’t force something if it’s not there.” Or make it go away if it is.
He gave her an indulgent smile. “You young people, you all expect some magical thing to happen. Love at first sight and all that. For what it’s worth,” he said and pulled her into his arms, “I hope the magic will happen for you.”
She sank into the familiar embrace, not even minding that he must have used an entire bottle of cologne, and clung to him for as long as she could without him starting to suspect that something was wrong with her.
A few months ago, his words would have made her happy because they meant that he respected her wishes even though they didn’t match his own ideas of the best method to find a spouse. Now they reminded her that there was already something magical happening in her life—the mysterious link to Hope—and she was no longer sure whether it was all that great.
But there was one thing she knew for sure: She would no longer allow her parents to set up any tea dates for her. There had never been even a hint of a spark with any of the bachelors her parents had invited over, and there would probably never be. Mr. Toofani had been right about that at least.
One last longing glance at her car and she followed her father back into the house.
“Wasn’t he nice?” Her mother clutched her hands together as if she were about to swoon.
“He was,” Laleh said.
Her mother beamed. “So you’ll meet him again? Did he ask you out?”
“No, Maman. I won’t.” She forced herself to look her mother in the eye. “And neither will I go out with any of the other eligible bachelors you invite for tea. No more arranged dates.”
“But…but how will you ever find the right man?”
“If I’m meant to meet someone, I will. I have faith in that. But your matchmaking won’t work for me. So, please, stop.”
Her mother stared at her with her mouth hanging open.
Laleh had never put her foot down with her parents like this. Maybe some of Hope’s confidence had rubbed off on her.
“I only want what’s best for you,” her mother said, her voice trembling. “And since you don’t seem to have any idea what kind of partner you want…”
“I know what I don’t want, Maman.” It was hard to keep talking since she could see this was hurting her mother, but this had to be said once and for all. “I don’t want you to arrange any more tea dates for me. I know you mean well, but the world I live in is very different from the one you grew up in. I need to decide these things for myself.”
She looked from her mother to her father, who shrugged.
“If that’s what you want,” her mother said stiffly.
“Thanks for understanding.” Laleh hugged her mother and waited until the embrace was returned before softly freeing herself. Two minutes later, she climbed into her car and slumped against the driver’s seat. There. No more tea dates. Hope would be so proud of her.
Then she remembered that they weren’t talking at the moment, so she couldn’t tell Hope about her accomplishment.
Sighing, she started the car.
* * *
Hope drove by the Christmas tree lot for the third time. Not because she couldn’t find a parking space, but because she wasn’t sure getting a tree was really a good idea. Finally, on the fourth trip around the block, she stopped and parked the car. Taking a look couldn’t hurt.
The scent of pine needles engulfed her as soon as she climbed out of the car.
Strings of multicolored lights hung above the tree lot’s entrance, and Christmas carols blared over the loudspeakers.
Hope groaned. She had never been a big fan of Christmas, but this year, it was even worse. A week or two ago, things had looked so promising. She’d even picked out a Christmas present for Laleh. Now her newfound Christmas spirit was gone.
When she was about to head back to her car, a man strode toward her, wearing thick gloves despite the sixty-degree temperature. “Can I help you?”
Hope froze on the spot. “Um, yeah. I’m looking for a Christmas tree.” Duh, why else would she be here? “Maybe one that won’t shed too many needles.”
He pointed to the back of the lot. “I have a couple of artificial trees, if you want to take a look. They won’t shed a single needle.”
It was tempting, but she could almost hear what Laleh would say to that idea. She would declare that you couldn’t have a real Christmas with a fake tree. Yeah, but she won’t be there to see it.
“No, thanks,” she said anyway. “I’ll just look around.”
She walked from row to row, scratching her head. Who knew that picking a tree was so complicated?
The salesman joined her after a while. “How about this one? It’s a blue spruce.” He pointed at a tree.
It looked good to her, all the branches evenly distributed and no brown needles in sight. But it didn’t even come up to her shoulder, so she walked on. If she was going to do this, she would do it right. Laleh would have probably selected a tree that was tall enough to be put up at Rockefeller Center. The thought made her smile for a moment.
Finally, she stopped in front of a six-foot tree and eyed it from all sides.
“A Douglas fir,” the salesman said. “They hold their needles well.”
Hope nodded. “I’ll take it.”
Half an hour later, she untied the strings that had secured the tree to the roof of her car. Sweat broke out along her back as she dragged the dense fir along the sidewalk and into the building.
Somehow, this felt really pathetic. It reminded her of the scene in When Harry Met Sally, when Sally had carried the Christmas tree all by herself because she and Harry weren’t talking. Great. Now her life was like a romantic comedy…without the comedy…or the romance.
Sighing, she lugged the tree toward the elevator.
* * *
As soon as they walked into Laleh’s tiny apartment, Jill dropped onto the couch. “Is this new?”
Laleh craned her neck to see what Jill was talking about. She hadn’t redecorated in months. Admittedly, she and Jill hadn’t spent as much time together lately—not since she had started to hang out with Hope. The realization made her feel guilty. “What do you mean?”
“This.” Jill lifted a denim jacket from the armrest of the sofa. “Don’t tell me you went shopping without me?”
Laleh hurried over, took the jacket from her, and smoothed her hand over the collar. She imagined that she could still detect Hope’s scent clinging to the fabric even though that was unlikely after three weeks. Every time she caught a whiff of it, she missed Hope even more, but she had yet to send back the jacket or hide it in the depths of her closet. “Uh, no. It’s not mine. A friend lent it to me, and I forgot to give it back.”
“A friend, huh?” Jill winked at her.
“Yes, a friend.” Laleh hoped she wasn’t blushing. “Ice cream?” She hung the jacket on the back of a chair and walked toward the small freezer in her kitchenette, hoping that her favorite dessert would make Jill forget about the jacket and its owner.
“I really shouldn’t,” Jill said. “But what the heck… I need all the energy I can get for Christmas.”
Cold air whooshed out as Laleh pulled open the freezer door. “Why? Are you and Crash doing something crazy like going bungee-jumping?”
Jill laughed. “Worse. I’m going home with her tomorrow to meet her parents and her five brothers.”
“Five brothers?” Laleh whirled around to stare at her. “Wow. And I thought I had a big family.” She turned back and took both ice cream containers out of the freezer. “So you haven’t met them yet?”
“No. I hear they’re great. Very supportive of Crash.”
Something in her tone made Laleh glance over her shoulder. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“It’s not. But…” Jill fingered a spot on her hip and then let her hand drop away. “They’re so protective of Crash. With my unpredictable future and all, I could understand if they weren’t very happy about her being with me.”
Laleh abandoned the ice cream and plopped down on the couch next to Jill. “Hey. Crash’s parents would be lucky to get you as a daughter-in-law.”
“Would your parents think so if you brought me home for Christmas?”
A nervous chuckle escaped Laleh as she imagined that scenario. Great. She’d thought spending time with Jill would distract her, but now she was back to thinking about herself with a woman—with Hope—and all the consequences that would have. “As long as you kept eating the food they heaped on your plate, they would love to have you over for Christmas.”
“You know what I mean. What if you introduced me as the person you want to spend the rest of your life with?”
“They’d be so hung up on the gay thing that they wouldn’t get around to thinking about the MS.”
“Well, Crash’s parents are totally fine with the gay thing,” Jill said. “The MS, on the other hand…”
Laleh squeezed Jill’s knee. “Give them some time. It took you and Crash some time to figure out you could have a relationship, right?”
A smile spread over Jill’s face, and her gaze seemed to reach into the past. “Oh yeah. Crash figured it out faster, but it took me a long time to believe that I could have something more than just sex with her. Great sex,” she added, and her smile blossomed into a full-out grin.
An image of Hope in the shower flashed through Laleh’s mind, hot water and suds trailing down her smooth skin, her hands following that path down.
Was it just her, or was it really hot in her apartment? She needed ice cream. Now. She jumped up and strode to the kitchenette. “Want a bowl?”
“Real women don’t need bowls,” Jill declared. “Straight from the container is fine with me.”
Grinning, Laleh carried the containers and two tablespoons back to the couch. She handed the pistachio to Jill while keeping the mint chocolate chip for herself.
They both hummed as they dug into their respective ice creams.
The combination of chocolate and mint washed across Laleh’s tongue. Yum. Why again hadn’t she liked mint chocolate chip before? Because you don’t. Hope is the one who likes it.
The thought brought another image: ice cream melting on Hope’s mouth, her tongue flicking across her full lower lip to lick it off.
Laleh slid the cold container higher up on her lap. Maybe that would help keep her suddenly overactive libido in check.
“So,” Jill said after a while, “when will I finally get to meet her?”
Spoon suspended in midair, Laleh looked over at her. “Who?”
“Julia Roberts.” Jill shook her head at her. “Your friend the doctor, of course!”
Laleh stared into her container and focused on digging out the pieces of dark chocolate, leaving behind little craters in her ice cream. “I…I don’t know.”
Jill put her pistachio ice cream down on the coffee table. “What happened?”
Was it that obvious? Laleh hesitated. She could use someone to talk to, and she hadn’t really had an intimate conversation with Jill in quite some time. Not since meeting Hope. In the last few months, Hope had been the person she went to whenever she needed to talk. She realized she’d become one of the women she disliked who completely forgot all their friends once they began a relationship with a new guy.
Hope isn’t a guy, she immediately corrected herself. And we’re not in a relationship.
Finally, she decided not to open that particular can of worms. She wasn’t ready to talk about this unexpected attraction toward another woman, and she also didn’t want to betray Hope’s trust by telling Jill about something as private as the shower incident. Besides, if she told Jill about their link, her friend would probably think she was losing it.
“Nothing,” she said, her gaze still on the crater landscape that was her ice cream. It looked exactly the way her life felt—as if there were holes in it now that she wasn’t talking to Hope anymore. “We’re just not spending as much time together. Hope is working a lot.”
It wasn’t a lie. Every now and then, she used her Hope-dar to check in on her, so she knew Hope was taking on any shift she could.
“Isn’t she taking some time off over the holidays?” Jill asked.
Laleh swirled her spoon through the slowly melting ice cream. “I don’t think so. She isn’t really into celebrating Christmas.”
“Well, if she’s not working on New Year’s, invite her over. Crash and I are having a party, and it’ll be nice to have a few people who aren’t in showbiz.”
“I will, if I see her,” Laleh said.
She felt Jill’s gaze on her, but if her friend suspected that there was more behind that statement, she didn’t say so.
Laleh licked off her spoon and stood. “I’m done.” Whoever had said that ice cream helped find inner peace was a liar.
* * *
When the steel doors pinged open, Hope pushed away from the mirrored wall and stepped out of the elevator. After six night shifts in a row, she felt as if all energy had been sucked out of her. The sheer volume and variety of patients coming into the emergency department on Christmas Day hadn’t helped any.
Like every year during the holidays, they had treated patients who had gotten electric shocks from Christmas lights and little kids who had swallowed parts of the tree decoration.
Maybe it was a good thing after all that she hadn’t had the time to buy decorations to put up on her tree.
When she walked up to her condo, an unexpected sight greeted her. A small present, wrapped in red paper, waited for her on her doorstep.
What the…? Hope wasn’t friends with any of the other people living in the building. Who else could have left the gift? She picked it up, looked at it from all sides, and gently shook it. Something jingled inside.
A small card was tucked beneath the blue ribbon.
Hope,
I know this can’t replace the one you had as a child, but I hope you like it anyway.
Just in case.
Merry Christmas!
Laleh
It didn’t matter what was in the gift-wrapped present. Just the fact that Laleh had gotten her something for Christmas instantly replaced her frown with a smile. Perhaps it meant Laleh was no longer angry with her. Now she was pleased that, after a long internal debate, she had sent Laleh a Christmas present too.
She unlocked the door, entered, and kicked it closed behind her.
The living room smelled of pine needles.
“Hey, tree. I’m home.” She dropped down onto the couch, not bothering to take off her sneakers, and immediately unwrapped the present. The red paper fell away, revealing a box. When she lifted the lid, her breath caught.
It was an elf hat tree topper. Reverently, she ran her fingertips over the red and white stripes. The tiny bell on the pointed end of the hat jingled at the touch.
For a moment, she covered her eyes with one hand and sat there, the elf hat pressed to her chest. God, you’re getting sentimental in your old age! It’s just a damn tree topper. But to her, it symbolized so much more, and clearly, Laleh had known that.
She got up and carried the elf hat to the tree. Even though she always told her patients not to do it, she climbed on a chair, in too much of a hurry to get a ladder, and placed the hat on top of the Douglas fir before jumping back down.
She took a step back and peered up at the elf hat that sat merrily on the tree top. It looked great. Her mother would have loved it—the tree topper and the person who had given it to Hope; she had no doubt about that.
“Thank you,” she whispered into the silence.
Music started from somewhere, and it took her a moment to figure out that it wasn’t drifting in from the condo next to hers. Laleh was humming a song—and not just any song.
She’s listening to one of the albums I bought her for Christmas!
With a broad smile, Hope plopped down on the couch and leaned back to look at her elf-hat-topped tree and to hum along with the music in her head.
* * *
Laleh sat in her parents’ living room, oohing and aahing over the presents her niece and her cousins’ kids were showing off to her. One of her new CDs was playing in the background while the rest of her family tried their best to drown out the music with their laughter and boisterous discussions.
Out of the blue, tears shot into her eyes. She clutched her chest as a giant lump lodged there.
Her mother raced over, followed by several aunts and uncles. “What is it? Is it your heart?”
“No, no.” Laleh waved away the relatives who descended on her. “I’m fine. I’m just…” She focused on the emotions filtering through their link, and a beaming smile stretched her lips. “I’m just really happy.”
“That’s good.” Her mother bent and gave her a hug. “I’m glad you liked your presents.”
“I did.” Especially the one that had been delivered a few days ago. Hope had gotten her a box set of The Walking Dead and a stack of CDs. The note that had come with the gift had made Laleh chuckle: I know I might have gone a little overboard, but if I have to listen to it too, I at least want to make sure you have some good music.
She hummed along to her favorite song of the bunch, wanting to let Hope know that she appreciated the gift. Or should she call her and wish her a merry Christmas?
She wasn’t certain what the rules of their no-contact-for-a-while decision were, and she was even less sure whether keeping their distance was actually helping her overcome her sudden attraction to Hope.
Sometimes, if she was honest, she thought it might be doing the exact opposite. She missed Hope with a fierceness she hadn’t expected.
The phone in her back pocket vibrated. She pulled it out and swiped her thumb across the screen.
It was a text message from Hope, saying thank you, with a picture.
After glancing around to make sure none of her curious relatives were looking over her shoulder, she opened the small version of the picture to its full size.
Her eyes started burning again as she stared at a selfie Hope had taken. She looked tired. Even the big grin on her face couldn’t hide the shadows beneath her eyes. Laleh resisted the urge to trace the dark smudges on the screen with her fingertips. Behind Hope, a dense Christmas tree stretched its branches through the living room, completely bare except for the elf hat tree topper.
She got a tree!
Oh, how much she longed to drive over there and see it in person. The tree. Sure. That’s what you want to see. Keep telling yourself that.
Her finger hovered over the call button, but if Hope had wanted to talk, she would have called instead of sending the text message. Or maybe Hope was waiting for her to take the first step.
But the first step toward what? Could they go back to the friendship they’d had? Did she even want to? And if not, what else did she want? Was she seriously considering a romantic relationship with a woman…with Hope?
Laleh didn’t have the answers to any of these questions, and as long as it stayed that way, she had no business calling Hope.
Instead, she texted back. Thanks for the CDs. Great music. She hesitated, both thumbs hovering over the phone, and then finally added, You got a tree.
The answer came after only a few seconds. What can I say? It followed me home.
“Yeah, sure. You big softie.” It’s beautiful, she typed and almost added, Just like you.
So is the elf hat, Hope answered. You don’t know what it means to me.
Laleh smiled and typed, Actually, I do. She had felt the very moment Hope had unwrapped her gift and found the elf hat. It was intoxicating and humbling to be the cause of such strong emotions. She loved knowing she’d made Hope happy.
This time, the answer took a few seconds longer. Yes. You do.
She sat with her cell phone in her hand, basking in the warmth of their link. It was like sitting in front of a cozy fireplace with a mug of hot chocolate. Why again was she running from this?
“Laleh joon,” her mother called from the kitchen. “Can you come help me with the faloodeh?”
Laleh stood and slid her cell phone into her back pocket. “On my way.”



 
CHAPTER 19
Hope grimaced as she took another sip of coffee. “And then we’ve got Mr. Schaeffer in treatment room two. He’s complaining of, and I quote, ‘the worst headache of his life,’ but he’s happily playing Plants vs. Zombies on his cell phone when he thinks no one’s looking. Take a look at his triage note.” She turned the laptop so that her colleague Tom could see it.
“Ah. He says he’s allergic to every nonnarcotic painkiller known to mankind. Yeah, right.”
They exchanged knowing glances.
“I’m pretty sure he’s shopping around for an ER that will give him a shot of Vicodin,” Hope said. “If I were you, I’d tell him you’re worried about a ruptured brain aneurysm so you want to do a really painful spinal tap.”
Tom chuckled. “I bet his headache will be miraculously cured within a second. Is he the last one on your list?”
“Yes. But just wait until we get closer to midnight. I don’t think you’ll get bored tonight.” For once, she wasn’t working the night shift on New Year’s Eve. Just as she got up to go home, the charge nurse burst into the staff lounge.
“Dr. Finlay!” Paula looked from her to Tom, her eyes wide. “We’ve got a trauma coming in. It’s a six-year-old girl who’s been run over by a car.”
“Damn.” Tom groaned. If Hope remembered correctly, he had a son about that same age.
Hope’s stomach seemed to shrivel to the size of a tightly clenched fist. God, the poor kid. And she didn’t even want to imagine what the parents must be going through. She squared her shoulders. No time to think about that right now.
“I’ve got this,” she said, even though she technically was no longer on duty. “You go deal with Mr. Schaeffer, Tom.” She wasn’t in a hurry to get home anyway, where she would spend the rest of the evening staring at her Christmas tree and wondering what Laleh was doing on New Year’s Eve—and whether anyone would try to kiss her at midnight.
Adrenaline pumped through her veins as she rushed toward the ambulance bay, everything else forgotten for the moment.
* * *
“Time of death: seven thirty-six.” The echo of her words seemed to fill the trauma bay. She couldn’t stop staring at the little girl’s blood-matted blonde locks. With abrupt motions, she stripped off her equally bloodied gown and gloves and hurled them into the biohazard bin.
The nurses and residents stood around the gurney with stony faces. One of the new nurse’s aides was crying, tears dripping to the floor that was littered with cut-off clothes and IV wrappers. Slowly, one nurse, then a second began to move.
“God,” one murmured, “the poor parents. Especially the mother. It was her car that hit the girl. She was backing out of the driveway and didn’t see her.”
A collective gasp drifted through the trauma bay.
Oh hell. A wave of nausea shot through Hope. Sometimes, life just wasn’t fair. She turned away and took several deep breaths before stepping out of the trauma bay. You can’t save them all, no matter how hard you try. You know that. But that wisdom wouldn’t help the girl’s family. And now she had to go talk to them. A weight seemed to settle on her shoulders as she slowly made her way down the corridor toward the private waiting room. This never got any easier.
One quick glance down at her scrubs to make sure they were clean, then she opened the door.
The young couple at the other end of the room froze. The woman—just as blonde as her daughter—was sobbing and clinging to her husband. Slowly, as if reluctant to face Hope and the situation, she turned toward her and extended a pleading hand in her direction. Tears streamed down her face and dripped from her trembling chin. “Emma…how…?”
Hope swallowed down the lump in her throat. “Mrs. Fisher… We did everything we could, but your daughter’s injuries were too severe. I’m so sorry.”
The girl’s father doubled over as if in physical pain. Only his tight grip on the back of a chair seemed to keep him upright. “No,” he got out. “H-how can she be gone?”
“I’m sorry,” Hope said, her voice raspy.
“No, no, no, no!” The mother started to rock back and forth, clutching her stomach. “What did I do? Oh God, what did I do? Ben…” She fell against her husband and tried to wrap her arms around his shoulders, but he backed away as if she had their daughter’s blood on her hands and stormed from the room.
Hope would have liked nothing better than to follow him out and escape this horrible situation, but the sobbing woman sank into her arms instead. Nothing Hope said could take away the pain, so she held her silently. It had been the same for her when her mother had died, and that old wound still hadn’t healed.
* * *
“Jill, do you need help with the—?” Laleh stopped in the doorway of Jill’s kitchen.
The two hostesses were too busy with each other to notice her or the party going on in their living room. The celery sticks Jill had set out to slice ten minutes ago lay abandoned on a cutting board. Crash had Jill trapped between the counter and her athletic body. Not that Jill seemed to mind.
And who would? Laleh knew she should turn away and give her friends some privacy, but she stood rooted to the spot and watched as their faces slowly moved closer to each other as if drawn in by magnetic forces.
Their lips met in a kiss that started out gentle but quickly turned passionate when Jill’s hands slid down and grabbed Crash’s firm ass, drawing her closer.
Her cheeks flushed with heat, Laleh fled to the living room. She tried to remember how she’d felt when she’d seen them kiss in the past, but her brain was too busy replaying the scene in the kitchen.
Anyone would find that hot, right? And no one could deny how attractive Crash was in that androgynous way that some women pulled off so well. Those piercing blue eyes, that dark hair, and the confident smile were a killer combination. But it wasn’t really Crash she was thinking of. She remembered all too well who else had that killer combination.
A touch to her shoulder made her jump. She whirled around.
“Hey.” Jill stood in front of her, a plate of celery sticks in her hands, her lips swollen from Crash’s kisses. A glow seemed to emanate from her. “Did you need anything?”
“No, um…I was wondering if you needed any help with the celery sticks.”
“Nope.” Crash stepped next to Jill and wrapped one arm around her waist. “I helped her already.”
Jill snorted. “You call that helping?”
“Are you complaining?” Crash asked, her gentle Texas accent becoming more pronounced.
“Never.” Jill gave her a gentle kiss on the lips.
“You two are disgustingly cute together, has anyone ever told you that? Speaking of cute… Where’s Tramp?” Laleh looked around for Jill’s labradoodle.
“He’s staying with Susana,” Jill said. “Having all the food and the people around would rile him up too much.”
Laleh was just about to respond when a wall of emotions slammed into her, too many to sort out, but all of them painful. She swayed and almost fell.
Crash caught her and held her close to steady her.
When she could breathe again, Laleh gently freed herself. Crash might have looked a little like Hope, but her embrace felt all wrong.
One hand on her back, Crash led her over to the couch and shooed two other guests out of the way so Laleh could sit. Jill went and got her a glass of water.
While Laleh sipped slowly, she reached out and carefully probed the pain, like one would a sore tooth. It reminded her of what she had felt from Hope the day she had visited her mother’s grave. Something had triggered that old grief.
Laleh pressed the glass of water into Jill’s hands and jumped up.
Jill and Crash each put a hand on one of her shoulders and sent her a worried gaze.
She fought the urge to scream at them, demanding they get out of the way. Calm down. It wasn’t her despair she was feeling. It was Hope’s.
Hope. I have to get to her. Whatever had happened, she couldn’t let her suffer through this alone. “I’m sorry. I need to go.”
“What? Now?” Jill pointed at the other guests in the living room, who were peeking over at them. “But the party just started!”
“I know. But I…I need to go. I’ll call you later.” Before they could try to change her mind, she brushed past them and hurried to her car.
* * *
Laleh fought her way through the traffic-filled streets of Los Angeles. Why were there so many idiots on the streets? Didn’t they have anywhere to be on New Year’s Eve—anywhere but here?
She clutched the steering wheel more tightly. Okay. Deep breath. Calm down or you’ll make poor Hope even more upset.
She had focused on her driving, trying to blank out the emotions pulsing through their link. Now she stretched out her mental feelers in the direction of the hospital. For a moment, there was nothing, like a radio turned to the wrong channel, producing only static. Hope was no longer at the hospital.
Muttering a curse, Laleh made an illegal U-turn and drove toward Hope’s condo as fast as traffic allowed.
When she reached Hope’s street and started looking for a parking space, she caught a glimpse of Hope, who was walking toward the front door to her condominium building. Laleh turned off the engine and jumped out of the car, leaving it double-parked in front of the apartment complex.
“Hope!” Barely looking left or right, she sprinted across the street.
Either Hope had heard her, or she could sense her presence. She turned toward Laleh. Her face was pale, and she was still in her scrubs, as if she hadn’t had the energy to change out of them.
A new blast of pain hit Laleh, stronger now, either because of their proximity or because Hope had let go of her tight self-control when she had seen her.
“What happened?” Laleh realized she was shaking—either from her own tension or from Hope’s; she wasn’t sure.
Hope reached out but stopped before making contact. She stuffed both hands into the pockets of her scrubs. “You don’t need to worry. I’m fine.”
How could she want to soothe Hope’s pain away and strangle her at the same time? “No,” she ground out. “You’re not. No faking it, remember?”
“Laleh.” There was so much in that one word: I can’t talk about it. God, it’s so good to see you. Please, hold me.
So Laleh did. She rushed forward and wrapped her arms around Hope, making her stumble back a step.
Hope’s back collided with the still-closed front door. She was trapped between it and Laleh’s body, the way Jill had been trapped between Crash and the counter.
Laleh shook off the mental image and focused on Hope, whose body was stiff against hers for a second or two. Finally, Hope relaxed and seemed to melt into her. Her arms came up and squeezed so tightly that it almost hurt. They fit together like the two pieces of a yin-and-yang symbol.
Hope lowered her head and buried her face against Laleh’s shoulder.
Laleh cradled her against her own body. She wanted to wrap her into a cocoon of protectiveness and affection and spirit her away to a place where no one could see Hope’s moment of weakness. “What happened?” she whispered after a while of just holding her.
Not lifting her head from Laleh’s shoulder, Hope inhaled and exhaled. Her warm breath washed over Laleh’s neck, sending a wave of goose bumps down her body.
“I lost a patient. She was just six… And her mother… God.” A shudder went through her. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t normally react like this.”
“Ssh. Nothing’s wrong with you. Nothing, you hear?” She slid her fingers into Hope’s unruly hair and gently tugged so Hope would lift her head and look at her. “You’re only human.”
Hope looked up. There were no tears in her eyes, but so much emotion—pain for more than the girl and her mother.
Laleh understood without asking that she—the distance she had forced between them—was part of that pain too. For the first time since her mother’s death, Hope had allowed herself to connect with someone, and then Laleh had asked her to stay away.
“I’m so sorry.” About the girl. About your mother. About everything. She caressed Hope’s scalp, then the back of her neck with her fingertips, wanting so much to take away the pain. Her world was reduced to the pale blue of Hope’s eyes and the feel of the silky strands between her fingers.
Slowly, Hope lowered her head.
Had Laleh pulled her down, or had Hope moved first? She didn’t know, and her brain lost the ability to think about it. Her gaze flicked down to Hope’s sensuous mouth.
She leaned up and touched her lips to Hope’s. Not a kiss, really, but more of an attempt to absorb her pain and send her all the warmth and affection she could.
Wonder radiated through their link, peeking out from behind the dark cloud of Hope’s sadness like a ray of sunlight.
Hope held very, very still—for about two beats of Laleh’s racing heart. Then she fanned her hands out across Laleh’s shoulders and kissed her. It was tender and careful, a melting of mouth against mouth.
So soft. So warm. A moan escaped Laleh’s throat.
As if that sound had been a spark igniting a barrel of oil, Hope surged forward and kissed her—really kissed her. The tip of her tongue brushed Laleh’s lips.
A full-body tingle rushed through Laleh. Her mouth opened on a gasp, and Hope’s tongue dipped inside, first a tentative touch, then a long, experimental caress, like the slide of silk against silk.
Oh holy… Laleh moaned against Hope’s tongue.
Heat seemed to bounce back and forth between them.
Hope’s hands came up to cradle Laleh’s face between her palms, two fingers grazing the sensitive shell of her ears and making her shudder.
Laleh’s knees grew wobbly, so she clutched Hope’s shoulders. Her whole body seemed to vibrate with not only her own feelings but Hope’s too. A buzzing started in her ears and then wouldn’t stop.
“Phone,” Hope rasped against her lips.
Huh? Every cell in Laleh’s brain was focused on touching and feeling, not processing language. She blinked up at Hope, who looked just as dazed.
“I think…” Hope cleared her throat, her voice even huskier than usual. “…your phone is buzzing.”
“Oh.” She stumbled back half a step and fished the cell phone from her pocket with trembling fingers. Jeez. What was that? We…we kissed! And what a kiss. It took her a moment to remember how to operate her phone. She was shaking all over, every nerve alive. When she lifted the phone to her ear, she kept her gaze on the ground, not daring to even peek at Hope to see her reaction to what had just happened between them.
But she couldn’t ignore what was coming through their link. Fireworks were going off, and it wasn’t even midnight. More muted feelings were mixed into the brightly burning passion—the same doubts, hesitation, and even fear that Laleh felt too.
“Laleh? Laleh? Are you there?” The urgency in Jill’s voice revealed that she’d probably called Laleh’s name several times already.
“Uh, yes.” She cleared her throat. “I’m here. Sorry.”
“Crash and I are worried about you. It’s not like you to just run out. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” More than fine, at least physically. Her body still tingled all over. Her heart and mind, however, were another matter.
“What happened?”
Hope. Hope happened. Laleh squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “I’ll tell you later.”
“Are you coming back?” Jill asked.
Laleh hesitated. Part of her didn’t want to leave Hope but to stay right in her arms. Yet the bigger part wanted to run and get some space. “Yeah. I’ll be right back.” She ended the call before Jill could ask more questions. “I have to go,” she said without looking up. “I ran out of Jill’s New Year’s Eve party when I felt you.”
“Laleh—”
She stopped Hope with a raised hand. Still breathing much too fast, she took another step back. “Please, Hope. I…I need to think. I can’t do that here…with you.” For the first time, she looked up and into Hope’s eyes. “Will you be okay on your own?”
Hope nodded shakily.
“Good.” Laleh inhaled and exhaled. “Good.” Her brain felt slow, as if it couldn’t process all the thoughts and feelings she was experiencing. Finally, she turned away and walked toward her car.
“Laleh!” Hope’s hoarse voice stopped her after two steps.
She turned around.
“Just…just don’t shut me out, okay? We’re in this together.”
Despite her tension, Laleh had to smile as Hope repeated the words Laleh had said to her months ago. “I won’t.”
“Pinkie-swear?” Hope asked.
Boy, she was cute. Laleh walked back and extended her pinkie. “I pinkie-swear.”
Hope hooked her finger around Laleh’s.
The tingling, which had nearly ebbed away by now, started again. She stood there for a moment, looking into Hope’s eyes and feeling the energy crackling through their connection. Slowly, she backed away, her arm extended so their fingers could stay wrapped around each other until the very last moment. Then their grip loosened. Her pinkie slid over the length of Hope’s; the fingertips lingered skin to skin for one more second; then the contact was gone.
Laleh walked backward, keeping eye contact for several steps before she lifted her hand in a short wave, turned, and hurried to her car on shaky legs.
* * *
Hope sank against the lobby door—the same door Laleh’s fierce hug had tossed her against earlier. She pressed her fingers to her tingling lips as she watched Laleh’s car disappear around the corner. What the hell had happened? When she’d come home from the hospital, kissing Laleh had been the last thing on her mind—and then it had been the only thing on her mind. Even thinking about it now made her heart speed up.
Every touch of Laleh’s lips, her tongue, even that fleeting contact of their pinkies had felt larger than life.
And it scared the heck out of her. She wasn’t even sure what scared her more: that Laleh might tell her she was straight and declare what had happened a mistake—or that she might decide she wanted to give it a try. If she and Laleh got involved, it wouldn’t be like any other relationship she’d been in before. Unlike her former girlfriends, Laleh couldn’t be kept at a safe distance. She was under her skin already.
If Laleh changed her mind about them, it would cut deep—right through the heart. Was she really willing to risk that?
She reached out through their link in an attempt to find an answer, but all she felt from Laleh was the same confusion and doubt that rattled her too.
Someone tried to push open the door she was leaning against.
She stumbled forward and nearly crashed onto the sidewalk.
A neighbor stepped out of the building and studied her with a furrowed brow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there. Are you all right?”
“I have no idea.” Ignoring the strange look he gave her, she squeezed past him and trudged to the elevator.



 
CHAPTER 20
When Laleh rang the bell, Jill opened the door immediately and studied her across the threshold. Then, without saying a word, she reached for her hand and pulled her into the kitchen, where they were alone.
Well, alone except for Jill’s best friend, Grace, and her partner, who were kissing next to the open refrigerator, the bottle of water Grace must have taken out forgotten in her hand.
Jill walked over and nudged the refrigerator door closed. “Hey, guys. I hate to break up this kiss fest, but could you give us a minute?”
Grace might have been a seasoned actress who had shot love scenes in front of entire film crews, but being caught kissing her girlfriend made her blush. She looked from Jill to Laleh before nodding and dragging Lauren to the living room.
“Jeez, what is it with your kitchen?” Laleh blurted out. “Or are kitchens in general a make-out spot for lesbians?”
“It’s not the kitchen; it’s the woman. When I’m in here, cooking, and Crash comes up from behind, wraps her arms around me, and peers over my shoulder to see what I’m making… Her breath brushes my ear, and the way she smells makes me forget about dinner.”
Laleh imagined that very scene, but in her mind’s eye, she was standing at the stove and it was Hope who wrapped her arms around her from behind. The thought sent a wave of heat through her body.
Jill shivered visibly and fanned herself with both hands. Her unfocused gaze slowly zeroed in on Laleh. “Guess you wouldn’t understand that appeal.”
“You have no idea,” Laleh mumbled.
Jill’s forehead crinkled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Biting her lip, Laleh said nothing. How could she tell her friend that she actually did understand the appeal of women…or rather, one woman?
Jill pulled out a stool from the kitchen island. “Sit and talk to me.” She climbed up next to her and waited.
Laleh hooked her feet over the rungs of the bar stool and traced invisible patterns on the island with her index finger, not knowing where to start—or if she even should.
“Tell me at least this much: are you okay?” Jill asked.
Laleh managed a faint smile. “Define okay.”
The wrinkle of concern on Jill’s forehead deepened. “What happened? You seemed to be fine, and then suddenly, out of the blue, you…” Her eyes widened. “It didn’t bother you to see me and Crash kiss, did it? You always seemed to be okay with two women kissing.”
“I am. Really.” Laleh glanced at her and then back to the gleaming top of the kitchen island. Almost inaudibly, she added, “But when one of the women is me, it gets a little more complicated.”
Jill swayed and nearly toppled off her bar stool. “Did you just say…? Holy shit! You kissed a woman?”
“Ssh!” Laleh’s gaze darted toward the living room, where the party was in full swing. “Not so loud!”
“You kissed a woman?” Jill repeated in a whisper that still sounded much too loud to Laleh.
She nodded. It felt so surreal now.
“Who?”
“Hope.”
“Hope? You mean…your friend, the doctor? That Hope?”
Laleh nodded again. “The one and only.”
“Wow.” Jill shook her head back and forth as if that would help her process the news. “You never mentioned she’s family.”
“Family?”
“Gay. Lesbian. A dyke. A queer lady. A—”
“Okay, okay. I get the drift. I didn’t mention it because I didn’t think it mattered.”
“Didn’t matter?” Jill echoed. “Girl, you kissed her! Of course it matters!”
“I didn’t plan to. I’m not even sure who kissed who. She lost a patient today…a little girl, and I gave her a hug, and it just felt so natural to touch her lips…”
“With your own?”
Laleh sighed. “It sounds stupid, right?”
“No. It sounds gay…or at least bisexual.”
Again that word. Was that what she was now? Her head spun.
“Have you ever done that before?” Jill asked. “Kissed a woman?”
“Heck, no!”
Jill turned on her stool to face her more fully. “Ever wanted to?”
Laleh vehemently shook her head. “Never. At least I don’t think so. I mean, there are some good-looking women in LA. It’s not like I didn’t notice that, but the thought of kissing them never crossed my mind. I’m straight. At least I thought so. Now I’m just confused.”
Jill took her hand and squeezed it.
No tingles. No goose bumps. Not the slightest urge to lift Jill’s hand to her mouth and kiss it. The mere thought seemed so absurd that Laleh shook her head. But then again, Jill was her friend and she was in a relationship, so even if Laleh were gay or bi, she probably wouldn’t be attracted to her.
“You really should talk to Grace,” Jill said.
Laleh shot her a doubtful look. How was Jill’s friend, the movie star, supposed to help her?
“Really,” Jill said. “Your situation reminds me of what she went through when she met Lauren. She swore up and down that she was straight, and now… Well, you saw them.”
“It’s not the same.”
Jill smiled.
“It’s not,” Laleh said with more emphasis. “Really. My situation is completely different.”
“Because you’re Persian-American, with parents who are pretty traditional?”
“No. Well, there’s that too. But…” She chewed her bottom lip.
“But…what?”
Laleh directed her gaze back to the kitchen island. “I can’t tell you.”
“Can’t…or don’t want to?”
“I want to, but you’ll think I’m crazy.”
Jill leaned her shoulder against Laleh’s. “I work in Hollywood. I’ve seen plenty of crazy. I don’t think anything you tell me could shock me.”
“Trust me. This will shock you.”
“You’ll never know if you don’t tell me,” Jill said.
Laleh hesitated. Should she…? Not being able to tell her family or anyone else about what had been going on with her had been hard. Sure, she had discussed their strange link with Hope, but she’d been too involved to give her a fresh perspective on it. And Jill had been through so much in her life that she was pretty unflappable.
“Can we go somewhere more private?” Laleh glanced toward the living room, where the other guests were still partying. If they stayed here, it wouldn’t be long until people started wandering into the kitchen in search of more beer or their hostess.
“Sure. Do you mind using my bedroom?” Jill asked. “Stairs aren’t my friend today.”
“The bedroom is fine.”
Jill led her to the bedroom. “Sit.” She cleared a sweatshirt off a chair and then flopped down on the bed and looked at her expectantly.
Laleh sank onto the chair, took a deep breath, and released it slowly. Okay. Here goes nothing. “When my mother took me to the ER a couple of months ago, I collapsed. My heart stopped.”
“What? You never told me it was that bad! You said it was just some arrhythmia.”
“Well, technically, it was. I figured you had plenty of your own doctor stories to tell, plus you were about to audition for the role in Engine 27, so you didn’t need to hear all the graphic details.”
Jill got up from the bed and grabbed hold of her shoulders. Her green eyes sparked. “Just because I have MS doesn’t mean I need to be coddled! I want to know the details of my friends’ lives, no matter what they are or what’s going on in my own life.”
Laleh swallowed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to shut you out. It’s just… There was so much going on afterward and…”
Jill’s grip softened. “What happened?”
“The doctors—or rather Hope—defibrillated me and got my heart to beat normally again. But in the process, Hope got zapped too.”
“Jesus!” Jill sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Isn’t that dangerous?”
“I wouldn’t recommend it; that’s for sure. But she’s fine. Well, at least physically.”
A wrinkle formed between Jill’s brows. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“That’s the part that will make you think I’m crazy. We think that the jolt of energy that went through both of us created some kind of…bond.”
“You mean like a shared experience that brought you closer?” Jill asked.
“No.” Laleh wiped her damp brow and shifted her weight on the chair. How the heck did you explain something like this without coming across like a complete lunatic? “Ask me a question about MS that you don’t think a layperson could answer.”
“What? What’s the MS got to do with—?”
“Ask. Please.”
Jill lifted both hands. “Okay, okay.” Her gaze went to the wall. “Here’s my one-million-dollar question: why is MS called a snowflake disease?”
Laleh barely needed to pause to think about her answer. “Because the symptoms differ from person to person, depending on where in the CNS the inflammatory process damages the myelin.”
“Wow.” Jill blinked once. “You read up on it.”
“I didn’t. I know as much about medicine as Hope does.”
“Oh, come on. She’s a doctor.”
“I’m not exaggerating.” Laleh’s gaze went to the door, making sure it was firmly closed so no one could overhear their conversation. “This stays between you and me, okay?”
Jill gave her a look. “Since when do we need to preface our conversations like that? You know I can keep a secret. I won’t even tell Crash if you don’t want.”
“I know. Sorry. I don’t mind Crash knowing. It’s just…” Laleh sighed. Okay, out with it. “After we both got shocked by the defibrillator, we discovered that I suddenly have the medical knowledge of a trained emergency physician—and Hope speaks Farsi fluently. That’s what I meant when I said there’s a bond between us.”
Jill’s lashes fluttered against her cheeks. She plopped back down onto the bed, bouncing a few times. “You’re not shitting me, are you?”
“I wish I were. And there’s more.”
“More?” Jill echoed.
Laleh nodded. She again debated if it was really a good idea to tell Jill everything. But she’d already said so much; she might as well tell her the rest. “At first, we only shared knowledge. But then, as we spent more time together, it became emotional.”
“You mean you have feelings for each other?”
“No. Yes. That too…I think.” Boy, she was confusing not just Jill, but herself too. “What I meant is that there’s a connection between us. An empathetic link or something. I can feel what she’s feeling and the other way around.”
Jill stared at her. Only her pupils flicked back and forth; the rest of her seemed frozen. “Are you sure that’s what it is? I mean, you’re very compassionate. You usually realize whenever I’m not doing so great, without me having to say anything.”
“It’s more than that,” Laleh said. “When Hope visited her…a relative’s grave when she was in Boston, I felt her sadness all the way to LA, and I didn’t even know she was planning to visit the cemetery.”
Finally, Jill blew out a long breath. “I take it back,” she murmured.
Laleh’s stomach muscles quivered. “Take what back?”
“Apparently, you can shock me. Jesus, Laleh! That’s some strange shit!”
A nervous chuckle burst from her. “You can say that again. It really took some getting used to.”
“I bet.” Jill shook her head. “Wow.”
They sat in silence for a while, only the laughter and conversations from the living room drifting in through the closed door.
“Well,” Jill finally said, “one thing’s for sure. If each of you can really sense what the other is feeling, the sex is gonna be mind-blowing!”
Heat crept up Laleh’s neck until even the tips of her ears were burning. “That’s just it. I’m not sure I should even kiss her again, much less…”
“That bad?”
“No! No. It was…” Laleh’s eyes drifted closed without a conscious move on her part. She opened them wide. Quietly, she whispered, “It was wonderful. But that’s not the issue here. How can I be sure that I really want to kiss her?”
“Okay. Now you lost me. Why wouldn’t you want to? Because you’re afraid that means you might be gay?”
“No. Because I’m afraid I might not be.”
Jill put her elbows on her thighs and let her chin sink onto her hand. “Help! Are you speaking Farsi? I think I need a translator or something.”
“What if this attraction I’m feeling isn’t mine? What if I’m just reacting to what Hope is feeling for me?”
Jill went very quiet. She studied Laleh. “Is that possible? But earlier, when you ran out of here like a bat out of hell, you could sense that something was wrong with her, right? You knew it was her emotion, not yours.”
“Yeah. Sometimes, I can tell, but not always. Sometimes, I get angry or sad for no good reason, and it feels exactly like my own emotions. And it’s not just fleeting feelings. After the shock… I didn’t only get Hope’s knowledge, but also something less tangible—her sense of direction and her food preferences. Remember when we were at the premiere and I ate all those olives?”
“Devouring is more like it.”
“Exactly. And I never liked them. But Hope does. Same with mint chocolate chip ice cream. Since this link thing started, I suddenly like things I didn’t care for before.”
“So you think your attraction to her might be the same?” Jill asked. “One little defibrillation accident and…poof…you’re gay?”
“I don’t know what to think, Jill. How can I be sure that I really want this…want her?”
“Hmm.” Jill slid her hand around and massaged her neck. “Good question. What does Hope think?”
Laleh looked away. “I didn’t ask. There…um…wasn’t exactly a lot of talking going on when I went over to her place earlier. We kissed, and then I kinda ran out on her.” The more she thought about it, the more she regretted it. How could she have left Hope after the day she’d had?
“Oh, hell, woman.” Jill regarded her with a shake of her head. “That won’t work.”
“What?”
“Running. Trust me on that. If running from yourself and your feelings were an Olympic sport, I’d have a shelf full of gold medals instead of three Oscars for… Oh, wait. I don’t have any Oscars.” An impish grin darted across Jill’s lightly freckled face and then disappeared. “You have a lot to think about. Let her help you figure it out.”
“I want to, but…won’t it muddy the waters? I don’t see things clearly when I’m with her.”
“Of course it’s muddy. We’re talking about love, not sterile science.”
“Love?” Laleh shook her head with vehemence. “I never said I was in love with her. I said attraction.” Hadn’t she? This was all moving much too fast.
Jill smiled, got up from the bed, and gave Laleh a nudge to make her get up too.
“What are you doing?”
With a firm grip on her arm, Jill dragged her from the bedroom and then to the front door. “I’m kicking you out.”
“Wow. You flunked Hospitality 101, didn’t you?”
Jill laughed. “You can thank me later. Now go talk to Hope.” Before Laleh could react, she pushed her over the doorstep, said “good luck,” and closed the door.
Laleh stood outside, her head spinning.
A firecracker going off somewhere in the darkness beyond Jill’s house made her flinch. She looked at her wristwatch. It was a quarter past eleven. Should she just go home and ring in the new year in bed, the blanket pulled up over her head, or was she ready to face Hope?
* * *
“Jordan…” Hope switched the phone to the other ear. “I appreciate it, really, I do. But I’m not in the mood for a party.”
“I heard what happened with the girl,” Jordan said, her tone uncharacteristically serious. “I’m really sorry. But you know it’s inevitable in our job. Sometimes, no matter what you do or how good you are, it’s not enough. And I admit you’re pretty good—for someone who’s not a surgeon.”
“Thanks…I think,” Hope mumbled.
“Don’t you think it would do you some good to go out, meet new people, and distract yourself a little instead of staying home, brooding over things you can’t change?”
It’s not that, Hope wanted to say. Yes, she was still sad about the little girl, but now, several hours later, she’d been able to distance herself a little. But if she told Jordan that, her curious friend would immediately want to know what else was up with her.
“Come on. You know you want to.”
Hope snorted. “Is that your best line? It’s a wonder women fall for that.”
“What can I say? I’ve got a way with the ladies. Speaking of which…” Jordan lowered her voice. “There’s a hottie here with beautiful dark eyes that I think you could really go for.”
Just what she did not need. One woman with beautiful dark eyes making her lose her sanity was more than enough. “Maybe another time, Jordan.”
“Are you sure? Spending New Year’s Eve alone is for when you’re an old, crazy cat lady, not for now.”
“I don’t like cats,” Hope said.
“Liar. I’ve seen you with the stray that sometimes hangs out in the staff parking lot. So?” Jordan drawled. “Come on. Only for an hour or two. If you hurry, you can make it before midnight. The party is just around the corner from you.”
The doorbell rang.
Saved by the bell. “Sorry. I have to go. There’s someone at the door.”
“Ooh! Why didn’t you just say you already had your own party for two planned?”
“That’s not it. Probably just a neighbor who wants to borrow some chairs or something for his own party.” She walked over to the door and turned her attention outward.
Insecurity and nervousness hit her in quivering waves, coming from right outside the building.
Laleh! It wasn’t a neighbor at the door. Laleh was back! Had she come to tell Hope it had all been a bad idea and they could never be more than friends? Did she maybe even want to cut off all contact for good?
Her breathing sped up until she was almost hyperventilating. She ended the call and afterward wasn’t sure whether she’d even said good-bye. She’d have to apologize to Jordan later, but right now, she could only focus on Laleh. Without asking who was there through the intercom, she pressed the buzzer to let her in.
She waited in the doorway, holding on to the frame with both hands.
The ping of the elevator doors opening drifted across the landing.
Get yourself together. She’d never been such a bundle of nerves over a woman before. But the admonishment didn’t help, because this wasn’t just any woman.
Laleh stepped into sight. She was pale, her dark eyes appearing almost black against her skin. Despite her pallor, she looked beautiful.
Their gazes met across the landing, and Laleh approached still keeping eye contact. “Hi,” she said when she stopped in front of Hope.
“Hi.” She shuffled her feet and then realized she was blocking the doorway. Quickly, she stepped aside. “Come on in.”
Laleh closed the door behind them and followed her into the living room.
Instantly, the condo felt more complete. Jesus. She was turning into a sentimental fool.
Laleh stopped in front of the Christmas tree and trailed her fingertips over one of the bare branches. The gentle caress made Hope shudder as if Laleh were touching her.
“You still don’t have any ornaments,” Laleh said.
“I have the elf hat.” Would Laleh still be in her life, helping her pick out decorations, next Christmas?
Laleh pulled her hand back from the branch and turned toward her.
They looked at each other in silence. Energy seemed to ping-pong back and forth between them through their link.
“I’m sorry,” Laleh said after a while.
Sorry…for what? Kissing her? Hope waited, barely breathing, sensing that whatever Laleh was about to say, she needed to do it in her own time.
“For just leaving earlier. That wasn’t fair, especially after what you’ve been through today.”
It actually took Hope a second to figure out what she meant. Her shift in the hospital felt as if it had been days ago. Laleh’s kiss had wiped every other concern from her mind. “It’s okay. I understand.” She waited. Would Laleh bring up the kiss? Or would Hope have to work up the courage to do so?
“Can we sit for a moment?” Laleh pointed to the couch.
Oh. Sitting. Good idea. Her legs felt a little unsteady. Hope nodded and waited for Laleh to take a seat.
Unlike the last times she had been in Hope’s condo, she sat at one end of the couch, keeping a bit of distance between them.
Hope tried not to take it personally. She plopped down on the other end and gazed around the room. “Do you…um…want something to drink?”
Laleh wrung her hands. Never before had she looked so uncomfortable when she’d been in Hope’s condo. “No, thank you.” Her tension ratcheted up another notch until the couch almost seemed to vibrate beneath her. “Hope, I… That kiss…”
Hope held her breath. “Yes?”
“I don’t know what it meant or where it came from,” Laleh blurted out in a rush. “Was that me or you?”
“I… I don’t know who started it.” It had felt so natural, as if it had happened in perfect synchronicity.
Laleh shook her head. “I started it…I think. But that’s not what I meant. Did I kiss you because I wanted to or because I was reacting to what you wanted?”
Oh hell. She hadn’t even thought of that possibility. But then again, thinking was hard to do when your brain was short-circuited. Had she forced her own desire onto Laleh? “God, I don’t know. Do you…?” She rubbed her earlobe, which was overly warm beneath her fingers. “Have you ever felt like you wanted to kiss or touch another woman?”
Laleh’s face ripened to a strawberry-red hue. She started to shake her head, then paused and gave the tiniest of nods.
“You have?” A new feeling stirred in Hope, one that made her want to punch out whoever Laleh had thought about. “Who was it? Jordan?”
“What? No!” Laleh leaned her elbows on her thighs, put her face in her palms, and peeked through her fingers.
God, she was too cute.
“It was you. When you were…” Laleh’s gaze darted over to where the bathroom was. “You know?”
“Uh, no. What exactly do you mean?”
Laleh dropped her hands to her lap, revealing her red cheeks. “When you touched yourself in the shower and you thought of me, I wasn’t angry because I felt used. I was angry because…” She peeked at Hope, then away. “I felt flattered. And not only that. It…it aroused me. And it was easier to be angry than to admit that.”
Hope tried her best to keep her thoughts at a PG-13 level but couldn’t help the low groan escaping her. The temperature in the living room seemed to rise several degrees.
Laleh’s blush deepened to a fiery scarlet, as if she was sensing Hope’s reaction through their link.
It took Hope a few moments to force her mouth closed. “Thanks for…um…admitting that.” She wasn’t sure she would have if their roles were reversed. Hell, she knew she wouldn’t have had that kind of courage.
“This attraction…it confused the heck out of me,” Laleh said. “Still does. How can I be sure this is real…something that I am feeling, and not only a result of our link?”
It all came down to that. Hope raked her fingers through her hair. “I don’t know, Laleh. I could sense your feelings…your…” She swallowed against her dry mouth. “…your desire when you kissed me, but I’m not sure if there’s a way to tell where those feelings originated.” She spotted a tiny stain on the sofa’s armrest—probably chocolate from one of their movie-watching sessions—and scratched it off with her fingernail while she thought about it. “Wait a minute! If what you’re feeling for me were just a reflection of my attraction to you, shouldn’t I also suddenly be attracted to men? I mean, so far, our link has always worked both ways.”
“Oh. I didn’t even think of that.” A glow started in Laleh’s eyes before dimming. “But maybe you’re not feeling it because I’m not attracted to any man right now.” In a whisper, she added, “Just to you.”
Hope ruffled her hair with both hands and let out a long growl. “Aargh! This is giving me a headache. Emotions and relationships are already complicated enough, but with our link…”
Laleh moved to the middle of the couch, reached over, and slid her fingers through Hope’s hair, straightening the disheveled strands. Then she froze as if only now becoming aware of what she was doing.
Hope could sense that she was wavering, on the brink of withdrawing her hand. She wanted so much to reach out and stop her from pulling back, but she forced herself to stay still.
Their gazes met and held.
Not even the distant cracking and booming made them look away from each other.
Out of the corner of her eye, Hope saw the night sky outside erupt in golden, pink, and green colors. Without looking away to glance at the clock, she said, “I think it’s midnight.”
Laleh nodded, her hand still in Hope’s hair. The fine muscles in her throat worked as she swallowed. The pyrotechnic explosions outside cast her face in purple hues. She looked so beautiful and vulnerable that Hope ached all over.
“You shouldn’t have made me watch that movie,” Hope murmured.
“What movie?”
“When Harry Met Sally. Because now all I can think of is that last scene on New Year’s Eve when it’s midnight and they—”
“Kiss,” Laleh finished the sentence for her.
Hope nodded.
“I thought you weren’t into sappy chick flicks?”
“I’m not. At least I wasn’t. But—”
Laleh leaned sideways on the couch and kissed her.
God, this woman had guts. And soft lips. So, so soft.
When their mouths met, Laleh inhaled.
Hope froze. Had she misread her? Should she pull back? But the desire pounding through their link was unmistakable. Laleh wanted this. Wanted her.
Groaning, Hope surged against her, Laleh’s passion fanning the flames of her own need. The gentle slide of Laleh’s fingertips against her scalp drove her crazy.
Their lips molded together as if they had done so a thousand times before, yet at the same time, it was the most exciting thing Hope had ever felt. Quickly, the pressure of their mouths grew firmer.
Laleh touched her tongue to Hope’s lips. The mix of tentativeness and blazing need was pure eroticism for Hope.
She slid one hand onto Laleh’s hip, pulled her closer, and deepened the kiss. As soon as she touched her, Laleh’s heat seemed to engulf her, even through the layer of fabric.
Laleh stroked her warm tongue over hers.
Hope moaned into her mouth. More. Closer.
Laleh strained against her. Her fingernails dug into Hope’s scalp, setting off sparks of pleasure that raced through her body and radiated all the way to her core.
God, she wanted to touch her. Without breaking the kiss, she pulled Laleh’s shirt out of her jeans on one side and slid her hand beneath. Oh. Wow. The skin of Laleh’s back was incredibly smooth and seemed to heat beneath her touch.
Laleh arched against her like a sensual cat.
Excitement skittered through Hope—either hers or Laleh’s; she could no longer tell the difference—as she trailed her fingertips around, over Laleh’s side.
With a gasp, Laleh pulled back, breaking the kiss. Her fingers tightened in Hope’s hair as if she would collapse otherwise. She looked flushed, confused, and oh-so-sexy. “Fireworks,” she whispered, her voice raspy.
“Yeah,” Hope got out between gulps of air. “You can say that again.”
The flush on Laleh’s face deepened. “No. I mean…” She pointed to the window.
“Oh. Yes. There too. I saw.”
Laleh combed her fingers through Hope’s hair and lightly trailed them down her shoulders before withdrawing her hands and sliding back on the couch, putting some distance between them.
Hope shoved both hands beneath her thighs to keep from reaching out and pulling Laleh back against her body. For the first time in her life, she understood how the drug seekers coming into the hospital to get a shot of narcotics must feel. Kissing Laleh felt like a high she never wanted to end.
“That was…” Laleh took one of the medical journals from the coffee table and fanned her flushed cheeks. “I don’t have words to describe it.”
Not that she needed them. Hope had felt it through their link.
“Kissing never felt anything like this,” Laleh said. “Do you think it’s because you’re a woman or because of our connection?”
“Maybe it’s because I’m an incredibly good kisser,” Hope said to lighten the mood.
A smile tugged at the corners of Laleh’s kiss-swollen lips. “Maybe.” Her dark eyes smoldered like coals. Then something changed in her expression, and the undertone of their connection turned from a sexual to an emotional one. “You know, when I’m with you like this, it almost stops mattering why I feel so attracted to you.” She glanced away. “Almost.”
“Is that a bad thing?” Hope asked quietly.
“I don’t know.” She reached out and touched her fingertips to Hope’s mouth, gazing at her lips then up into her eyes. “Is it okay if I don’t want to think about it now?”
“Oh yeah.” Thinking wasn’t on her top-ten list of things to do. Possibly not even among her top hundred. Not when there were a thousand things she wanted to do to Laleh…with Laleh.
Laleh laughed, a throaty sound, and held up one hand. “Hold on there, tiger. I felt that.” Her laughter faded, and she looked at Hope with a serious expression. “I don’t need to tell you how confusing all this is for me.”
Hope took Laleh’s hand in a tender grip and nodded. Even though her body screamed out its protest, she focused entirely on what Laleh needed right now. “Is there anything I can do to make this easier on you?”
“Just be patient while I try to figure this out. I can’t promise you anything, but I don’t think I should ignore what I’m feeling.” Quietly, almost as if to herself, she added, “I’m not even sure I could.”
What are you feeling? Hope wanted to ask but then realized that she didn’t have to. She knew exactly what Laleh felt: a growing affection that went beyond that of a friend and the heat of arousal from their kiss.
Hope struggled to suppress a groan. Sensing Laleh’s desire set off her own again.
Laleh shifted beside her but didn’t withdraw her hand from Hope’s gentle grasp. Her gaze went to the fireworks streaking across the sky before returning to Hope. “Can we take this slowly?”
Did this mean that Laleh was considering a relationship? Excitement vibrated through Hope—or maybe it was nervousness. Was she ready for this?
Laleh let go of her hand. “If you don’t—”
“I do.” Hope stopped her retreat and joined their hands again. “Whatever you need, okay?”
“Are you sure that’s what you want?” Laleh asked.
Hope called up the memory of kissing those soft lips, stroking her tongue along Laleh’s, and slipping her hand beneath her shirt. Oh God. Her eyes grew heavy-lidded. But she wasn’t trying to drive herself crazy. This little exercise had a purpose, she reminded herself. For the first time, she tried to project her desire through their link instead of hiding it.
It seemed to work. Laleh let out a gasp. Her thumb restlessly trailed over the back of Hope’s hand.
Passion bounced back and forth between them like light traveling between mirrors.
“Does that feel like I don’t want this…want you?” Hope rasped.
Laleh licked her lips. “No. That’s the easy part, isn’t it?” With a shake of her head, she added, “It’s really amazing how easy and natural it feels. But with this link between us, it’s about so much more than just physical desire.”
“I know.”
“So that’s what’s making you so insecure?” Laleh asked.
Hope glanced down at their entwined fingers, not sure she could look her in the eyes while she said this. It felt as if Laleh could already see into her very soul. “I’m not good at this.” She waved her free hand between them. “Relationships were never my strong suit, even under the best of circumstances. I always fucked it up somehow.”
In the past, she hadn’t cared much, but now she did.
“I’m warning you,” Laleh said, a twinkle in her eyes. “If you break my heart, I’ll put on Unbreak My Heart on auto-repeat and you’ll have to listen to it twenty-four/seven.”
They laughed, but it didn’t ease the emotional intensity between them.
“That’ll give me plenty of incentive to do better with you,” Hope said. Not that she needed any. The thought of hurting Laleh made her queasy.
“So this is new and scary for both of us,” Laleh said. “All we can do is take it one step at a time.”
Hope allowed a faint smile to cross her face. “Are you going to make me pinkie-swear again?”
Laleh chuckled. “No. I have a better way to seal an agreement now.” She leaned forward and brushed her lips across Hope’s.
An instant tingle zinged through her, but before she could deepen the kiss, Laleh pulled back.
“Come on.” Laleh got up from the couch and tugged on her hand. “Let’s watch the rest of the fireworks.”
Who needed fireworks when there were still sparks shooting through her own body? Hope got to her feet nonetheless. Her legs felt unsteady as she let Laleh pull her toward the French doors. If one kiss from Laleh could reduce her to this state, she really needed to be careful. Going slowly might indeed be a good idea for her too. Never before had she jumped into a relationship with both feet. She needed to make sure she wouldn’t get hurt if things between them didn’t work out.
With that New Year’s resolution made, she followed Laleh onto the balcony to watch the fireworks—and maybe set off a few more of their own.



 
CHAPTER 21
The next day, Laleh carried a box of Christmas ornaments toward Hope’s condo building. Her mouth was dry and her hands clammy, and no matter how many times she told herself it was just Hope, the butterflies in her belly wouldn’t settle down. She had never felt this mix of nervousness and anticipation with any of her dates.
Dates… Was that what this was? She still wasn’t used to thinking of herself as someone who dated women…or rather a woman, singular, but her feelings didn’t fit a casual get-together between friends.
At least she wasn’t the only one who was nervous. Wild waves of energy came from Hope, who seemed to sense her presence and buzzed her in before she could ring the bell.
On the ride up in the elevator, Laleh worried her bottom lip as she stared at her reflection in the mirrored wall. How was she supposed to greet Hope now? With a smile? A hug? A peck on the cheek? Two air-kisses? Or—her eyes fluttered shut at the thought—a real kiss, like the ones they had shared yesterday?
When she caught sight of Hope leaning in the doorway, even those thoughts slid from her mind and she stared for several seconds. In faded jeans and a formfitting T-shirt, with her chin-length hair falling around her face in careless waves, she took Laleh’s breath away. Moments like this made it hard to believe that these might not be her own emotions.
They lingered on either side of the threshold.
Somehow, it was soothing to know that Hope didn’t know how to say hello either.
It was on Laleh to take the initiative. She pressed the box into Hope’s hands, squeezed past her, and brushed her lips across Hope’s cheek. Her scent—like summer rain, citrus, and something that was just Hope—made Laleh inhale deeply several times before she pulled back.
“Hi.” Hope’s gaze followed her down the hall; she felt it like a touch. “Is this considered our second date?”
Laleh turned toward her. There it was again, the word date. Thinking about it—about Hope—in these terms would take some getting used to. “Uh, I…I guess so, if you consider yesterday the first. Why?”
“It’s a lame old joke. What do lesbians bring to the second date?” Hope waited a beat. “A U-Haul. So, are you moving in?” She gestured to the box, her eyes twinkling.
Lesbian… That was how the world would see her if she and Hope became involved in a serious relationship. If? What she felt for Hope admittedly felt pretty serious already. She wished people would stop thinking of each other in labels, but it was a reality that she’d have to learn to live with, not only from strangers, but from her own family too.
“No,” she finally answered. “This is for you.”
“For me?” Hope peeked into the box.
Laleh never would have guessed it, but Hope actually loved getting gifts. She might pretend to be a Christmas grinch and not care for any of the holidays, but delight filtered through their link. It was incredibly cute. “Well, for your roommate, really.”
“I don’t have a roommate.” Hope set the box down on the sofa, opened the lid, and then turned toward Laleh with a wrinkle between her brows. “Christmas ornaments? Um, I hate to break it to you, but it’s New Year’s Day. Most people will take down their trees in a few days, and you want to decorate mine? Now?”
Heat stole up her neck. Maybe it hadn’t been such a good idea after all. “I just thought it might be nice for us to do it together.” She looked away. “But maybe you’re right. No sense in going to all that trouble just for a few more days.”
Hope crossed the distance between them with two long steps. “No. Forget what I said. It’s not like there are Christmas police who’ll arrest me if I leave my tree up past January 6, right? Let’s decorate her.”
“Her?”
Now it was Hope’s turn to blush. “It. I meant it.”
“Come on. Admit it.” Laleh gave her a gentle bump with her hip. “You named her.”
“No. Not really. Unless you consider ‘tree’ a name.”
Laleh smiled. Beneath that scientific attitude hid a big softie. She liked that about her. Since Hope’s childhood had ended abruptly when her mother had died, Laleh was glad to bring small joys back into her life. She took the first string of lights from the box. “Come on. Make yourself useful.”
Within fifteen minutes, it became obvious that neither had ever decorated a tree. The lights didn’t reach all the way to the bottom because they’d used too many at the top. But it didn’t matter. Laleh enjoyed this time with Hope too much to care.
As they rounded the tree, looking for places to hang the red glass baubles, their bodies kept brushing against each other. Repeatedly, their hands touched as they reached for the same branch. Each time, Laleh’s breath caught. She halfway expected the lights to glow from the electricity between them. It was a minor miracle that she hadn’t dropped any of the ornaments.
While Laleh hung a large bauble at chest height, Hope reached over her shoulder and stretched to reach one of the branches higher up. For a moment, her breasts pressed against Laleh’s back and Hope’s body heat filtered through the layers of clothing separating their skin.
Laleh stopped breathing.
Her body trembled with the need to press closer. Was this what attraction was supposed to feel like—this hyperawareness of Hope, the itch to run her hands through Hope’s disheveled hair, the almost animalistic urge to taste her skin? Whatever she’d felt for her two former boyfriends, it hadn’t been anything like this. Was it because she’d harbored a secret attraction to women all along and had only dated men because it had been expected of her?
Hope stepped back, breaking the contact between their bodies, and turned toward Laleh. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to crowd you.”
“It’s okay,” Laleh said, trying not to show how breathless Hope’s proximity made her.
“Really?” Hope studied her with an intense look. “Because I’m getting kind of mixed feelings from you.”
Once again, Laleh was reminded of how different this relationship was—and not just because Hope was a woman. With the link between them, neither of them could hide her feelings. “Not about you. I’m just thinking a lot, about myself and why I never felt like this before.”
“Okay.” Hope drew out the word, seeming to consider Laleh’s reply. “But if I do anything that makes you even the slightest bit uncomfortable—”
“You won’t. Besides, you’d be the first to know.”
“Oh, so if I did something like this”—Hope clipped the last bauble to the tree, took a step closer, and slid her hand onto Laleh’s hip—“and you didn’t like it, you’d start singing a song like Please Don’t Touch in your mind?”
Hope’s touch warmed her skin even through the thick fabric of her jeans. “I’m not singing.”
“No? How about now?” Hope placed her other hand on Laleh too and gently tugged her closer by her hips.
Hope’s body heat seemed to draw her in. Laleh leaned forward, closing the remaining distance between them, until their bodies touched all along their lengths. Hope’s scent and her very presence engulfed her in a bubble that shut out the rest of the world. Laleh’s skin came alive, as if her every pore wanted to take in as much of Hope as she could.
Her father’s words came back to her. Yes. Something magical was definitely happening. She just didn’t have a word for it yet.
“Still no singing?” Hope sounded as breathless as Laleh felt.
Laleh shook her head, unsure if her vocal cords would work.
Slowly, Hope trailed her hands up Laleh’s back.
Goose bumps tingled along her skin, all the way down to her toes. A groan escaped her as Hope slid her fingers beneath her hair, which she’d left down today, and smoothed her thumbs along the nape of her neck.
A shudder racked Laleh. She wound her arms around Hope’s neck to keep her balance. Jeez, who knew her neck was such an erogenous zone?
“And now?” Hope whispered.
“What?”
“No singing?” Her warm breath washed over Laleh’s lips, their faces now only an inch or two apart.
Okay, it was definitely time to stop talking about singing—or, even better, to stop talking altogether. Laleh pulled Hope’s head down and kissed her. A part of her had wondered if kissing Hope would always feel as exciting and intense as it had last night. She instantly got her answer: a resounding yes. Her body prickled everywhere as their tongues glided over each other and Hope’s breasts pressed against hers.
Hot waves of pleasure swept through her from their link.
With a gasp, Laleh tore her mouth away. But instead of backing away as reason dictated, she bent her head and touched her lips to the warm hollow where Hope’s neck met her shoulder. How was it that she’d never before noticed how sexy that spot was on a woman? Carefully, guided by an instinct she didn’t fully understand, she touched it with her tongue.
Hope groaned. Goose bumps formed beneath Laleh’s lips, and Hope’s fingers tightened against the back of her head. “Laleh…”
The huskiness of her voice sent shivers through Laleh. She had no idea what Hope was pleading for, but God, she wanted to find out. You wanted to go slow, remember? This was crazy. Completely crazy. But insanity had never felt so good.
She forced herself to pull back and step away from Hope.
The sight of Hope made her want to dive back into her arms and continue where she’d left off. Hope’s cheeks were flushed, her hair disheveled, and her pupils so dilated that only thin ice-blue rings remained of her irises.
“This is crazy,” Hope whispered, echoing what Laleh had just thought. “You barely touch me, and I…” She shook her head.
Laleh knew exactly how she felt—and not just because she could sense Hope’s desire through their link.
The alarm she’d set on her cell phone went off. “Oh.” With trembling fingers, she withdrew it from her back pocket and shut it off. “I have to go.”
“Work?” Hope asked, her voice even huskier than normal.
“Yes. Are you working today too?”
“Yeah. I’m covering the night shift.”
Laleh stepped toward her and wrapped both arms around her waist. “Will you be okay?”
For a moment, confusion filtered through their link. “Oh, you mean because it’s the first shift after the little girl…?”
Laleh nodded, letting her cheek brush over Hope’s shoulder.
“I’m fine,” Hope said, and this time, she wasn’t faking it.
They stood with their arms around each other for a few seconds longer, basking in the warmth filtering through their connection.
Come on. Move. If she was late for work, her aunt would ask her where she’d been, and Laleh didn’t want to open that can of worms just yet. She kissed the warm shoulder beneath her cheek through the fabric of Hope’s shirt before letting go and walking away.
When she turned at the door, Hope’s gaze rested on her.
It was so tempting to go back for one more kiss, but Laleh knew she’d never leave if she gave in to that urge. “Will you call me after your shift? I want to tuck you in, even if it’s over the phone.”
A grin curled Hope’s lips. “Is that code for wanting to have phone sex?”
Heat shot into Laleh’s cheeks, but she couldn’t help smiling. “You wish!”
“Actually…” Hope’s grin broadened. “Yes.”
They looked at each other. The smoldering passion between them dimmed after a moment and turned into the warm glow of affection. Or was it more than that already?
Laleh puzzled over that question all the way to her car but then pushed it away. Only when she turned the key in the ignition did she realize that she hadn’t even looked at the fully decorated Christmas tree.
Who knew a woman could be so distracting?
* * *
When Laleh arrived, the restaurant was full to capacity—so full that she nearly missed the couple at one of the tables for two.
Jill caught her sleeve before she could pass them by on her way to the kitchen. “Hey, what kind of service is this? Doesn’t your old friend get a hug?”
Laleh obediently hugged her, then Crash. “You’re not old.”
“Ooh.” Jill lowered her voice to a whisper. “One night with Hope and you already know what to say to a woman!”
“Ssh!” Laleh looked around. Luckily, the customers to the left and right seemed to be immersed in the menu or their conversations and weren’t paying them any attention. “I didn’t spend the night with her,” she whispered.
“No? One of our guests drank a little too much, and when I drove her home, I passed by your apartment. Your car wasn’t there, and it was after one, so I assumed…” Jill waggled her eyebrows.
Laleh vehemently shook her head. “I think I came home at a quarter past one.”
“So you…talked?” Jill asked.
Among other things. Her mind flashed back to the kisses they’d shared while fireworks had gone off around them—and inside of them.
Jill laughed. “Must have been an interesting conversation. You’re blushing.”
“Don’t tease her,” Crash said. “This is new for her.”
For a tough stuntwoman, she could be amazingly sweet. Laleh sent her a grateful look.
Jill sobered, reached over, and squeezed Laleh’s hand. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
“You didn’t. It’s just…” Laleh’s gaze darted left and right. She wasn’t sure whether Jill had told Crash about her link to Hope, but she trusted them both, so she decided to talk openly. “With everything I’ve told you about yesterday, this is all pretty overwhelming.”
“I can imagine,” Jill said. “So, what did Hope say?”
Laleh’s cheeks heated again. “She doesn’t have any answers either, but she agreed to take things slowly.”
“So it’s official? You and she…” Jill looked left and right and then whispered, “You’re an item now?”
Hearing it spoken aloud for the first time took Laleh’s breath away. She was in a relationship with a woman. With Hope. Wow. Up to now, it had been unspoken, something just between her and Hope. But, of course, it couldn’t stay that way. “Yes.” Saying it out loud made her happy and nervous all at the same time.
The legs of Jill’s chair scraped across the floor as she stood and engulfed her in another hug. “I’m so happy for you. Now I really want to meet her.”
“Now that Jill and I are both working here in LA, on the same TV show even, we could set something up,” Crash said. “Maybe you and Hope could come watch me do a stunt.”
People at the neighboring tables started to look over.
Gently, Laleh freed herself of the embrace. “I’d love that. But now I’d better get to work.” She glanced at Jill’s nearly empty glass. “I’ll get you another doogh.”
When she entered the kitchen, her aunt looked up from the grill, where several kabobs and tomatoes were sizzling. She came over and greeted Laleh with kisses to both cheeks. “What was that all about?” Somehow, she always seemed to know what happened in every part of the restaurant, no matter how busy she was in the kitchen.
Laleh turned toward the fridge to take out the carbonated yogurt drink and to hide her face. “Nothing. Jill and I haven’t seen each other in a while. She and Crash…Kristine are both working on a TV show, so that takes up a lot of their time.” She hated lying to her aunt, who had raised her as much as her parents, but she wasn’t ready to talk about what the hugs had really meant.
Her aunt turned the skewers to grill the meat from the other side. For a minute, only the sizzling of the kabobs and the hum of the dishwasher filled the kitchen. “Your friends…” She pointed toward the swinging doors leading to the restaurant. “They’re a couple, aren’t they?”
Laleh nearly dropped the glass of doogh she’d just poured. Her heartbeat tripled. “Um, yes.” She squared her shoulders. “Yes, they are.”
She halfway expected her aunt to tsk, but Aunt Nasrin let out a vague “hm” and then focused on turning the tomatoes.
Laleh waited for her to say something. Anything.
Nothing came. No rebuke for being friends with lesbians. No curious questions about why she was hanging out with them. But, of course, no reassuring comment that showed Aunt Nasrin’s acceptance of lesbian couples either.
Finally, her aunt looked up. “What?”
“Nothing.” Laleh took the glass of doogh and pushed through the swinging doors, glad to escape the kitchen and her aunt’s gaze. The thought of one day having to stand in front of her family, announcing her relationship, made her break out in a sweat.
She reminded herself of what she’d said to Hope: one step at a time. For now, she would allow herself to enjoy the growing bond between them and worry about the rest later.



 
CHAPTER 22
Hope flopped down onto the couch and listened to the sounds filtering through the phone. By now, she was familiar with Laleh’s morning routine, so she knew she was preparing tea. The soothing sounds almost made her drift off to sleep after her long shift.
“Is it normal to work so many night shifts in a row?” Laleh asked.
Hope opened her eyes and suppressed a yawn. “Well, some of my colleagues hate night shifts, especially those who have kids, so I often let them take the day shifts.”
“That’s nice of you,” Laleh said. “It has to be pretty hard to have any kind of family life if you work nights and your spouse works days.”
Which was exactly why she hadn’t seen Laleh all week. In the past, she had never minded the night shifts. In fact, many of the more interesting cases came in at night, so she had often volunteered to take those shifts. Back in November, when the schedule for January had been planned, she’d had no idea that she would be in a relationship by the beginning of the year.
She lowered her phone from her ear for a moment and flicked through her calendar app. Next week didn’t look much better. “Hey, you’ve got Wednesdays off, right? Want to do something before I have to leave for my shift?”
Laleh sighed. “I’d love to, but my aunt wants to go over the ordering processes with me. Knowing her, it’ll take most of the day. If I want to take over the restaurant at some point in the future, I need to take on more responsibility.”
“That’s great.” She hoped it sounded halfway enthusiastic. Unlike Laleh’s parents, she wanted to be supportive of Laleh’s career, even if it meant not getting to see her.
“It is, but I guess we won’t see each other for a while.”
“Yeah. Looks like it.”
They were both silent for a few moments.
The same yearning she felt drifted through their link. It was a completely new experience for Hope. She and the last woman she’d dated often hadn’t seen each other for a week or two, which had never bothered Hope.
With Laleh, it was different. Their daily phone conversations couldn’t replace seeing her…holding her…kissing her. She shook her head at herself. What a strange feeling it was to miss someone. In the past, she had never let herself get so close to anyone that she couldn’t move on if she had to, without much heartbreak if that person disappeared from her life, either for a while or for good. Missing Laleh after not having seen her for a few days was disturbing.
She knew she should immerse herself in her work, but her brain wouldn’t stop trying to figure out ways to spend some time with Laleh. Maybe Laleh could come to the hospital and they could have coffee in the cafeteria, as she had done with Jordan back in October. But if she suggested that, wouldn’t she come across as incredibly needy? The thought made her cringe.
“What is it?” Laleh asked.
“Excuse me?”
“I can feel you brooding over something. What is it?”
Damn. There was no hiding from her. Hope swallowed her pride. “Um, well, I was wondering… Maybe after going over the ordering processes with your aunt… I can imagine that it might be pretty exhausting. Perhaps you could use a coffee afterwards.”
A burst of joy and amusement from Laleh hit her, instantly making her glad she had asked. Well, kind of asked.
“True. So, do you have a place in mind for my well-deserved coffee break?”
“Let me think.” Hope paused for effect, even though she knew she wasn’t fooling Laleh. “Hm, how about the hospital cafeteria? The coffee is awful, but the company more than makes up for it.”
Laleh laughed. “You’re so modest.”
“Oh, come on. You like my confidence.”
“I do,” Laleh said, the laughter now gone from her tone.
Hope soaked in the affection pulsing through their link. “So, how about Wednesday around seven thirty? That’ll give us half an hour before the cafeteria kicks us out because they’re closing.”
“You’ve got a date.”
A date… Hope smiled. Was it just her imagination, or was Laleh slowly getting used to the thought of dating a woman? Of course, telling her family was a whole other story. Would she ever be comfortable enough to do that?
“You’re doing it again,” Laleh said.
“Um, doing what?”
“Thinking those dark, brooding thoughts.”
What was she supposed to say now? How about the truth? No faking it, remember? “I was just wondering how you’re doing with all this. With…us.”
A quiet sigh drifted through the phone. “I kind of go back and forth. When I’m with you or talk about you with Jill, it feels so…so normal.”
So Laleh had told Jill about them? That was a start at least. “It is normal, Laleh. Just because we’re both women doesn’t make it—”
“I know. That’s not what I meant. Well, not only what I meant. For me, dating men was the norm. Not that I dated all that much, but I always assumed I’d end up getting married, having kids…”
You still can, Hope almost said but bit her lip. What are you doing? Marriage and children hadn’t even been a distant consideration in any of her relationships so far. It was scary how fast they were moving. She cleared her throat. “So, what did you mean?”
“Sometimes, I can’t help wondering how much say I really had in all of this.” Laleh took several audible breaths. “You know, as someone who is both Persian and American, I struggled all my life to find my own identity instead of blindly going along with what my parents wanted for me.”
“Like not going to college to become a lawyer or a doctor,” Hope said.
“Exactly. Or not marrying Dariush the engineer just because my entire family thinks he’s a perfect match for me.”
Hope could imagine how hard it might have been at times to stand her ground instead of going along with what her family wanted. Her respect for this gentle yet strong woman grew.
“And now, instead of my parents, our link kind of picked a partner for me,” Laleh continued. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not saying it chose wrong. It feels very, very right. But it’s still…”
When she fell silent, Hope held back a sigh. “I get it.”
“You do?”
“Of course. Just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t mean I set out to…” She paused, no longer sure how she had intended to finish that sentence. To do what? Fall in love with you? “…get involved with you.”
“What?” Laleh asked. Her tone and the vibe coming through the link indicated that she was teasing. “You mean you didn’t want me from the very first moment you laid eyes on me?”
“Now who’s the modest one, hm? But I do admit the first time I saw you, I did have a strong desire to put my hands on your chest,” Hope said. “For compressions.”
Laleh chuckled.
Hope was glad that she could laugh about it now. She still regretted letting her see the video of her resuscitation. “Listen,” she finally said. “I get why you’d feel that way. I wish there was a way to test where your feelings are coming from—you or me.”
“I racked my brain for days, but I don’t think there is. Maybe I should stop thinking about it and just go with the flow.”
Hope gave a noncommittal hum of agreement, but she wasn’t happy with the situation either. What if Laleh woke up one day and decided that these feelings weren’t hers so she should ignore them? Or what if their link weakened over time? Would Laleh’s feelings for her disappear along with it?
She rubbed her tired eyes, knowing she wouldn’t get any answers anytime soon. “I think I should go to bed. I’m really beat.”
“Are you okay?” Laleh asked.
The I’m fine was already on the tip of her tongue, but she knew exactly what Laleh’s answer to that would be: no faking it. “I’m struggling a little with this too. Maybe we’re both overthinking things.”
“Maybe.”
They both went quiet.
“I guess I’ll let you get some rest now,” Laleh said. “Sleep well.”
“Thanks. And you have a great day at work.” About to press the disconnect button, Hope decided that she didn’t want to end their conversation this way. She hated this sense of unrest that she felt through their link. “Laleh?” she called out quickly, before Laleh could hang up.
“Yes?”
“I…I look forward to seeing you on Wednesday.” It was as much an admission of missing her as she could allow herself.
Instantly, a glow of happiness permeated their link, and Hope could almost see the smile on Laleh’s face. Having the power to make Laleh happy with only a few words was wonderful—and scary.
“Me too,” Laleh said softly. “Very much so. I…I miss you.”
Hope stopped breathing for several seconds. If there had ever been a question of who was the more courageous of them, it was answered now. She gave herself a mental kick. Come on. Say it. “Um, yeah, me too.” How eloquent. Good thing she was a doctor, not a poet.
But the warm feelings drifting through the link revealed that Laleh didn’t need poetic words. She could probably feel how much Hope meant what she’d said.
After a minute of silence, Laleh cleared her throat. “See you Wednesday.”
“Until Wednesday.”
Neither hung up, though.
Hope chuckled. “You’re going to be late to work.”
“Yes. Which is really bad if your boss can threaten you with posting embarrassing childhood photos of you on Facebook.”
“Oh, come on. I bet you were cute as hell.”
“Charmer.” Laleh sighed. “But I really have to go.”
They said good-bye again, and this time, they ended the call. Hope put the phone down and closed her eyes, a hint of a smile still on her lips. Wednesday couldn’t come fast enough.
* * *
Laleh was early. Very early. After leaving the restaurant, she had driven straight to the hospital, not wanting to miss a minute with Hope. She had to smile at herself. Jeez, she was behaving like a smitten teenager. But, honestly, she didn’t care. The giddiness at the thought of seeing Hope felt too good. As she entered the cafeteria, it was barely seven.
Of course, Hope wasn’t there yet.
She got herself a coffee and bought a cheese sandwich at the food counter, in case Hope hadn’t eaten yet. Just as she had settled in at one of the tables, footsteps paused next to her and someone let out a low whistle.
“Well, hello,” a sultry voice drawled. “The view in here just got a lot better.”
Laleh looked up from her coffee.
Jordan stood in front of her, a tray in her hands. Her dark eyes twinkled, and she flashed Laleh a smile. “Did you miss me, or is it the stellar coffee that brought you back?”
“Um, I…” Laleh’s gaze went to the door. “I’m meeting Hope.”
If Jordan was surprised, she hid it well. She probably didn’t think anything of it; after all, Laleh had met her for coffee in the cafeteria too. Jordan glanced at the large clock on the wall. “She just started her shift.”
“Yeah, I know. I’m a little early.”
“May I join you while you wait?”
“Of course.”
Jordan set down her tray and folded her tall body onto the plastic chair across from her.
Laleh eyed the bacon burger on Jordan’s plate. “It always amazes me what kind of food hospital cafeterias serve.”
“Yeah. This one comes with a little card. Once you’ve got it stamped ten times, you get a free appointment in the cardiac cath lab.” With these words, she picked up the burger, grinned unrepentantly, and took a big bite.
Laleh laughed and picked the olives from Hope’s cheese sandwich.
“So,” Jordan said once she had swallowed her bite of burger, “what’s up with you and Ms. Tall, Dark, and Obtuse?”
Laleh nearly spat a mouthful of olives across the table. “She’s not obtuse.” It was better to focus on that part of what Jordan had said instead of answering her question.
“Well, she must have done something stupid, or she wouldn’t have had to send you flowers last month.”
Heat shot up Laleh’s neck. “She told you about that?”
“Not the details or who the flowers were for, but judging from the lovely blush you’re sporting, I guessed correctly. They were for you, weren’t they?”
She had practically admitted as much, so Laleh nodded.
“So?” Jordan picked the sesame seeds from her burger bun. “What did she do?”
Willing her blush to recede, Laleh looked her in the eyes. “That’s between me and her.”
“Ooh. Spunky and loyal. I like that in a woman.”
“You know, Jordan,” Laleh said, still holding her gaze, “if you weren’t so genuinely nice, that pathological flirting would be seriously annoying.”
Jordan stared at her as if she was the first woman who had ever told her so; then a huge smile stretched across her face.
She said something, but Laleh didn’t catch what it was, because her Hope-dar started buzzing, telling her that Hope had entered the cafeteria. She looked up.
The hum of conversations and the clanking of cups and plates around her seemed to fade as their gazes met across the still-busy cafeteria.
Wow. How on earth did she make those not exactly figure-flattering scrubs look so good? They were the same shade as her eyes, and Laleh remembered noticing that when she’d first met Hope, right after waking up in the emergency department. Did patients after resuscitations usually notice such details, or had a part of her been fascinated by Hope even back then, before either of them had known about the bond between them?
She stopped thinking about it as Hope strode toward her.
* * *
Hope stopped at the entrance to the cafeteria. She had rushed up the stairs to the cafeteria, not bothering to wait for the elevator, as soon as she’d gone over the list of patients with her colleague Tom. It hadn’t taken them long, so she was early, but she could sense that Laleh was already here.
The cafeteria was still busy. It looked as if half of the hospital’s employees wanted to get a bite to eat before the cafeteria closed. But she didn’t need to look around to find Laleh. Their gazes met as if magnetized.
The cafeteria’s overhead light glinted off Laleh’s shiny black hair, which fell freely onto her back. Instantly, Hope wanted to march over, bury her fingers in those gleaming strands, and guide Laleh’s lips to hers in a passionate hello.
But, of course, she couldn’t do that here, where half of the nurses and physicians in the room knew her. Keeping work and her private life separate had always been her cast-iron rule. Besides, Hope had never liked public displays of affection anyway.
When she finally managed to wrench her gaze away, she realized that Laleh wasn’t alone. Jordan was sitting across from her. She was leaning forward, one forearm on the table. Her toothpaste-ad-white teeth flashed against her dark skin as she smiled at Laleh.
God, couldn’t Jordan stop flirting even for a second?
She knew it wasn’t fair of her to judge her friend, but she couldn’t help it. Jordan had asked Laleh out the first time she’d met her, and knowing her, she might be trying her luck again at this very moment. And there was not a damn thing Hope could do to stop it.
Oh, come on. She’ll shoot her down, just like the last time. She really needed to have some trust in Laleh, even if it didn’t come naturally to her.
Sighing, she walked over, pulled up a chair to the small table, and eased herself down between Jordan and Laleh. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Laleh answered.
If Jordan said anything, Hope didn’t hear it. She got lost in Laleh’s eyes for a moment and had to tear herself away to greet Jordan, who had abandoned a half-eaten burger to watch them.
Laleh slid over a small plate with a cheese sandwich.
“For me?” Hope asked.
Laleh nodded. “I picked off the—”
“Olives,” Hope finished.
They smiled at each other.
Hope gripped the edge of the table so she wouldn’t reach out and touch Laleh’s hand. When had she become so touchy-feely?
Jordan looked from Hope to Laleh and back. “Guys?” Again that back-and-forth glance. “What’s going on?”
Quickly, Hope picked up the sandwich and took a big bite. “Going on?” she mumbled with what she hoped was her most innocent expression.
“Yeah. What’s with finishing each other’s sentences and looking at each other like two sex addicts who’re about to fall off the wagon?”
A bit of bread nearly went down the wrong pipe. “Jordan!”
“What? Just stating the facts. The temperature in here went up several degrees the moment you walked in.”
Hope shrugged and purposefully didn’t look in Laleh’s direction so she wouldn’t give them away. She wasn’t ashamed of their relationship, but she wasn’t sure how comfortable Laleh felt with telling people about them, so she didn’t want to out them—out Laleh—without asking her first. “Must be because I’m hot.”
Jordan snorted.
“She is,” Laleh said quietly.
Hope couldn’t tell whose jaw was hanging lower—hers or Jordan’s. They both gaped at Laleh.
Slowly, a huge grin replaced Jordan’s baffled expression. She pounded the table with one fist, making her cutlery rattle. “I knew it!” She backhanded Hope across the shoulder. “You dog! So you two…?”
“If you dare make a lewd gesture, I’m gonna stab you with your own fork,” Hope said.
“I wasn’t about to.” Jordan’s grin faded and then returned full-force as she looked across the table at Laleh. “But you know, if you wanted to try it with a woman, you could have had me.”
Hope let out a low growl like a bear whose mate was threatened.
Warm fingers slid over her hand, which had clenched into a fist on the table. She looked down at the slender hand, then up into Laleh’s face. The touch was as reassuring and soothing as the expression in her eyes and the calm drifting through their link.
“I could have,” Laleh said. With a slight wink, she added, “But apparently, my heart had other ideas.”
Jordan laughed. “Yeah. It landed you right on her treatment table.” She stood and picked up her tray with the remainders of the burger that must have gone cold by now. “You know what? I think I’m gonna leave you two lovebirds alone now.”
As if on cue, Hope’s pager started to vibrate at her hip. She looked down at the display. Dammit. They had an incoming trauma in the ER. Now she really wanted to stab someone with Jordan’s fork. Couldn’t she get even one minute alone with Laleh?
“I’m sorry. I need to go.”
Laleh got up when she did. Her gaze was warm, like a caress. “It’s okay. Go save some lives.”
They stood separated by a plastic chair. Should she wave and walk away, let everyone else in the room think they were just acquaintances? Or maybe give her a quick, one-armed hug?
Laleh stood without moving, but the longing pulsing through their link was unmistakable.
To hell with it. Let the nurses gossip. She didn’t care. She shoved the plastic chair out of the way, cradled Laleh’s face between her palms, and gazed into her eyes, pausing to make sure Laleh was comfortable kissing her in this room full of people.
As if in response to her silent question, Laleh leaned forward.
Their mouths met in a tender kiss, reconnecting.
The tension fled Hope’s shoulders, and she closed her eyes for a moment. The weight of the pager on her hip reminded her that she couldn’t linger. Slowly, she pulled away and took several steps backward so she could keep looking at Laleh for a little longer.
Laleh lifted a hand in a silent good-bye.
At the door, she forced herself to turn around.
Jordan was waiting for her. She pointed at Hope’s pager. “Surgical case?”
“Possibly.”
“Then I’ll head downstairs with you.”
They walked to the elevator together.
Hope waited, peering over at Jordan, but the expected comment didn’t come. “What? No teasing?”
Jordan stepped into the elevator, leaned one hip against the metal handrail, and regarded Hope with a grin. “I have a feeling I might end up on the wrong side of a treatment table if I bug you too much about this. You’re pretty serious about her, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” Hope’s gut clenched at the admission. “What we have…it’s special.” For a moment, she thought about telling Jordan just how special their connection was, but then she decided against it. What if Jordan didn’t believe her? She sure as hell wouldn’t if she hadn’t experienced it for herself. “So thanks for cutting out the teasing,” she said instead.
“No thanks necessary.” Jordan’s rakish grin was back. “I’m counting on hooking up with the bridesmaids at your wedding.”
“Wedding?” Hope stared at her. “It’s not… We haven’t…” She shook her head. “You know I’ve never been the marrying kind.”
“Not yet,” Jordan said and stepped past her out of the elevator.



 
CHAPTER 23
When they got out of the car at the edge of the area the studio had roped off, Laleh was practically bouncing with excitement. “I can’t wait to see Crash do her stunt!”
Hope grinned over at her. She loved that Laleh wasn’t the stoic kind but still had a childlike enthusiasm for life. She’d had to practically promise her colleague Tom a kidney so he would swap shifts with her, but it was worth it. It wasn’t only the car stunt she didn’t want to miss; spending time with Laleh and seeing her so excited was what really motivated her.
Firefighters in protective gear stood together at the side of the road.
Laleh gestured toward them. “Do you think they’ll set the car on fire or make it explode?”
“I have no idea how this works,” Hope said. “You’re the movie buff in the…” She snapped her mouth shut before she could add, Family.
If Laleh noticed her almost slip, she didn’t say so. Maybe she was distracted when they stopped at the barricade that cordoned off the set. She looked like a sugar addict in a chocolate museum.
Too cute. She would have to get her a backstage pass for one of the big film studios for her birthday. The thought gave her pause. In past relationships, she had never planned ahead like this, never taking it for granted that she would still be with her girlfriend when the next birthday, Valentine’s Day, or Christmas came around. And she realized something else: she didn’t even know when Laleh’s birthday was. They had jumped into this relationship without the usual getting-to-know-you dates. Even their friendship had started in a very unconventional way.
She told herself it didn’t matter; she’d find out all these details sooner or later if they stayed together. But suddenly, she wanted…needed to know. “When’s your birthday?” she asked while they waited for Jill to join them.
“June twenty-third. Why?”
Hope shrugged. “Just passing the time.”
Laleh nudged her with an affectionate smile, but before she could say anything, a redhead walked toward them, waving.
After a moment, Hope recognized Jill Corrigan from the movies she’d seen her in.
Laleh waved back and went to hug her friend.
The excitement vibrating through their link was replaced with nervousness as she stepped back and gestured. “Hope, this is my friend Jill. Jill, this is Hope, my…um…girlfriend.” Red splotches formed on her cheeks.
She hoped Laleh could sense how much she enjoyed being introduced like that. Hope stepped forward and shook Jill’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you. Thanks for letting us visit the set. I’m not normally one to have a fangirl moment, but I recently saw you in Shaken to the Core, and you were great. Finally someone who knows how to portray a doctor.” God, it seemed Laleh’s nervousness was rubbing off on her. Now she was babbling. But she couldn’t stop herself from adding, “You look different on camera.”
Jill’s lightly freckled nose wrinkled as she grinned. “Yeah, two pounds of film makeup will do that to you. But I’m a lot cuter in real life.”
With her red hair styled in a sassy pixie cut and her twinkling green eyes, Laleh’s friend was indeed cute. If she’d been single, Jordan would have tried to get her number; that much was sure.
A few minutes later, someone from the TV show’s crew waved to the camera operators. “Stand by, guys. We’ll be shooting in a minute.”
Jill, who had been talking and laughing with them, sobered immediately.
Without saying anything, Laleh took her arm as they waited behind the barricades that closed off the area.
Hope could have probably sensed Laleh’s tension even without their connection. She had to be worried about her friend. “Why aren’t they computer-generating this?” Hope asked. Admittedly, she had a small adrenaline-loving streak herself, but hitting a ramp at sixty miles per hour to flip over a car seemed a little extreme.
“The director wants the scene to have a more down-to-earth feel,” Jill said. “Don’t worry. They have been preparing for this stunt for weeks. The car has a roll cage, and Crash is really good at this. She must have done hundreds of car crashes during her career. That’s how she earned her nickname.”
Hope eyed her profile. Was she really as calm as she sounded, or was she making good use of her acting skills to appear unworried? If it were Laleh risking her life, Hope knew she would be a nervous wreck.
As if sensing her thoughts, Laleh made eye contact and gave her a reassuring nod.
“Ready?” a salt-and-pepper-haired man spoke into his walkie-talkie. “Three, two, one…action!”
From half a mile away, a car hurtled toward them. As it got closer, Hope recognized it as a black Aston Martin.
They were going to destroy that car? No!
But then the car steered toward a narrow ramp, and Hope forgot her concern for the expensive vehicle. The twenty-foot-long, triangular ramp couldn’t be wider than a few inches. If Crash hit it an inch too much to the left or right or miscalculated her speed, she would crash and burn…literally.
Hope peered at Jill, who gripped the barricade separating her from Crash, her knuckles bone white.
Next to her, Laleh was as tense as a coiled spring.
Hope put a hand on her shoulder and rubbed gently. Immediately, a wave of gratefulness hit her, and Laleh put her hand over Hope’s.
The camera truck racing alongside the Aston Martin swerved to the side, drawing Hope’s attention back toward the stunt.
The car raced up the ramp with the two right-side wheels, and then it was airborne. It twisted in midair. Everything seemed to be happening in slow motion. Metal screeched as it landed on its roof and then flipped over twice, sending parts of the bumper flying. Finally, the Aston Martin landed back on its wheels. It bounced twice and then stood still. Silence descended on the set.
Hope held her breath and gripped the barricade too.
A fire crew with extinguishers rushed toward the mangled car.
Nothing moved inside of the Aston Martin.
Two men pried open the dented driver’s side door.
Hope shifted her weight forward, prepared to jump the barricade and run over to help, even though a medical team was standing by.
“She’s fine. She’s fine,” Jill repeated the words like an incantation.
The crew surrounding the driver’s side backed away, parting like the Red Sea for Moses.
Slowly, Crash emerged from the wrecked car, wearing a black helmet, padded clothing, and some kind of harness. She raised a gloved hand in a thumbs-up gesture.
For a second, Hope thought she was signaling the director, who jumped up and down as if he had just become the father of twins. But then Crash took off her helmet, revealing short, tousled black hair. She wasn’t looking at the director; she had eyes only for Jill.
“You nailed it,” Jill whispered, even though Crash couldn’t hear her. Her grin was back, and she looked as if she hadn’t been worried even for a second. “I knew it.”
Laleh’s tension evaporated, finally allowing Hope to relax too.
“That was…wow.” Laleh shook her head. “Thanks for arranging things so we could watch.”
Jill beamed with pride. “I’m sure Crash would love to tell you all the details about the stunt, but it’ll be a while before she can join us. She’ll have to get checked out by the set medic, just to make sure.”
“Um, is there a restroom I could use while we wait for Crash?” Laleh asked.
“Of course. We’ve got a porta-potty back there.” Jill pointed to the other side of the parking lot, where a couple of white trailers were parked.
“Thanks,” Laleh said. “Be right back.”
Hope blinked. “Wait! I can go with you if you want.” While she didn’t need to go, she wanted to spend as much time as possible with Laleh. She also didn’t want to be left behind, alone with Laleh’s friend. She could do without the inevitable grilling that usually took place in situations like this.
Laughing, Jill looked from her to Laleh and back. “It’s not big enough for an on-set quickie, believe me.”
A blush dusted Laleh’s cheeks.
Hope wanted to banter right back and ask if Jill was speaking from firsthand experience, but she didn’t know her well enough to do that. It seemed she would have to stay where she was.
“Go,” Jill said to Laleh. “I’ll keep Hope company.”
“Um…” Laleh glanced back and forth between her and Jill.
Hope sensed that she was as reluctant to leave them alone. Somehow, that eased her own tension. “Don’t worry. We won’t gossip about you.”
“Too much,” Jill added.
Laleh shook her head at them and gave Hope a peck on the cheek before walking off in the direction Jill had indicated.
Hope felt Jill’s gaze on her. Alone with Laleh’s friend for the first time, she looked around for something to talk about.
“So,” Jill said.
“So,” Hope repeated. “Can I ask you a question?” It was better to take the initiative than to wait until Jill did.
“Sure.”
Dozens of thoughts raced through Hope as she sorted through the many things that had been going through her mind lately. When she opened her mouth, what came out was, “How do you live knowing you could lose your girlfriend in the blink of an eye?”
They stared at each other.
Hope pressed her lips together and gave herself a mental slap. “I’m sorry. Not exactly an appropriate topic of conversation, considering we only just met.”
A small smile darted across Jill’s face. “Well, I’m used to doctors not having the best social skills.”
“Hey!”
Jill laughed before sobering. “I’ll answer your question if you’ll answer one of mine.”
Shit. Hope hated being put on the spot like this, but she didn’t want Jill to think she had something to hide, so she nodded.
“I don’t know how much Laleh has told you about me or what you read about me in the tabloids,” Jill said. “But just in case you don’t know already… I have MS.”
Hope clutched the barricade next to her with one hand. What was she supposed to say to that? I’m sorry? She was, but a woman like Jill probably didn’t want her to feel sorry for her, so she said, “I know.”
“If that has taught me one thing, it’s that life doesn’t come with guarantees. I could end up in a wheelchair within the next few years…or heat up the dance floor on my eightieth birthday. Crash could get hurt during a stunt.” Jill squeezed her eyes shut and added in a whisper, “Or killed.” She opened her eyes and looked right into Hope’s. “Or she could be the one dancing a sexy salsa with me when we’re eighty. She wants that as much as I do, so I know she won’t take stupid risks.”
“And that’s enough for you?” Hope asked before she could censor herself.
“A year ago, it wasn’t. But I learned that I can’t let my fears stop me from living my life…or from loving Crash.”
Hope couldn’t help admiring her. She had a feeling that Jill had struggled with this. Putting her trust in fate had probably been as much an act of courage for her as it had been for Crash to drive the Aston Martin up a pipe ramp.
“Does that answer your question?” Jill asked.
“Yeah.” Not all of the questions that were buzzing around her head, but she’d have to figure out the rest herself.
“Great. So now it’s my turn to ask a question.”
Trying not to stiffen, Hope nodded. What the hell was taking Laleh so long? Shouldn’t she be back by now? She looked around, but there was no sign of her. It seemed she couldn’t escape Jill’s question.
Jill studied her for a few moments. “You’re not just asking because you’re curious, are you? This is about you and Laleh. You’re afraid of losing her.”
Was she that transparent all of a sudden? Hope didn’t like the feeling. She looked away, to where Laleh had disappeared. “Maybe.”
Jill put her hand on Hope’s forearm for a second. “Laleh told me about your connection, so I know the situation is a little…okay, a lot…unusual.”
Laleh had told her? Hope stared at her and struggled against the urge to withdraw her arm from Jill. Why hadn’t Laleh asked—or at least warned—her before she told Jill about their link? It made her feel exposed.
But at least Jill didn’t seem to think they were crazy.
“Unusual,” Hope repeated and let out a snort. “That’s an understatement of epic proportions.”
“It is. So it’s no wonder that Laleh is pretty confused. But she’s not the running type.”
Hope wanted to believe that. She wanted to believe that this one thing in her life would be different from all the rest that hadn’t lasted. But Laleh had already run once, right after their first kiss. But she came back, a quiet voice in her head piped up.
Just when the silence started to become uncomfortable, Laleh returned, with Crash in tow. “Look who I found!”
The stuntwoman had changed into jeans and a T-shirt. As she shook Hope’s hand, Crash seemed to vibrate with energy, probably because adrenaline was still rushing through her. But as she stepped back and came to stand next to Jill, she instantly calmed.
Jill wrapped both arms around Crash’s waist and pressed against her side, while Crash settled one arm around her shoulders. Their bodies seemed to gravitate toward each other.
Hope watched them as she listened to Crash explain the stunt. She wanted this casual intimacy with Laleh, being able to hug her and kiss her without caring whether the entire world was watching, including Laleh’s family. But would Laleh ever be ready to come out to her relatives?
“Are you okay?” Laleh whispered to her.
Hope tried to shake herself out of her pessimistic thoughts and forced a smile. “I’m not the one who just risked her life.” Just my heart, that annoying voice in her head added. She silenced it immediately.
Laleh looked at her. So much concern and affection for her filtered through their link that Hope’s doubts wavered.
When Laleh reached out, slid her hand into Hope’s, and squeezed, it felt like a gust of warm summer wind blowing the dark clouds away from the sun.
She squeezed back. They would get there. Eventually. Hopefully.



 
CHAPTER 24
Jordan chugged down half of her beer before setting the mug back on the table. “Aah. That hit the spot.”
“What’s the matter, old woman?” Hope grinned at her over the rim of her own mug. “Did I run you ragged on the squash court?”
“You wish. But you really should save some of your stamina for Laleh, you know?”
Hope said nothing, unwilling to discuss their sex life—or the lack thereof—with Jordan.
Luckily, the waitress distracted Jordan as she leaned between them and set down a huge plate of chicken wings.
Jordan’s gaze followed the pretty woman as she walked away.
Incorrigible. Hope shook her head. But then again, women never seemed to mind, even the straight ones. And she wasn’t too proud to benefit from her friend’s success with women. Jordan might actually be able to give her some advice. “What are you doing for Valentine’s Day?”
Jordan paused with a chicken wing halfway to her mouth. “Valentine’s Day?”
“Yeah, you know, the day of love, cheap chocolate, and sappy cards.”
Jordan laughed, dipped her wing in red sauce, and took a big bite. Once she had swallowed, she said, “Guess you don’t like the holiday, do you?”
Hope shrugged. “It always seemed pretty forced to me. I mean, I usually went through all the motions, sending flowers and the whole nine yards, because I knew it was expected of me. But I never worked hard to do something special for any of my girlfriends.”
“But now you want to?”
“Um, yeah.” For the first time in her life, she wanted to do everything right; she just didn’t know how to go about it without making it seem as if she were doing what she’d always done: just going through the motions.
Hope looked away and dipped her own chicken wing into the sauce. She started chewing, then froze. Heat spread along her tongue. Her entire mouth felt as if it were on fire. Sweat broke out all over her body. Gasping, she grabbed for her beer and took a swig, but that only increased the burning. “God. How can you eat that?”
With a wink, Jordan dipped another wing into the red sauce. “What can I say? I like it hot.”
“That’s not hot. That’s blistering!” She fanned herself with one hand and ate the rest of her wing without the sauce. “So? Any advice?” she asked once the burning receded. “Where would you take a woman for Valentine’s Day?”
“To bed,” Jordan said around her chicken wing.
Hope threw her crumpled-up napkin at her. “Come on. Be serious.”
“I’m dead serious. I’ve always avoided doing something special on Valentine’s Day because if you do… Well, it comes with certain implications. I love romancing a woman, but I stick to the other three hundred sixty-four days.”
“But suppose you met someone you wanted to romance all three hundred sixty-five days of the year, including Valentine’s Day. What would you do?”
“Shoot myself,” Jordan mumbled. She threw the chicken bones onto her plate. “Seriously, I love my freedom too much, so why don’t we give up this imaginary scenario and focus on what you really want to know?”
“Okay.” Hope took another swig of her beer. “I want to do something special for Laleh, but I have no idea what. I mean, taking her to a nice restaurant would be the obvious choice, but she works in the food business, so I don’t know how special that would be for her.”
Jordan wiped her hands on her napkin and seemed to give it some serious thought. “How about a weekend getaway? Maybe a romantic, remote cabin… One that comes with a fireplace and a hot tub. Just you and her—bathing suits optional.”
Oh my God, that sounded good. Oh yeah. Especially that hot-tub scenario, her libido supplied. She ignored it. “Do you know a place like that?”
Jordan nodded. “Normally, this close to V-Day, the cabins will be all booked, but I know people who know people. Want me to set something up for you?”
“That would be great. Thank you. I appreciate it.” And so would Laleh, she hoped.
* * *
Laleh shifted her feet on the coffee table. Her toes brushed Hope’s, who instantly started a little game, trailing her big toe along Laleh’s instep.
Delicious tingles shivered up her body. They didn’t exactly calm her restlessness. What the heck was up with her today? She couldn’t even focus on her favorite TV show. Instead of lounging on the couch, she felt like jumping up and pacing Hope’s condo.
Jeez, this was maddening. She wasn’t even sure where it was coming from.
Then the penny dropped.
Hope! She looked over at her.
Hope seemed to be absorbed in the TV show, but when Laleh looked more closely, she realized that Hope’s gaze was unfocused and she wasn’t reacting to anything happening on the screen. Nervous energy rolled off her in waves.
Laleh reached for the remote control and pressed the stop button.
The TV screen went blank, interrupting one of the characters in the middle of killing yet another zombie.
Hope turned away from the screen. “Hey! The episode isn’t over yet.”
“No, but neither of us was really watching anyway.” Laleh turned on the couch so that she was facing Hope. “You know, I thought we had the kind of relationship where you can tell me when something’s bothering you.”
“Nothing is bo—” Hope snapped her mouth shut and gave her a sheepish smile. “I really have to get better at this not-faking-it thing, don’t I?”
“Yes, you do.” Laleh reached out and caressed her cheek.
Hope closed her eyes at the touch, and Laleh’s followed suit, allowing her to focus on the sensation even more. So soft. Would Hope’s skin feel like this everywhere? Sometimes, she wanted to find out so, so badly, but was she ready for that? Well, her body certainly was.
She opened her eyes and took her hand away so she could focus on the conversation. “What’s going on with you? You’re as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs.”
Hope chuckled, but even that sounded nervous. “God, I can’t even do this right. I wanted to surprise you with something next week, but…”
Next week? Was she talking about Valentine’s Day? Instantly, Laleh’s stomach clenched, and this time, she was fairly sure that the nervousness was her own. She had wanted to take the evening off on Valentine’s Day so she could cook a nice dinner for Hope, but then she had found out that Hope was working, so she had thought she might not be a fan of the holiday.
Shit. Maybe her brothers were right. Last year, they’d been bitching to each other about their wives, who told them they weren’t expecting anything special—and had then complained when they hadn’t done anything.
Being in a relationship with a woman was definitely more complicated.
Hope ran her hands through her hair, giving it that sexy tousled look that Laleh loved. “I guess I might as well tell you now. I know you can’t take a weekend off without giving your aunt some notice.”
Take a weekend off? Laleh’s breath caught. What was Hope planning?
“Well, with your work and my work, we don’t get a lot of uninterrupted time together, and we’re both working on Valentine’s Day, so I was thinking maybe we could do something the weekend after.” Hope reached beneath a stack of medical journals and picked up several pages from the coffee table.
It was a printout of a website. Pictures showed a cabin nestled between pine trees, a cozy fireplace, and a hot tub that looked big enough for two. A hot tub for two… And a king-sized bed, with no other sleeping accommodation pictured anywhere.
Her heart started beating faster. Well, what did you expect? It’s a romantic little getaway for couples. You think they go their separate ways at night? Of course Hope would want to end a wonderful, relaxing day by making love. It was what couples did on Valentine’s Day weekend, after all. And a big part of her wanted exactly the same. Still, the mere thought made butterflies take flight in her stomach.
“It’s only an hour and a half from LA. If you can get next weekend off, we could drive up on Saturday morning and stay until Sunday evening.” Hope searched her face, looking as if she had just proposed. “So, what do you think?”
Her mouth was dry, so she had to smack her lips before she could speak. “Wow. That… I didn’t expect that. When you said you had to work on Valentine’s Day, I thought you weren’t big on celebrating V-Day. And, you know, that would have been okay. I don’t need you to do anything special, just because the calendar says you’re supposed to—”
“I want to,” Hope said. “Not because it’s Valentine’s Day but because…just because.”
Laleh beamed. For a woman like Hope, who was usually careful with emotional declarations, that was big. “I’d love to spend the weekend at the cabin with you—just because.” Her gaze went to the picture of the cabin’s only bed, and heat shot through her body at the thought of what might happen there next weekend. “It…” She cleared her throat. “It looks like a great place.”
“But?”
“No but.” She fiddled with the sheets of paper.
Hope lightly tapped her knee. “Now who’s faking it?” She peered at her even more closely. “You know, at moments like this, I really wish our link was telepathic.”
A flush rose up Laleh’s neck. Oh, heck, no. She really didn’t want Hope to read her thoughts right now.
“Hey.” The simple tap turned into gentle rubbing.
Not helping. The touch to her leg made her want to drive to that cabin right now—or forget about that king-sized bed and make love to Hope right here on the couch. But another part of her felt that it would have been moving too fast. She wanted this to be right, with no hesitation or regrets for either of them, and she wasn’t sure she was there yet.
Directing her gaze at the website printout—anywhere but at Hope—she whispered, “I’d love to go to the cabin with you, but I’m not sure I’m ready.” Boy, she sounded like a sixteen year old virgin, not a twenty-seven-year-old woman. She cringed.
“Ready? For a weekend away? What do you—?” Hope’s eyes widened. “Oh! Because of…” She gestured to the picture of the king-sized bed.
Her cheeks heating again, Laleh nodded. She peeked over at Hope. “Didn’t you…? Isn’t that what you wanted?” How embarrassing! Had she misunderstood?
“Wanted? God, yes. Of course I want that.” Hope’s voice was hoarse. A blast of desire hit Laleh through their link, leaving no doubt about how much Hope wanted that—wanted her.
Then the desire was muted by a gentler emotion as Hope took Laleh’s hand and tugged until she looked up and into her eyes. “But that’s not why I rented the cabin. This isn’t a romantic setup to get you into bed. Don’t get me wrong. If we end up having…making love, it would be…” She gestured with her free hand, then dropped it into her lap. “I don’t have the words to tell you how wonderful it would be. But even if you’re not ready yet, it’ll still be the best Valentine’s Day weekend of my life.”
And she had thought Hope wasn’t a romantic! A lump formed in Laleh’s throat. She didn’t know what to say and hoped their connection would let Hope know how touched she was. “I… I don’t know if I am ready or not. A big part of me is shouting, ‘God, yes, I am!’ And that part is growing by the minute.”
Hope laughed. “If you were a man, I’d have a pretty good idea which part of you you’re talking about.”
“Eww!” Laleh backhanded her across the shoulder, but she had to laugh too. “I don’t want you to think that I’m hesitating because I have any doubts about us.”
Hope nodded, her gaze intent.
Laleh trailed her thumb across the back of Hope’s hand. The touch sent tingles through Hope’s body, and Laleh felt each of them. “I want you.” She forced herself to look up and into Hope’s eyes as she said it, even though she wasn’t used to voicing her desires so openly. “I’m not hesitating because the physical desire isn’t there. For the most part, the why has stopped mattering. It’s just all pretty overwhelming, and sometimes, I feel like I’m barely keeping up with what’s happening. A few months ago, I assumed I was a hundred percent straight. I had no idea you even existed or that something like our connection existed and now…”
Hope squeezed her hand. “I know. I never thought I’d have a relationship like ours either, so I get why you’d feel a little overwhelmed. But there’s no rush and no deadline on sex, okay? If…when, hopefully, we sleep together, I want you to be sure. Until then, that bed,” she tapped the printout, “will see some snuggle action. If you are comfortable with that. Or I could sleep on the pull-out sofa the website mentioned.”
Laleh shook her head. She wouldn’t let that happen. The thought of sleeping with Hope—even if it meant just holding her while they slept—made her close her eyes so she could imagine it better. With the intensity of their connection, she wasn’t sure they’d be able to keep things platonic once their bodies pressed together beneath the covers. The mental image made her want to fan herself. But she’d cross that bridge when she came to it.
Hope lifted her other hand to her mouth and kissed her knuckles. “So, it’s settled, then? We’ll spend next weekend at the cabin. No expectations. Whatever happens, happens—or it doesn’t.”
Laleh met Hope’s steady, reassuring gaze. Incredible how liberating it was to be with her. A smile inched onto her lips. “No expectations?” She gave her voice a teasing tone. “None at all?”
“Well, maybe a kiss or two since it’s Valentine’s Day weekend and all.”
Laleh tugged her closer by their still-joined hands and met her lips in a long kiss. “Or two hundred,” she whispered when they came up for air.
“Or that,” Hope said before they both fell silent and focused on getting a head start on the two hundred kisses.
* * *
Freshly showered, Laleh slipped beneath the covers. The slide of cool satin against her warm skin gave her goose bumps. Finally, it was time for her favorite part of the day. She reached for the phone on her bedside table. Two taps and it was ringing.
Hope picked up on the first ring.
For the past few weeks, calling each other before going to sleep had become a daily ritual. When Hope worked the night shift, she called when she got a break at work, but she would be covering the day shift tomorrow, so Laleh looked forward to a longer conversation and she sensed that Hope did too.
“Are you in bed?” Laleh asked.
It took Hope several seconds to answer. “You know,” she said, her voice husky, “that’s usually how phone sex starts.”
Heat spread through Laleh’s body, and she couldn’t even tell if it was embarrassment or arousal—probably both. She swallowed against her suddenly dry mouth. “Well, I’ll have to take your word for it.”
“So you never…?” Hope cleared her throat. “You never had phone sex?”
Her cheeks flushed, Laleh shook her head before realizing that Hope couldn’t see it. “Um, no.” She could honestly say that the thought had never even crossed her mind. After a moment of hesitation, she gave in to her curiosity, despite her burning cheeks. “And you?”
“A few times.”
How matter of fact Hope sounded, as if it were no big deal. No hint of embarrassment drifted through their link. Laleh didn’t know what to say.
“You seem surprised,” Hope said.
“Yes. No. I mean, my upbringing was probably very different from yours. Until I was about eighteen, my parents didn’t even like me talking to boys.”
Hope’s chuckle reverberated through the phone. “It turns out they should have been worried about girls too.”
A smile crept onto Laleh’s lips. “Girl,” she said quietly. The only person her parents needed to worry about right now was Hope.
“Girl,” Hope repeated.
Her happiness at the thought washed over Laleh. Then it faded away and was replaced by nervousness.
“Can I ask you something?” Hope said. “What we talked about the other day… You know, about sleeping together…having…well, sex. It made me think.”
“Um, okay.” Hope’s sudden apprehension made her tense too.
“We haven’t talked about this before, so I’m not sure if you…” Hope cleared her throat. “You’re not…? I mean, what you just said about your parents and your upbringing makes me wonder… Did you…? Have you…?”
The stammering of the usually so confident woman put a smile on Laleh’s face despite her embarrassment. “Did I what?”
“Have you slept with your boyfriends?” Hope blurted out. “You aren’t a virgin, are you?”
Laleh pressed the cool covers against her overheated cheeks for a moment. “No. No, I’m not.”
A loud exhale echoed through the phone. “Oh. Good. I guess. I thought it might be part of the reason why you’re not ready yet.”
“No. It has nothing to do with that. I admit I’m not the most experienced when it comes to…to that, but even if I were, I’m not sure it would help much. With Al—”
“No names,” Hope said quickly. “It’s stupid, but that would make it too real. On the one hand, I’m kind of glad that I won’t be your first, but on the other hand, I don’t want to imagine you with anyone else.” She chuckled, but it sounded forced. “How’s that for a contradiction?”
Her fierce possessiveness engulfed Laleh like an embrace. “You’ve got nothing to worry about,” she told Hope. “It was different with them. I mean, I’m pretty sure it will be. That’s what makes me a little nervous.”
“Because I’m a woman?”
“Partly.” Laleh marveled at her ability to talk about this with Hope. Yet another thing that was different from her two previous relationships. “I mean, I’ve never been with a woman, and I don’t know the first thing about how to please one.”
“You do,” Hope rasped. “You know how to please yourself, don’t you? You know what you like.”
Now they were talking about that? Laleh rubbed her face with her free hand. Jeez, her blush might become permanent. But, embarrassment aside, she had to admit that it was also kind of hot—and from what she sensed from Hope, she thought so too. “Um, yes.” She wrestled down two decades of being told that good girls didn’t talk about this. She trusted Hope. And when the time came, she wanted to make sure she could satisfy her. “How about you? What do you like…in bed?”
Hope sucked in an audible breath. “Are you trying to turn this into your first phone sex experience?”
“No!” Or was she? Her skin tingled with excitement, and a heaviness started low in her belly. She knew Hope could feel it, just as she could sense Hope’s growing arousal, and that intensified the tingling. Maybe taking this baby step would make her more comfortable and confident in her ability to please Hope. If that little episode in the grocery store, when Hope had masturbated, was any indication, touching herself while Hope did the same on the other end of the line would be almost like them touching each other. But with Hope, almost wasn’t enough. “No,” she finally said. “Maybe with you, I would be brave enough to try it, but I want to see your face and look into your eyes the first time I touch you.”
A groan vibrated through the phone. “God, I want that too.” Hope inhaled and exhaled several times, and Laleh felt her trying to tamp down her desire. “So…” She stopped to clear her throat. “You said partly—part of what makes you want to wait is that you’ve never been with a woman. What’s the other part?”
“Our connection.”
Hope sighed. “That you still can’t be sure whether you really want this for you or because I want it?”
“No. I accepted that we will probably never get a clear answer on that. I’ll just have to trust my feelings.”
Hope’s relief made Laleh feel as if a boulder had been lifted off her own shoulders.
“What is it, then, that makes you so nervous?” Hope asked.
“It’s that the connection between us makes everything feel larger than life.” Laleh paused. “Does that sound stupid?”
“Not at all,” Hope said immediately. “It makes perfect sense.”
They were both silent for a while, and Laleh savored the feeling of being understood so completely.
“So,” Hope said after a minute or two, “since phone sex is out, how about telling me about your day?”
Laleh laughed. God, she loved this woman. The thought gave her pause, but only for a second. Yes. I really do. It was overwhelming and scary, but mostly, it was wonderful. She settled more comfortably into bed. “Okay. Ready to hear all about my encounter with the whitefish?”
“Does the story have a happy ending? Because, you know, I like happy endings.”
“It has one,” Laleh said. “Well, for me. Not for the fish.”
“Then let’s hear it.”



 
CHAPTER 25
The moment Laleh got out of the car, she breathed in the clean mountain air and fresh pine scent. Leaves rustled, and a small stream provided soothing background sounds right next to the cabin, which was nestled between the pine trees, with no other people or cabins in sight.
It would be just the two of them for an entire weekend.
She spread her arms wide and spun in circles, the wind combing through her hair and her laughter echoing through the forest.
Grinning, Hope set down the cooler she had gotten out of the trunk and caught her. “Looks like I chose the right place.”
“It’s amazing.” Almost as amazing as being in Hope’s arms. Laleh entwined her fingers on the small of Hope’s back and pressed against her body, savoring its warmth and the way Hope smelled. “How did you find it?”
A hint of embarrassment came through their link. “I asked Jordan for advice on where to take you for Valentine’s Day weekend.”
Laleh chuckled. “Taking relationship advice from the woman who avoids them?” She enjoyed the way a hue of red rose up Hope’s neck and couldn’t resist following its path with her lips.
Hope shuddered in her arms. “Oh, not all of her relationships end the morning after. She just…God, Laleh, I can’t think when you do that.”
Reluctantly, Laleh stopped nuzzling. She didn’t want to be a tease, but she couldn’t resist when they were close like this.
Hope cleared her throat. “Jordan prefers to keep her relationships short and fun.”
“I always thought it was mostly men who were like that, not women.”
“Oh, believe me, there are plenty of women who enjoy casual sex.”
Hope’s voice, low and hoarse, sent shivers through Laleh’s body. “Were you ever like that?”
“Not exactly like that, but I never wanted to be tied down either.”
That wasn’t really why Hope had avoided serious relationships; Laleh knew that. Getting close to someone meant opening herself up for hurt and disappointment. She vowed not to be the cause of either for Hope.
Gently, she slid out of her arms and took her hand. “Come on. Let’s go look at the inside.” She picked up the cooler, which was much heavier than expected. “Uff. What do you have in here?”
“The website said the cabin comes with a grill on the back deck, so I bought some steaks. I didn’t want you to have to cook on your weekend off.”
Laleh pulled her to a stop at the cabin door. “You,” she tapped Hope’s chest, “are the perfect girlfriend. Has anyone ever told you that?”
“Um… Nope. You get to be the first.”
They looked at each other. Their connection tugged them closer, or maybe it was the urge to show Hope how wonderful she was.
Laleh put the cooler down. If they continued at this pace, they would never make it inside, but she didn’t care. Just as she leaned up to kiss Hope, her cell phone rang.
No! She had been so excited to go on this weekend trip with Hope that she’d forgotten to turn off her phone. Frowning, she pulled it out and glanced at the screen. A groan escaped her. “It’s my mother.”
Hope stiffened against her, and the happiness drifting through their link dimmed and was replaced by a gnawing worry.
The sudden tension in the air made Laleh’s stomach clench. “I’m sorry. If I don’t answer, she’ll send the police or at least my brothers and all of my cousins after me.”
“Go ahead,” Hope said. “I’ll get the steaks and the suitcases inside.”
“Thanks.” Laleh watched her go before swiping her thumb across the screen. “Salaam, Maman.”
“Laleh joon! Where are you?”
Laleh winced and struggled against the urge to pull the phone away from her ear. “Maman, you don’t have to shout. I can hear you just fine.”
“Shouting? Who’s shouting?”
Laleh sighed and gave up. They’d had this conversation a thousand times before. Her mother always seemed to think she had to raise her voice to be heard over the phone.
“I went by the restaurant, but Nasrin said you took the day off and tomorrow too. Are you all right?”
“I’m fine.” Laleh massaged the bridge of her nose. She had hoped to avoid questions by not mentioning her weekend trip. While she hadn’t actively lied, she had let them believe she was working this weekend, as she always did. But with her family, assuming her parents wouldn’t hear about it had probably been wishful thinking.
“I rang the doorbell about twenty times. When you didn’t open, I let myself in with my key, but you weren’t home. I thought something might have happened.”
“I’m fine, Maman,” she said again.
“Where are you?” Her mother raised her voice another notch.
Laleh took a deep breath, but even the crisp mountain air couldn’t help her now. “I’m at a cabin in the Lake Arrowhead area.”
For the first time in as long as Laleh could remember, her mother was silent.
“Maman?”
“What are you doing in the middle of the woods, all alone?” A note of panic crept into her mother’s tone.
“I’m not alone.” As soon as she’d said it, she bit her lip, knowing what would come next.
“Oh. So you…you’re there with…with a man? A man we haven’t even met?” her mother squeaked out in alarm. “What on earth were you thinking? He could be a killer or a rapist for all you know!”
“No, Maman. Calm down. I…”
Hope chose that very moment to step out of the cabin. She walked toward the car and unloaded their suitcases without glancing in Laleh’s direction.
But her feelings gave her away; she wasn’t as uninterested in the phone call as she pretended to be.
Laleh swallowed. She wasn’t ready to tell her mother why she was here with Hope the weekend after Valentine’s Day, but she couldn’t bring herself to deny Hope completely. “I’m here with Hope.”
Her mother was silent for a moment before tsking. “How do you expect to ever find yourself a husband if you spend all your time with your friends? Friends who don’t seem interested in finding a husband either.” Another disapproving tsk drifted through the phone.
“Maman…” Laleh squeezed her eyes shut. She didn’t want a husband. She wanted Hope. But how could she ever tell her mother that? The mere thought of what would happen if her family found out made her stomach twist itself into knots. Her parents wouldn’t understand.
“Talk to me, Laleh joon,” her mother said. “What is going on with you? You keep to yourself a lot lately. You don’t tell me things anymore. Going off for a weekend in the wilderness without telling me about it… That’s not like you.”
“I… I just…” Her knees trembled, and she sank onto the worn planks of the patio.
Hope set down the suitcases and crouched next to her, whispering, “Are you okay?”
Laleh nodded, even though she knew Hope could feel the truth. She put her hand on Hope’s arm to anchor herself. “I just need a little space,” she finally said into the phone.
“Space?” Her mother sounded as if Laleh had slapped her. “From me?”
Laleh put her elbow on her knee and covered her face with her free hand. The hurt in her mother’s voice sliced through her heart.
A warm hand settled on the back of her head and rubbed gently.
Laleh leaned into the touch. “I feel like I’m finally finding myself.”
“Finding yourself?” Her mother seemed to be reduced to echoing her statements. “What is there to find? Surely you know who you are.”
“That’s what I thought, but I feel like I have gotten to know myself a lot better in the last few months.”
“And that means you can’t talk to your parents anymore?” her mother asked. “Laleh, we’re part of who you are.”
“I know. I just… It’s complicated. Can we talk about this later? We just arrived and haven’t even unpacked yet.”
“All right. But please call me tomorrow and let me know how you are doing. There are no bears where you are, are there?”
“No, Maman. No bears,” Laleh said, even though she actually had no clue what kind of wildlife might be hiding in the forest. Bears were the least of her concerns right now. “I’ll call tomorrow. Khodafez.”
Her mother said good-bye too and ended the call.
Laleh let the phone drop to her lap and slowly looked over at Hope. “I’m sorry.”
“You didn’t tell them you were going away for the weekend?” Hope’s voice was carefully neutral, without judgment, but their link revealed that Laleh’s lie of omission had hurt her.
Struggling not to avert her gaze, she shook her head. “I didn’t want them to spoil it. But I guess now they did anyway.”
Hope put her arm around her. “Nonsense. Nothing is spoiled. But the fact that you’ve kept it a secret… It makes me wonder.” She peeked at Laleh and then stared straight ahead into the forest. “Do you think you’ll ever tell them about us?”
“Of course. I mean, I have to, sooner or later, don’t I?” Okay, that sounded less than reassuring.
A mask settled over Hope’s face, and the constant stream of emotions through their link slowed, as if she was trying to hold back her feelings from Laleh. “You don’t have to do anything,” she said stiffly.
“That’s not true. I’ll have to tell them eventually. I really want us…our relationship to work out. I don’t think of it as my dirty little secret, but the thought of telling my parents makes me break out in a sweat.” Laleh rubbed her forehead. “I know I’m a coward. I just never thought I’d be in this situation.”
“Having to come out as a lesbian…or as someone who’s in a lesbian relationship?”
“That too. But I meant having to disappoint my parents once again. After putting my foot down about not going to college and instead working at the restaurant, I thought I could at least make my parents proud of my personal life.”
“So you think they’ll take it badly?”
“I know they will. They aren’t prepared for this. They grew up in a country where being gay is illegal—and not just a minor offense. You can be sentenced to death for it.”
A deep line carved itself between Hope’s brows. “Your family…they’re not going to do something stupid, are they?”
“You mean like trying to kill you to defend my honor?” A weak smile tugged on Laleh’s lips. “No. Nothing like that. More like a lot of crying and lamenting.”
“Sounds like what most parents do when they find out their child is gay.”
“Yeah, but we’re Persians. We’re not exactly known for being mellow and laid-back where family is concerned. The crying and lamenting could last for a long, long time. Possibly forever.” The back of her throat burned, and she swallowed heavily. In a low voice, she added, “I don’t want to lose them.”
Hope’s arm around her tightened. A wave of anxiety swept over Laleh through their link, threatening to pull her under. “If it would be easier for you not to be with—”
Laleh turned and pressed her mouth to Hope’s, because she wanted to and because it was the fastest way to shut her up. She didn’t want Hope to think for a second that she would abandon her. “No,” she whispered against her lips. And then, more firmly, “No. I’m not going to give you up.”
A shaky breath escaped Hope, washing over Laleh’s lips. “Come on. Let’s go inside before the bears get us.”
Laleh forced a smile and allowed Hope to pull her up and inside the cabin.
* * *
For once, it was Laleh who held her stomach after dinner. “Oh, that was good.”
Hope chuckled and reached over to comb a strand of midnight dark hair back behind Laleh’s ear. “I might not be the greatest cook, but I can grill with the best of them.”
Laleh slid closer to her on the couch and leaned her head against Hope’s shoulder. “I’d give you a star if I could.”
The flames in the wood-burning fireplace crackled. They hadn’t bothered to turn on any other light; just the moon shone down on them through the skylight in the cross-beam ceiling.
“Well, if you can’t hand out stars, how about a kiss?” Hope asked.
Laleh turned to face her and handed out that reward without any hesitation. The kiss started slowly, gently, with only their lips caressing each other, but when Hope nipped at Laleh’s bottom lip and then traced it with her tongue, things quickly turned passionate.
Their tongues slid against each other. Laleh tasted like the wine they’d had for dinner, rich and intoxicating. More. A moan vibrated through Hope—hers or Laleh’s; she wasn’t sure.
Laleh shifted on the couch until she was straddling her and framed Hope’s face with her warm palms, drawing her closer still, deepening the kiss.
Hope’s head was spinning. With some difficulty, she took her mouth from Laleh’s, pulled the curtain of hair away from Laleh’s neck, and tasted the warm skin below her ear.
Groaning, Laleh raked her fingers down Hope’s shoulders and tilted her head back as if to give her more access. The movement pressed her full breasts against Hope’s.
A jolt of pleasure coursed down Hope’s body, flowed through their link, and was then reflected back to her. She was on overload. “God, you make my head swim.”
Laleh didn’t answer. She seemed to be beyond speech.
Not that Hope needed words. She felt every little thing Laleh felt, and it made her eager to try to elicit a new reaction. She nibbled on Laleh’s earlobe, at the same time skimming her hands down her sides. God, she wanted to feel her skin and taste her…everywhere.
Slow. Slow down! She had promised not to rush things this weekend, and she would keep that promise, even if it killed her.
But Laleh wasn’t helping. She sought Hope’s mouth in a hungry kiss.
Somehow, Hope’s hands found their way beneath Laleh’s shirt. So soft. So hot. She fanned her fingers out to both sides of Laleh’s spine, trembling in an effort not to slide them around and cup her breasts.
Or maybe Laleh was the one trembling.
Laleh’s low moan seemed to urge her to keep going, and Hope wanted nothing more. But not here. Not like this. Just because Laleh was eager to explore a little didn’t mean she wanted to go all the way. Hope struggled through the fog of desire and finally managed to break away. Breathing heavily, she stared into Laleh’s passion-hazed eyes.
“What…?” Laleh blinked as if she had trouble focusing her eyes. “What was that?”
“That,” Hope paused to clear her throat so she could speak without sounding like a phone sex operator, “was a kiss worthy of a five-star meal.”
Laleh traced the spot on her neck that Hope had kissed.
God, that was so damn sexy. Hope immediately wanted to kiss that spot again. She really deserved a medal for her restraint. Oh yeah. The medal of valor on the battlefield of sexual abstinence. The thought made her chuckle, and the haze slowly lifted from her brain. She realized her hands were beneath Laleh’s shirt. Okay, maybe the medal should be a minor one. Reluctantly, she withdrew her hands.
“What?” Laleh slid off Hope’s lap. Her kiss-swollen lips curved up, echoing Hope’s smile, but a bit of insecurity filtered through their link. “What’s so funny about this?”
Hope squeezed her hand. “I’m not laughing at you. I would never laugh at someone who can kiss me breathless.”
“Are there many candidates that fit that description?” Laleh asked. A faint grin played around her lips, but Hope sensed that her answer mattered to Laleh.
“Just one,” Hope said, no longer smiling. Too late she realized that it sounded almost like a declaration of love. It felt like one, and that was scary. It was like negotiating for the Persian rug. Letting Laleh know she had fallen in love with her would mean handing over all the power, including the power to hurt her. What if Laleh didn’t say it back because she still didn’t trust her feelings? She pushed up from the couch and pulled Laleh up with her. “Come on. I’ll take you upstairs.”
Laleh’s fingers twitched in her own.
A mix of renewed desire and nervousness hit Hope through their link. She laughed. “Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m talking about accompanying you to the bedroom door, where I’ll kiss you good night and then sleep on the couch like the gentlewoman I am.”
Laleh’s blush made her smile.
They walked to the bedroom hand in hand, never letting go, even though navigating the narrow set of wooden stairs side by side wasn’t easy. In front of the bedroom door, they paused and looked into each other’s eyes.
“So,” Hope said. “Thank you for a wonderful evening. I hope you sleep well.”
“No,” Laleh said.
Hope blinked. “You don’t think you’ll be able to sleep?”
Nervousness radiated off Laleh in waves. “I don’t want to go to sleep. And I don’t want you on the sofa.” She lowered her gaze to the floor for a moment. When she looked up again, her pupils were so large that her eyes appeared black. “I want you to make love to me.”
A groan wrenched from Hope’s throat. She swayed. “Laleh…” Why the heck was she holding back? Why wasn’t she shoving that door open, tossing Laleh down on the bed, and making love to her for the rest of the weekend? I promised. But if she was honest with herself, it was as much for herself as for Laleh. It was the physical intimacy that made Laleh nervous, but for her, it was the emotional one. She was awfully close to losing her heart, and if they crossed that final barrier and made love, there would be no going back.
“You don’t want that?” Laleh searched her face. She could probably feel Hope’s hesitancy.
“God, yes, I want it. I want you.” Desire pushed Hope’s fears to the back of her mind. “But…I thought you weren’t ready.”
“I thought so too, but really, what am I waiting for? For me to be less nervous? For my family to accept you? For an answer to the question whether my feelings for you are caused by our connection?” Laleh shook her head. “We might have to wait forever. I know what I feel for you, and it doesn’t matter anymore where it’s coming from. I think I need to take a leap of faith.” She drew a deep breath. “And I realized I’m ready for that because I trust you. And also because…”
Hope gripped Laleh’s hand more tightly. So much emotion pulsed through their link that she felt as if her heart was overflowing. She tensed, half hoping, half fearing Laleh was about to say what she thought she would say.
“Because I love you,” Laleh said in a quiet, breathless whisper.
Hope had suspected it…had sensed it, really, but hearing the words still made her heart hammer with happiness—and with nervousness. Because now the right thing to do was to say it back. In all her thirty-one years, she had never told another woman that she loved her. Not since her mother and that was different, of course. Blood roared through her ears. Come on. You can do this. For Laleh. Slowly, she opened her mouth.
Laleh lifted her free hand and touched her fingers to Hope’s lips before she could say it. “Don’t. Not because you think you have to say it. There’s no rush and no deadline on this either,” she repeated what Hope had said to her last week.
Hope closed her mouth and nodded. Maybe she didn’t need to say it after all. If even half of what she felt made it through their link, Laleh would feel very loved anyway. And she could show her by worshipping every inch of her body—repeatedly.
Renewed arousal pulsed through her veins. With trembling fingers, she opened the door.
Hand in hand, they stepped into the bedroom.
* * *
The cabin’s bedroom was small, all wood and warm colors. Hope had been the one to take up the suitcases earlier, so Laleh hadn’t seen it yet, but now she was too nervous and too focused on Hope to take in the details.
Still holding her hand, Hope tugged her across the room, switched on the lamp on the bedside table, and turned off the overhead light. Now the intimate glow from the single lamp surrounded them, shutting out everything beyond that circle of light.
They stood next to the bed, holding hands and gazing at each other.
“Don’t be nervous,” Hope whispered. She lifted Laleh’s hand to her mouth and kissed the palm. “We won’t do anything you don’t want.”
“I know. That’s not what’s making me nervous. It’s just… This means something. It means everything to me.”
“To me too,” Hope said, her voice rough with emotion. She kissed each of her fingers, the tenderness so evident in every single touch that Laleh didn’t need their link to sense it.
Hope’s eyes appeared aquamarine in this light, and they seemed to draw her in. She stepped closer until she felt the heat of Hope’s body.
Their mouths came together, and Hope kissed her slowly, unhurriedly. Their tongues brushed against each other in languid caresses. Hope wound her arms around Laleh’s hips and pulled her against her body, all without interrupting the kiss.
Laleh’s heart started to pound, and her excitement was echoed back at her through their connection. She delighted in running her fingers through Hope’s hair to make it even more disheveled.
Hope trailed her hands over Laleh’s back, first exploring the contours of her shoulders, then sliding them along her sides. Her fingertips skimmed the outer curves of Laleh’s breasts.
A moan vibrated through them both.
Laleh clutched Hope’s shoulders to stay on her feet. God, if this fleeting touch already made her sway, how would it be to feel Hope skin to skin?
“I want to feel you against me,” Hope whispered against her lips.
It was like an echo of Laleh’s own needs. “Yes,” was all she could get out.
Hope reached down, tugged the T-shirt from her own jeans, and lifted it up over her head.
It dropped to the floor, but Laleh didn’t spare it a thought. She was too busy drinking in Hope. Her skin was paler than Laleh’s own, and the outlines of her nipples were visible through the fabric of her white bra.
A moment later, the bra fell to the floor too.
Wow. Laleh swallowed heavily. She had imagined this moment many times, but clearly, her imagination sucked. Hope’s breasts were perfect—smaller than Laleh’s, so they would fit exactly into Laleh’s hands. Her body burned with the desire to make the thought a reality. Mirroring Hope’s movements, she took off her own T-shirt and then reached for the clasp of her bra.
“Wait,” Hope said, her voice hoarse. “Let me.” She reached around her with one hand. Her features tensed as she fumbled with the clasp. “Smooth,” she muttered as if to herself. “Very smooth.”
The little bit of nerves made Laleh smile. It was good to know that she wasn’t the only one with butterflies. Not that their connection left any doubt about it. Her own hesitation melted away with every second.
Finally, the hooks slipped from the loops, and the bra straps slid down Laleh’s arms. Completely topless, she stood next to the bed. With anyone else, she would have crossed her arms over her bare chest, but the awe she felt from Hope made hiding unnecessary.
Simultaneously, they kicked off their shoes and socks and inched the zippers of their jeans down. Laleh’s gaze tracked the path of Hope’s pants as they slid down her legs, followed by her panties. So beautiful.
She didn’t look away as Hope turned down the covers on the bed, the muscles in her butt flexing as she bent.
God. Laleh had never felt so frantic with desire. She wanted to touch every new body part that was revealed to her gaze.
Hope turned, fire in her eyes as if she could sense her thoughts.
Well, she probably could. Instead of being ashamed, Laleh found it liberating because she knew Hope felt the same.
Not wanting any barriers between them, she reached for her panties, but again Hope took over. She hooked her fingers into the elastic waistband and looked at her with a silent question in her eyes.
There was no hesitation on her part, and that amazed not only Hope, but her too. She nodded and let Hope pull the panties down her legs. Completely naked, she crawled onto the bed and stared up at Hope. The sheets felt cool against her overheated skin, and every inch of her prickled with anticipation.
Hope didn’t make her wait. Never breaking eye contact, she blanketed Laleh’s body with her own while supporting herself on her elbows.
As their bodies came into contact all along their lengths, Laleh’s breathing picked up. The heat and softness of Hope’s skin and her enticing scent made her groan. She felt so close to Hope—and not just physically.
Her arms framing Laleh’s face, Hope looked down at her. Her pupils were larger than Laleh had ever seen them.
Laleh reached up and tucked an errant strand of hair behind Hope’s ear. She was so overwhelmed with love for her that her chest felt close to bursting, and she felt her feelings returned with the same strength, even though Hope hadn’t been able to say it yet. This was real, no matter how it had started. She slid her arms around Hope, enjoying the glide of her fingertips over the smooth skin of her back, and then pulled her down.
Heat shot down her spine as their mouths met in a deep kiss.
Moaning, she trailed her palms along the curve of Hope’s bare back until she clutched the ass she had admired a minute ago.
Hope tore her lips away, buried her face against Laleh’s neck, and let out a long groan.
Immediately, Laleh wanted to hear that noise again, but before she could do anything about it, Hope started nibbling her earlobe.
Shivers raced through Laleh’s body. Now she was the one groaning as Hope raked her teeth down her neck. Her eyes fluttered shut. She tilted her head back, giving her more access. Again.
As if hearing the silent command, Hope scraped her teeth over that spot behind her ear that made her bones liquefy. With her fingertips, she caressed Laleh’s sensitive sides.
Paths of fire danced along Laleh’s skin. She opened her eyes.
Hope looked from where she was touching Laleh up to her face. Keeping eye contact, she stroked the underside of Laleh’s breast with the backs of her fingers.
The heat of her touch felt as if it could soak through her skin right to her heart.
Gently, Hope cradled the entire breast in her hand, just holding it for a moment.
Yes! Laleh arched her back into the touch.
Much too soon, Hope took her hand away. But before Laleh could protest, she leaned down and kissed the top of Laleh’s breast.
Fine tremors rushed through Laleh as Hope placed openmouthed kisses all over her chest, going in circles around her nipple until finally touching it with her lips.
A breathy sigh escaped Laleh. Her nipple instantly hardened.
Hope looked up. “This is incredible. I can feel everything you’re feeling.”
Laleh could only nod. Emotions bounced back and forth between them, intensifying each other, until she was half crazed with desire.
“Incredible,” Hope repeated in a whisper before bending her head again.
Laleh had expected another kiss, but this time, Hope licked a loving circle around one areola and then blew across it.
The sensation of cool air on her damp, overheated skin sparked a shiver through Laleh’s body. The muscles in her abdomen went taut.
Hope grinned against her skin and then flicked her tongue across the nipple.
“Oh!” Purely on instinct, Laleh weaved her fingers through Hope’s hair and pulled her closer. “Again.” This time, she dared to voice her needs. “Please.”
“As you wish.” Hope teased her nipple with her tongue. “Or I could do this.” She took it into her mouth and sucked gently.
The breath drained from her lungs. A bolt of searing-hot desire shot between her legs. She arched up, seeking more contact and finding Hope’s thigh that pressed between hers.
Hope seemed to make it her mission to reduce Laleh to a quivering bundle of need. She suckled, every now and then pausing to flick her tongue across the nipple or circle the areola in broad strokes. “God, you’re so sensitive,” she murmured. “I think I can make you come just like this.”
“I—think—so—too,” Laleh gasped out. Already, the pressure began to build deep within her. Just when she thought she couldn’t stand it anymore, Hope’s mouth went to her other breast.
Electric sparks ran along Laleh’s skin. Her entire body felt like one big knot of nerve endings. Sensing Hope’s arousal inflamed her own even more, and that in turn sent Hope to new heights. Laleh’s hips arched, and the pressure of Hope’s thigh nearly sent her spiraling out of control.
No! Not yet. Before this was over, she wanted to touch Hope and make her just as crazy. She tightened her fingers in Hope’s hair and pulled her up.
Hope slid upward in bed, her thigh dragging across Laleh’s clit.
Moaning helplessly, Laleh pressed her lips to Hope’s and kissed her deeply.
Hope let out a deep groan, and Laleh had no words to describe how hot it was to know that they were sharing every sensation, every emotion.
She shoved against Hope’s shoulders with both hands until she got the hint and rolled to the side. Laleh directed her onto her back and then stared down at her, not sure where to start because there was so much she wanted to do to Hope. Finally, she started by putting her lips on the exposed column of her throat and tasting the salty skin. Delicious. She nipped and sucked on Hope’s neck, not caring if she marked her—wanting to mark her.
Hope shuddered beneath her, and Laleh felt the jolt of desire that shot straight to her core. God, it was almost as if Hope was touching her, not the other way around.
“Laleh,” Hope groaned out.
She lifted her head and looked into Hope’s passion-filled eyes. Never had she felt such a connection. It went far beyond their link, as if their hearts and souls were bonded, not just their minds. She touched her fingertips to Hope’s flushed cheek.
Neither of them smiled. What they were feeling was too intense for that.
Laleh enjoyed the slide of skin against skin as she moved down a little.
Hope began breathing hard before Laleh’s lips even found her breast.
She licked the nipple once, as Hope had done to her, and then paused, fascinated by the change in texture as it hardened. Immediately, she went back for more…more of Hope’s taste and especially more of the little sounds she made as Laleh caressed her nipple with her lips and tongue. God, this was incredible. Her insecurities about not knowing how to please Hope vanished. Their connection provided her with instant feedback, letting her know how much Hope enjoyed this.
Every touch sent little jolts through Hope and, by extension, through Laleh.
Hope rocked against her, their thighs entwined, Hope’s wetness dampening Laleh’s leg.
Laleh’s head spun.
“If you…God…keep that up…” Hope’s lips parted in an audible gasp, and her eyes glazed over.
“I know.” Laleh could sense how close Hope already was. “And I will.” For a second, she was amazed at her own confidence. She’d never acted like this in bed. But then again, no other experience had ever been like this.
Hope let out a growl and rolled them over. “No, you won’t. My turn again.” Before Laleh could take back control, Hope dipped her head and ran the tip of her tongue from her cleavage to her navel.
Laleh’s body quivered. She sensed what Hope wanted. “I…you…”
“Yes,” Hope said and glanced up Laleh’s body. “Is that okay?”
Laleh nodded shakily, not sure if her vocal cords would work.
Hope kissed her belly and then rested her cheek against it for a moment. She caressed Laleh’s legs with her hands.
God, Laleh had never realized that the outsides of her legs were so sensitive.
Hope pressed a soft kiss to the edge of the curly hair at the juncture of Laleh’s thighs before lifting her head to look at her.
The heat in Hope’s gaze and coming through their link seemed to set Laleh on fire.
“You’re so beautiful,” Hope whispered. She nestled her body between Laleh’s thighs. Her nostrils flared as she lowered her head.
Laleh’s breath caught. She clutched the sheets with both hands. “Hope…”
Humming a soft reply, Hope kissed a path up her inner thighs and nudged them farther apart as her touches wandered higher.
Laleh spread her legs wider.
Hope’s tousled locks tickled the insides of her thighs, and then she kissed her—right between her legs.
Oh God. Bolts of desire zigzagged through Laleh’s body. She sucked in a breath and began to pant.
Hope put one hand on her hip and stroked the sensitive skin at the bend of her leg. She started slowly, with long, soft strokes of her tongue. After a while, she switched to short flicks, and Laleh’s hazed brain realized she was trying to find out what kind of touch she liked.
Anything. Everything. She tried to breathe normally, but she couldn’t control it any more than she could stop her hips from arching up against Hope’s mouth.
Hope’s breathing was ragged too; puffs of air washed over Laleh’s wetness and ratcheted up her arousal another notch. The flat of Hope’s tongue swept over Laleh’s swollen clit once more before she captured it in her mouth and started to gently suck.
Guttural sounds escaped Laleh. She reached down, threaded her fingers through Hope’s hair, and pulled her closer.
Hope gave an answering moan, her pleasure keeping pace with Laleh’s. Both of her hands slid beneath Laleh and took hold of her ass.
Close. She was so close already. They both were. She rolled her hips against Hope, needing her closer, needing…more. But before she could gasp out the words, Hope slid one hand out from beneath her and eased inside her with two fingers.
A long groan drained from Laleh, ending in Hope’s name. She arched into Hope’s hand and drove her deeper. “Good. Oh God. So good.”
Hope started to move in a perfect rhythm, her thumb replacing her mouth and rubbing Laleh’s clit.
Laleh’s vision blurred as the tension between her legs gathered. She tried to hold back and prolong the experience, but that only made the sensations stronger. Her moans and gasps were nearly constant now, and she didn’t try to suppress them, sensing how much Hope enjoyed hearing them.
Tiny tremors started, and she felt them run through Hope too, as if she were an extension of Laleh’s body. “Come up here! Quick.”
Hope slid up in bed, which changed the angle of her fingers and hit a spot inside of Laleh that made her gasp.
She clutched Hope against her with one arm and slid the other hand between them. Just feeling how wet Hope was nearly made her come. Her touch was probably uncoordinated from desire and inexperience, but it didn’t matter. Their groans mingled, and their shared passion washed over them.
Laleh’s eyes rolled back in her head and then fluttered closed. The world melted away, and she fell into their connection.
As if from very far away, she heard Hope cry out, and she felt her orgasm as if it were her own. Wave after wave of pleasure, her own and Hope’s, pulsed through her. She might have passed out.
When her brain started working again and she could focus her eyes, she was cradled in Hope’s arms, her head settled on one damp shoulder. Faint tremors still ran through her.
Dazed, they stared at each other.
Laleh swallowed against her dry throat.
“That was incredible,” Hope rasped. “You are incredible. I’ve never felt anything close to that. Even if you hadn’t touched me, I would have come along with you.”
Laleh couldn’t wait to find out if Hope really could come without being touched, but for now, she was spent. Her muscles felt like overcooked spaghetti as she lifted up a little, hovering over Hope, and traced the smile on her lips with one fingertip. “I guess my friend Jill was right.”
* * *
“Right about what?” Hope asked, trying to catch her breath.
Laleh looked down to where she was tracing invisible patterns on Hope’s chest, causing goose bumps to spread along her skin. “Um, she said the sex would be mind-blowing.”
“Oh yeah. It was.” Hope certainly wasn’t a stranger to good sex, but this…being with Laleh had been so much more than that. She had to smile as a blush rose up Laleh’s neck and colored her cheeks. God, I love this woman. Thinking it didn’t feel so scary anymore. Apparently, making love had swept away not only Laleh’s insecurities. For the first time in her adult life, Hope trusted someone not to abandon her. Her love for Laleh filled her so completely that she thought she might burst if she didn’t tell her. But when she opened her mouth, she still struggled to get the words out. “I… I…”
“What is it?” Laleh leaned over her with a concerned expression.
“I…” Hope squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again and looked directly into Laleh’s. “I love you.”
Laleh’s mouth formed a startled O.
Hope extended her Laleh-feelers to see what emotion lay beneath the surprise.
Nothing. Not even a hint of happiness drifted through their link. She had thought Laleh would be glad to hear that her feelings were returned, even though their lovemaking couldn’t have left any doubt about it. Did she think Hope had only said it because she had been overwhelmed by endorphins right after her orgasm?
A lump in her throat, she stared at Laleh, who was beaming now.
Laleh let out a little squeal and kissed her mouth, her cheeks, both of her eyes, and then her lips again before throwing her arms around Hope and hugging her tightly. “I know I said there’s no rush and you didn’t need to say it,” she whispered against Hope’s neck. “I mean, I felt it when we made love. Even before that. But now that you said it, I realize how much I needed to hear it anyway.”
Despite her words and the obvious display of happiness, Hope couldn’t feel a thing from her.
After a moment, Laleh seemed to realize that Hope was just lying there, stiff as a board. She lifted herself up on one elbow and searched Hope’s face. “What’s wrong?”
“Can’t you sense it?”
Laleh’s gaze went inward. Her eyes widened. “I…I don’t feel anything from you.”
“Me neither.”
They stared at each other.
Hope pinched her own thigh. Ouch. She rubbed the spot and then looked at Laleh. “Did you feel that?”
Laleh’s cheeks had gone pale. She shook her head. “I can’t feel you. Not even a little bit.” Her voice was edged with panic. “Can you…ask me something medical?”
Hope’s mind was buzzing, so it took her a minute to think of something. “How do you treat conjunctivitis?”
“Um, what’s that?”
“Pinkeye,” Hope murmured with a sinking feeling.
Laleh shook her head. “I don’t have the slightest clue.”
Hope tried to remember all the ingredients for fesenjan. Pomegranate, walnuts…uh… Damn, she couldn’t remember. “Our connection…” She swallowed heavily. “I think it’s gone.”
Tears shone in Laleh’s eyes.
A few months ago, Hope would have danced around the room, happy to finally be rid of the unwanted link, but now it felt as if she had lost an important part of herself. Seeing the tears in Laleh’s eyes without feeling her pain… It felt weird. Wrong.
But as quickly as they had come, Laleh’s tears stopped. Instead, a smile spread over her face, quickly growing, until she was beaming from one ear to the other.
What the hell…? How could Laleh be happy about this?
“I love you,” Laleh whispered.
Hope took her hand, and this time she could say it with only a short moment of hesitation. “I love you too, but that doesn’t—”
“No. Don’t you understand?”
She shook her head, which was spinning. “I feel like I don’t understand anything anymore.”
“I love you,” Laleh repeated, as if that would explain. “The link is gone, and I still love you. These are my feelings, not just a reflection of what you feel for me.”
Hope stared for a second. Then it hit her. She loves me. She really does. Now she found herself beaming too. While she had taken a leap of faith by opening her heart and trusting Laleh not to abandon her, that nagging worry had remained in the back of her mind. “Oh, wow. You love me. These are really our feelings. Ours. Nothing can take this from us.”
Laleh nodded and then fell into her arms.
Hope clutched her tightly and buried her face into Laleh’s soft hair. She was so happy and relieved that she felt like singing and shouting, but after a moment, a bit of sadness crept in as she remembered that Laleh could no longer sense what she was feeling. Determined to enjoy this possibly best day of her life, she tried to focus on the positive. “So it’s a good thing that our connection is gone, right? Now we can be sure.”
“Yeah. A good thing,” Laleh repeated.
Hope didn’t need to sense her emotions to know that it didn’t entirely feel like a good thing to Laleh either. She didn’t have the words to comfort her, and now she could no longer rely on their connection to let Laleh know how she felt. She had to say it. “I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault,” Laleh said.
“I know. But I wished the connection gone when we first discovered it—and now it is.”
Laleh’s hair tickled Hope’s shoulder as she shook her head. “It’s not like it’s gone because you wished for it. Maybe it was…you know…earlier. I mean…” Her voice dropped a register, and a hint of a blush rose to her cheeks again. “Maybe we kind of overloaded it when we…”
Hope traced one of the heated cheeks with her fingertips. “Maybe. Like you said, it was pretty mind-blowing. Or maybe the link broke when I told you that…that I love you.” It was getting a little easier to say it.
“You really think that could have caused it?” Laleh asked.
“I have no idea. A part of me was scared to tell you that I love you because I was afraid to lose you.”
“Like you lost your mother,” Laleh completed what she hadn’t said.
Hope nodded. “Instead, we lost our connection. Of course, it could have been that mind-blowing orgasm too. After I came, I was a little…um, preoccupied, so I’m not sure if I felt anything from you afterward.” She had only started paying attention to their link again when she had told Laleh that she loved her.
“Me neither.” Laleh sat up and slung her arms around her raised knees. She stared straight ahead, looking forlorn. “It’s great to know that these,” she pressed one hand to her chest, “are really my feelings, but I’m gonna miss our link. I’m gonna miss feeling you.”
A knot formed in Hope’s stomach as she looked over at her, not knowing how to comfort her. If they had still had their connection, she would have hummed a soothing melody in her head, and sensing Hope’s emotions would have told Laleh how much she cared, without Hope having to say even one word. Only now did she realize how much she had relied on this constant unspoken communication. After a second’s hesitation, she slid up next to Laleh and wrapped one arm around her.
To her relief, Laleh immediately snuggled against her side and settled one arm around Hope’s waist.
They sat like this for a while, soaking up each other’s warmth. Even now with their empathetic link gone, Hope felt connected to Laleh in a way she had never experienced with anyone else.
“It doesn’t matter what caused the link to break,” Laleh said after a while. “I don’t regret making love to you.” She kissed Hope’s shoulder. “And I certainly don’t regret you telling me you love me. No matter what, I’m glad you said it.”
Hope held her a little more tightly and whispered into Laleh’s hair, “Me too.”



 
CHAPTER 26
Hope kept glancing over at Laleh while driving west on the 210. Darkness had already fallen, so she couldn’t make out much of her face. They had packed and gotten into the car later than they had planned, both reluctant to head back.
They had spent the day sleeping in, enjoying the late breakfast Hope had prepared, and taking a couple of long walks in the mountains. Both had gotten plenty of rest, and as if by unspoken agreement, they hadn’t made love again.
Hope admitted to herself that she was a little afraid to discover that the sex wouldn’t be as mind-blowing without their connection. She had also hoped that their empathetic link would recover if they gave it some time without an orgasm, like the sense of sight returning after being blinded by the sun.
It hadn’t happened. No matter how often Hope tried to pick up on Laleh’s emotions or to access some of her knowledge, she failed every time.
Now that their weekend trip was officially over and they were almost back in the city, she had to admit that their connection was probably gone for good.
She was left wondering what Laleh was thinking or feeling, and she had never been good at this kind of guessing game. Without their link, she felt adrift and uncertain. Damn. Please don’t let me mess this up.
Neither of them said much on the drive home.
Hope peeked over at Laleh again. They were approaching the Brand Boulevard exit, which she would have to take to drive Laleh home, or she could continue on for the closest route to her condo.
She had no idea what Laleh wanted. Did she want to go home or stay at her condo tonight? Of course, she could ask, but maybe then Laleh would feel pressured. Judging by her silence, Laleh needed some time alone to process everything that had happened this weekend.
Usually, Hope would have needed some space too. She had liked being around her former girlfriends just fine, but after two days in a tiny cabin in the woods, she would have longed for some time alone.
Not with Laleh. To her surprise, she wanted more—more time with Laleh, more closeness, more of a chance to reconnect and make sure they didn’t lose what they had.
But if that wasn’t what Laleh needed right now…
Suppressing a sigh, Hope took the exit and drove toward Glendale.
Laleh said nothing, so apparently, she had guessed right. She didn’t want to stay over at Hope’s condo tonight. Even though Hope understood the need for some time alone, she couldn’t help being hurt.
Oh, come on. Since when are you the clingy type? Suck it up!
Ten minutes later, she stopped the BMW in front of Laleh’s apartment complex. She turned off the engine and sat there, for the first time in ages not knowing what to say to her. “So… Here we are.”
Laleh looked over at her and studied her for a minute. “Thanks for driving me home.”
“Any time.”
Why the hell were they exchanging pleasantries like two perfect strangers despite everything they had shared?
Hope bit her lip to keep from stopping her as Laleh reached out and opened the door.
* * *
Laleh opened the passenger’s side door slowly, giving Hope every opportunity to stop her.
She didn’t.
Not that Laleh had really expected her to. She knew Hope was the type to withdraw and process things on her own before she could talk about it. She respected that, but it was still hard to let her go, especially now that her own need to connect was stronger than ever. After losing their link, she needed to reassure herself that she wouldn’t lose Hope along with it.
One foot already outside, she paused. No. She couldn’t go. Not like this. She let herself sink back and turned toward Hope. “Can I…?” Can I stay over at your place?
Hope watched her with wide eyes.
Laleh stopped herself from saying it. It wouldn’t be fair to Hope. Instead, she asked, “Can I have a good-night kiss?”
“One?” Hope breathed out. “You can have a million.”
The tentative longing in her voice nearly made Laleh pitch against her in relief. So Hope wanted to connect after all, even if she didn’t want a sleepover.
Laleh chuckled. “Let’s start with one.”
They leaned over the middle console, and their lips met in a kiss that expressed so much emotion that, for a moment, Laleh thought their link might be back. God, she loved this woman, and she loved kissing her.
Hope cradled Laleh’s face between her palms and traced the outer edge of her ear with one finger.
Laleh shuddered, and the kiss turned passionate.
Countless minutes later, they sank back against their seats, both breathless.
Slowly, the haze of passion lifted. Laleh wanted more—more kisses, more time with Hope—but she forced herself to push the passenger’s side door open more fully. Everything in her shouted at her to stay, but she gritted her teeth and climbed out of the BMW.
Both hands clamped around the open door, she stood next to the car. Her gaze went to her apartment building and then back to Hope. She really didn’t want to be alone right now, but Hope had a right to do whatever she wanted.
“Well,” Hope said and looked up at her with a questioning gaze, “I guess we’ll see each other.”
That was all she had to say? She didn’t even want to make specific plans for Wednesday? Laleh tightened her grip on the door. Apparently, Hope needed more time alone than she had assumed. A wave of loneliness and hurt slammed into her. “Sure,” she got out. She gave Hope a stiff nod and then closed the door between them.
Hope turned the key in the ignition, without waiting for Laleh to walk away.
Blood roared through Laleh’s ears. No! She didn’t know if she had shouted it or just thought it. Before Hope could pull away from the curb, she wrenched open the passenger’s side door and stuck her head inside the car.
“Jesus, Laleh!” Hope pressed one hand to her chest.
They stared at each other across the middle console.
Slowly, without looking away, Hope shut off the engine. “Is…is there something you forgot?”
Laleh studied her with an intense gaze. “Yes. I forgot to tell you how much I hate this.”
“H-hate? Hate what?” Hope clutched the steering wheel with both hands.
“I get that you need some time alone now. But does it feel right to you that we go our separate ways like this?” Laleh allowed a bit of her anger and hurt to escape. “Like we’re only acquaintances who hardly know each other?”
“Me?” Hope squeaked out. “I don’t need time alone. I thought you wanted some time to think!”
“No! I thought you were the one who wanted time alone.”
They again stared at each other.
Laughter burst from Laleh. Her knees went limp, so she dropped into the passenger seat and closed the door, shutting them off from the rest of the world.
After a second, Hope joined her laughter.
It wasn’t that funny, really, but Laleh was too relieved to stop. Finally, she sobered and shook her head at them both. “We’re quite the pair. Would you really have let me go, even though it’s not what you wanted?”
Hope shrugged. “Um, yeah. I assumed that’s what you wanted. What about you? You’re usually better at speaking up for what you want.”
Laleh scratched her neck. “Um, yeah. I guess I got too used to you sensing what I need, and I was hurt when you didn’t.”
“I’m sorry. I—”
Laleh stopped her with a soft touch to her arm. “No. It’s not your fault. Well, not just your fault. We both need to stop making assumptions. Now that we can no longer rely on our connection, we need to talk to each other. Can you do that?”
“It’s not exactly my forte, but I’ll try my best.” Hope squared her shoulders. “So, do you want to stay over at my place tonight?”
“No,” Laleh said.
Hope blinked. “But I thought…”
“Why drive all the way across town when I have a perfectly good bed just a few yards away?”
Even in the dim light from the streetlamp outside, the heat in Hope’s eyes was easy to see.
They smiled at each other, then scrambled from the car and hurried up the stairs hand in hand, not bothering to get the suitcases from the trunk. At the last moment, Hope pressed the key fob and locked her car before the door fell closed behind them.
* * *
Laleh’s fingers shook as she unlocked the front door. Why on earth was she so nervous? She and Hope had already made love, and it had been great. Beyond great. But that had been yesterday, when she’d still had their link to guide her.
“Are you okay?” Hope asked from behind her.
Laleh stepped into her tiny apartment, turned, and nodded.
When Hope opened her mouth, Laleh knew what she would say even before she actually said it. “No faking it, remember?”
That brought a smile to Laleh’s lips, despite her nervousness. “It’s just… This feels like it’s our first time. What if…?” She gnawed on her bottom lip, unable to voice her thoughts.
Hope stepped closer and took her into her arms. “What if…what?” she whispered.
Feeling Hope’s body against hers instantly calmed Laleh. “What if it’s not as good without our connection? What if…if I can’t please you?”
Hope combed strands of hair back from Laleh’s face and kissed her gently. “Won’t happen,” she said with confidence. “Just looking at you…being here with you pleases me. As for the rest… Well, like you just said, we’ll be okay as long as we keep talking to each other. We need to work on our communication. I’m up for practicing…the entire night, if need be.”
Her playful leer made Laleh laugh. She caressed Hope’s cheek and said, “I love you.”
Even without their link, she could feel the happiness radiating off Hope.
“I love you too,” Hope said. She lifted Laleh’s hand to her lips and kissed each of her fingers in a repeat of what she had done last night.
Yesterday, Hope had taken control and had undressed her. Today, Laleh wanted to do that. Despite her nervousness, she couldn’t wait to touch Hope again. She led her to the bedroom, where they stood and gazed deeply into each other’s eyes. Without breaking eye contact, Laleh slid her fingertips up Hope’s arms until she could rest both hands on her shoulders and then sought out Hope’s lips with her own.
Immediately, Hope opened her mouth to her.
Both of them moaned as their tongues met. It wasn’t long before the erotic contact made Laleh crave more. An urgency she didn’t fully understand gripped her. She tugged Hope’s T-shirt out of her jeans and pulled it up, grunting in frustration as she had to break the kiss to slip it over Hope’s head. Then the T-shirt was gone and her mouth was on Hope’s again.
Hope felt and tasted as good as she had yesterday. If possible, touching her turned Laleh on even more because now she already knew what wonders awaited her beneath the rest of Hope’s clothes. She pressed her mouth to Hope’s neck, deeply breathing in her scent, and then trailed her lips down to the edge of Hope’s bra. This would never get old. She nuzzled her face against the smooth skin of Hope’s chest. Nothing could be more erotic than the curve of her breasts—maybe except for the curve of her hips.
The thought made her eager to explore that body part too. Her hands went to Hope’s zipper and pulled it down in one forceful motion.
“Whoa!” Hope’s chuckle sounded husky. “Are you in a hurry?”
“Yes. No.” Laleh took several deep breaths. She wanted Hope, but at the same time, she wanted to make this last and ensure that Hope would enjoy every bit of it. “Sorry.”
Hope took her hand and pressed it to the left side of her chest, where her heart beat frantically. “No need to apologize. Quite the opposite. It’s hot as hell, and I’m just as eager to make love to you. I just want you to know that we’ve got all the time in the world.”
Laleh understood what she was trying to tell her. They would still be together tomorrow and every day after that. Even though the connection between their minds had vanished, their hearts and souls were still bonded. Part of the urgency left her.
She knelt and slowly tugged Hope’s pants down, kissing each newly revealed inch of skin.
Hope’s fingers went into Laleh’s hair and tightened a little with each of Laleh’s caresses.
Her panties followed, and this time, Laleh kissed a path down Hope’s other leg. She held on to Hope’s hips to steady her as she stepped out of the tangled clothes. Her nostrils flared as she breathed in the musky scent of Hope’s arousal. For a moment, she was tempted to put her mouth on her, but she didn’t yet have the confidence to do that.
We’ve got all the time in the world, she mentally repeated Hope’s words.
On her way back up from her kneeling position, she kissed Hope’s belly. It was firmer than her own, but the skin was incredibly soft, so she had to touch it with her hands too. Her fingertips followed the curve of each rib.
Hope shivered against her. “I don’t think you have to worry about a thing. See how easily my body responds to you?”
Laleh looked to where she was pointing.
Hope’s nipples poked through her bra.
Without thought, Laleh touched one with her fingertip. When it hardened even more, she bent her head and sucked it into her mouth through the thin fabric, marveling at her own eagerness and lack of inhibitions.
“Laleh!” Hope’s fingers tangled in her hair again. She swayed against her. “Bed. Now!”
Their hands shook as each took off the rest of her clothes.
As if sensing Laleh’s need for control, Hope sank onto the bed and let her settle on top.
Their legs entwined, and Laleh groaned at the slide of Hope’s breasts against her own and the pressure of Hope’s thigh at her core. God, this had to be the most incredible feeling in the world.
Heat rose from Hope’s skin and seemed to ratchet up Laleh’s own body temperature. Bracing herself on both forearms, she ran a line of kisses from one shoulder to the other.
Hope’s fingers rested in her hair, caressing, but she let her explore without directing her.
Laleh started a slow journey down Hope’s body with her hands and mouth, exploring every curve and dip. She kissed her breasts for a long time and caressed them with her fingertips. Incredible. She loved everything about them…their shape, their size, their softness. Slowly, she let her tongue curve around Hope’s nipple.
Hope hissed out a breath and rocked her hips against her.
The slide of Hope’s strong thigh against her core triggered a cascade of sensations. Pleasure streaked through her. Moaning, Laleh arched to increase the pressure at her center.
Thighs locked and breasts brushing, they strained against each other.
Hope grasped her shoulders, urged her up a little, and kissed her hard.
Laleh matched her thrust for thrust. Every nerve ending in her body seemed to come alive as they rocked against each other in a perfect rhythm. It took her arousal-clouded brain a few moments to understand that this would be over very soon if she didn’t slow them down.
She tore her lips from Hope’s and slid to the side.
“No,” Hope groaned out. “What are you—?”
Her protest ended on a deep moan as Laleh trailed her hand down her belly. She got lost in the softness of Hope’s skin at the bend of her leg for several seconds but then leaned up on one elbow and looked down into Hope’s flushed face, hoping the emotions written there would guide her. Carefully, she let her fingers play through Hope’s wiry curls. The wetness on her fingertips excited her.
Hope drew in a quivering breath. “Oh God, what you’re doing to me…”
Laleh traced the swollen folds and then experimentally grazed Hope’s clitoris with one finger.
Hope’s hips surged upward. “Don’t tease.”
“I’m not teasing.” Laleh meant it. “I’m finding out what you like. What I like. Is that okay?”
“It’s killing me…but in the best of ways.” Restlessly, she trailed her hands up and down Laleh’s sweat-slicked back.
Laleh gazed into her eyes as she slowly moved her hand, thrilled at the way Hope arched up against her, seeking more contact. Hope’s breathing turned ragged, and Laleh was panting too.
She inched her fingertips closer to Hope’s opening and then hesitated. “Do you want me to…?”
Hope moaned out her reply.
Slowly, Laleh eased inside of her with one finger. She watched as Hope clawed at the rumpled sheets and threw her head back, face tilted to the ceiling. Her own breath hitched at the beautiful sight and the intimacy of being inside of her.
Hope bucked her hips against her. She panted, her mouth slightly open and her cheeks flushed. Beads of sweat ran down the side of her straining belly.
Laleh’s head spun. She couldn’t believe how incredible this was. Overcome, she slid closer, halfway on top of Hope, and covered her face with kisses.
A long moan tore from Hope as the weight of Laleh’s body drove her finger deeper. “Do that again!”
“This?” Laleh tried to replicate the movement.
“Yes! More!” Hope surged up against her and kissed her as Laleh eased out and back in with a second finger. She let go of the sheet and dug her nails into Laleh’s shoulders.
Their rocking motion sent jolts of pleasure through Laleh as Hope’s firm thigh rubbed against her. Seeing Hope lose all control was intoxicating. “I love being with you…in you like this.” It was getting hard to keep her own need in check. She surged against Hope, the tiny, almost painful sensation of Hope’s fingernails on her back driving her into overload. She pressed her mouth to the pounding pulse in Hope’s neck and panted against her damp skin.
Tremors started to shake Hope’s thighs. “Laleh…”
Laleh tore her lips away from Hope’s neck, wanting to watch her. With a small, guttural sound from deep in her throat, she moved against Hope once, twice more and then felt her fingers being gripped.
Hope arched against her and came with a shout, her hands grabbing Laleh’s ass and pulling her tight against her leg.
Laleh’s mind went blank as her own climax washed over her, and she followed Hope over the brink.
When her brain started functioning again, Hope’s chest was still heaving beneath her cheek. “God, that… Laleh.” Her warm breath brushed over Laleh’s forehead.
“Yeah.” She pressed little kisses to Hope’s shoulder and slowly, a little regretfully withdrew her fingers. “That was amazing. You were amazing.”
“Me?”
Laleh kissed the damp skin between her breasts. “Okay, we. We were amazing. Together. It seems my worry about it not being as good without the link was unfounded.”
“Completely unfounded.” Hope combed tangled strands of hair back behind Laleh’s ears and gazed up at her with such love that Laleh nearly melted. “That is…”
About to press another kiss to Hope’s chest, Laleh froze. “What?”
“Well, you know I’m a scientist. We’re always after repeatable results. Otherwise, how do we know this wasn’t a fluke?”
Laleh grinned down at her. It was getting late, and she had to work the next day, but right now, she couldn’t care less. “Hm. Maybe you’re right. We should make sure.”
“Yeah. But this time…” Hope wrapped her arms around her and rolled them around. “…I get to be on top.”
Laleh laughed. “Whatever you want.”
“Whatever I want?” Hope repeated with heat in her eyes.
In reply, Laleh pulled her down and kissed her, effectively ending the conversation.
* * *
Laleh had probably headed straight to Hope’s after work, so she still smelled of her aunt’s Persian cooking when she stepped into the condo.
Hope closed the door and pulled her close for a moment, savoring the way it felt to hold her after two days of not seeing each other. She pressed a kiss to Laleh’s warm neck and deeply breathed in her scent. Come on. Say it.
It had been three weeks since their connection had vanished. At times, it still took a conscious effort to communicate verbally, but they were getting better at it.
Hope gave herself a mental kick. “I…I missed you.”
Laleh lifted her face and kissed her, leaving no doubt about her feelings. “I missed you too.” Then her lips were on Hope’s again.
Their tongues slid along each other’s, stroking languidly, and their bodies pressed together. At moments like this, they were so much in sync that it was almost as if their minds were still connected. Sometimes, Hope thought that traces of their link might have remained, but maybe it was just that she had opened herself up to Laleh in ways that she had never done with any other woman.
When they broke the kiss after several minutes, Laleh lifted her nose into the air and sniffed like a cute little dog. “Are you…cooking?”
“Don’t sound so incredulous.” Hope lightly pinched her sexy ass. “I even made you fesenjan. I know it won’t be anything like yours, but—”
Another passionate kiss interrupted her. Laleh slid her fingers into Hope’s hair. “Did I tell you that you’re the best girlfriend ever?”
Hope grinned at her. “Well, that’s not exactly hard, is it? Since I’m your first girlfriend.”
Laleh trailed her fingertips down the back of Hope’s neck, making her shiver. “The first and the last. You’ve spoiled me for anyone else.”
The implied promise soothed Hope’s fears of ever losing Laleh.
They stared into each other’s eyes until Hope remembered the food she was keeping warm in the oven. She took Laleh’s hand, led her to the table, and pulled a chair out for her. Once Laleh was seated, she pressed a light kiss to the top of her head before getting their plates from the kitchen.
“I hope I got it right,” she said as she slid one of the plates in front of Laleh. “Without our connection, making fesenjan was much harder than expected.”
Laleh studied her across the table. “Do you still miss it?”
She didn’t have to explain what it meant. With anyone else, Hope would have pretended to be fine, but she had promised herself not to fake it with Laleh. Biting her lip, she stared at her plate. “A little.”
Laleh slid a hand onto hers and squeezed. “Me too. It’s weird, isn’t it? Like there’s some kind of…void…or a missing limb or something.”
Hope nodded.
“But now the phantom limb pain is slowly fading. At least for me.” Laleh rubbed her thumb across the back of Hope’s hand. “How is it for you?”
Hope thought about it. Was it getting any easier? “I think it is. Getting easier, I mean. Maybe losing our connection was a good thing. I realized I relied on it too much. Now I have to talk to you and actually tell you how I feel.”
“I love it when you do.” Laleh lifted Hope’s hand to her mouth and kissed her knuckles.
Heat spread from her fingers through the rest of her body. They looked into each other’s eyes, and Hope was tempted to forget about dinner and drag Laleh to the bedroom instead.
Laleh chuckled. “I don’t need our connection to know what’s on your mind.”
“Any objections?” Hope asked.
“None at all.” Laleh’s dark eyes now looked black with passion, and it was wonderful to be reassured that the spark between them was still there. It hadn’t been there solely because of their link. She cleared her throat. “But let’s eat first. You put so much hard work into this, so I don’t want your delicious food to get cold.”
“Let’s hope it is delicious,” Hope said. “I, um, had to start over twice because I roasted the walnuts for too long and they turned bitter. The third time, I didn’t dare taste-test because I knew I was out of time…and out of walnuts.”
“I’m sure it’s great.”
And Hope was just as sure that Laleh would say so even if it were the worst thing she’d eaten in her entire life.
Carefully, Laleh took a bit of rice on her fork and tried the dish. She chewed slowly, and just when Hope thought she’d go for her water glass, she took a second, bigger forkful. “It’s fantastic.”
Hope blew out a breath and only then reached for her own fork. Indeed, her third attempt at fesenjan wasn’t too bad.
They ate while talking about their days and then worked together to rinse the dishes, making Hope smile about how normal it all was. Maybe she wasn’t so bad at this relationship thing after all.
After closing the dishwasher, Laleh gave her a hug and kissed her. “Thank you for dinner.”
They stood in the middle of the kitchen and exchanged kisses for a while.
“Can you stay over tonight?” Hope asked, her voice husky.
Laleh smiled. “See? You’re getting better at asking.”
Hope returned the smile. “I have a great motivation. So, can you stay?”
Instead of replying verbally, Laleh took her hand and pulled her toward the bedroom.



 
CHAPTER 27
As the moment of spring equinox approached, Laleh watched as her family gathered around the Haft Sin table, where the seven items representing different aspects of life were displayed. Her brothers were holding hands with their wives, and even her youngest cousin had brought her boyfriend to celebrate Nowruz with them.
“Why didn’t you bring your boyfriend, Laleh joon?” one of her mother’s friends asked.
Laleh turned to Mrs. Hajimiri. “I don’t have a boyfriend,” she said for the dozenth time that evening. Why did everyone and their dog keep asking her about a boyfriend, as if her worth was measured by her relationship status?
“What a pity.” Mrs. Hajimiri made a clucking sound. “Well, maybe you’ll find someone in the new year.”
Several of Laleh’s female relatives nodded their heads and added well-meaning advice on how to attract a suitor.
Laleh bit her tongue. How she would have loved to tell them that she had already found the love of her life. The thought made her pause. But it was true. She had feared that her feelings would fade if they ever lost their empathetic connection, but they had grown even stronger in the month since Valentine’s Day weekend. More than ever before, she felt that Hope was the person she wanted to share her life with. She would have liked nothing better than to celebrate the Persian New Year with her and introduce her to the Nowruz traditions. But that was out of the question.
Or was it? With every day that went by, she hated it more that she had to keep her relationship a secret, as if she were ashamed of Hope.
Her father turned down the volume on the Persian dance music and waved his arms, nearly knocking the goldfish bowl off the Haft Sin table. “Just one more minute, everyone!”
Laleh glanced at her watch. It was nearly three thirty in the morning. Was it a busy night shift for Hope, or had she managed to get enough of a break to eat the food Laleh had sent to work with her?
“Nowruz mobarak,” her relatives started shouting all around her and descended on her for hugs and kisses.
Her father engulfed her in his arms. “Happy New Year, joon-am.”
“Happy New Year, Baba.”
He pressed a gift-wrapped present into her hands and beamed with pride. “Open it.”
“I’m not a child anymore.” Laleh pointed at her niece and her cousins’ kids, who received coins and small gifts from the older family members.
Her father waved her protest away. “You’re never too old for presents.”
Well, Laleh had always loved gifts, so she slid her index finger beneath the roll of tape he had used and opened the present. The paper fell away, and she wasn’t surprised to hold a book of Persian poetry in her hands. “Thank you, Baba. I will honor it.” She slid her fingertips over the beautiful cover and opened the book at a random page.
It held a quote by Rumi, her father’s favorite poet.
Your heart knows the way. Run in that direction.
She stared down at the almost eight-hundred-year-old wisdom. Her heart had indeed pointed her in the right direction—it had brought her into the emergency room, where she had met Hope.
“Don’t you like it?” her father asked, his gaze going back and forth between her face and the book.
“I love it,” Laleh said, her voice thick with emotion. “Really.”
“But?”
Laleh hesitated. Her cell phone rang, making her jump. Saved by the bell. “Do you mind?” She held up the ringing phone.
“Go ahead. It’s probably that secret boyfriend of yours.”
“What? No. I don’t have a secret boyfriend.”
“Of course you don’t.” Her father winked and walked away.
Groaning, Laleh glanced at the screen. Hope! She quickly accepted the call.
“Nowruz mobarak,” Hope said. Her pronunciation wasn’t as good as it had been when their minds had been connected, but she had clearly practiced so she could wish Laleh a happy New Year.
It meant a lot to Laleh. “Thank you. Happy New Year to you too.” She walked over to the kitchen, away from her loud family. “You sound tired.”
“A little,” Hope said, just when Laleh thought she would answer with an I’m okay.
Laleh smiled and peered into the pot on the stove to see if there was any tahdig left over. “You’ve gotten better at not faking it.” She sighed and lowered her voice. “Unlike me. I’m lying to my family left and right. They keep asking me about my boyfriend.”
“Don’t beat yourself up. I know this is hard for you. You’ll tell them when the time is right.”
Would it ever be right? Laleh was beginning to doubt it.
Someone called Hope’s name in the background. “Be right there,” Hope answered. Then, more softly, she said, “I have to go. Enjoy the celebration.”
“Thanks. And you call me when you get off shift.”
“Will do. And Laleh?”
“Yes?”
“I love you.”
Laleh still melted inside whenever she heard those words from Hope. With a big smile, she answered, “I love you too.” She ended the call and put her phone away.
A sound—something like a gasp—made her look up.
Her mother stood in the doorway. Her wide-eyed stare made it clear that she had heard what Laleh had said on the phone. “I knew it! You do have a boyfriend!”
“No! Maman, I… It’s not what you think.”
Her mother smiled knowingly. “Oh, you don’t fool me even for a second. I know you. Don’t you think I noticed how happy you’ve been for the last few weeks? You’re in love!”
Laleh couldn’t deny it. She didn’t want to deny it.
Three long steps and her mother stood next to her. She nudged Laleh. “Tell me about him. I want to hear every little thing.”
Laleh squirmed. “I will tell you everything. But not right now, with so many people around.” She peered past her mother into the living room, where all of her relatives and her parents’ friends were dancing and laughing.
Her mother put her hands on her hips. “What kind of nonsense is this? Don’t you think they all want to hear the good news?”
“I’m not so sure they’d consider it good news,” Laleh mumbled, almost too low for her mother to hear.
Her mother seemed to have heard it anyway. She pressed a hand to her chest and swayed. “You didn’t do something stupid like elope and get married without us, did you?”
“No. Nothing like that.”
One hand still pressed to her chest, her mother took several deep breaths. “Then what’s going on? Laleh joon, please. Will you finally tell me? You’re starting to scare me. He’s not in prison, is he?”
“No.” Laleh clutched the book of poetry with both hands. She knew she had a choice to make: keep lying to her family or tell the truth—with all its consequences. She was scared to death of her family’s reaction, but she didn’t want to violate Hope’s trust by constantly denying her and their relationship.
Her father entered the kitchen. “What are you doing in here? Come to the living room and celebrate with us!”
Oh, great. But at least she wouldn’t have to say it twice. She wasn’t even sure she could say it this once.
“We will in a second. But first Laleh wants to tell us something,” her mother announced. “She’s got a boyfriend!”
Laleh’s heart started racing. For once, she was glad her mind and Hope’s were no longer connected. If Hope had sensed her emotions, she would have panicked and rushed over.
She held on to the book for dear life, as if it were a shield that could protect her. Her fingers were clammy. She had no idea how to tell them, so she said the first thing that came to mind. “Remember how you always tried to set me up with a doctor or a lawyer?”
Her mother nodded. “You need a man who’s intelligent and can—”
Laleh held up one hand to stop her words. “Well, I met a doctor.”
A beaming smile broke across her mother’s face, and Laleh ached deep inside, knowing that happiness would be destroyed in a second.
She forced herself to keep looking at them as she added, “It’s Hope.”
“Hope for what?” her father asked.
“Just Hope,” Laleh said around the huge lump in her throat. “Hope Finlay. I…I love her.”
“Of course you do,” her mother said, but her smile wavered. “She saved your life, and you became friends.”
“No. I mean, yes, but it’s more than that.”
By now, her brothers and several other family members had wandered over, probably realizing that something more interesting than just a search for leftover tahdig was going on in the kitchen.
Laleh wanted to run from all the curious stares, but her knees were shaking too much anyway, so she stayed where she was. “Hope and I…” She gasped for air but felt as if a weight on her chest was stopping her from really drawing breath. “We fell in love with each other.”
Sudden silence descended over the kitchen, but it lasted for only a few seconds; then everyone started talking all at once.
Laleh looked from her mother to her father, then her brothers, and finally her cousins, hoping for an encouraging smile or some other sign of understanding, but all she encountered were wide-eyed stares.
“You don’t mean that,” her father said. “You can’t mean that. You’re just confused.”
“Yeah.” Her oldest brother, Ramin, nodded several times. “You’ve been hanging out with your gay friends too much.”
Her mother stepped closer and patted her arm as if she were sick and needed comfort. “Don’t you worry about it. We’ll find the right man for you, and you’ll forget all this craziness.”
Laleh reached up and pressed her mother’s hand to her arm, stopping the patting. “There is no right man for me, Maman. I’m with Hope, and I don’t want anyone else.”
Her mother pulled her hand out from under Laleh’s and clutched her middle as if Laleh had stabbed her. A keening sound tore from her mouth. “How can you do this, shame us in front of the entire family and our closest friends?”
Tears burned in Laleh’s eyes. “I’m not doing this to shame you. I’m telling you because it hurts to have to shut you out from this important part of my life.” She sent her father a pleading gaze. “You said you hoped the magic would happen for me. Now that it did, can’t you try to understand or at least accept it?”
Her father said something, but her mother’s cries drowned out his voice. “Elahi bemiram.” She rocked back and forth. “Oh God, may I die!”
Aunt Nasrin pushed through the relatives blocking the entrance to the kitchen and looked at her sister-in-law, her hands pressed to her sturdy hips. “What on earth is going on?”
Laleh’s mother was crying so hard that she couldn’t answer, and her father hung his head. It hurt Laleh to see them react this way, as if she had just told them that she was a serial killer and would have to go to prison for life.
“Laleh thinks she’s gay now,” her brother Ramin finally said.
Laleh wasn’t sure yet if that was the right label for her, but she knew her family couldn’t grasp the finer points of sexual orientation, so she said nothing and just waited for her aunt to join her mother’s lamenting.
“Gay?” Aunt Nasrin looked from Ramin to Laleh. “Is that true?”
Her mother cried harder with every mention of the word gay.
“Nonsense. Of course it’s not true,” her father said. “She’s confusing gratefulness with love.”
Aunt Nasrin didn’t even glance their way. “Laleh?”
Laleh forced herself to look her in the eyes instead of hanging her head in shame. “Yes.” She swallowed. “It’s true. I didn’t expect it to happen, but I fell in love with Hope.”
“Stop saying that,” her father said in an urgent whisper, as if he didn’t want their guests to hear it again.
“No,” Aunt Nasrin said. “You stop it, little brother. This is exactly why you left Iran so many years ago—so that your children could be free and grow up being whoever they want to be, without fear of being persecuted or harassed for it.”
“But I didn’t come here so she would turn…” He waved his hand and lowered his voice. “…gay. How can you encourage that?”
“I’m not encouraging it,” her aunt said. “But apparently, it happened anyway, and treating your daughter like an outcast is not the way to deal with it. I don’t understand this any more than you do, but this is Laleh, and I love her as much as my own children.” She raised her chin and looked her brother square in the eye. “That won’t change.”
“It won’t change for me and Navid either,” Laleh’s sister-in-law said.
Laleh stared at her. In the three years since Jennifer and Navid had gotten married, she had never heard Jen voice her opinion so openly—at least not an opinion that wasn’t shared by her in-laws. So far, she had always just nodded to whatever Laleh’s parents said so they would accept her as part of the family even though she wasn’t Persian. Now she nudged her husband. “Right, Navid?”
“Um, right,” Navid said. At another nudge from Jen, he added, “Things are changing, Baba. One of the partners in my firm is gay. It’s not a big deal to most people anymore.”
Their father stared at him and slowly shook his head as if he didn’t know what to say to that.
A discussion broke out among her cousins, uncles, and aunts, mostly the older generation arguing against the younger.
Laleh wanted to cover her ears so she didn’t have to hear it anymore. It was all too much. She squeezed past her relatives and fled to the front door. There was no point in staying if her family would rather talk about her than to her.
“Laleh!” Her aunt hurried after her. “You’re leaving? But there’ll be bastani later.”
A faint smile tugged on Laleh’s lips. How typical. Even in the midst of a crisis, her aunt was thinking of food. “Thanks, but I lost my appetite.”
Aunt Nasrin sighed and pulled her into her arms for a warm hug. After a few seconds, she let go and glanced down at the book of poetry that had been crushed between them. “What’s that?”
Laleh held it out so that her aunt could read the title: Rumi: The Book of Love. “Baba gave it to me.” The irony of him gifting her with a book full of poems about love and then not accepting her new relationship cut deep.
“Just give him time,” Aunt Nasrin said and patted her arm.
Laleh wasn’t so sure time would help, but she nodded anyway. “Please let the others know I left. I’m not up for saying good-bye to everyone.” Before her aunt could try to hold her back, she slipped out of the house. She walked to her car, not knowing where she would go once she reached it. Her empty apartment held no appeal. There was really only one place where she wanted to be right now.
* * *
It was close to eight o’clock by the time Hope finally made it home from her night shift. All she wanted was a shower, something to eat, and then at least eight hours of sleep—after calling Laleh, of course.
Her steps slowed as she approached the front door of her condo building.
Someone sat on the tile floor, back against the wall, head bowed so that dark hair formed a curtain around the person’s features. Hope couldn’t see the face, but something—either something familiar about the posture or a sixth sense left over from their connection—instantly told her who it was.
“Laleh?”
The person looked up, and Hope’s hunch was confirmed. It was indeed Laleh.
When she saw Hope, she let out a sigh of relief and climbed to her feet.
“How long have you been sitting here?” Hope asked.
“I have no idea.” Laleh wiped her cheeks.
Every muscle in Hope’s body coiled tightly, ready to thrash anyone who might have hurt Laleh. “What’s wrong? Are you crying?”
Laleh sniffed and nodded. “I told my family about us.”
Hope had wanted that to happen for weeks, but now that Laleh had dared take that step, she instantly felt guilty. “Oh, Laleh.” She hugged her against her side with one arm while unlocking the front door with her free hand.
Once they were finally inside her condo, she took Laleh into her arms and held her. “You didn’t plan to tell them today, did you? I mean, not on Nowruz of all days.”
Laleh shook her head and then rested her cheek on Hope’s shoulder. “I couldn’t take it anymore. Everyone kept asking about my boyfriend or why I’m not in a relationship. And then my mother heard me say ‘I love you’ on the phone.”
Without letting go of her, Hope led Laleh to the couch and settled down next to her, so close that their bodies were touching from knee to shoulder. It took her a minute to gather the courage to ask, “How did they react?”
“My mother mostly cried, and my father tried to convince me that I’m just confused.”
“God, Laleh.” Hope cradled her close. “I can’t imagine what that must feel like. I never had to go through something like that.” She often wondered how her mother would have reacted to her only daughter being a lesbian. Maybe it was a good thing that she didn’t have to find out.
“At least Aunt Nasrin stood up for me.”
Phew. A bit of weight lifted off Hope’s shoulders. If her aunt had reacted badly, Laleh could have lost her job and any chance of someday taking over the restaurant. “That’s good, right? Maybe the rest of the family will follow her lead if you give them some time.”
Laleh shrugged. “Maybe.” She leaned against Hope as if she was the only thing holding her up.
A wave of protectiveness gripped Hope. “Come on. Let’s go to bed.” She wanted to hold Laleh close, with nothing between them, and watch over her until she fell asleep. Gently, she pulled her up and toward the bedroom. In the hall, she paused. “Oh. Wait.” She opened the drawer of the hall table and reached inside. Her fingers closed around a key ring.
She hesitated for a moment. This was big. She had never given anyone access to her condo like this. But the thought of having Laleh here, even if she, herself, wasn’t home, didn’t scare her—quite the opposite. It filled her with warmth. She pulled out her second set of keys and pressed them into Laleh’s free hand.
Laleh stared down at them. “What’s this?”
“Keys.”
A hint of a smile darted across Laleh’s face. “I know that. What are they for?”
“These are the keys to my condo. I don’t want you to have to sit outside again whenever I’m not here. You are welcome here any time, okay?”
Laleh closed her hand around the keys. Her fingers were trembling. “That means a lot, especially after today,” she whispered.
Not knowing what to say, Hope pulled her into a tight embrace. After a minute, she let go but kept one arm wrapped around Laleh. “Come on. There’s a comfy bed waiting.”
The blackout curtains in the bedroom kept the daylight out as they undressed next to each other. Hope’s breath hitched as fabric rustled and then Laleh’s top landed on a chair, followed by her pants. Her gaze tried to pierce the almost darkness but could make out only the shadowy shapes of Laleh’s body. Somehow, her libido found that even more erotic than having a clear view of every inch of Laleh.
Down, girl. She’s not up for anything like that right now.
Naked, she slipped into bed and held up the covers for Laleh.
But instead of cuddling close and going to sleep, Laleh settled between Hope’s thighs and started to caress her breasts.
“What—?” Hope gasped as Laleh’s fingers brushed her nipple. “What are you doing?”
“If you can’t tell, I must be doing something wrong,” Laleh said, a smile in her voice.
“No, I… God, you’re definitely doing it right.” Hope’s body already felt close to overheating as Laleh stroked the curve of one breast with the back of her fingers and then drew circles around the nipple. “Very right. I just thought…”
Laleh pressed a kiss to her lips. “We Persians have an old belief regarding Nowruz. We believe that whatever you do on this day will affect the rest of the year. So far, I haven’t done anything but upset my parents. I’d rather start the year by making love to you. But if you’re too tired…”
“Too tired? Hell, no.” Hope slung both arms around Laleh and pulled her more firmly into the V of her thighs. She kissed her until they were both gasping for breath and then grinned up at her. “Besides, if we want your family to accept me at some point, I should respect their traditions, right?”
“Oh, so you’re sacrificing yourself for tradition?” Laleh lightly pinched her nipple.
A long moan escaped Hope. “I wouldn’t call it a sacrifice.”
Laleh bent to kiss her breasts and after that, there was no more talking about sacrifices—or about anything else.
* * *
Laleh had never, ever dreaded going to work. The restaurant had been a second home to her from the moment she could walk. The staff and their regular customers almost felt like family members to her. But today she hesitated for a long time before getting out of the car and heading inside.
Gossip tended to spread quickly, so most of their neighbors, extended family, and customers had probably heard about yesterday’s events at the Nowruz party already.
Since the restaurant hadn’t opened until evening today, she had slept in and spent the day at Hope’s condo, avoiding her family. Her mother was probably camped out in Laleh’s apartment, hoping for a chance to talk some sense into her.
“Hey, Laleh,” Kelly, their dishwasher, said when she walked into the kitchen. “Happy New Year.”
Laleh stared at her. Either she hadn’t heard the news, or she didn’t care. “Nowruz mobarak to you too.”
Her aunt barely looked up from the stove, as if this day was no different than thousands of others. “Salaam, Laleh joon. Can you bring out the sabzi polo to the Farahanis? They’re sitting at table one.”
Laleh didn’t know what she had expected her aunt to say, but this business-as-usual attitude was a pleasant surprise. Despite her aunt’s support yesterday, she had expected her coming-out to affect their relationship in some way. “Sure.” She put on her waitress apron, balanced the three plates on her arms, and pushed through the swinging doors.
The conversation at table one ground to a sudden halt. The Farahanis wouldn’t meet her gaze, pretending they were interested only in the sabzi polo she was placing on the table. Usually, they asked how she was doing or how her parents were, but today, they remained silent except for a polite “thank-you” and a mumbled “nowruz mobarak” when she wished them a happy New Year.
As soon as she had taken three steps away from the table, they started talking again, probably about her.
Sighing, Laleh returned to the kitchen. She’d have to get used to being the topic of conversation for a while. When she moved to give her aunt a hand with the appetizer platters she was preparing, her cell phone rang.
She had turned it back on earlier, just in case Hope wanted to call during her break at work. But one glance at the screen revealed that it was her mother calling—again. With a flick of her finger, she rejected the call and shut off the phone.
Aunt Nasrin looked up from the dolmeh she was placing on the plates. “Let me guess. Your mother?”
Laleh sighed. “She has been calling me nonstop all day, trying to talk me out of ‘that craziness’ and telling me all about the perfect man she found for me. I don’t know what’s worse: her calls or Baba not talking to me at all.”
“Don’t worry. They’ll come around. They love you.”
“Doesn’t feel like it,” Laleh mumbled.
Her aunt arranged the pickled vegetables on the plates. “If you give them some time, they’ll figure out that their own feelings about…this relationship aren’t important. The important thing is that you’re happy.” She studied Laleh for a moment. “You are happy, aren’t you?”
Laleh nodded. “Hope…she’s pretty much the opposite of me in many ways, but somehow she completes me.” As always when she talked about Hope, she felt a smile form on her lips.
“Good.” Aunt Nasrin patted her arm. “You should bring her to our Sizdah Bedar picnic in two weeks so we can get to know her better.”
Laleh took hold of the counter and stared at her aunt. “Do you honestly think that’s a good idea?”
Her aunt shrugged and spooned a bit of shirazi salad onto each plate. “It’s much harder to hate people you know well. Besides, they liked Hope when they met her on Thanksgiving. We just have to remind them of that.” She handed Laleh the first finished plate. “I’ll get Afshin to bring his new girlfriend. She has a ring through her nose that makes her look like a bull. Everyone will talk about her instead of you and Hope.”
Laleh chuckled, and part of her tension melted away. Holding the plate off to the side, she gave her aunt a one-armed hug. “Have I thanked you for your support?”
“Hush. No thanks necessary. You’re family.” Aunt Nasrin lightly pinched her cheek. “Now go and bring out the appetizer platters before the dolmeh go cold.”
Tears rose to Laleh’s eyes, and she blinked them away. Despite everything, she knew she was lucky to have a family like hers. For the first time, she had hope that her family would indeed come around, as her aunt had said. After all, Aunt Nasrin was her father’s big sister, so she had quite a bit of influence over him. It wouldn’t happen overnight, but maybe the Sizdah Bedar picnic could really be a start.
She picked up the other plates and carried them outside, her step and her heart lighter than before.



 
CHAPTER 28
Laleh closed and labeled another envelope and added it to the growing stack in front of her.
Just as she reached for another donation form, Jill leaned forward, looked at Laleh’s stack, and laughed. “I guess I know what’s on your mind. Or should I say who?”
“Excuse me?”
Grinning, Jill picked up the envelope on top and held it out to her.
The address was the correct one from their list of potential sponsors, but the name… Laleh’s cheeks heated. She picked up the stack, not just to hide behind it but also to make sure she hadn’t addressed any other envelopes to Hope.
Two others bore Hope’s name too. Jeez. She fumbled the letters and donation forms out of the envelopes.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jill said. “When Crash and I first got together, I was shooting a scene with another actress, and it took us four takes because I kept calling her ‘Crash’ instead of ‘Cath.’ Everyone on the set knew exactly where my mind was.” She regarded Laleh with an indulgent smile. “It’s great to see you so happy and in love.”
Still blushing, Laleh peeked over at Hope, who was sitting cross-legged on the living room floor next to Crash, Jordan, and several of Jill’s friends and colleagues. All of them were stuffing envelopes for the MS Walk.
As if sensing Laleh’s attention, Hope looked up. Their gazes met from across the room, and for a moment, the chatter of all the other people Jill had lured into helping seemed to recede.
“It’s not that,” she murmured without looking away from Hope.
Jill chuckled. “Of course not. You’re not in love with her at all.”
“What?” With effort, Laleh tore her gaze away from Hope. “Uh, no. I mean, yes, of course I am. She completes me in ways that I never thought possible, and at the same time, she challenges me to grow and try out new things.” She massaged her right forearm, which was still sore from yesterday’s activities.
Jill playfully covered her ears with her hands. “TMI, my friend, TMI.”
If she continued like that, Laleh’s blush might become permanent. “I’m not talking about…that! She’s teaching me to play squash.”
“Squash, hm? Is that what they call it nowadays?”
“Jill, please! Get your mind out of the gutter.”
“Okay, okay.” Jill held up her hands. “So what’s up with her name on the envelopes?”
“My aunt suggested that I bring Hope to the family picnic next week, and I’ve been thinking about it all day. I would really like to bring her, but I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”
“Is your mother still calling you five times a day to convince you you’re just confused?” Jill asked.
Laleh shook her head. “No, thank God she stopped doing that. But that doesn’t mean she’s suddenly supportive of Hope and me.”
“But maybe it means she’s ready for the next step toward being supportive.”
Laleh hoped with all her heart that Jill was right, but she had her doubts. She searched her friend’s eyes. “So you think I should ask my parents if I can bring Hope to the picnic?”
“No,” Jill said without hesitation. “Don’t ask them. Just tell them that’s what you’re going to do. Get them used to the fact that you don’t need their permission and will make your own choices when it comes to your love life.”
Laleh stared down at Hope’s name on the envelope. She hadn’t thought about it that way, but Jill was probably right. “Thank you, Jill. I think that’s good advice.”
“You’re welcome.” Jill looked at something on the other side of the living room. “Speaking of advice… You might want to tell Hope’s friend that her attempts to flirt with Shawn are futile. She’s straight.”
Laleh glanced over at the exact moment Jordan took a stack of donation forms that Jill’s colleague held out to her and let their hands brush as if by accident. “That didn’t stop her from flirting with me when we first met.”
“Well, it turns out you’re not so straight after all,” Jill said.
Laleh watched Hope lick an envelope, the tip of her tongue swiping across the gum. A shiver went through her. “No.” She had to pause so she could clear her throat. “Apparently, I’m not.”
“So, will you do it?”
A hundred images of what she’d like to do to Hope shot through Laleh’s mind, dusting her cheeks with another blush.
Jill laughed. “Now who’s got her mind in the gutter? I’m talking about whether you will take Hope to the family picnic.”
“I knew that.” Laleh looked over at Hope, who again raised her head just in time to meet her gaze. Hope had given up her free day to help with Jill’s MS fundraiser. She deserved a partner who stood up for her. Laleh reached for new envelopes and gave a firm nod. “I will.”
* * *
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Hope asked as Laleh parked her Toyota a few blocks from Echo Park Lake and they got out of the car. “I don’t mind staying home.”
Even without their link, Laleh could feel the tension radiating off her in waves. She was just as nervous as Hope, but she shook her head. “No. Staying indoors on Sizdah Bedar is considered to be bad luck. You said you wanted to respect our traditions, remember?”
“I don’t want to spoil the picnic for you,” Hope said quietly.
At the edge of the park, Laleh pulled her to a stop by their joined hands. “You won’t. If anything, it will be my parents who spoil the picnic, not you. I want to share this—and the rest of my life—with you, so my family needs to get used to it.” She knew it was a huge commitment, and in her past relationships, those words had never felt right, so she had avoided them. Now they expressed exactly what she wanted.
Hope’s eyes widened; then something in her blue irises softened, making them look like melting ice. “I want that too,” she got out, her voice husky, and tugged Laleh closer.
They came together in a soft kiss, and Laleh stopped caring that some of her relatives might see them if they entered the park at the same time. Once they broke the kiss, they entwined their fingers and walked toward the artificial lake at the center of the crowded park.
Families, many of them Persian, were on blankets, enjoying the sun, while others had taken pedal boats out onto the lake. The beat of drums echoed across the water, and the scent of corn and grilled meat drifted over.
If circumstances had been different, Laleh could have enjoyed this beautiful day.
“Hey, Laleh!” one of her cousins shouted. “Over here!”
Her family had staked claim to a barbecue pit. Very likely, her father had set out before sunrise to secure this spot for them.
Dozens of gazes rested on them, most of them disapproving.
Every instinct in Laleh screamed at her to let go of Hope’s hand, but she stubbornly hung on and didn’t allow Hope to withdraw either. With her heart beating louder than the drums, she approached her family.
Her father pretended not to see her because it took his full attention to keep an eye on the kabab skewers. Her mother, however, stared at their joined hands as if Laleh were holding on to a snake.
Laleh had to unclench her teeth before she could speak. “Hi, everyone. Some of you have met her already, but this is Hope.” She took a deep breath. “My girlfriend.”
A few of her relatives mumbled hesitant greetings while others just stared.
Aunt Nasrin got up from her picnic blanket, grabbed Hope, and planted smacking kisses on her cheeks. “It’s so nice to see you again.”
Laleh was so grateful, she could have cried.
Jen dragged Navid up to greet Hope and Laleh. Soon, they were seated next to Laleh’s brother and sister-in-law on another blanket. Food was passed around, and someone piled up Laleh’s and Hope’s plates too, but they were both too tense to eat much.
Laleh nibbled on an olive and almost spat it back out. Ugh. She had forgotten that she had enjoyed the way they tasted only because of their link. Well, at least she still liked mint chocolate chip ice cream. She would need a pint of it once this was over.
Everyone’s gazes were still on them, and she did her best to ignore them.
Laleh’s niece, Zarah, ran over to her grandmother and tugged on her sleeve. “Maman Bozorg, why don’t you like Hope anymore?” Her voice was loud enough to carry to the rest of the group.
Everyone stopped eating and waited for the reply.
Laleh’s mother pressed her lips together. “You’re too young to understand.”
“I’m seven.” Zarah straightened her small frame and turned toward her father. “Is it because of her hair?”
Ramin stared down at his daughter. “Uh, no. We… It’s not that we don’t like her. It’s just…”
Yeah. Try explaining that. Laleh barely resisted the urge to smirk at her squirming brother. She held Hope’s hand a little more tightly.
“We do like her,” Aunt Nasrin said. “Your grandparents just need some time to get to know her better.” She looked at Laleh’s father, who had turned away from the barbecue and was facing them now. “Right, Amir?”
He stared at his older sister, his jaw muscles bunching.
A group of ducks waddled over from the lake, probably hoping for some bread, and Zarah ran off to feed them.
“Easy for you to say,” Laleh’s father grumbled. “What if it were one of your children?”
Aunt Nasrin sighed. “For a while, I thought it might be. When Emud was younger—”
“What?” Laleh’s cousin squeaked out before pausing and continuing in a deeper, more manly voice, “You thought I was gay?”
“All that gel in your hair and those tight pants you insisted on wearing. What was I supposed to think?”
Emud started defending his fashion style while the rest of the cousins laughed and teased him.
“Anyway.” Aunt Nasrin raised her voice over the commotion. “Back then, I knew I had a choice to make. Either disown Emud like the Bonyadis did with their son, or love him no matter what.” She raised her chin. “I made my choice, even if it turned out to be unnecessary in Emud’s case. Now you have to make yours.”
Laleh’s father stared at his big sister for several moments longer before looking away.
“How could you ever think that about me?” Emud’s protest broke the sudden silence.
“Oh, shut up already,” Navid said.
Silence fell again.
“So,” Laleh said when she couldn’t stand it anymore, “what’s it going to be? Love me, or disown me?” She wasn’t sure where the courage to confront her parents came from—maybe her aunt’s support or the tight grasp Hope still had on her hand. Or maybe she was just sick and tired of living her life according to her parents’ expectations.
Her mother looked her in the eyes for the first time. “Of course we will always love you. How could you ever question that?”
A sarcastic reply was on the tip of Laleh’s tongue, but she bit it back, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. “Then you’ll try to accept Hope’s place in my life?”
Her mother’s gaze flickered over to Hope and then back. “This isn’t easy for us, you know? It’s just so…” She shook her head.
“I know, Maman,” Laleh said, her tone a lot softer now.
Her parents looked at each other, and then her father gave the tiniest of nods. “We will try,” he said. “That’s all I can promise.” Abruptly, he turned back toward the barbecue pit.
Laleh exhaled a breath she hadn’t even realized she’d been holding. Her hand in Hope’s was damp with sweat. Some of it was probably Hope’s. God, she would have given anything to sink into Hope’s embrace right now, but she didn’t want to test her parents’ uneasy tolerance any more than necessary.
Hours later, once the last bite of food had been devoured and the sun was sinking lower, the families around them began to gather the wheat sprouts they had grown since February.
“What are they doing?” Hope whispered as the first bowl of sabzeh landed in the lake.
“It’s tradition to throw out the sprouts at the end of the picnic. They were part of the display table on Nowruz, and throwing them out is supposed to remove any negativity from the home.”
“I hope it works,” Hope whispered.
Laleh’s mother picked up her bowl of wheat sprouts. Just as she was about to pass Laleh on her way to the lake, she paused.
Oh no. Laleh tensed. She knew what would be coming: another tradition and one that she didn’t like as much. All unmarried young women were supposed to tie a knot with the sprouts and make a wish to find a husband by the next year. Her mother had made her tie knots for several years now.
But instead of handing her the sabzeh, her mother heaved a sigh and walked on. She hurled the wheat sprouts into the lake with more force than necessary.
One after another, her relatives threw their wheat sprouts before hugging and kissing each other and Laleh good-bye, so she finally had to let go of Hope’s hand. A few of them even exchanged the customary air-kisses with Hope, and Laleh hugged those members of the family a little longer, wanting them to know how grateful she was for their willingness to accept her relationship. One of her uncles and his two sons only gave a short wave and headed off with disapproving glares in Hope’s direction.
She tried not to take it to heart, but it wasn’t easy. At last, she hugged her parents. Her mother was trembling, and her father’s shoulders were so tense that they felt like stone, but they both gave Hope grudging nods before leaving.
Finally, only Laleh and Hope remained. They sat on the blanket Navid had left behind for them and watched the sun color the lake in shades of orange.
Laleh leaned her head on Hope’s shoulder and slid her hand back into Hope’s. She didn’t need to ask to know that Hope felt just as shaken yet relieved as she did. Even though their connection was gone, she now knew Hope well enough to understand that deep emotions ran beneath that calm physician’s poker face.
Their link was what had brought them together. Without it, she might have never allowed herself to feel this kind of love for a woman, and Hope would have never opened up and let herself fall in love so deeply. A part of her still missed that connection a little, but they didn’t need it anymore. It was like taking off the training wheels once you knew you could ride the bike just fine without them.
Hope turned her head and looked at her. The setting sun lent her tousled brown hair a reddish gleam. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I know it wasn’t easy for you to stand up to your family.”
Laleh lifted the hand she still held to her mouth and kissed the palm. She smiled as she remembered that these fingers had saved her life in the ER. Hope still held her heart in her hands, just as she had that night, only in a different way. Qismat, her aunt had called it—fate—and she was starting to believe that it was what had brought Hope into her life. She pressed another kiss to Hope’s knuckles. “You don’t need to thank me for that.”
“Yes, I do,” Hope said. “Your family is important to you. Risking that for me…”
“My family is important to me. Very important. But you are part of that family now too.”
Hope swallowed audibly. “I haven’t been part of a family in…” She shook her head and stared down into the grass.
Laleh squeezed her hand. “Now you are.”
Hope looked up and into her eyes.
They smiled at each other, and both leaned forward at the same time. Their lips met in a gentle kiss that reaffirmed their special connection, even though it was no longer an empathetic one.
“Ready to go home?” Hope asked after a moment, her lips still only inches from Laleh’s.
It sounded almost as if they had moved in with each other, and Laleh had no doubt that they one day would—one day not too far off in the future, if the key Hope had given her was any indication. She smoothed her thumb across the back of Hope’s hand and kissed her tempting lips again. “I’m ready,” she said, and they rose together.
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