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			For my grandparents, Touron and Ali Tavassoli…

			For your strength, wisdom, and unconditional love.
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			Dots

			“You can’t connect the dots looking forward; you can only connect them looking backwards. So you have to trust that the dots will somehow connect in your future. You have to trust in something—your gut, destiny, life, karma, whatever.” [Emphasis added]

			—Steve Jobs
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			Chapter 1

			“The Road Less Traveled”

			“You have to find husband before it’s too late!”

			My mom’s thick, Persian accent echoes through my SUV like an ancient call for war, booming through the Bluetooth speakers.

			“Or you vill reach a point vhere nobody vill marry you! Nobody!”

			This is her raison d’être—my future marriage. Even though I am just finalizing a hellish divorce.

			In my mother’s mind she has an aging, divorced daughter she needs to find a man for, and the clock is ticking. And even though my ex has been lying and cheating for years, can arguably be called the spawn of Satan, and any normal mother would give their daughter a minute to process…it’s not happening in this Persian family.

			To make matters worse, I’m about to embark on an unexpected journey she highly disapproves of for the summer. To be fair, I’d probably feel the same way if I was in her shoes. But my whole world is in shambles, and I need to find answers. I need to know who I am, what I want in this next half of my life, and where I’m going. The brutal reality is that I’ve come to realize I never had these answers before. But since I can’t go back in time, all I can do is try to put the broken pieces back together.

			And there are more than I can count.

			“Avalie?!” My mom sounds worried when I take so long to answer.

			Avalie means “strength” in Farsi. I wonder if she regrets giving me this name. At this moment in time, I’m leaning toward a strong yes.

			“I hate to break the news, but the last thing I want—or need—is a husband. I’m still trying to get rid of my last one,” I remind her. “Give me a break and let me get to Pegah’s and decompress—”

			“You vant to decompress on other people’s couches?!”

			She’s referring to my plan of bouncing around and staying with my best friends and some family, with the hope that I’ll have figured my life out by the end of the summer. Wishful thinking on my part? Who knows. But I’m going to give it a fighting chance. And it’s not like my mother has to worry that I’ll be suffering at my friends’ homes—most of them live in places others only dream about.

			“Mom, I just left my whole life behind,” I remind her, hoping for sympathy. “It’s all gone—”

			“It vas a shitty life,” she interrupts so fast I fight not to laugh.

			Hey, she’s not wrong. But there are some things I’m grateful for.

			Like the three suitcases in my trunk filled with all the belongings I have to show for my thirteen-year marriage to my high school sweetheart (barf), Darian Monfared (extra barf). I have my car, even though it’s leased, and I have to turn it in at the end of the summer.…

			And I have my health.

			My mental health is another issue altogether, but I’m hoping this little journey of mine will straighten me out and help me realize where I went wrong in my life.

			Am I having an existential crisis at thirty-eight?

			Fine. Thirty-nine…

			Maybe. To both.

			She quickly changes the topic to an important one for every Persian parent. “Did you eat food?”

			“Not yet.”

			She tells me in Farsi that if I eat, my breasts will grow back.

			“I never had big boobs,” I remind her.

			“You vere size C,” Mom says, like it’s true. “You tink I don’t know my daughter’s body?”

			I’ve been a small B cup my entire adult life.

			“You concentrate now on driving. Call me vhen you get to your cousin’s,” she commands without missing a beat.

			“Okay, Mom,” I say with a sigh. It’s absolutely useless to argue. “I love you.”

			“I love you too, Avalie-Joon.” Joon means “dear” in Farsi. “I promise everything vill be okay.”

			Even though I’m middle-aged, receiving reassurance from my mom is like the best kind of hug. It still works the same magic it did when I was a kid. I hope she’s right.

			I stare at the road ahead. “One day, this will all make sense, Mom.”

			Mom takes a second before responding.

			“Maybe it vill. Maybe it von’t…. It’s okay, either vay. That’s just life.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Love Bite”

			I make it to my cousin’s house in Marin County in good time.

			I pull into her driveway and take in the woodsy vibe. It’s an incredible property, with over two acres of breathtaking greenery. The trees on her land include towering, majestic redwoods. Her place reminds me of a magical forest getaway. It’s no wonder we can never get her to leave.

			As soon as I open my car door, my cousin pops out of her house and runs over to me. I collapse in her arms. Memories of our childhood bombard me—playing with Barbies, making forts, getting excited over a pizza party or a Baskin-Robbins ice-cream cake… life was so easy then. Why did we have to grow up?

			“I’m so proud of you,” Pegah whispers as she rubs my back. “Leaving Darian and choosing yourself was so brave. I promise it only hurts like this in the beginning.”

			She pulls away from me and I stare at her. There’s something about family that is so comforting. You can drop all pretenses and just be you—the good, the bad, and the ugly parts. They get to see your bare soul, raw and unguarded. And if you’re lucky enough to have a good family, they love you regardless of the shadows that are lurking there.

			“I’m so happy I get to take care of you for the next few weeks. My mom and dad can’t wait to see you. You should see all the food they bought.”

			“You guys don’t have to do anything.” I’m embarrassed, but not surprised.

			“Ava,” she says, “you spent your whole life making sure everyone was okay. Your home was a halfway house. Anyone could come and go…cousins, family, friends. It’s time for you to get a taste of that kind of love. So, accept this! And be excited. It’s a whole new world.”

			While Pegah helps grab some of my stuff from the car, I give her a once-over.

			“You look good.” I take in the whole boho vibe she has going on. My cousin is an incredibly beautiful woman, with almond-shaped brown eyes and straight, jet-black hair. She’s always been the center of attention with men.

			“Thanks,” she says, then gives me a funny look. “So, I have something to tell you.”

			“You’re dating someone?” I guess, as I wheel my luggage to her front door.

			“Not quite.” She laughs, amused by the suggestion. “But almost the same amount of work.”

			I look over at her, trying to decipher her sheepish expression.

			“I guess I’ll just let you see for yourself. Don’t be nervous,” she says.

			Of course now I’m immediately nervous. She gives me an awkward laugh, then opens the door to her foyer.

			The inside of the house feels like a home you’d find in Bali, refreshingly open with plenty of wood detail and plants that fill up the space. I can’t wait to lounge around and relax, especially after that seven-hour drive from LA.

			That’s when I hear the call of the wild.

			This is not a normal shriek from a bird. This is an angry one. Like something you’d hear in a remote area in the jungles of the Amazon right before you’re about to be ravaged to death.

			It happens so fast, I’m unprepared for what I know is a carefully planned attack. I see a glimpse of bright orange, yellow, and red feathers before the exotic bird attacks my hair—claws first, beak open, looking ready to throw down.

			“Zelda!” Pegah screams out. “No! Bad girl!”

			Zelda, my cousin’s surprise new friend couldn’t care less, and she bites the back of my neck before Pegah is able to swat her away.

			The tears. The pain. The shock.

			My reaction is immediate. I feel like I’m Tippi Hedren from Hitchcock’s classic, The Birds, and I drop and cover. I want to cry, to wail like a baby. But I’m too shocked by the attack to even move. I can hear my cousin cackling at my pose.

			“No,” she tells me. “That was just a love bite.”

			WTF.

			“What is that thing?” I demand to know as I hide from what I’m convinced is a descendant of a Pterodactyl.

			“She’s my sweet baby.” Pegah sounds like she’s in love.

			“Sweet baby?” That was no Gerber baby. That was the love child of Captain Hook’s parrot and Freddy Krueger.

			“Her name is Zelda.”

			GodZelda, more like.

			The bird takes that moment to fly right onto Pegah’s shoulder. My cousin grabs hold of her and kisses the hell out her, smothering her feathered head with love. Zelda looks like she’s blissed-out and so does my cousin. I stare at the two in shock.

			Am I having a nightmare? What is going on?

			“I love you,” Zelda chirps out to Pegah, who mushes her feather face and gives her even more kisses. I don’t even know what to say.

			“Who’s my favorite girl?” Pegah talks to the bird like she’s an infant.

			“I’m so confused.” I finally voice my thoughts while still hiding in my position on the ground.

			“I’ve adopted a few birds that needed homes,” she admits.

			In that moment I hear the faint sound of what can only be described as being dropped in the middle of a tropical rainforest. I can hear birds everywhere. And when I say everywhere, I mean everywhere.

			“How many birds?” I wonder how many other Zeldas I’m going to have to look out for. Am I going to need to invest in protective gear while I’m here? I stare at the bright orange bird and give her the stink eye. I swear Zelda gives me the look right back and even squawks. Loud. I’m guessing it’s her version of the middle finger.

			I still feel the pain in the back of my neck. I do not appreciate her “love bite” one bit.

			“I built an aviary out back,” my cousin explains. “That’s been my secret project for the past six months. My dad’s team is helping out.”

			My uncle owns a successful construction business and Pegah is his accountant.

			“How many birds?” I ask again.

			“You’ll see.” If she’s avoiding the answer, as well as eye contact, I know it must be excessive.

			“Is that where Zelda stays?” I know I sound a little too hopeful.

			“No.” Pegah dashes the sentiment in less than a second. “She lives in the house with me. And I like to bring some of the other ones inside too. I have a little guy whose name is Jasper; he’s so cute. He also lives in the main house with me.”

			“Is his personality like Zelda’s?”

			Zelda lets out another blood curdling cry and I feel as if my ear drums might explode from the sound.

			“No. Jasper’s super sweet and fragile.” I’m in awe. My cousin is completely immune to the noise. “He’s got a lot of health issues, but you’ll meet him later. You’ll just have to watch out for him because he can’t fly. He walks around on the ground.”

			“Why doesn’t he fly?” I picture being chased around the house by the Road Runner.

			“He was dropped on his head as a baby,” she explains. “He has neurological issues but is a total lovebug.”

			It’s a lot to process. A bird of prey. A handicapped bird… I wonder what other kinds await in the aviary.

			“So, no other bird is going to fly at me to attack?” I ask, finally gathering the courage to stand. I can’t help but look around in fear. I watch as Zelda suddenly stretches out her wings like she’s trying to flex.

			“I feel like she wants to attack me again,” I say, with growing trepidation.

			“That’s just her being friendly,” Pegah says, but she grabs hold of Zelda. “She likes to bite sometimes and doesn’t realize how much it can hurt.… Kind of like us, huh?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Quicksand”

			“Why haven’t you talked about your bird sanctuary before?” I ask Pegah as we settle into the booth at a local bar. I had barely dropped my bags off in my room before running back out of the house and calling us an Uber.

			Now we’re both sipping margaritas and eating a huge plate of vegan nachos.

			“Because people think it’s weird.”

			“It is weird,” I reprove. “Especially considering you’ve never even shown an affinity for birds before in your life, and you’re almost forty years old.”

			“I had an epiphany.” Pegah sounds surprised by her own declaration.

			“What? When? How?” It occurs to me that I’m asking questions that apply to my own life’s journey. “More importantly, why?”

			“My breakup with Jason changed everything,” she says. I remember it well; we were all so worried about her. “You saw how I was during that time, Ava. I was so unhappy.”

			Like me. Except I kept silent. For years.

			“I was going to marry him, even though I was miserable,” she says, wide-eyed. “I was almost resigned to it—like this is what you do when you’ve been with someone for so long. You swallow your unhappiness and all the uncertainty and just do it, even though you know something is missing inside. But I guess that happens sometimes. We get stuck and don’t realize it’s quicksand and that it can quickly suffocate and consume us.”

			“That’s a great analogy. I guess my marriage to Darian was like being stuck in quicksand.”

			“But you got out,” she says, taking a bite of the nachos. “And you went in thinking the ground was solid.”

			“I was too young to think,” I reason. “We were high-school sweethearts. He was Persian, my first boyfriend, the family liked him at first.… At the time, it just made sense.”

			“And then it didn’t. You should have known when you had that crazy chemistry with New York City.” The moment the words leave her mouth, my heart begins to pound.

			That’s a code name I haven’t heard in a while. New York City. The man I met sixteen years ago when I went to said city for a conference on wellness. He approached me in a bar, and we had a few drinks together. Our chemistry was off the charts, and we ended up talking for hours. But I was engaged to Darian. Those days we were off and on, but that was just the way our tumultuous relationship was designed. Too bad we didn’t remain permanently off.

			I fantasized about New York City for quite a while after our meeting, but because of my relationship, I let it go. The best way I can describe him is this—gorgeous. Nordic looking, manly and hot. I was wildly attracted to him. He also happened to be brilliant—probably a card-carrying member of Mensa—and of course, that quality is also quite attractive. Even more, he was witty and charming and was a true gentleman.… I just felt like I had known him forever. He was so familiar to me. Safe, even. At the time, I wanted to make out with him in the bar in front of the world. But I didn’t. And to this day, it’s one of my biggest regrets.

			“I don’t even know when the last time was we messaged. It’s been at least a couple of years.” We had stayed in touch over the years here and there on Facebook, but nothing more than general pleasantries.

			“Reach out to him,” Pegah encourages me.

			“Are you crazy?”

			“No! Why is that crazy? You totally should.”

			“What would I even say?” My head is spinning. “Hey, I’m single now, are you? For all I know he could be married with children.”

			“He’s not.” Pegah takes a chip and dips it in the guacamole.

			“How do you know?”

			“I did some investigation—”

			“You mean stalking,” I correct her.

			“Call it what you like,” she waves me off, unconcerned. “I know everything about him. In succinct detail.”

			“That sounds crazy.”

			“I’m trying to help you out,” Pegah says innocently. “And…I always liked him.”

			“You’ve never even met him.”

			“I liked the conversation you had with him.” She smiles. “I loved what he said about destiny.”

			I remember his words. He told me that whatever was meant for you, whatever your destiny was meant to be, was an inevitable fate that neither time nor distance could withstand. His words remained with me over the years. They made me always wonder about him.

			“And he seems great,” my cousin continues. “He’s philanthropic, he travels the world, and the cherry on top? He’s sexy.”

			I feel my heart rate pick up when she says that last part.

			“Then you can date him.” I hate how Pegah has piqued my interest in a man I hadn’t thought about in a long while, a man I regretted never pursuing.

			“Just reach out to him. What’s the worst thing that can happen?” Pegah asks. “I think you’re well aware that you’ve officially hit rock bottom…and speaking of rock bottom, have you seen your ex?”

			“Not in four months,” I admit as we lock eyes. Pegah looks surprised and I can’t blame her. “It’s crazy—this guy has been in my life since I was sixteen years old. I’ve seen him almost every single day since, and now, even though he’s tried and wants to talk and smooth it out between us.… I can’t. I’m not ready to face him, or…”

			Myself.

			I let my cousin come to her own conclusion.

			“You will when you’re ready,” she says softly. “All you have to think about is the smooth sea in front of you. No clouds, storms, or quicksand in sight…”

			We clink glasses.

			“So, what’s the story with Zelda?” I change the topic back to the bird version of a T-Rex.

			“She’s such a little cutie!” Her eyes light up. “How sweet is she?”

			“Pegah…” I choose honesty. “Her name should be GodZelda and I’m not convinced that was a ‘love bite’ she gave me.”

			At least my cousin laughs at the reference. I don’t think she realizes I’m dead serious.

			“I promise it was!”

			“I don’t know.…”

			“I know Zelda’s a lot,” she admits. “She’s spicy. But I love her so much. She makes me happy. I rescued her and all the others. I saw all these poor birds in cages, and something came over me. I wanted to help them. They’d all been either neglected or abused, and then made to live the rest of their lives cooped up in some cage, staring out at the world.… How unfair is that?”

			“It’s very sad and unfair.” My heart softens a smidge toward my new nemesis.

			“Can you imagine, Ava?” Her eyes glisten. “Living in a cage your whole life?”

			Yes, I guess I can. Except mine was the kind I built on my own and willingly locked myself up and stayed in.

			“You had to free them.”

			“Yes,” she replies, and looks down at her drink.

			I wonder if rescuing all these birds is some type of metaphor about her own life, and I see it clearly now. “You finally have a purpose.”

			She nods and smiles. “I’ve always been searching for one…I think we all are. Some of us get lucky and just find it faster. That part of me is now fulfilled.”

			“You’re so lucky.”

			“But you have your travel blog.” She’s talking about my part-time dream job that now feels like an anchor around my neck.

			“Couples travel and romance… I haven’t posted anything in over six months,” I remind her. “And it’s not like it was some super successful blog. It wasn’t generating any real money—nothing significant enough to bring me out of the debt Darian surprised me with.”

			I’m waiting for the moment when I don’t have a complete panic attack when I think about losing everything I’ve worked for. Any and all safety I built for myself—gone with the wind.

			Or down the hole of the dark web and whoever else’s hole he paid for.

			“But you love your travel blog,” Pegah says.

			“I did,” I concede with a shrug. “In full transparency, I lied over ninety percent of the time about my perfect husband and perfect marriage, and all of our fun travel experiences together. The journeys alone were definitely a lot more enjoyable.”

			“Then come clean and tell your readers the truth about your life. Tell your audience about this travel expedition you’re doing now,” she says with excitement, then winks. “The different couches at friends’ homes… That’s kind of romantic. And it’s real.”

			I laugh when she says it like that. And then my mind starts working. Maybe…

			“At least think about it, Ava. Could be fun.”

			The waitress comes over and takes our order.

			“Am I going to have to worry about GodZelda planning another attack?” I can’t help but ask. “I feel like that was a totally strategic swoop in.”

			“Honestly?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’ll have to be more on guard.” I’m surprised she’s admitting Zelda might want to take another love bite from me again. “Just keep your eyes wide open. I don’t know why, but I sense that Zelda is triggered by you.”

			I trigger a bird? WTF? I take this as a bad sign then excuse myself to use the lady’s room. I leave my cousin and meander down the long, darkly lit corridor and into the bathroom. Since I have a good buzz, I take longer, lingering on my lip gloss and then staring into my blue eyes. I give my long, curly black hair a good shake and am ready for the world when I leave. Birdzillas and all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“London Bridge”

			As we know in life, timing is everything.

			It is, at this moment, London enters my world.

			In every which way.

			When I leave the ladies room at the restaurant to head back to our table I literally fall into his arms. Not on purpose, of course, but because I am so mesmerized by the emerald green in his eyes that I forget how to walk. But as I’m cradled in his arms and look up into his handsome face, I am smitten. At that moment, feeling his strong arms around my body is all that matters.

			No other man has touched me in over fifteen years. The only time I ever had any other experience with the opposite sex was during the six months Darian and I took a break.

			And God, that was fun.

			That was when I met Mr. New York City. The only man I’ve ever fantasized about and would have been tempted to cheat on Darian with.

			“Are you all right?” he asks me in a sexy, posh, English accent.

			I die.

			“Yes,” I choke, helplessly.

			“Can you stand?” He looks concerned.

			He is seriously gorgeous, equal bits of rugged and handsome.

			“Yes, of course.” I try and push away from him, but he doesn’t let go of my body.

			“Don’t rush off.” His accent is as divine as Belgian hot chocolate.

			“Pardon me?” I ask as my heart accelerates.

			“I meant, until I know you’re okay to walk.” He says this part with a flirty smile that makes my heart go into overdrive.

			“I promise I’m okay.” If he only knew the reason I tripped was because I was busy staring at his hotness.

			He puts his hands on my hips and gently moves away. I’m sad to lose his touch.

			“What’s your name?” He folds his arms over his chest and cocks his head to the side as he stares at me. The intensity in his gaze makes my toes curl.

			“Ava.”

			“Nice to meet you, Ava.” He smiles sexily. “I’m—”

			“London.” The name comes out of me before he can even finish his sentence.

			I die again.

			Where the hell did that come from? Am I possessed? I cover my mouth with my hand and try not to hyperventilate. How embarrassing! It’s like I’ve been locked up for years and just reintegrated into society.

			Kind of true, Ava.

			Thankfully he laughs, and it’s music to my ears.

			“I like that. You can call me London.”

			I can feel the shame heat my cheeks, burning me to a crisp, and I don’t even know how to form words. Instead, I manage a smile.

			“So, Ava…” he drawls out after a moment and it’s sexy AF. “Are you here alone?”

			“I’m here with my cousin.”

			“That’s good.” He looks pleased and my heart races. “You’re beautiful, you know.”

			When London says this my knees nearly give out from under me.

			“Thank you.”

			“Thank your parents.”

			I can feel my blush intensify.

			“So, Ava…” London gives me another flirty smile.

			“Yes?”

			“Can I buy you and your cousin a drink?”

			A thousand times, YES!

			“Yes,” I manage evenly, “thank you.”

			He makes a polite motion for me to start walking to our table and he follows behind. Pegah is busy on her phone looking at her nanny/bird cam. I’m pretty sure she’s watching Pterodactyl—Zelda. She looks up when I reach our table and her eyes widen as she takes in London standing next to me.

			“Pegah, this is—”

			“London.” He finishes for me, and reaches out to shake my cousin’s hand.

			“Nice to meet you, London.” Pegah gives him a big, amused grin.

			“Pleasure is mine.” He is without a doubt charming. He looks down at our drinks. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be back with another round for us all.”

			London walks over to the bar while I sit down and place my hands on my burning cheeks.

			“Did you just pick up a man?” Pegah asks in complete and utter shock.

			“No,” I say. “I fell on him.”

			“What?”

			“I tripped and fell into his arms!” I whisper as I look over to the bar and check out the gorgeous London.

			“Right.…” Pegah elongates the word dramatically, then smirks.

			“I’m serious!” I exclaim. “But how hot is he?”

			“Gorgeous,” she acknowledges. “The accent is definitely yummy.”

			“Oh my God…he’s coming back over with a hot friend,” I whisper to Pegah as I watch London walk toward us with a handsome stranger. Pegah’s back is to the bar so she can’t see, but he has dark black hair and arresting, amber eyes.

			“A friend?” My cousin looks like she’s been hit by a bus.

			“Yes.” I’m alarmed at how pale and uncomfortable she suddenly seems. “You do still like men, don’t you?”

			“Yes!” Pegah hisses at me. “I’m just feeling unprepar—”

			“Hello ladies,” London says as they come up to the table.

			“Hey.” I’m trying to sound as cool as possible.

			“I was here with a friend and couldn’t leave him all alone,” he says. “I hope you don’t mind, I invited him to the table with us.”

			“Not at all.” I hope I don’t sound overly eager.

			London gives me a sweet smile. “Then allow me to introduce you to my mate. His name is Dublin.” At first there’s an awkward silence, but once he begins speaking we all start to laugh.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you, ladies.” Dublin is indeed from Dublin with an Irish accent that sounds like the best kind of rough sex. My cousin looks intrigued.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Dublin. My name is Ava.”

			Dublin gives me a roguish smile.

			“I’m Pegah.” As Pegah smiles at Dublin, I watch his eyes sparkle in fascination.

			“Thank you for allowing us to join your party,” he says.

			The bartender brings out the drinks London ordered and more chips and guacamole. We clink glasses, then Dublin turns to Pegah. The two quickly engage in a more private conversation. I watch them for a bit—happy my cousin looks like she’s having fun. And then a feeling of dread washes over me—is she going to talk about her bird sanctuary to Dublin? I feel like that’s more of a second or maybe even third date kind of reveal.

			London leans into me and whispers, “Ava. I think we might have just made a love match.”

			I turn to face him and we’re uncomfortably close. His gaze rests on my lips. And this is definitely an in-your-face, you-are-now-single-Ava, moment. Oh my gosh. He can lean in and kiss me, and I can let it happen. And it won’t be cheating. I lose my stomach just thinking about what a kiss from London would feel like.

			“We’ll see,” I whisper back. “Seems too early to tell.”

			I lean away from him and fold my arms across my chest, praying I look cooler than I feel.

			“Where’s your sense of romance?” He openly flirts with me.

			“My divorce might have beat it out of me,” I say, deciding to throw out that little piece of information.

			London’s eyes narrow in fascination.

			“Recent?” He cocks a brow.

			“Slightly.”

			“Are you ready?” he asks.

			“For what?”

			“To start over.” The way he says it makes the blood in my veins pump.

			“I’m open to all possibilities.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			“La Cage a Fois” 
The Bird Cage

			As I stand inside Pegah’s aviary, I have only one thought moving through my mind—

			How did this ever happen?

			I am standing in a geriatric bird sanctuary. Some are missing claws. I just watched one land on its stomach. Murray, the bird, looks like a flying squirrel. Sampson, who I had the pleasure of meeting earlier, walks backward on the ground. Not only that, he likes to roll up newspaper pieces and stick them in his back.

			And guess what? Her aviary is fancier than her main house. It’s a giant jungle paradise screaming with bird chirps, blood curling shrieks and songs. And some cries that sound suspiciously like Zelda.

			“So?” Pegah smiles at me in excitement as we look around at her new passion.

			“I’m in awe,” I say, speaking the truth.

			“What kind of awe?” Her voice sounds suspicious.

			“All kinds,” I confess.

			Pegah laughs.

			“But what you’ve done is unbelievable,” I rush to tell her, because it’s also the truth. “How many birds have you rescued?”

			“Probably fifty,” she says nonchalantly.

			All I have to do is look around to know that’s a big lie. “Seems like double to me.”

			She gives in with a sigh. “Maybe. I can’t help it!”

			“Look, if the tables were turned here, I think you’d be pretty surprised by all this as well. So, forgive me if it’s taking me a moment to digest. But I will say, what you’re doing is selfless. I mean it. This is some serious love and devotion.”

			She walks over for a hug. “That’s the best compliment.”

			“You deserve it.”

			As we pull apart, Pegah’s phone pings. When she glances down and her cheeks get all flushed, I know exactly who it is.

			“Dublin calling?” I cock a knowing brow.

			“Maybe.” She has a silly smile. “How cute is he and that accent?”

			“To die for.”

			“I think I’m going to go out with him,” she admits. “But I want to get to know him over text some more before I commit to that.”

			“That’s a big move for you,” I say.

			“Going out yesterday made me remember how nice it can be. I was thinking about that in bed last night. I’ve just been at home with my babies for so long now.”

			“You had your reasons,” I tell her. “But it’s been a while now. It’s time to fulfill the next bucket. The birds are great, but you need human companionship too.”

			“I think so.”

			“I know so,” I encourage. “You’ve got so much to offer someone. If it’s Dublin, Los Angeles, Abu Dhabi or Singapore, he’ll be lucky to have you.”

			“Same goes for you. London is pretty damn handsome and super smart. I’m glad you found him, even if it’s only while you’re here. He’ll bring some spice into your life and to your blog.”

			“Maybe.” I am slightly winded by the idea.

			The thought of the mystery British hunk does brighten my mood. We exchanged numbers at the restaurant after our drink, and he’s been showering me with attention since. The sweetest kind, the kind that’s almost too good to be true. In twenty-four hours, he’s told me I’m beautiful more times than my husband did the entire duration of our marriage. I guess I hadn’t realized how starved I was for that kind of attention.

			“Peh-lease,” Pegah says, throwing in the Persian accent for good measure.

			“I know!” I exclaim in embarrassment. “I don’t know, he made me feel alive again. I guess he kind of lit my fire.”

			“Ava! This is so exciting!” Pegah’s eyes look like they’re welling up with tears. “Think of all the first moments you get to have all over again.”

			My mind races.

			“The first time he reaches out to hold your hand,” she says, sighing dreamily. “The first time he looks at you like he wants to kiss you.”

			She closes her eyes.

			“The first time he leans in to capture your lips…”

			I get butterflies at the thought.

			“The first I love you…”

			The moment is poignant.

			And then…

			GodZelda makes her grand entrance.

			I thought we were safe. I even watched Pegah lock the connecting door—but I guess that feather head figured out how to unlock it. She makes a beeline straight for me. I don’t know where to run or hide because there’s nowhere to go, so I just squat, lower my head, cover my face, and hope for the best. I decide I’ll endure the pain of the bite, then run like hell out of my cousin’s home to my aunt and uncle’s house, which is only five minutes away. Screw it. I’ll just have to stay with them for the next few weeks.

			Zelda lands directly on the back of my head. Her claws are immediately entangled in my curls and she just sits there for a moment.

			“Don’t move, Ava,” Pegah says, like I would ever do something so foolish. Is she nuts? Move? I’m not even going to speak.

			And then the unthinkable happens—

			Zelda begins to move her rear around and around, then starts to kind of grind it into my hair. It feels like she’s really working it.

			“She likes you!” Pegah says, thrilled. “I knew that was a love bite. She’s imprinting on you! And maybe nesting because your hair looks like one.”

			“Oh my God. Stop talking,” I command. “There is a bird humping my head!”

			“How cute is she?” Pegah says this like I should appreciate the attention, but all I’m trying to figure out is how I’m going to move. If I stand, is Zelda going to rip my scalp off?

			It feels possible.

			“You have to help me,” I say in desperation.

			“Zelda, Auntie Ava doesn’t want you to nest on her head anymore.” She says this in such a gentle voice I want to scream.

			Zelda talks back to her. My guess is, she’s not budging.

			“Please fly off, you little sweetie.” Her tone is one you’d use with an infant.

			Zelda squawks again and plants her beak on my scalp. I can feel the hives come on. She could bite at any time. I silently pray, but I don’t think she’s planning on going anywhere.

			“Pegah!” I’m on the verge of screaming and making a run for it.

			“Fine.” She sighs and moves to pick her up, but it takes a moment to disentangle Zelda’s claws from my hair. Once she’s done, I give my cousin the stink eye then head right out of the aviary. She follows behind me and cackles.

			“I think you should be flattered,” she says, to my utter disbelief.

			I stop in my tracks.

			“Is this what my life has come to?” I am horrified. “You want me to be flattered because a bird wants to nest in my hair?”

			“Yes!” she exclaims like I’m an idiot. “And London was attracted to you too!”

			The fact that she’s comparing London to Zelda is just astronomical. I pick up my phone once I’m safely back in the family room, and sure enough, he’s texted.

			London: I would love to take you out to dinner tonight.

			I’m excited by the thought of seeing him again, but I don’t want to seem too eager.

			Me: That sounds nice, but I’m having dinner with my aunt and uncle. Raincheck?

			He wastes no time responding.

			London: Tomorrow.

			I like his confidence. There is nothing sexier in a man.

			Me: That sounds good.

			London: Give me a moment and I’ll text you a location. Looking forward to seeing you again, Ava.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“1-800-Psychic”

			“Hi Khanoom!”

			My Aunt Nedda says “hello lady” the moment she sets eyes on me. I’m quickly pulled into her loving embrace.

			“I missed you, Khaleh Nedda,” I say to her. My auntie is the best.

			In Persian culture you have more than one set of parents. Khaleh Nedda and Uncle M are those for my sister, Layla, and I. The second parents lecture us with life advice but are way cooler than they’d ever be with their own children. Kind of like the ideal parents who aren’t your real parents.

			“I made you lots of food,” my aunt says as she checks me out. “Your mah-der (mother) told me I have to feed you.”

			“Can’t wait.” I know she can hear my sarcasm.

			“Vhere is Pegah?” Khaleh Nedda looks over my shoulder. “Vhy you guys drive separate?”

			“She’ll be right here. She said she had to take care of something at the house,” I explain.

			“Vit dhose birds?” My auntie flares her nose, and it’s not a good sign. The nose flare is a significant move in our family—it usually means someone is about to get their ass handed to them.

			Poor Pegah.

			“They’re so cute.” I feel like it’s my duty to defend my cousin’s special needs bird farm.

			“Von hundred five birds are cute?” Apparently, Auntie Nedda has counted all of them. That must have been quite a discovery.

			“She’s happy.” I try my best to diffuse the flare.

			“She’s happy?” Unfortunately, it expands even more. “Vith dhose birds? I don’t know how she still has hearing.”

			At that moment, Pegah walks into the house. I’m not surprised to see her holding two birds in a small travel cage. One is the severely disabled Jasper, and the other is a blue one I don’t recognize—I guess he or she must have been hiding in the aviary.

			I look over at my auntie. Uh oh. The nose flare is next level.

			“You can’t come von day vith-out bird?” She puts her hands on her hips and demands to know.

			Pegah rolls her eyes. “Jasper’s been alone all day, so I couldn’t leave him. And I brought you and Dad a surprise.”

			“No—” My aunt waves her hands from side to side as if she knows what is about to happen. She starts to curse up a storm to my uncle in Farsi. (The short version is that she’s pretty pissed and thinks their daughter will end up marrying a bird. And she wants my uncle to be prepared for a bird marriage.)

			“Mom…” My cousin has obviously been in this rodeo before. “It’s just for a few weeks until I can find little Horus a home.”

			“Vat you say?” My auntie looks horrified. “You name de bird, ‘whore’?”

			I start to giggle.

			“Mom, it’s a rescue!” Pegah looks annoyed as hell. “His name is Ho-rus.”

			“Vhat?”

			“An Egyptian God,” I explain to my aunt. “People like to be clever.”

			I look at the light blue bird, and honestly, he doesn’t look like much of a Horus. But what do I know?

			“He needs love like Jasper, and I don’t have the time now,” Pegah pleads.

			“Vhy you no have time?” my auntie wonders rhetorically. “You alvays vit bird.”

			“Ava and I went out last night for drinks and dinner,” my cousin reveals with a big smile. “And we plan on going out even more while she’s here.”

			I decide to throw down.

			“Pegah met a guy.” I feel like telling my aunt this will somehow mollify her rising ire.

			“She did?” Khaleh Nedda’s eyes light up, but then she looks at me in disbelief. “Really?”

			“Yes!” I exclaim. “And he’s super cute. And Irish.”

			“Dhey drink too much,” is my aunt’s first comment.

			I lock eyes with Pegah. We are both doing our best not to laugh.

			“So do Persians,” I remind her. “The only difference is that we do it in secret.”

			“That’s right,” my uncle joins our conversation, amused. “We do a lot of things in private. No judging allowed, Nedda Khanoom. Speaking of drinking, I’ll go get us a bottle of wine to go with our kabobs.”
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