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This one is for my mom and dad, who took me on a life-changing Tanzanian safari when I was twenty, and then again (with my husband and kids this time) when I was forty. We are so lucky to always have those memories together.










CHAPTER 1



Five Years Earlier, Washington, D.C., USA


Jana Suleiman was perfect. Or, at least, that’s what everyone had assumed her entire life. And they assumed that perfection came easily for her. In reality, Jana had found it incredibly hard to live up to those almost unattainable expectations. That didn’t stop her from trying, though, because being a high-achieving, righteous, moral, and principled person was all she knew.


But after waking up incandescently happy for the first time in her memory, Jana wondered if she should have shed her perfect image a long time ago. Because right now, doing something a little unexpected, a little out of character, and a little bit bad felt soooo good.


It was extremely early in the morning to be having this epiphany, but Jana was jet-lagged and a bit sore from the exuberant activities the night before (really, from a week and a half of the best sex of her life). She admired the toned, naked back of Anil Malek, the person who had been the catalyst for this discovery that her comfort zone was way too stifling. Lazily rolling onto her side, she wrapped herself around him tightly.


“You woke me up,” he said, voice raspy with sleep. Despite his words, Jana knew he wasn’t complaining. Their “relationship” was only in its infancy, but they both knew there was always something better to do together than sleep.


“It’s not early. The sun’s up. I’m still on London time, anyway. I don’t have to go into the office today. What do you want to do?”


She and Anil had been traveling together for twelve days now and were currently in Washington, D.C., Anil’s hometown and the base for the agency where Jana worked. This was technically a business trip for Jana. She’d been working the last few months on opening a new maternal health clinic in Tajikistan. When Anil Malek turned up there to visit an old friend who happened to be Jana’s boss, no one, least of all Jana herself, expected Anil would join her on the next leg of her trip to London. Or that they’d start a hard-and-fast fling while there. Between her meetings, she and Anil went to museums, galleries, and antique shops during the day and spent their nights in bed in a tiny London hotel room.


Now Jana would be in D.C. for a month, settled into an extended-stay hotel where she assumed Anil would be spending a lot of time, too—since his actual home was a few hours away in Virginia. She’d never had a more fulfilling, more satisfying, more fun business trip in her life. She kissed the back of Anil’s neck softly.


In one smooth motion, Anil rolled over and lifted Jana on top of him. She loved it when he did that. He was a big man . . . big and built. He could lift her in his arms with seemingly no exertion. He could pin her against a wall and devour her. And he had. Many times.


Jana adjusted herself so she was straddling his firm stomach, ignoring the twinge of pain from her protesting hips. It was no wonder—she hadn’t asked so much of her body quite like this since . . . well, since ever.


Resting her hands on his shoulders, she leaned down and kissed him briefly. His hands skimmed her thighs and landed on her hips. That ever-present mischievous twinkle in his eyes was there. It was amazing that someone like this—someone so . . . alive—wanted to be with Jana Suleiman, the woman who always played it safe.


“Well, we could always take in one of the Smithsonian museums,” he said. “Or a park?”


Jana shook her head. “We did the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert in London . . . I’m about done with shrines to colonization.”


Anil laughed as his hands trailed up Jana’s ribcage, sending a delicious shiver up her spine.


“Galleries? We could go shopping or take a tour of the historical sites.” His wide hands were spread over her breasts now, thumbs teasing her nipples, making her back arch. He knew exactly what he was doing to her. “Or we could stay in,” he suggested. “I’m sure we can find something to occupy our time.”


She laughed, letting her head fall so her shoulder-length hair skimmed Anil’s face. His hands slid up her back so he could pull her down for a thorough, all-consuming kiss.


Jana had never felt anything like this before. True, they’d had a lot of sex in the last few days, but that’s not all this relationship was. They were very different people—he was clearly more of an extrovert and could talk happily to every person in a room, while Jana preferred to retreat to a corner or read a book at home. But when they were alone, it was so easy between them. They’d talked for hours about their work in the development field. About their goals of bringing grassroots-style microdevelopment to a larger scale, and about how lifting women and girls could help entire communities. Jana had never been so in sync with anyone else about development philosophies and politics or even history and art. And she never felt her usual awkwardness with him.


But it was when they were like this, skin to skin, in the tiny bubble they’d brought with them from Central Asia to London, and now D.C., that Jana felt positive she’d found her soul mate—the one person in the world who saw her actual self. And loved her for her.


Not that he’d said he loved her yet. Neither had she . . . but she was on the way there.


Leaving her comfort zone—doing exactly what no one would expect Jana Suleiman to do—was the best thing she ever did. She shifted again, this time reaching over to the nightstand and getting a condom out of the drawer. Everything for Jana fell into place when she and Anil were alone, so why waste that time at galleries or museums?
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After a few more blissful days in D.C., Jana and Anil were in an upscale Mexican restaurant gorging on beef barbacoa and the best ceviche she’d ever had. She’d wanted a margarita, too, but all her recent flights had led to a small sinus infection, and her antibiotics didn’t play well with alcohol. Jana had eaten amazing meals all over the world, and she was delighted that Anil was as big a fan of exploring cultures by eating as she was.


“I went to a restaurant on a beach in Cancún once that only served ceviche,” he said.


“That sounds like heaven.” Jana scooped some of the bright, citrusy diced fish onto a fresh tortilla chip.


“By the way,” he said, smiling, “my mom called today to tell me how much she liked you.”


Jana grinned. She’d been nervous about meeting Anil’s parents at brunch the day before—it seemed too soon to get families involved in their relationship. But she was so glad she went. Anil’s parents were warm, funny, and clearly so proud of his work. They’d asked Jana about her job and told the cutest stories about Anil as a child. Jana felt like she knew him better after seeing how much his family adored him.


“Your parents dote on you.”


He nodded. “I’m the golden son. Only-child syndrome. Your mom must be the same with you?”


Jana shook her head. “No . . . I . . . Mom and I aren’t really close. I haven’t lived at home since I was eighteen—not for more than a few months at least.”


“Must have been hard for her—her only child moving out not long after her husband died.”


Jana shrugged. “Mom has a very busy social life. Don’t get me wrong—she’s thrilled when I’m home so she can show me off. But sometimes I think the idea of me means more to her than the actual person.” That sounded so bleak. Jana regretted saying it almost the moment it came out of her mouth. Right after seeing his perfect little family, she wasn’t sure she wanted to delve into her dysfunctional one. She changed the subject. “Your family must love having you nearby, though. You’re about an hour-and-a-half drive to their place, right?”


He nodded. “Yeah, about that.”


“Could I see your home sometime?” she asked.


“Of course, but it’s really not much to see.” He sighed. “I really should sell it soon. Not sure why I’m hanging on to it. It’s a dull little house in an even duller little town.”


The house seemed a bit of a sore spot for him. And she could guess why.


“You bought it with Nadia, right?”


He nodded but didn’t say anything more.


Jana knew that Anil had been married before, but he didn’t talk much about his ex-wife. There were no pictures of her in his parents’ house. She had no idea how long ago the divorce was, or why the marriage ended. Which, fair. They were building something—and even if it felt so real now, Jana knew they had time.


“We should order more ceviche,” Jana said. “They had shrimp on the menu, right?”
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At the office the next day, Jana was editing a proposal to add a mental health day clinic to the health center in Tajikistan, when her phone buzzed with a WhatsApp message.


Unknown: Stay the fuck away from my sister’s husband.


Jana stared at the message. What the hell? Was someone trolling her? Was this a bad joke? She wrote back.


Jana: Who is this?


Another message came through calling Jana a series of expletives and accusing her of sleeping with a married man.


Nausea built in Jana’s stomach. Anil was not married . . . He had told her he was divorced . . .


Jana didn’t know what to say. With blurry eyes, she texted back.


Jana: I think you’re mistaken.


Unknown: I don’t know what he told you, but Anil Malek is married to my sister. Not divorced. Not separated. Married.


Another screenful of profanity flashed on her phone. Jana blocked the number.


Could this be true? She’d been with Anil almost twenty-four hours a day for two weeks now—save for when she was at work. She’d been with him on three continents. She’d met his parents. She’d slept wrapped around him every night.


But . . . what did she really know about him? He hadn’t introduced her to any of his friends in D.C. this week. He clearly didn’t want her to come to his house in Virginia. Wouldn’t his parents have said something if he was married? What did he tell them about her? He hadn’t introduced Jana as a girlfriend or a holiday fling . . . just a friend and colleague in his field. But that seemed normal to Jana—South Asian parents sometimes leaped too quickly from dating to marriage, and Jana assumed he wanted to wait until they were together longer before telling his parents the true nature of their relationship. But maybe he didn’t tell them because he had a wife waiting at home.


What did Jana know about Anil Malek at all?


Jana closed her eyes. She knew she was falling in love with him. And maybe love was a little blind.


She picked up her phone again—not to call Anil, but to message Rasheed, the manager of the project in Tajikistan. The one who Anil had been visiting when this relationship started.


Jana: Rasheed, is Anil married?


It was the middle of the night in Tajikistan. Jana wasn’t expecting an answer. But he responded.


Rasheed: Have you asked him that question?


Jana: Rasheed, please. I’m asking you.


She’d only known Rasheed for a few months, but she’d thought they were friends. Friendly, at least. She trusted him.


Rasheed: The answer is complicated.


Jana felt like she was going to throw up.


Jana: The answer is yes, then.


There was a long pause before Rasheed answered.


Rasheed: Yes, he’s married.


Jana threw her phone onto the desk and ran to the bathroom, where she did throw up. Then she cried . . . for a long, long time.


Anil had many excuses when she confronted him later that night in her hotel room. He said his marriage was complicated. That he and Nadia were effectively separated. That it was long past over. But all Jana could think of was her phone lighting up with the worst names possible when Nadia’s sister had messaged her.


Jana gritted her teeth. “Does her family know it’s over? Does she?”


When he didn’t answer, Jana asked Anil to leave. He tried to object again, begging Jana to let him explain, but Jana was done. She didn’t want to hear it.


He finally left. And she threw up again.


That was the end of the best relationship Jana had ever had. The one that should have been forever. How pathetic. It had all been an illusion. He was married. And Jana was a fool. She’d stepped out of her comfort zone and taken a risk with the charming, charismatic, sexy man who’d looked at her like she was more than just perfect Jana Suleiman. Like she was a person who was worth getting closer to. And look what she’d gotten out of it.


Her eyes blurry with tears, Jana blocked Anil Malek from her phone. Thankfully, it had only been two weeks. They lived in different cities—countries, even—so it wouldn’t take much to never see him again. She could avoid him professionally. She could put this whole mess . . . this affair . . . behind her and pretend it never happened. She’d learned her lesson. Comfort zones were comfortable for a reason.


After two more weeks, Jana’s heart had mostly mended, but she was still throwing up regularly. When she saw two pink lines after peeing on a stick, she realized she wasn’t quite done with Anil Malek after all.










CHAPTER 2



Present day, Toronto, Canada


Do you think airport security will confiscate samosas?” Jana’s mother, Rashida Suleiman, called out the moment Jana walked into her mother’s townhouse. Jana was balancing two pizza boxes, her purse, and her planner in her arms.


Jana frowned as she dropped the pizza boxes on the table near the door. “I don’t know. I thought they only confiscated liquids. Samosas are solid.” She really hoped security wouldn’t take their samosas. Their already stressful holiday would be infinitely more frustrating for Jana if they didn’t have a stash of her mother’s samosas on hand.


“I’ll make the filling dryer to be safe,” Mom said from the kitchen.


Jana kicked off her job interview shoes and beige blazer, cringing when she noticed that the living/dining room had fallen into complete chaos while she’d been gone. The mess made her eye twitch, but what did she expect? Her daughter, Imani, and her mother were clearly still packing. They were all leaving tomorrow for a two-week vacation in Tanzania for a family friend’s wedding in which Jana was a bridesmaid and Imani the flower girl. Jana was a seasoned traveler, but she was usually alone or with colleagues for overseas flights, not with her mother and four-year-old daughter.


The scent of daal and maybe kheema in the air told Jana that Mom was making more than just samosas. She took the pizza boxes to the kitchen, where she found her mom stirring a tiny pot filled with ghee, curry leaves, chilies, and spices.


Jana shook her head. “Why are you making all this? I told you I was picking up pizza tonight.” Mom wasn’t capable of making a small amount of food. “Airport security will confiscate daal. That’s a liquid.”


Mom poured the hot ghee and spices into the pot of daal. “This is all for the freezer. Won’t we be happy to have home-cooked food waiting for us when we get back? I made two dozen samosas. That should be enough for the trip, right?”


Mom’s cheddar-and-potato samosas, just one of her many Indian fusion recipes, were the only thing Imani would eat with no cajoling. “Hope so. Don’t really want to be lugging more than that from hotel to hotel.”


“How was the job interview?” Mom asked.


“It went well, I hope,” Jana said, taking a handful of peanuts from the jar on the counter, then popping one in her mouth. She’d just come from her second interview at Think Canada for her dream job—working with Think affiliates to plan development projects around the world. Jana really thought she had a good chance. The executive director, Dr. Lopez, was a brilliant, kind man who reminded Jana a bit of her father, and she’d love to work with him.


She wanted this role so much. She desperately needed a change professionally. But best of all? She’d be doing it all from Toronto. No more traveling. She could be right here, at home, when Imani started junior kindergarten in the fall.


Mom smiled. “I told you my prayers would be answered. So great that Rohan found that job for you.”


Jana’s good friend, and the groom at the upcoming wedding, had learned about this position long before the job was publicly posted, which gave Jana the time to polish her resume and gather references.


Jana rubbed the back of her neck. “I may have made a mistake. I slipped and mentioned I’m a single mother, and he made some comments about how he values family. With all the short-term contracts on my resume, he probably thinks I’m a terrible mom.”


Mom shook her head. “Nah. Divorce is common these days. This isn’t like back home.”


Jana gave her mother a raised-eyebrow stare. “Mom, I’m not divorced. I’ve never been married.” Which is a fact she’d reminded her mother of countless times. She sighed. “The director also said he was looking for a dynamic, vibrant addition to a close-knit team.” Jana wasn’t sure anyone had ever described her as vibrant. Capable, brilliant, accomplished, yes, but not vibrant.


Mom shrugged. “So be vibrant.”


“It’s not like I can just flip a switch and be someone else.” She peeked into the disaster of a living room. “What’s the cyclone all about?” She’d finished her own packing the day before, but Imani insisted she wanted to pick her own clothes for the trip.


Mom snorted. “Your daughter is apparently having a fashion emergency.”


Jana frowned. “Does it have to be such a messy emergency?”


“She’s four, Jana,” Mom said pointedly. “Things are allowed to be messy for four-year-olds.”


Sometimes Imani seemed four going on fourteen. Jana went into the living room to her daughter, who was sitting on the floor in the middle of all the clothes and toys. Imani beamed at Jana and immediately started talking as if her mother had been with her all afternoon. That’s just how Imani was. Jana had sometimes been gone weeks, and once even months, without seeing her daughter in person, and Imani would always carry on as if they’d never been apart. It killed Jana, though. She really hoped Imani wasn’t masking distress about her mother being away so much.


“I don’t understand why I can’t bring all the dresses,” Imani said, looking at the piles of folded clothes surrounding her. “Kamila Aunty said I need lots of pretty things for the wedding.”


Jana squeezed into the few inches of clean floor next to her daughter and kissed the top of her head. Imani was wearing a zebra-print sundress, and her curly hair was escaping the French braids Mom had done in the morning.


“Why aren’t you doing this in your room?” Jana asked.


“Nanima said to pack here because she’s cooking.”


“How many dresses do you have here?”


“Thirty-seven,” Imani said with wide, solemn eyes. Imani was usually a cheerful, playful child. Her personality resembled her father’s in many ways but especially in her extroversion and easygoing nature. But Imani took fashion and her dresses very seriously. Jana often wondered how exactly this outgoing and completely fabulous little person came from her uterus.


Jana reached for her planner and showed Imani the month spread with the days they would be gone colored in yellow. “Well . . . we’ll be gone for sixteen days, but I don’t think you need a fresh dress each day. And sometimes you might want to wear pants or shorts.”


Imani looked scandalized at that suggestion. Jana laughed. “Okay, but you have new lehengas for the wedding events. How about eight dresses?”


Imani thought about it. “Ten?” she offered.


“Okay, ten.”


“Can I bring more dresses when we go to Disneyland?”


Jana smiled. “We’re going to Disney World, sweetie. It’s in Florida . . . where Kassim Uncle lives in the winter, remember?” Well, they were going to Disney if Jana got a new job. Jana was waiting to buy the tickets, but as far as Imani knew, the trip was happening. “Did you pack pajamas?”


Imani’s little face scrunched up in thought. “I need sixteen pajamas?”


Jana laughed again and scooped up her daughter and put her on her lap. After giving her a tight hug, she smoothed Imani’s hair. “How about we finish packing together? Then after we clean up, we can eat pizza.”


Imani jumped off Jana’s lap and ran toward the kitchen. “There’s pizza?” Jana winced as the clothes fell into even more disarray.


Jana resisted the urge to chase after her. First, she needed to tidy this mess.
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The first leg of the trip, an overnight flight from Toronto to Amsterdam, was, well, long. And about as easy as one would expect an economy flight to be with a cranky four-year-old who refused to sleep on the plane. Or eat. Thank goodness for Mom’s samosas, because Imani wouldn’t eat anything the airline provided, including the cute kid’s meal Jana had preordered. Jana finally managed to get her daughter to understand how to make the in-flight entertainment work, but then Imani was so delighted that there was so much Peppa Pig available that Jana doubted that the girl would close her eyes on the flight at all.


Traveling was usually effortless for Jana, since she went abroad for work so often, but she hadn’t been on a trip with Imani before. At least not a trip as long, or as far, as this one. Hopefully things would be better once they got to Tanzania.


Jana was not looking forward to the actual wedding. At least she’d been able to skip the four-day bachelorette party extravaganza in Amsterdam first, thanks to that job interview at Think. Jana felt out of place during normal parties—a wedding where she would be on display as a member of the bridal party may as well be a den of snakes to an introvert like her. But after the wedding, they were all going on a safari trip through several national parks, and Jana was excited to show Imani the African animals that she’d recently become obsessed with.


And truth be told, Jana could use the vacation. She’d been job hunting for a month now, since her last contract position ended. It was the cycle of Jana’s life—get a new contract to launch a development project somewhere in the world, work from home planning the project, go on site for a few weeks or longer to oversee the launch, then come home and look for the next contract. Jana loved that she could make lasting impacts in regions that needed it most, but the cycle was exhausting. The job at Think was permanent. And in Toronto, with little travel. If she got it, both Jana and Imani would have more stability. They could do trips like this more often, just like Jana had traveled with her parents when she was young.


But she wasn’t sure that being in the wedding party would feel like a vacation. Jana had been quite surprised when Kamila had asked her to be a bridesmaid. Jana was actually closer to Kamila’s fiancé, Rohan, and despite the fact that she and Kamila were friends now, they hadn’t always been.


Jana knew she often rubbed people the wrong way. That her introversion and her, well . . . awkwardness around people were seen as curt or pretentious. But most of the time, she just didn’t know what to say or how to fit in with others. It was like everyone spoke some social language that she’d never learned. She used to have a few close friends whom she’d known since university, but not since Imani was born. She was fine, though. Jana wasn’t really a social person. She had Imani, and that was enough. She hoped to stay on the sidelines at this wedding. Be there to support Rohan and Kamila and get some good, quality alone time with her daughter. She needed this recharge.


But after getting no sleep at all on the seven-hour flight, Jana was sore, cranky, and tired by the time they landed. Imani was even worse. Mom had slept on the plane, so at least she had a bit of spring in her step.


They had a few hours to kill in Schiphol Airport in Amsterdam before their evening flight to Tanzania. The rest of the bridal party, who’d been in Amsterdam for a few days, was booked on the same flight to Africa, so Kamila had messaged her that they would all see each other in the airport. Jana would have preferred not to have to socialize while she was feeling like such crap. She didn’t have much of a choice, though.


Jana, her mother, and Imani were navigating the busy hallway of the airport toward the gate for their next flight when Imani suddenly shrieked.


Jana instinctively reached for her daughter. She didn’t know whether to drop to the floor, run for cover, or inspect Imani for injuries. Jana realized, in horror, what her daughter had screamed about the moment Imani broke free from her arms and started running.


Imani was leaping straight into the arms of her father.


Anil Malek.


Ugh.










CHAPTER 3



What are you doing here?” Jana asked as she caught up with her daughter, who was now in Anil’s arms and hugging him, her little legs kicking with joy. Imani was a complete daddy’s girl.


Anil Malek flashed his always charming, never irritable smile at Jana. His charcoal gray T-shirt was stretched over his solid arms, and he had a leather bag hanging off his shoulder. Jana cringed when she saw #GROOMSPLATOON printed on his shirt. He was clearly here as part of a wedding party. Maybe it was someone else’s wedding? Amsterdam was a popular bachelor party spot.


“Last-minute change of plans,” he said. “I shuffled some meetings around and extended my project timetable so I could be one of Rohan’s groomsmen. I hated missing the wedding of two of my closest friends.”


Jana tried to ignore the pounding of her heart in her throat. Of course he did. The man was nothing if not adaptable. “And you didn’t tell us because . . .”


He smiled at Imani. “I wanted to surprise Mini,” he said, using the nickname he’d given Imani as an infant. He rubbed her back, then tickled her stomach. Imani shrieked with glee again.


“How wonderful!” Mom beamed at Anil. She was as happy to see him as Imani was. “Now you can all be together as a family for this trip!”


Jana didn’t glare at her mother. There was no point. She did glare at Anil, though—not that he noticed. He was currently listening intently to Imani as she told him all about Peppa Pig’s trip to Italy.


Jana couldn’t be that surprised he was here. Months ago, when Kamila had asked Jana to be in her wedding party, she’d also asked Jana if it would be okay if Rohan asked Anil to be a groomsman. Rohan and Anil had gone to university together and had become close again since Anil permanently moved to Toronto to be near Imani. But when Jana looked at Anil’s schedule on their co-parenting app, she saw that the timing of the wedding conflicted with his long-planned trip to D.C. to start a nonprofit there. So Jana confirmed to Kamila that she’d be honored to stand alongside her at her wedding, happily assuming that Anil would say no when Rohan asked him. Which he did. So this wasn’t supposed to happen. Jana hadn’t traveled with Anil Malek since that spring when Imani was conceived, and she preferred to keep it that way.


She looked away from him quickly. Even after so many years, looking at Anil too long hurt too much.


“C’mon,” he said. “The wedding party is all at the gate. I saw that your flight landed so I came to find you.” He plucked Imani’s bag out of Jana’s arm and started walking.


Jana fumbled with her own bag and followed Anil through the busy airport. Her heart was still racing, and her legs felt weak, but that could just have been because of the lack of sleep. Then again, Jana’s body always reacted this way when she saw Anil.


Thankfully, she didn’t see him often. In fact, they’d barely had face-to-face contact since their daughter was born, despite sharing custody. With the help of an excellent family lawyer, Jana had an ironclad co-parenting agreement hammered out that spelled out their fifty-fifty custody before Imani was even born. Their daughter usually switched back and forth between their homes each week, unless one parent was traveling. Neither parent paid child support, but they shared major expenses. They communicated and coordinated schedules through a comprehensive co-parenting app. The arrangement worked.


Jana and Anil had never really had a conflict about Imani, but that didn’t mean any of it was easy for Jana. She loved her daughter fiercely, but she was not fond of the child’s father. At all. Which was why she avoided him whenever possible. Mom was usually the one home when Anil picked up or dropped off Imani. She was a healthy, adaptable kid, so they’d rarely needed to have long conversations about parenting. A quick message was all that was needed to let Anil know that Imani hadn’t slept well the night before, or that she’d been at the playground so she needed her hair washed before bed.


Now Jana wondered if avoiding the man for so long had been a mistake. Maybe she needed to desensitize herself so her body wouldn’t react like this to seeing him.


“How was she on the flight?” Anil asked as they walked. He’d put Imani down and was holding her hand as they crossed the terminal.


Jana shrugged. “She didn’t sleep much. Hopefully she’ll pass out on the next one.”


He chuckled at Imani, then glanced at Jana. “You both look exhausted.”


Jana tried not to scowl at him. Of course, he didn’t look exhausted. He looked great. It wasn’t fair that he was fresh-faced and cheery while Jana probably resembled a used tissue. He’d had a full night’s sleep in a hotel in Amsterdam and hadn’t just gotten off a transcontinental flight with a preschooler with insomnia.


But he always looked this good. And it always annoyed Jana.


Anil wasn’t particularly tall, but he was a large man—wide shoulders and big hands. He’d been wearing his hair either closely cropped or shaved completely off to combat his hairline for years, and Jana had been surprised at how much she liked that bald head back when they were together. Years of watching Star Trek: The Next Generation with her father had given her a bit of a bald fetish.


He had changed in the last five years, though. He wasn’t as muscular as he used to be, and his waistline had thickened since becoming a father, but with his new dark-framed glasses, he gave off a worldly intellectual vibe now. The man still looked so much better than he had any right to look. Even now, years after their disastrous relationship, if Jana concentrated, she could feel the soft stubble on his head tickling her palms. She could remember how it felt to curl up on that broad chest. She wished the memories didn’t feel so fresh. Honestly, her life would be so much easier if she weren’t still so attracted to Anil Malek.


Not that she would ever admit that to anyone.


“I wish you’d told me you’d be here,” she said primly. One rule they’d had since Imani was born was to always let the other one know where they were—down to what city, at least. It was necessary when they both traveled so much, and often in areas with political unrest or natural disasters. Anil leaving Washington and flying to Amsterdam without letting Jana know was against their arrangement.


“It was very last-minute,” Anil repeated. “I only got here late yesterday. And, like I said, I wanted to surprise Imani.” He grinned at Imani again, then looked at Jana. “I want to be here for her first trip to Tanzania, and if I told you in advance, I knew you’d make . . . that face.”


Jana tried to wipe off whatever face Anil claimed she was making. He was right, though. Although both Jana and Anil were born and raised in North America (Jana in Canada, Anil in the US), their parents, like many of the older generation in their South Asian Ismaili Muslim community, were originally from East Africa. Jana’s parents and Anil’s father were from Tanzania. The country was as sentimental for Anil as it was for Jana, and it was only fair he be there when his daughter saw it for the first time.


But still. She had not signed up for two weeks of traveling with the inconveniently handsome face of one of the small handful of men she’d slept with, and frankly, she was irritated at the bride and groom for springing this on her.


She had no idea how she was going to get through this trip now.










CHAPTER 4



Mommy, can I have Daddy’s gum for my ears?”


Jana blinked at her daughter. They were only one hour into the long flight from Amsterdam, and Jana could already tell Imani would be trying her patience again. Jana was sitting in a row with Imani on one side of her and Mom on the other. Kamila and Rohan were in the row in front of them, sitting with Kassim Uncle, Kamila’s father. Anil, Kamila’s sister, Shelina, and Rohan’s brother, Zayan, were in the seats in front of Kamila. This arrangement worked well for Jana because she couldn’t see Anil at all—not even the back of his head. It was less satisfactory for Imani, who wanted to be closer to her father.


“I have gum. Are your ears hurting?” Jana picked up her purse from under the seat in front of her.


Imani thought about that for a second. “No. I need Daddy’s gum.”


Jana pulled out a packet of mint gum and held it up.


“I like Daddy’s gum.”


Jana sighed. She reached between the seats in front of her and poked Kamila. “Can you ask Anil if he has gum?”


“What do you need, beta?” Jana’s mother asked Imani, taking off her large headphones. Mom had found a Gujarati soap opera on the in-flight entertainment and had been engrossed since takeoff.


“I want Daddy’s gum,” Imani said.


“I have gum,” Mom said, unzipping her bag.


Kamila turned so she could see Imani between the two seats. “So do I. Three kinds.”


“I want Daddy’s gum,” Imani repeated.


Jana looked at her daughter. Imani was rarely demanding, but . . . traveling was stressful for small children. And stressful for mothers who desperately wanted to pretend the fathers of those small children weren’t hurtling through the air in the same airplane as her.


“Do you want to ask him yourself, Imani?” Kamila asked. “I can see if Zayan Uncle will switch seats with me, and then I can switch seats with you. Then you can sit with your daddy. I need to talk to your mommy, anyway. How does that sound?”


Imani beamed, nodding happily at the option of sitting next to her daddy. They ended up doing a lot more shuffling than that because Mom chimed in saying she wanted to sit with Kassim Uncle so they could discuss the Gujarati soap, then Rohan said he wanted to talk to Jana, too. After annoying every non-Hussain-Nasser wedding guest on the plane, Jana found herself sitting with Kamila on one side of her and Rohan on the other. Imani was two seats ahead with her father.


“You’re mad at us, aren’t you?” Rohan asked Jana once they were all settled.


Jana shook her head. “Why would I be mad at you? Imani is happy to sit next to Anil.”


Kamila frowned. Completely in character, Kamila was wearing a pink shirt so bright Jana considered taking her sunglasses out of her bag. Uncharacteristic, though, was the fact that it was a sweatshirt, and on it was an illustration of Godzilla wearing a bridal veil. Kamila was normally a blouse or vintage dress kind of woman. She looked gorgeous as always, though, with her long, wavy dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail and her lips painted a perfect fuchsia.


She immediately handed Jana a slightly paler pink T-shirt. “Here’s your hashtag Bridal Brigade shirt.”


Jana held up the shirt that was printed with the word #BRIDALBRIGADE. Jana had seen the rest of the bridal party wearing these in the airport. Shrugging, she pulled the shirt over the navy long-sleeve she was wearing. She’d agreed to be in the wedding, so if it meant wearing Day-Glo pink, so be it.


“That color is stunning on you. You should wear it more often,” Kamila said. “You’re mad we didn’t tell you that Anil would be here, aren’t you?”


Jana shrugged. “Did you see how happy Imani was at the airport?”


Kamila sighed heavily. “We were asking about you. Of course Imani’s happy. She’s such a daddy’s girl. I relate.”


Jana exhaled. “I’m fine. Don’t even worry about it.”


“I think I liked it better back when you used to tell me off all the time.”


Jana rolled her eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Jana was trying to give her friend the benefit of the doubt and let Kamila be a bit of a diva for her wedding. But seriously, now it was a bad thing that Jana was being nice?


Jana and Kamila had grown up together, along with Rohan, Shelina, and Zayan, but when they were younger, Kamila and Jana had never been able to overcome their oil-and-water personalities to be anything other than rivals. It was no wonder—both their families had pitted them against each other since birth. Jana regularly heard that she needed to be friendlier and more outgoing like Kamila, and Kamila heard she needed to be more ambitious and respectable like Jana.


But when Jana ended up back in Toronto pregnant and friendless, she and Kamila realized their rivalry was fueled only by their families. They’d been friends since, and Jana really appreciated Kamila’s and Rohan’s support exactly when she needed it. But Kamila and Jana were still incredibly different people, and sometimes the muscle memory of resenting each other for their differences came to the surface again.


Kamila stroked Jana’s arm in a placating gesture. “It means nothing. You said before that you wouldn’t mind if Anil was here, but you didn’t look happy in the airport.”


“Did something happen recently between you?” Rohan asked with concerned eyes. “I noticed the way he was looking at you at the gate.” Rohan and Jana had always been friends, despite their age difference. As the two studious introverts in their group, they’d always had the most in common.


Had Anil been looking at her? Jana sighed. “I was tired. There is nothing between us. It’s a little awkward—but it’ll be fine once we get used to it.”


“Maybe Anil joining us can be good for you. Now you can give him half the ‘Imani duty’ on the trip. You can let loose a bit. Go wild.”


Jana rolled her eyes again. “My mother and most of my aunties and uncles are here.” Not to mention that Jana wasn’t exactly the wild type. At least not according to Kamila’s definition of wild.


“I’m not talking about spinning around stripper poles or anything,” Kamila said. “I mean, I don’t know. Stay up late with us when we’re talking. Get to know the others in the hashtag Bridal Brigade. Have an extra drink. Be a little less . . .”


“Me?” Jana said. She sounded bitter. She didn’t mean to.


Rohan frowned. “I happen to like you.”


“So do I,” Kamila said. “Look, we’re sorry we sprang an ex on you unexpectedly. But you said you’d be fine with him being here—and he was insistent that he wanted to surprise Imani. This trip is supposed to be fun for everyone.”


Kamila was right. There was no reason why Anil’s presence had to ruin her trip. Jana could be a mature adult—she could manage being around the man. But did Rohan and Kamila really think Jana would find thirty-plus people traveling together fun? She sank in her seat. “You guys know I’m not really wired to be social. I can’t understand why you’d want me in the bridal party, anyway.” There was mostly resignation, not anger, in the question.


Kamila put her hand over Jana’s, squeezing. “Nope. We’re not going to let you do this now, Jana. We asked you to be in the wedding party because we love you very much and can’t imagine getting married without you with us. Imani, too.”


Rohan shook his head. “And it won’t all be wild parties. There will be no stripper poles or anything of the sort.”


Kamila nodded emphatically. “We got that all out of our system in Amsterdam. Remind me later, Jana—we got you something in the red-light district. We had the best time there.”


Jana raised a brow at Kamila.


Rohan looked amused at his wife-to-be but didn’t ask exactly what the bridesmaids had been up to in Amsterdam. “Jana, no one will mind if you spend the whole trip at the pool with a book,” he said. “Seriously. Do what you need to do to be comfortable.”


Kamila grinned widely. “The pools at the hotels are gorge. Having Imani’s father here will ease your burden a bit—you’ll see. You can chill while he social butterflies with her.”


It seemed Kamila was reverting back to her old meddling ways. She probably planned all this because she thought it would be good for Jana.


“It’s okay that people aren’t your thing,” Kamila continued. “They never have been. But lately . . . I don’t know. You’ve been different. You’ve always been reserved and private, and lord only knows what’s going on in that gorgeous head of yours, but I don’t think you’re happy. Maybe with this trip you can focus a little more on Jana. Because a happy mommy would be the best thing for Imani. I promise.”


Jana felt a lump in her throat. She wanted to object, to reassure Kamila that she was happy, but the words didn’t come out. Imani was the best thing that had ever happened to Jana, and she was sometimes overwhelmed with how much she loved her little girl. That was enough. And if she got that job, she could have stability and be home for her daughter more, which was better than enough.


Jana needed to sidestep the happiness (or not happiness) issue for now. This was Kamila and Rohan’s wedding, and Jana didn’t want to be the Eeyore at her friends’ celebration. “Honestly, guys, I’m fine. I’m looking forward to the trip.”


“It’s going to be amazing.” Kamila picked up the remote control for the in-flight entertainment and turned it on. “Hey, the bridal party should all sync up a wedding movie to get in the mood.” She scrolled through the Bollywood choices. “Dilwale Dulhaniya Le Jayenge or Bride and Prejudice?”


Before they could agree on a movie, Kamila’s sister, Shelina, who was now sitting in the row in front of them, poked her head between the seats. “Imani wants to sit with her mommy.”


Jana nodded. “Hopefully she’s finally tired,” Jana said. She looked at Rohan. “Do you all mind shifting around again?”


They did not mind, so another epic round of musical plane seats started up. After the move, Jana found herself sitting with Imani on one side of her at the window, and Anil on her other side. Because apparently Imani wanted to sit with both of her parents—and a window.


Jana pursed her lips. She could do this. This was a test of her ability to deal with Anil on this trip. She put on a pleasant smile and opened her e-reader. Imani was already engrossed in a show on the entertainment system.


“You still upset I’m here?” Anil asked quietly.


Jana did not put her reader down or look at him. “When did I say I was upset? Imani was thrilled to see you in the airport.”


He chuckled low. “Imani was, but you weren’t.”


Jana sighed, closing the cover on her e-reader. Airline seats were so ridiculously tight that it was probably against the Geneva convention to be stuck next to an ex on one. Plus, he was . . . big. Maybe Jana should have splurged for business class. Or one of those blissful pod seats where she could be alone. “What exactly are you hoping I’ll say here? I don’t like surprises, and I was caught off guard, but it’s fine. It’s Rohan’s wedding, and if he wants you in the wedding party, then who am I to complain?”


Anil ran his hand over his chin. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I’d be here, but like I said, I wanted to surprise Mini. And . . . ”


“And what?”


“I didn’t want you to back out of the trip because of me.”


Jana snorted. “I wouldn’t have done that.” She wouldn’t have. She may have thought about it, but Kamila was her friend, and she’d made a promise to her. It would have been nice to be able to put up her defense walls before seeing him, though. Also, it would have been nice to get a full night’s sleep first. Maybe wash her face. Brush her hair.


“This could be an opportunity for us to get closer,” Anil said. “We can be friends again.”


Okay, first of all, she was practically sitting on top of the man in these seats, so Jana wasn’t exactly sure how much closer he wanted them to be. And also? When had they ever been friends? They’d been lovers . . . and then this.


Jana’s eyes narrowed. “Anil, I’m too tired for this conversation right now. Can we just get through this flight?”


He smiled. It was funny—his smile had changed over the years she’d known him. Still devastatingly handsome, but less . . . mischievous now. He used to smile in a way that made everyone think they were in on an inside joke. He used to be so . . . playful.


Of course, he was still like that with Imani. But he seemed more . . . reserved now. Still social. Still charismatic. Maybe matured? Because he was older, of course. They both were. And being parents had to mature them.


Kamila had just said it was obvious that Jana wasn’t happy. Jana had no idea if she was actually happy or not, and she had no idea how Kamila could know something about Jana’s mental state that Jana herself didn’t even know, but now she wondered about Anil. Was he happy?


As far as Jana knew, the man hadn’t been in a serious relationship since Jana. Or rather, since his divorce. He moved to Toronto soon after Jana returned from the Tajikistan project, and then stayed so he could be close by for Imani, but was he happy in Toronto? Did he have regrets about becoming a parent unexpectedly? Did he wish things were different in his life?


Jana looked over at Imani, whose eyes had closed. “I think she’s finally asleep.”


“You get some sleep, too,” Anil said. “We’ll talk later.” He rustled through his bag and handed something to Jana. It was a new pair of cheap fuzzy socks—the kind you could get at the dollar store. “I already gave Imani a pair of these. They don’t give you socks on these economy flights anymore. I know you don’t want to put your feet on these airplane carpets.”


Jana chuckled. She most definitely did not want to put her feet down on this carpet. “Thanks,” she said. She quietly took off her shoes and slid his socks over the ones she was wearing. She was too exhausted to think about why he’d brought her socks, and she had no doubt they would talk later. She was not looking forward to that conversation at all.


But right now, she just wanted to rest.










CHAPTER 5



The rest of the flight was uneventful. Once Imani had fallen asleep, Jana herself had a restful and comfortable nap. They were both awake when Mount Kilimanjaro came into view. The look on her daughter’s face when she saw the enormous mountain was beyond priceless.


After landing, Jana and Imani went down the steep stairs off the plane hand in hand, and Jana took her first lungful of hot, dusty Tanzanian air. This was Jana’s fourth trip to the country, and every time she set foot on East African soil, she felt simultaneous goosebumps and full-body contentment. Everything hit differently here. The air smelled different. The dirt was a different color. People seemed less hurried. Less intense. Jana traveled a lot, but Tanzania felt more like home to her than any of the other places she’d been to. Maybe the generations of her family who had lived here before immigrating to Canada was still deep in her DNA. She wondered if Imani would feel as connected to East Africa as she did.


After dealing with the chaos of immigration and baggage claim at Kilimanjaro Airport, the party was led to a small boarding area to wait for the chartered Cessna aircrafts to take them to Serengeti National Park. Despite sleeping for a good chunk of the flight from Amsterdam, Imani was cranky.


“Baby, you ate all the fruit bars. All I have are cookies,” Jana said. She’d already turned down another one of Mom’s cheddarand-potato samosas, saying she wanted something sweet.


“But I want strawberry bars! Buy some!”


Jana tried to explain that this wasn’t like the Toronto airport with fully stocked shops, but trying to reason with a jet-lagged four-year-old was as fruitless as Jana was right now.


“Do you want circus cookies, Mini?” Anil said as he rustled though his bag. He pulled out a snack packet of the pink-andwhite frosted animal crackers his parents often mailed to Imani with presents. Imani loved them, but they were a rare treat because they weren’t available in Canada. Or Africa, Jana assumed.


Jana was relieved he was two steps ahead of this meltdown, but it was also slightly disconcerting to see him so prepared. Like with the socks. Jana wasn’t used to seeing him be a dad in action.


“Oh, I brought this for you,” Anil said, holding something else out for Jana, too. It was a Clark Bar, a peanut butter and chocolate candy bar that Jana loved and that also wasn’t available in Canada. Anil was leaning down and helping Imani open her bag of cookies before Jana could say thank you.


Soon, Mom, Imani, Anil, and the bridal party, or the hash-tag Bridal Brigade, as Kamila was still irritatingly calling them, boarded a small aircraft to take them to the Seronera Airstrip, the primary airstrip within Serengeti National Park. Rohan, Kassim Uncle, and the Groom’s Platoon were on a second plane. Imani fell asleep immediately after getting buckled into her seat, so Jana stared out the window at the scenery during the one-anda-half-hour flight.


The view was spectacular. Vast, open plains with sparse trees and wispy grasses as far as she could see. This was all surreal. For the last few months, Jana had felt like she was on the brink of . . . something. And this trip—while she’d been dreading the whole socializing part of this wedding and safari—it could be a catalyst for her.


The last few months had been chaotic. Stressful. But more than just feeling busy, she’d also been feeling . . . restless. Unsatisfied.


Relaxing, reading, and spending quality time with her daughter on safari would rejuvenate her right when Jana needed it most. And if she was lucky, she’d hear about that job soon after getting home. Everything would fall into place.


When the plane landed, a large safari van was waiting to take them to the hotel. The driver told them that wedding guests had been trickling in all day, including Rohan’s parents and various aunties, uncles, and friends.


It was early evening by then, and the low sun was adding an otherworldly haze to the golden-brown terrain. Imani’s eyes were glued to the window for the dusty drive, hoping to see some animals before they reached the resort. Jana had warned her that it was unlikely—this was just the road to the hotel, but the tour operators would know where to take them to find animals on their game drive scheduled in a couple days.


But suddenly the van slowed. They weren’t near the hotel yet. In fact, they looked to be in the middle of nowhere. Jana checked out the window—why had they stopped?


“Mommy, look!” Imani was positively shaking with excitement, and everyone in the van had leaned over to the left-side windows. Three majestic giraffes were standing near the road. There was nothing else in view—just acres and acres of golden African savanna reaching out to the horizon, broken up by sparse trees, and these three tall giraffes welcoming them to Tanzania. They took Jana’s breath away. She smiled, remembering the Swahili word for giraffe that her father had taught her. Twiga.


“Giraffe!” Imani yelled, pointing out the window.


“A Giraffe is called a twiga in Swahili,” Anil said to Imani. He was across the aisle from Jana and Imani. “My mother collected giraffes and had them all over the house when I was a kid. Remember from when we visited Dadima and Dadabapa last summer, Mini? Dadima still has a few in their dining room.”


Jana remembered those giraffes from when she’d gone to Anil’s parents’ place for brunch before Imani was born. She, of course, hadn’t seen Anil’s parents since then, but the memory of them being warm and welcoming to Jana that day hadn’t faded. She’d thought they were lovely. Now she felt an emptiness in her stomach when she thought of that day.


Jana looked back out the window at the three majestic giraffes and said a silent thank-you for welcoming her family to Tanzania.
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