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			The growing pressure from a decade of mistakes threatened to crush Ramya. She stared intently at her phone, knowing that a wrong choice could permanently screw up her life. Usually a decisive person, she flipped twenty times between two pictures of herself, carefully examining the lighting, the background, her body language, and her facial expression in both. While each picture had its merits, she needed to pick the one that properly conveyed her nuances as a person. The chosen picture had to be a glimpse into her soul. 

			“My God, this is so stressful,” she whispered. 

			“Go with that one,” Carl casually said, peering over her shoulder and pointing. 

			“Why that one?” 

			“Uh duh, this is a Tinder profile. You can’t use a photo of you in a suit! Save that for LinkedIn.” 

			Ramya sighed and selected the picture Carl recommended. She clicked on the “Save” button and tossed her phone on the table where they were sitting. The phone bounced a few times as though ingesting the new profile information.

			“Fine! Picture uploaded. Know-it-all.” 

			“You’re welcome. I’ll ignore your tone.” 

			“Sorry, perhaps I was a bit dramatic.” 

			“Ramya, dramatic? Never!” Carl joked. 

			Ramya rolled her eyes, deciding not to react to Carl’s exaggeration. She needed him to navigate the treacherous world of online dating.

			“Thanks for the help. Dating profiles are the worst.” 

			“Good thing neither of us look a day over twenty-two,” Carl replied. 

			“It does help that we are aging well. Yet I feel old not having had time to do anything except work the past month,” Ramya said, motioning around her. 

			“Seriously, this trip has been a major buzzkill. To us, for surviving.” 

			Carl raised his glass up in a toast, which Ramya met before sipping her pineapple juice. 

			She glanced around the hotel restaurant and immediately noticed that for the ninth day in a row, she was the only non-white person downstairs eating breakfast. Were they in a remote corner of Poland, she would give the situation a pass. Being they were in the middle of Accra, Ghana, however, the composition of the room emitted the strong stench of colonialism. An American woman of Indian origin, she never quite knew where to place herself on the spectrum of oppressed <—> oppressor.

			“Have you found anyone yet?” Carl asked. 

			“Ha, no one light enough to ‘suit my interests,’” Ramya replied sarcastically. 

			Carl scrunched his face in disgust and said, 

			“That guy was awful.” 

			Ramya and Carl had flown directly to Accra from Kampala, Uganda, where they had met a guy also working on their program. At first, the guy appeared to be a good-natured Italian staff member. Ramya liked his energy, and she and Carl felt uncharacteristically comfortable sharing intimate life details with him.

			“Isn’t it weird that he also had a near-death experience? From what he said, another minute and he would have drowned...” Carl said.

			“I don’t know how the subject came up.”

			Ramya rarely spoke about the most horrible day, the event that changed everything for her. That night, the words had flown freely. She learned that like Carl and she, after the guy nearly died, he had an epiphany to use his career for a greater good. Over their first two drinks, the three of them discussed how they had turned their personal tragedies into something positive. 

			After three drinks, the subject turned to their love lives.

			“How is dating in Uganda?” Ramya had asked.

			“Ah, it’s ok. There are a lot of European and American women based here,” he replied.

			“And Ugandans, of course.”

			“Yes, but Ugandans are not light enough to suit my interests.”

			The guy had said the last part so casually and with such a big smile that Ramya thought he was joking. He wasn’t. Ramya cringed thinking back to when she first started her career in international development, back when she wouldn’t have considered going on a date with a Black African, either. Comparing herself to that guy was painful. At least now she recognized working to empower Africans in Africa without considering Africans as possible life partners was hypocritical. 

			“That guy didn’t even see the problem,” Ramya said.

			“Screw that guy.”

			“Yeah, screw that guy! May I find my soulmate soon, regardless of skin color.”

			“That’s the spirit! You didn’t answer my question though. Did you find anyone?”

			“Oh, no. I’m terrible at online dating.” 

			Ramya hadn’t found anyone she was attracted to, except two people who were so good looking that she figured they were catfish, fakes. She still swiped right on those profiles. 

			She grabbed a piece of flatbread from her plate. 

			“Shall we go?” Ramya asked. 

			“I suppose. Let’s get this boring day over with.”

			They made their way outside, the juice and flatbread sloshing around in Ramya’s stomach as she walked. Despite their hotel being about a mile down the road from their office in the American Embassy, the taxi drivers made a spectacle of zooming in and out of the neighborhood to inflate their fare. Now in her ninth year in international development, that would normally piss off Ramya. Today, she sank in the backseat of the car and checked Tinder for the fifth time since she woke up. 

			“Oh wow!” she exclaimed at her messages. 

			“Who is it?” 

			Ramya flashed Carl her phone, careful not to show the driver that she, a woman, was looking at other women on a dating app. 

			“Wooooow!” Carl exclaimed.

			They pulled up in front of the embassy and got out of the taxi before Ramya showed Carl the full profile of her latest match: Juliet. She was gorgeous, well dressed and, 

			“Deeeefinitely a catfish. And even if she were real, she’s way out of my league.”

			“Please, Ramya. You’re pretty, but you’ve got to let go of this insecurity you have. That is definitely not attractive.” 

			Ramya scoffed. Carl had been lecturing her about her negative outlook on life since he met his boyfriend in grad school, before which, he had been equally bitter. 

			“Ah yes, you’re right. There is, after all, a small chance in hell that this woman who looks like a supermodel and who is staying exactly four miles from our hotel messaged me and said I have sexy eyes.”

			“Well, I guess your profile update worked. Isn’t this what you wanted?” 

			“Whatever, I’ll delete the message.” 

			“No! Message her back. Who cares if she’s fake? You need a fantasy playing in your head to get through today.” 

			That was true. Ramya had a knack for daydreaming, yet still managed to look engaged during the driest work meetings. 

			“Fine, I’ll reply.”

 

			Juliet: Hi. Ur eyes r sexy. R u in Ghana?

			Ramya: Hey, thanks. You’re sexy and hot, too. I love your dress. Yeah, I’m in Ghana. You?

 

			“You write like a nerd. Who puts a comma in a message on a dating app?” Carl said, peering over Ramya’s shoulder as she typed. 

			“Well, it worked. Look at what she wrote back!” 

 

			Juliet: U write well. Thanks. I made the dress myself. What r u doing today?

			Ramya: Wow, you’re talented! I have to go to work. It sucks. But I’m free later. You?

			Juliet: Nice. Do u wanna meet me?

			Ramya: I do. Do you wanna meet me?

Juliet: Sure dear.

Ramya: Ok! We should voice verify first though. 

 

			Ramya’s heart fluttered seeing Juliet’s proposition at the word “dear.” She loved that Juliet was being so direct. The women of online dating who dragged out the conversation or made wishy-washy halfway commitments were the worst, because Ramya never knew if she should push them to meet up, or back off. It was easy to misconstrue conviction as aggression on dating apps. 

			She slowed down to a crawl, praying she would get a reply before they went inside. Though this embassy let them keep their phones inside, the data reception was awful. Ramya wanted another taste of Juliet before entering. 

			“Damn it,” she whispered under her breath. 

			Nothing more appeared before Carl pushed her through the security check point. She’d have to write the rest of the hot story in her head.

			Ramya and Carl entered the familiar cramped conference room in the basement of the embassy, where they had spent the better part of a week discussing minute details of behavior change in public health. While she found some of the discussions vaguely interesting, she was in charge of the website they would eventually build, which allowed her to zone out for most of the time. 

			Their Ghanaian counterparts had already arranged themselves on one side of the conference table, forcing Carl and Ramya to squeeze in front of the whiteboard their annoying colleague Lynne was decorating with chicken scratch. 

			“Are we doing this all day?” Yawa, one of their Ghanaian colleagues, asked. 

			“Ha!” Ramya exclaimed. 

			Everyone was already bored. Lynne shot a death stare at Ramya, who quickly looked down and pretended her shoes were suddenly fascinating. 

			Lynne’s face turned a deep red. 

			“Not to worry! The material I have created is engaging and should help us arrive at our decisions today. It will be most fascinating,” Lynne exclaimed. 

			Not exactly satisfied but left with no choice, everyone settled into their seats and Lynne launched into module one of seven. Ramya surveyed the room, evaluating her exit strategies. The water cooler was behind three people and accessing it would require them to move, so she would use the one outside. The women’s restroom was clear across the hallway; a trip there could kill a lot of time. She silently rehearsed a script for two other classic exit strategies—a coughing fit and a quest to find unnecessary office supplies. All told, she figured she had enough excuses to keep her out of the room for at least one module.

			After an excruciatingly long day, Ramya and Carl bolted out of the building, desperate to get away from Lynne. 

			“Did she reply?” Carl asked once they were outside.

			Ramya was already holding her phone towards the sky, praying for it to pick up a signal. 

			“Come on, come on…”

			Finally, the signal bars appeared, and her notifications came through. Her heart skipped a beat. Juliet had indeed replied.

 

			Juliet: Let’s meet tonight. When r we gonna voice verify?

 

			“Oh my God, what do I say?” Ramya asked Carl.

			“Tell her that sounds nice, and you’ll call her soon. Why are you so bad at this?” 

			“Dating apps are not for overthinkers!” 

 

			Ramya: That sounds nice. :-) I can call you in 20 mins, ok?

			Juliet: K, call me plz. +233 87630409

 

			They jumped into the first taxi that pulled up. 

			“I’ll pay whatever you want, just go!” Ramya commanded. 

			The driver smiled wide and took off in the direction of the hotel. The price was hefty, and Ramya hoped the payoff would be worthwhile. She pushed her way out of the car before it had come to a complete stop. 

			“Be careful if you meet up! Tell me where you go!” Carl shouted after her. 

			She raced up to her room and tried to dismiss the thought that this gorgeous woman was probably not the person at the other end of the messages. Right on time, she called Juliet. 

			“Hello?” a woman replied. 

			“Uh, hi.”

			“Hey.” 

			“Uh, hi.” 

			Ramya’s nerd words were failing her. 

			“So, what did you wanna verify?” Juliet asked. 

			Her accent was African, though it sounded different than everyone Ramya had met in Ghana. 

			“That you’re a real person.”

			Ramya faintly heard a second voice on the other end of the phone, a male voice, that sounded muffled and panicked. She could barely make out the words the voice said,

			“How did this happen to you?” 

			Ramya’s heart sank. Maybe this woman was who she said she was…and maybe she was married. Maybe this woman was speaking to Ramya in the middle of a marital dispute.

			“Ok cool, so where we gonna meet? And what time?” Juliet asked. 

			The muffled voice continued in the background and Ramya’s reservations were building with Juliet’s impatience. Her friends who didn’t work in international development thought she was foolish for going out on dates with strangers in foreign countries. To Ramya, continent hopping for work was her life, and dating in new countries was a normal part of that. Dating internationally had taught her never to assume anything about anyone, and she decided she couldn’t potentially miss out on a hot hookup during this awful work trip. In any case, she knew how to stay safe. 

			“Let’s meet at the downstairs bar of the Movenpick Hotel at 7 p.m.”

			“Ok dear, see you there.” 

			The bar was well lit and always had patrons from around the world. She could easily escape if Juliet turned out to be shady. She texted Carl her plans in case something went wrong. He responded immediately.

 

			Carl: Fingers crossed she’s real!

			Dealing with another taxi driver wasn’t worth the stress and so Ramya walked over to the Movenpick Hotel. Though Ghana was one of the West African countries more tolerant towards homosexuality, its level of queer acceptance and diversity couldn’t match Ramya’s current home —London—and her past home, New York City. Ramya felt everyone on the street was staring at her disapprovingly, as if they knew she was on her way to a date with a woman. 

			She tried to focus on her surroundings. The sidewalk edges had reflective ribbons of green, yellow, and red paint that matched the Ghanaian flag and helped people see so they wouldn’t fall at night. In the distance, she saw a sand-colored square archway that contrasted against a big glass government building and a modern-looking white bridge that looked like it was held up with giant chopsticks. The street was quiet at that hour, with only a few lingering mopeds, cars and bicycles circling the roundabout near the Movenpick’s grand entrance.

			Ramya arrived a few minutes early and scanned the bar. Seeing none of the people inside were Juliet, she sat down at an empty table and opened an issue of The Economist she had brought with her to appear smart and give cover for an embarrassing situation in case no one showed up. 

			Fifteen minutes past the hour, she had only read three paragraphs of one article and retained exactly none of the information. It was impossible to concentrate. Fortunately, Juliet texted around 7:20 p.m.: 

 

			Juliet: On my way. 

 

			Ramya did her best not to squirm at the idea that Juliet was real and single and would be interested in her. 

			Juliet arrived about ten minutes later, appearing in the corner of Ramya’s right eye. Ramya’s body temperature immediately began to rise, and she sweat like a shy teenager who had been called on to speak in class. She was so nervous. Juliet was tall in her impossibly high heels and literally turned heads as she made her way around the tables. 

			Ramya didn’t need to look directly at Juliet to know that her style was impeccable. She had on form-fitting pleather pants and a black crop top that showed off her toned arms and smooth skin. Not a single man, woman or child in the bar failed to notice Juliet, and Ramya suddenly felt very special knowing that Juliet was there to see her.

			“There you are,” Juliet said. 

			Ramya took in a deep breath to steady herself, and carefully lifted her head to look into Juliet’s dark brown eyes. She was relieved to see they were kind, inviting and expressive. Juliet’s smile calmed Ramya and her heart rate finally came down enough to stop throbbing. 

			“Sexy eyes,” Juliet whispered.

			Her perfect lips were neatly outlined and filled in with makeup. They danced when she spoke.

			“Wow, you’re beautiful,” Ramya said. 

			Juliet looked at Ramya bashfully, even though Ramya guessed Juliet constantly heard that comment. 

			“What are you drinking?” Juliet asked. 

			“It’s a mojito that looks like a Long Island iced tea.” 

			Ramya pointed at the off-putting brown lines swirling in her drink. She was pretty sure that to make the drink, the bartender had just tossed in the first five ingredients he reached. 

			Juliet raised her hand to call the waiter over, who practically threw the food he was holding and raced across the bar to Juliet’s service, trampling over anyone who got in his way. 

			“Yes, uh ma’am, wow you’re beautiful ma’am, uh what would you like ma’am?” the waiter stammered. 

			Ramya noticed Juliet didn’t respond to his ”you’re beautiful” comment. 

			“I’ll have the mo-jee-toe,” Juliet said, trying to sound out the drink from the menu. 

			“One mo-jee-toe,” the waiter repeated eagerly. 

			Ramya saw the waiter rush back to the bar. He stood there to grab Juliet’s drink as soon as it was made, the other customers be damned. The bartender looked up at Juliet before immediately making the drink, showing off a level of skill Ramya hadn’t thought he had. The waiter brought over to Juliet a beautiful-looking glass. 

			“How is that the same drink?” Ramya asked. 

			“What?” Juliet asked.

			“Nothing, never mind. How are you?” 

			Having dated pretty women in the past and being a woman herself, Ramya wasn’t one to gawk. That didn’t stop everyone else in the bar. Ramya ignored the eyes on her back and instead focused on her date who was most definitely, most miraculously, not a catfish. 

			“I’m good. And you?” Juliet replied.

			“I’m great! I can’t believe you’re a real person!” 

			“What were you expecting?” 

			“I was hoping for you of course…you’re stunning compared to everyone else on Tinder.” 

			“Yes, Ghanaian women don’t dress up.” 

			“Oh, you are not from Ghana?” 

			“You didn’t know? I’m Nigerian. I’m visiting my friend and her husband.”

			“Ooh! The guy I heard on the phone was…” Ramya started. 

			“Ah ah, I didn’t know he was home. Yes, it must have been my friend’s husband,” Juliet finished. 

			Ramya relaxed, having solved the Mystery of the Guy in the Background. 

			The irony of the situation was not lost on Ramya. She had turned down four separate job offers with the United Nations in Nigeria because the country criminalized homosexuality. One of her former colleagues at UNICEF had asked his Nigerian colleagues what they thought of gay people. No one would give him a direct answer, which told Ramya everything she needed to know. 

			Since life had stagnated in New York, she had taken a job in London. They sent her on this work trip to Ghana and she was now sitting at a bar with a beautiful Nigerian woman who she longed to kiss. The situation felt like a lopsided full circle.

			Ramya and Juliet sipped their drinks slowly, soaking in enough alcohol to diffuse the awkwardness that comes with any first date but careful not to cross the line into drunk-face. They chatted about how Juliet was good at foreign languages (Ramya wasn’t) and Ramya was a good artist (Juliet wasn’t), despite Juliet being a fashion designer and Ramya working in international development. 

			“We should switch careers,” Ramya joked. 

			“Only if we switch salaries,” Juliet joked back. 

			“Don’t worry, I don’t make much,” Ramya said, laughing.

			Juliet didn’t find that joke amusing. Ramya steered the conversation to funnier date territory. 

			“Can I tell you about the most bizarre person I met on a dating app?” 

			“Tell me,” Juliet said, leaning in closer to Ramya, who felt her heart race again.

			“I went out on a date with this woman in New York. We were having a great time until she told me she’s not attracted to women.”

			Ramya saw Juliet briefly flinch when she mentioned she went on a date with a woman, and she guessed same-sex dating was new for Juliet. Thankfully, Juliet didn’t ask her to speak more softly or edit what she was saying, which Ramya appreciated.

			“Why did she go out with you?” Juliet asked.

			“She said she wanted to honor her gay twin sister who DIED!” 

			Juliet sat back in her seat and burst out laughing. 

			“See? Bet you can’t top that,” Ramya teased. 

			“Yes, I can dear. The worst date I met online was a man who asked me to be his pet. Like, he would fly me internationally if I got on the floor and acted like a dog!” 

			It was Ramya’s turn to burst out laughing, even though she found the thought disturbing. 

			“That’s so sick!” they laughed-choked in unison.

			With Juliet ordering, the waiter brought them great-tasting drinks. A few sips into mo-jee-toe number three, Ramya knew she was teetering on the line of being too drunk. After she had turned thirty, too much alcohol on a date always ended badly. 

			“I think I’m going to stop drinking now,” Ramya said. 

			Juliet’s dark brown lip curled up. She reached across the table and grabbed Ramya’s hand, sending an electric shock through Ramya’s body.

			“I think I’m attracted to you!”

			Juliet’s touch gave Ramya a shot of confidence she hadn’t felt in years. 

			“Really? Um…is it okay if…do you want to come back to my hotel?” Ramya asked. 

			“Of course, I would like to.”

			Feeling generous, Ramya paid for their drinks without asking Juliet. She brought her wobbly feet down to the ground. Not particularly gifted in the art of navigation, she realized she had no idea how to get back to the street. 

			“Is it this way?” Ramya muttered to herself. 

			“You don’t know, wow,” Juliet said, touching Ramya’s lower back.

			Juliet’s touch cleared Ramya’s foggy brain, and she led them in the correct direction. They walked side by side to the taxi stand by the hotel.

			The driver gave them a quick scan and decided he would show them the scenic route for a higher fare. Thankfully, he was oblivious to the two women in the backseat sitting close to each other. Juliet’s hand rubbed Ramya’s thigh while the beaten-up car swerved in and out of the streets of Accra to Ramya’s hotel. A mix of tall buildings, gated communities, and thatched roofs flashed past them, the streaks of light illuminating Juliet’s face like an angel’s. Though they had only known each other for a few hours, Ramya’s mind conjured hundreds of scenes of them together, as though they had known each other for years.

			Ramya tried to appear calm as they walked through the lobby of her hotel. Inside her room, she couldn’t wait to get her clothes off. Now without the heels, Ramya saw Juliet was about her height. She scooped up Juliet and they rolled around on the bed while Ramya’s lips made their way around Juliet’s torso. The sense of familiarity persisted, yet there was an excitement of being with someone new. Ramya wanted both to rush to get to every curve of Juliet’s body and to go slowly to appreciate how perfect this moment was. 

			Ramya slipped under Juliet and could tell from the responses that she was hitting the right spots. 

			“Yes, like that,” Juliet moaned. 

			And so like that, Ramya kept going for nearly an hour. She thought they were only getting started when an unexpected thing happened. In the middle of one particularly luscious moan, Juliet screamed, 

			“I love you!” 

			“You what?” Ramya said, bolting up.
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			Juliet didn’t react quickly enough to catch Ramya, who had completely disappeared into the night by the time Juliet ran outside. She came back inside to an empty apartment and reality set in: Ramya had abandoned her. She was living her worst nightmare. This was exactly what Juliet had feared would happen if she came to Kenya. 

			“Fuck, Ramya, please come back.” 

			They had discussed all kinds of embarrassing, private, and vulnerable ideas. 

			“What did I say? Why did she react this way?” Juliet asked out loud. 

			When no one responded through the silence, Juliet tried messaging Ramya’s phone.

 

			Juliet: Baby come back. I’m sorry. Let’s talk, love. 

 

			After she sent the fifth message, she heard a buzz through the quiet flat. She walked over to the bedroom and saw Ramya had left her phone on the nightstand. Juliet tapped the screen and Ramya’s phone lit up with her messages. The word “unread” grew, before jumping off the screen and taking over the room. 

			“She’ll come back, she’s not like that.” 

			Her rationality calmed her down long enough to serve herself a plate of food. She even prepared another plate for when Ramya came back.

			“It’ll be soon. She’ll come back soon.” 

			Juliet got three bites down her throat before she realized she was wrong. The food became tasteless after that. She dragged herself to the couch. Still with no way to contact Ramya, Juliet fell into a distressed sleep around midnight.

			Ramya was still gone when Juliet awoke, sending her back into a tailspin of panic. She felt dizzy when she tried to raise herself from the couch. Every movement sent a sharp stabbing pain down her spine. Hunger was catching her stomach, but she was too nauseous to eat anything. They had three weeks left in Kenya together, and she had no idea how to get herself to the safari or to the beach or if she would be allowed to stay in their rental flat until it was time to fly home. She doubted her debit card would work here, so she couldn’t buy enough food to survive. Worst of all, she had no idea if Ramya would come back or if she’d want to see Juliet again. She tried typing a message to her siblings.

 

			Juliet: Hey sis…hey bro… 

 

			She gave up before hitting “send.” No one in her family had money to send her or would know how to change her flight back home. 

			“How could I even leave without seeing her again?”

			Juliet briefly considered going to the police, but the thought of walking into a station in a foreign country was terrifying. In Nigeria, the police wouldn’t do anything without a bribe and Juliet guessed it would be the same here. That made her feel better about deciding to wait in the flat and…just wait.

			For days, Juliet had asked Ramya to repeat the details for their safari in the hopes Ramya would say they could leave later. By then, Juliet knew they had missed their van. She spent a restless day ambling around the flat and checked the window for Ramya so often that the neighbors must have thought she was spying on them. 

			She thought about calling someone in her family to pass the time, before deciding that even she, a reliable secret keeper, could not stay silent about what was happening. She rocked her body back and forth on the couch for hours. Confusion turned into anger; anger turned back into confusion; confusion turned into exhaustion, and she fell back asleep after being awake for fewer than eight hours.

			Ramya didn’t reappear until 7 a.m. the next morning. Even though her first reaction was relief, Juliet skipped straight to outrage. 

			“WHERE THE FUCK DID YOU GO!” 

			“I’m sorry, I just needed to step out for a bit.”

			“A BIT!? YOU WERE GONE FOR MORE THAN A DAY!” 

			“What are you talking about? I was gone for maybe an hour. I went to the coffee shop near the main intersection.” 

			What kind of fucking senseless person was Ramya? First, she pretended to not know who Juliet was, then she acted like a moody bitch, then she abandoned Juliet. Now Ramya stood facing her, trying to look bashful and innocent, claiming to have stepped out for “a bit.” 

			“You were gone for more than a day!” 

			Juliet stormed over to the couch and grabbed her phone. 

			“SEE?” she screamed, shoving it at Ramya.

			Ramya tapped on the screen, revealing the date—15 April. Juliet looked outside at the dark sky and almost fainted. She checked her phone again. It still said 15 April.

			“That’s a mistake. A few minutes ago, it was the morning of April 17th,” Juliet insisted.

			By now, Ramya had fetched her phone from the bedroom. 

			“They both say the same thing, Juliet. It’s April 15th.” 

			“What the fuck is going on?” 

			“Did you fall asleep while I was gone? Sometimes you fall asleep when you’re stressed.” 

			Ramya’s face softened. 

			“You were probably dreaming. I’m sorry I left without saying anything. I had already been dreading telling you about tomorrow. And then…” Ramya’s voice trailed off.

			“Shit! Yes, I guess that must be it. I was dreaming.” 

			That seemed like a ridiculous explanation, but Juliet didn’t have a better one. She took a few breaths to calm her nerves and walked back over to the couch. The room was spinning, and she propped her feet up for stability. Years of being broke had made her sharply aware of where she was, who she was with, and how much time had passed in a situation. Ever since Ghana, she felt that sharpness fading. Maybe she was getting complacent dating Ramya, who despite their issues, she trusted more than anyone else in the world. 

			“Wait, what do you mean, tell me about tomorrow?” 

			Juliet sat up with a jolt, suddenly remembering what Ramya had said. The room was dark, and Juliet had to squint to see Ramya was undressing. Maybe this woman was unhinged and thought this would be a good time to have sex. Ramya stayed far back after she had drawn down her jeans, though. She was pointing to her hip. Juliet carefully made her way over in case Ramya tried to run again. She ran her hands over the area Ramya was pointing to, which had a deep scar Juliet had noticed a few days ago when they took a bath together. 

			“He didn’t hit an artery, thank God, or I would have bled out within a few minutes. But it did hit the bone and blew out a big chunk of flesh. There was enough blood that I was able to play dead. Everyone else died immediately and he thought he had gotten me too, so I survived,” Ramya said. 

			The weight of Ramya’s words crushed Juliet, pushing out the air from her lungs. Ramya’s scar opened up before Juliet’s eyes like a small screen, replaying the scene Ramya had just described. 

			“You were there? He shot you?” Juliet whispered. 

			Tears were streaming down Ramya’s face. Juliet grabbed Ramya, who sobbed into her shirt like tidal waves. 

			“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. It has been nine years and I thought I’d be strong enough to handle being here.” 

			“Baby, it’s okay, I’m here. Let it out, I’ve got you, my love.” 

			Ramya kept crying uncontrollably. Juliet held her for what seemed like a second, for what seemed like a year. She felt like Ramya was crumbling in her arms and she tried to hold the pieces together. Somehow, she kept Ramya intact. 
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			The douchebags had gotten the last blueberry muffin.

			“Sorry ma’am, do you want a maple pecan instead?” the cashier had asked her.

			“I’m allergic to tree nuts,” Ramya had angrily replied.

			Nine years ago, April 16th had started out like any annoying morning on campus. Ramya had arrived at her French class pissed off that the small coffee shop on the ground floor had run out of blueberry muffins, no doubt due to the group of douchebag frat boys who had swarmed in just before Ramya had arrived.

			She already despised guys like that: guys who didn’t have to try to fit in or who never had to consider their place in the world; guys whose lives were easy and fun and respected not because they worked hard or were good people, but because they were born in a certain body. Guys who belittled others whose lives were not as simple. How dare they take the last blueberry muffin.

			Ramya’s undergrad university was conservative, judgmental, and homogeneous. She hated it there because they hated who she was. By her second semester, she had already dismissed the idea that she would find her place among the crowd. She knew she was a deep thinker. And she knew she was gay. The two did not go well together in that environment. 

			She was grateful she was smart and tried to convince her parents her academic career would not suffer if she studied abroad or spent a semester working in a city. They angrily responded that laziness had no place in their daughter’s life. When she asked if she could transfer to a more progressive school in an urban area, they admonished her for wanting to waste their money.

			“Ask us again and we will stop paying for your tuition altogether,” they screamed before slamming the phone on her. 

			At least they’re paying, she had reasoned, and told herself to carry on.

			Paid tuition did not help her escape the constant harassment on campus or the loneliness the harassment caused her. During the time she was forced to live in that confining environment, Ramya spent most of her nights alone and sad.

			By her final year of university, she had discovered a small saving grace—a student group she ran, which brought together a nice set of relatively progressive people who wanted to fight the injustices of the world. Some of the student group members were in her advanced French class her last semester, and she enjoyed their morning routine of chatting over coffee and a blueberry muffin before their professor started the day’s lessons. It was one of the few times on campus she didn’t feel miserable. 

			Still cursing the douchebags for ruining her blueberry muffin ritual, Ramya was only half paying attention to her professor that morning. The shooter burst through the door just a few minutes after class began. Ramya’s professor didn’t stand a chance.

			“Il faut aller…” her professor had said, seconds before she was gunned down.

			Not being familiar with the sound of a gunshot, Ramya wasn’t sure what was happening until she saw her friend Megan collapse to the ground, a chunk of her brain missing. There was so much blood. In every shade and in every corner, within minutes, there was so much blood. 

			If he hadn’t been standing in the middle of her classroom with an AR-15 cradled in his hands, Ramya might have mistaken the shooter as one of the guys the douchebags bullied for being too pale, too short, too thin, or too whatever. In another life, Ramya and this guy might have bonded over surviving harassment. In this life, this guy was a shooter and Ramya had to survive him. His white shirt was soaked in blood, sweat and dirt by the time Ramya realized she was injured. The mask he had used to cover his face slipped down. Ramya saw he was grinning. Her one good look at him before she hit the floor told her he loved the sight of what he had done.

			Nothing had prepared Ramya for this moment, yet she knew her one way of making it out of this university she hated and finding the life she wanted was to play dead. By now, the blood covered most of the classroom floor in a thick coat, and it was impossible to move without creating ripples. Ramya laid on her stomach under her desk with her breath drawn in, staring at Megan’s lifeless body. 

			Thankfully, the shooter didn’t kick Ramya in the face like he kicked her classmate Stephen, who spent his final moments alive clutching his broken nose. Thankfully, he didn’t shoot her at point-blank range like he shot Stephen. The shooter left an eternity after he came in, which was probably five or six minutes. By the time the paramedics swept the classroom to check for survivors, Ramya lay among seventeen dead bodies. There were fifteen more in the shooter’s wake. 

			Ramya was the only survivor in her French class.
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			Going on a safari seemed stupid to Juliet now. Her life had just shattered and pretending to care about animals was tiring. She peeked out of the corner of her eye from the bed and saw Ramya arranging her clothes in a suitcase. 

			“Are we still going?” Juliet asked. 

			“Of course, why wouldn’t we?” 

			Juliet sighed and dragged herself to her feet. The clock in the corner of the bedroom said 5:47 a.m. Even though her brain had experienced more than a day of fear, somehow fewer than ten hours had passed. How could that possibly be explained by a bad dream? What was happening to her? What was happening to Ramya?

			Juliet grabbed Ramya’s waist—the same spot where Ramya had been shot—as she passed by. She felt Ramya shudder under her touch in a way that she knew wasn’t bad. They had stayed up late last night talking about Ramya’s “most horrible day.” 

			It wasn’t just the thought of Ramya coming so close to death that shook Juliet; it was that Ramya felt guilty about surviving. 

			“Why do I deserve to be here?” Ramya had asked, right before she fell asleep in Juliet’s arms. 

			Even with everything Juliet had been through in her life, she had never once questioned her right to live or be happy. It was sad that Ramya didn’t feel the same way.

			They walked outside in the final moments of the sunrise. Juliet drew a sharp breath in, feeling the cold Nairobi morning air. This was the coolest outside temperature that Juliet had ever experienced, and it activated her brain. 

			“The van will pick us up here and take us straight to the safari campsite,” Ramya said robotically. 

			Juliet glanced over, examining the clothes Ramya had picked out for the occasion and the stiffness of Ramya’s body beneath. She wondered how America could provide Ramya with so much—good clothes, a good education, good food, constant electricity—yet make her feel guilty about surviving a shooting? What kind of country was that? What kind of people allowed that? Juliet shook her head in disbelief, grateful to be Nigerian.

			Out of the corner of her eye, Juliet saw the van a few streets away. She looked over at Ramya, who stood completely motionless until the van pulled into their compound driveway. The driver was huge and had a booming voice. 

			“Ramya and Juliet?” 

			Ramya nodded and the driver looked surprised. 

			“What is it, oga? Why the look?” Juliet whispered to herself. 

			The driver shrugged his giant shoulders and tossed their heavy bags into the trunk as though they were as light as pillows. He got back into the driver’s seat and Juliet saw the tires compress beneath his weight. 

			“Where do you want to sit?” Ramya asked Juliet, uttering her first words in nearly twenty minutes. 

			“Baby, I love you.” 

			Ramya managed a small smile. Juliet surveyed the empty van, grabbed Ramya’s hand, and led them to the back. 

			“It will be bumpy, but private.”

			Ramya nodded in response, clearly grateful for the space. Juliet sat close to Ramya on the bench seat, ignoring the stares of the driver who was fixated on the two women. 

			“I hope we will have peace in this van,” Juliet said. 

			Before leaving the city, they picked up three more couples in two different hotels. Juliet examined the others. She was the only African passenger. 

			Oga giant was surprised to see an African sister, she said to herself. 

			She glanced down at the tickets Ramya had printed off in London. This was one of the cheapest safaris they had found, yet one ticket was still equivalent to two months of wages at her old restaurant hostess job. African tourism was not meant for most Africans.

			They drove for a few hours and mostly sat in silence, tuning out the other passengers who chatted happily in front of them. Ramya had barely said anything since they boarded the van. 

			“Are you okay, baby?” Juliet asked. 

			“I always wonder where Megan, Stephen, all of my classmates who died would have been now,” Ramya whispered. 

			Juliet didn’t know how to respond except to squeeze Ramya’s hand. She had also known people who died too young, and some of those people had died in violent and sudden ways. But there was something especially cruel about the way Ramya’s classmates had died that Juliet couldn’t quite describe. Maybe it was them dying as a group or dying in a place where they were supposed to be safe. Or maybe it was the media attention. If America could let everyone in the world know about those deaths, why couldn’t America prevent those young people from dying in the first place?

			“There’s no way to know, Ramya. You only have to know that you’re a good person and you deserve to be here, ok?” 

			Ramya gasped, trying to push down air that had got caught in her throat. She was fighting back tears. 

			“Thank you, I needed to hear that.” 

			“Oh baby, you deserve all the happiness in the world. Come here.” 

			Juliet held Ramya against her chest, her heart breaking. Though she had dated many foreigners before, this was the first time she had felt truly sympathetic for one. Every foreigner she had been with had grown up with far more privileges than she had. Happiness and cruelty were everywhere, she recognized. 

			Ramya’s silent sobs into Juliet’s chest continued until they stopped for lunch. 

			“Passengers, you have an hour for sightseeing and to eat,” the driver said. 

			“Are you ready?” Juliet gently asked. 

			“Yeah, time to face the day.” 

			They gathered their backpacks and followed the rest of the passengers to the front of the van. Juliet kept her hand on Ramya’s lower back for support. 

			The driver had positioned himself right next to the door and handed each passenger a food voucher as they got down. The other passengers grabbed the voucher easily from his hand, but he held on to Juliet’s for a few extra seconds. 

			“Hello, my sister,” the driver whispered in her ear. 

			Juliet scoffed and elbowed him away from her. She didn’t need this shit on an already stressful day. Ramya still looked pale from last night and Juliet decided not to say anything. 

			“African tourism is not for most Africans,” Juliet said out loud with anger.

			Not able to control her urge to touch Ramya, Juliet grabbed Ramya’s hand as they walked down to the grassy valley. Ramya didn’t resist. The driver’s eyes seared through her skin, and Juliet was happy to realize she didn’t care.

			On the way down the hill to the dining area, a giant valley came into sight. 

			“Wow!” Juliet exclaimed.

			In front of her was the largest and deepest field of green she had ever seen. Every centimeter was a slightly different color. One area looked blue-green, another looked dark green, and all throughout were patches of light green and yellow plants. The valley was so big that it looked like the entire city of Lagos could fit inside. Even with the light fog, Juliet couldn’t remember ever being able to see so far in the distance. Lagos was usually too polluted.

			Ramya had already fallen into Juliet’s picture routine and was waiting for Juliet to strike her first pose. Staring out into the valley, however, Juliet wanted something different. 

			“Come here, love,” Juliet said.

			She drew their bodies close and gently kissed Ramya, holding the camera in front. They held themselves still as the camera clicked. Juliet turned her phone screen around and saw the picture was exactly what she wanted. The sunlight behind them blurred out their faces to create a silhouette in front of the massive valley. Juliet was overcome with emotion thinking about how nine years ago, Ramya lay alone against a sea of red. She was comforted to know that at least today, Ramya was with her against a sea of green.

			





	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

		
	[image: A black circle with a person in it] 
	Ramya



	[image: A black and white calendar in a circle]
	April 16



	[image: A black and white logo Description automatically generated]
Kenya


			No two anniversaries of the most horrible day were the same. Some years, Ramya felt strong and secure in the world, as though she had come to terms with what had happened and could move on from the trauma. She spent those anniversaries discovering something new and celebrating those who perished. On year three, she had spent the day with Carl wandering through the smallest streets of Paris before hosting a vigil for the victims. By year six, she had discovered her love of cycling and went on a 32-mile bike ride through New York City, completing one mile in honor of each of the lives lost. 

			Other years, Ramya felt as though her world would implode. During year five, she barred herself from all forms of social media for a month. The online tributes to the victims were too jarring, for they always focused on how the victims had been so happy and deeply appreciative of their lives. In the years leading up to the most horrible day, Ramya, on the other hand, had thought many times about how much better it would be, how much more appreciated she would be, if she had died young. 

			“I can’t describe the immense guilt I have for surviving,” she had told Juliet last night.

			“Is that why you ran away from me? Because you feel guilty?”

			“Maybe.”

			No, it wasn’t. Ramya knew that Juliet’s tone and word choice had set her off. It was too much to hear someone she loved talk about what happened with such insensitivity. 

			Her career had taken her to nearly every continent in the last decade. Irrespective of the language, the people, or the politics of where she was, a conversation about gun violence in America would usually come up within a few days. Literally no one in the world, especially communities living in active violent conflicts, understood America’s obsession with guns. 

			“Why would a country that isn’t at war let its civilians carry wartime weapons?” a Syrian colleague asked her on a work trip in Sri Lanka. 

			 Political corruption? Lobbyists? Ignorance? She couldn’t justify a situation she never agreed with and that nearly killed her. What words could she say when the grotesque images depicting mass shootings in America—scenes fit for a thrasher movie—were her story? 

			On the rare occasions she admitted what she had experienced, she mostly felt dehumanized. Everyone had an opinion about her most horrible day. Sometimes she felt like the only reason people listened to her story was so they would have their own.

			I met this woman who almost died in a mass shooting. I was so traumatized hearing what happened, they could boast to their friends.

			As the years passed and shootings in America became a more common occurrence, she became a statistic. The only thing worse than her story being a unique center of attention was her story being ordinary. There was no defending what happened, not to her or to any other shooting victim, no matter how many. But when people spoke about gun violence the way Juliet had, in terms of Americans being careless, it triggered Ramya. The world she had grown up in wasn’t made for people who looked or identified like her. Life had already been a constant battle to stay safe. How much more responsibility could she take for her own security? 

			Exhausted from last night, exhausted from the situation, exhausted from life, Ramya raised her heavy head and stared into the massive green valley in front of her. She squinted her eyes to push out the sadness, and the endless stretch of flora and animals pulsated in front of her.

			“Baby, are you ok?” Juliet asked, squeezing her hand.

			“I’m sorry about what happened at the airport,” Ramya replied.

			“It’s ok…we have different senses of humor…”

			“No…I…Juliet, what happened wasn’t voluntary.”

			“You mean you couldn’t control it?”

			“Yes. I couldn’t control it. Something has been wrong with me for a long time. I forget things. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

			Juliet nodded her head with the same gravity Ramya felt. 

			“It’s ok, love. We’ll get through it,” Juliet replied.

			Tightly holding Juliet’s hand, Ramya felt their hearts race and synchronize with the beat of the animal kingdom in front of them. Like her parents’ homeland, this continent had absorbed so much pain brought over from abroad. Although Ramya hadn’t meant to let her burden escape here, she was relieved to have the help. She was relieved Juliet wanted to help. In nine years, the load had gotten too heavy to carry alone. 

			While overlooking the breathtaking Kenyan landscape, Ramya understood that while overwhelming, this was the anniversary that something had fundamentally shifted. Ramya now knew she wasn’t going through the motions of living to avoid squandering her second chance at life. This would be the year that she was truly grateful to be alive. Year nine would be when she finally understood what it meant to survive: it meant being with Juliet.
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			Juliet set her alarm for 4:30 a.m. the next morning, determined to wake up in time to do her five-star makeup. The half-broken and dirty mirror in the gross bathroom of their tent didn’t deter her; many times, she had made do with far less. Her foundation layer alone took ten squats to pick up the various tubes and brushes. By the end of her routine, her legs were on fire and her face looked even hotter. There was no way she’d let this occasion go without looking her absolute best. She wanted to record every moment for her Instagram followers. Other than the clubs of Lagos, she hadn’t had much to show them.

			She tried to push aside the sadness of yesterday and concentrate on the exciting day ahead of them. Back in Nairobi, Ramya had shown Juliet some of the animals they might see on the safari, none of which she had seen in person. Long ago, most of the animals that had once roamed her part of Africa had left for cooler, greener, safer areas. Today would open her eyes to so many different things—that’s what she loved the most about being with Ramya.

			“Wow! You look amazing!” Ramya exclaimed, drowsily rising from the bed. 

			In some ways, Juliet felt as though they had been together forever because it felt so natural. When Ramya complimented her, Juliet knew the relationship was still fresh, for the words washed over her like a wave of warm water. Ramya was looking at her like she was the only thing in the world that mattered, even though the past few days had been hell. 

			“Now that’s love,” Juliet replied.

			“You say wetin?” Ramya asked in pidgin English.

			“Hey, you’re learning! Nothing, my love. How are you?”

			“I feel at peace. Maybe for the first time since it happened,” Ramya replied.

			Now that was love. She knew that Ramya had spent a long time tormented by what happened, when what Ramya really needed was the love and support to move forward. Juliet felt both empowered and nervous with that responsibility. Fortunately, all they needed to focus on today was the safari.

			“Are you ready?” Ramya asked.

			“Yes ooo! Let’s be adventurous!”

			“Yes ooo! But first, can we get food?”

			“Make we go chop, my love,” Juliet agreed.

			Their faces fell as they stepped into the meal tent. Breakfast at the campsite was a mix of stale bread, old cheese and orange juice. Ramya took one look before she turned around and walked out.

			“I’ll wait for you outside,” she told Juliet.

			Juliet drank three glasses of juice, deciding none of the food was worth the calories. She hesitated before walking away empty-handed, however, and stuffed some bread in a plastic bag for the road. Ramya had brought a container full of snacks for their six hours on safari and Juliet wanted to contribute in the little ways that she could. The bread would
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