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Dedication

For Khalil and Anissa. The light within you is

bright enough to illuminate the darkness in the world.

Also, please clean your rooms.
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Chapter One

IF THERE WERE a Sufi saint who protected single women travellers, Amira Khan was sure she had royally pissed her off at some point in a previous life.

The last time Amira travelled alone, she’d been unceremoniously escorted out of the security clearance area of the Toronto airport, blocked from boarding her flight to Philadelphia. Nothing like that could happen now—this was a train, and there was no border crossing between the small city where she went to grad school and Toronto. No border meant no overzealous guards accusing her of terrorism because of her last name and fondness for Arabic calligraphy. But as her train appeared to be stuck in some place called Port Hope, and as a creepy man wearing silver pants appeared to be studying her, Amira clearly couldn’t quite trust any deity to help her reach her destination unscathed.

She peeked at the creep. It wasn’t his silvery-grey pants or his black shirt opened a button too far that was making the hair on her neck stand on end, but rather the man’s intense focus. Amira sank in her seat, hoping to hide from him. She hated travelling alone. She’d left her grad school campus early partly because of overly forward members of the male species—only to now get stuck on an almost-empty train car with one.

Finally, the doors slid open for new passengers. Good. More people meant more protection should things get hairy with the locomotive libertine. She turned to look. Only one boarded and, holy hell, did he stand out. A tall man with an orangey-red beard, he had facial hair that was accessorized with a plaid flannel shirt and black suspenders, resulting in a look that some might call hipster, but Amira could only describe it as garden-gnome chic.

Sauntering down the aisle, he bobbed his head to whatever was playing through his earbuds—she guessed either Southern rock or “new” country. Yup. Either a hipster or a hick. She hoped that, whatever he was, he would keep on walking past the three empty seats in her section, as she was not in the mood for small talk. His long legs strolled by and settled into the window seat diagonal to Mr. Silver Pants. Good. Maybe with the lumberjack watching him, the libertine would stop drooling so openly.

The doors shut, but the train stood still, holding at the Port Hope station. She checked the time. By her estimation, they had been waiting in Port Hope for fifteen minutes now. This wasn’t how her day was supposed to progress.

Amira had made the decision to come home early on impulse, after desperately trying to write her final project report in her dorm room while the undergrads in the common room loudly played something called Fizz, Buzz, Woof, which, from what she could tell, was a drinking game based on long division. At thirty years old, dorm living wasn’t ideal, but it was all she could afford. And she didn’t really blame the undergrads. She was once young and stupid herself. Arguably stupider.

But thankfully, she was almost done grad school. She had worked so hard, and the final home stretch felt so good. Her report was due to her adviser in two weeks, and she had one more meeting on campus a week later. After two crazy-hard years of work, she would be granted her master of engineering in June. She would then return to her consultant job at one of the city’s biggest engineering firms, and those new letters after her name would hopefully mean a promotion within two years. Everything was falling into place. What could possibly go wrong at this point?

“Attention, passengers,” the loudspeaker on the train crackled, “due to mechanical problems, all passengers are asked to disembark at this time. A replacement train is en route and will arrive shortly. We apologize for the inconvenience.”

Amira groaned. Of course. Life always snuck in to kick her in the ass whenever she grew too smug.

The Port Hope train station was tiny. And old. And hot. Not much more than a small one-room heritage building with arched windows and a wide roof overhang. And with the hundred or so people from the train inside and outside the tiny stone building, it was now very crowded. Amira wedged herself in the corner of the room and tried to blend in.

“This is very bad luck, isn’t it?” a thin voice behind her said. She turned. Crap. Silver Pants had found her. His facial expression did not improve with the closer vantage point. And he smelled overwhelmingly of too much cologne.

“Hmm . . .” She turned away, looking out the window, hoping he would take the hint.

“Are you from India?” he asked.

Amira’s jaw clenched as she turned back to him. His brown skin was just a hair lighter than her own, and while his English seemed fluent, his accent sounded like he could have arrived only yesterday from somewhere on the Indian subcontinent.

“No,” she answered.

“Pakistan then? Bangladesh?”

“I’m Indian-Canadian,” she deadpanned.

He stepped closer. In the crowded station, it was barely noticeable that he had invaded her personal space, but Amira still tensed. Her eyes looked for an escape as his pants skimmed the full skirt of her dress. She needed to get out of this place.

What the hell had she been thinking when she dressed this morning? It would be near impossible to bolt or to kick the man in his iridescent pants wearing this dress and high-heeled ankle boots. She’d dressed up for her trip home—celebrating, in a way, her transition back into real life. And in her real life as an engineering consultant, tailored suits, or blouses and skirts, were Amira’s armour, not the sweats and hoodies of grad school.

But now, she wished she had her sweats back. Or at least jeans.

“You like Hindi songs?” the creep asked. “I sing in a Bollywood music group in Toronto.”

He stepped half a pace closer, his hand inching towards the hem of her dress. Leaning into her neck, he spoke softly. “I heard Canadian girls don’t wear underwear . . .”

She froze, bile rising to her throat.

“There you are, babe,” a loud, husky voice next to her said. “Couldn’t find you on the train.”

She turned to see the red-bearded man standing in her personal space. Up close, the garden gnome was bigger than he had seemed on the train. Bigger and more . . . everything. Hairier. Stronger-looking. And actually very handsome. His voice was deep, and although it was friendly, his eyes were intense, almost angry. And really bright green.

Amira clutched her bag. With a wall on one side of her, Brawny paper-towel dude on the other, and Mr. Sexual Harassment in front of her, she had nowhere to escape. One step forward and she would be pressed against Silver Pants, and one step sideways would put the garden gnome on her ass . . .

She bristled, taking a half step backwards and hitting the heel of her boot on the stone wall. The last thing she needed was these two boneheads competing over her.

“This your boyfriend?” Silver Pants asked.

Why wasn’t her mouth working? In an hour, she would no doubt have a biting comeback on her lips that would’ve sent both guys packing, but in this moment, she was frozen.

“Yes,” the garden gnome responded, placing his hand on her shoulder. It was warm and solid through the thick fabric of her denim jacket, but she still stiffened. She glared at the gnome, but he held firmly on to her, his bright-green eyes glaring back.

Despite the stereotypes of engineers being socially clueless, Amira liked to think she understood human nature pretty well. Especially male human nature. As a woman in a STEM field, she was usually surrounded by more testosterone than at a NASCAR rally. So, she did understand what was happening here. The lumberjack clearly had seen Amira’s panicked expression when the creep approached her. He was acting chivalrous. He decided the poor, single woman in the train station was in danger, and it was up to him to sweep in to her rescue like some sort of garden-gnome superhero. And while Amira’s logical brain told her to be grateful for the save, her anger did what it always did and silenced her logic. So, she couldn’t find it within herself to feel any kind thoughts for her saviour. There were countless other things he could have done instead of pretending to be her boyfriend. He could have told the other guy to fuck off. He could have alerted the train staff about the harassment. He could have done any number of things that didn’t involve touching her and claiming her as his own.

Predictably, though, the lumberjack’s strategy worked. Despite his gnome-like attire, there was no denying he was a big man. A burly man. A man who could probably crush the creep with nothing but the heavy hand still perched on her shoulder. A small wave of terror passed over Silver Pants’s face as he took two steps back. He eyed Amira suspiciously. The hand on her shoulder tightened.

“My apologies,” Silver Pants said, inching away, before retreating to lick his wounds. Yuck.





Chapter Two

THE MOMENT HER harasser was out of sight, Amira wormed free of the garden gnome’s grip and glared at him.

“I don’t need to be rescued,” she said through gritted teeth. The last thing she wanted was more attention.

“Sure looked like you did.” He grinned as he rocked back on his heels. “That guy was a snake. He would not have left you alone.”

Amira stood taller to face down her noble saviour. It didn’t do much good—the lumberjack had at least six inches on her. She bit her lip, keenly aware of two things: One, she was alone in the middle of nowhere and surrounded by strangers. And two, things might have gotten ugly fast if Paul Bunyan here hadn’t intervened. Did he expect her to fawn over him now?

Paul Bunyan smiled again. Dude needed an axe or a wheelbarrow to really pull off this look, but she had to admit he did have a warm smile. “Duncan Galahad,” he drawled as he shot his hand out, expecting her to shake it.

She didn’t. Instead, she raised one eyebrow. “Galahad?” Her unwanted rescuer’s name was Galahad?

“Yup, it’s my real name. Originally, my great-granddaddy was called Gallagher, but the ship from Ireland apparently had five other Gallaghers on it, so he wrote “Galahad” on the ship’s register. He didn’t like being one of many. Big fan of Arthurian legend.”

Amira crossed her arms. She should have stayed in her dorm. If she wanted to be surrounded by clueless men with false chivalry, there were plenty of awkward engineering students there to unnecessarily white-knight for her. They may not be as brawny as this guy, but . . . Amira shuddered.

This tiny one-room building felt hotter every second with the heat generated by dozens of annoyed train passengers. The soaring beamed ceilings and wood floors would have been charming in any other circumstance, but today only served to echo the irate voices and heavy footsteps. She looked out the window at the empty rails. Where was the replacement train?

“You okay?” Duncan asked.

She gifted him with her best scowl. The one that made interns cower in fear when she worked at the consulting firm. “You didn’t have to tell him you’re my boyfriend.”

He snorted. “Yeah, I did. I know the type. He’d keep bugging you if I just told him to leave you alone. Guys like that have no respect for women, but they do respect man-code. Only way to keep him off you is to let him think you are someone else’s property.”

“I’m not a prize for men to fight over! I don’t belong to anyone,” she snapped.

“Okay, Princess Jasmine.” He laughed.

“So, I’m Princess Jasmine because I’m brown?”

“No. Because of what you said. You sound like Princess Jasmine from Aladdin. Remember? When all the princes showed up to the palace . . . You’ve seen Aladdin, right?” He shook his head, like he couldn’t imagine a grown woman not knowing everything about every Disney movie. “And anyway, I heard you tell him you were Indian. Agrabah is actually based on Iraq, not India.”

Amira’s mouth fell open. A big, burly lumberjack mansplaining princess movies was a new one.

“I live with my niece, she’s into princesses,” he explained with a wide grin that would probably charm the pants off every Disney nerd in a ten-metre radius.

Amira stared at the man a moment before shaking her head with disbelief. “Look, I don’t need some mouth-breathing neck-beard who just emerged from the lumberyard to save me with grand gestures.”

He snorted. “Mouth-breathing? I’ll have you know my sinuses are perfectly clear.” He inhaled sharply to prove his point.

Amira tried not to, but she laughed. This guy was funny. “Glad to hear it. Anyway, I am not a damsel in distress and would prefer to be alone.”

He smiled faintly as he bowed with a flourish. “Of course, milady. It was kindly meant. I wish you well.” He turned on his heel, and Amira watched Duncan Galahad’s broad, flannel-clad back disappear into the crowd.

Finally alone, Amira pulled out her phone and called Reena, her best friend.

“What’s up, Meer?”

She leaned back on the window. “What do you want to hear about first, Ree? The broken-down train? The guy who tried to put his hand up my skirt and was drenched in more dollar-store body spray than your prom date? Or maybe the unwanted rescuer named Galahad who’s like a cross between a brave knight and Paul Bunyan?”

Reena laughed. “What the hell happened? I thought you were taking the bus down? Where are you?”

“Port Hope. I splurged on a train ticket, but there were technical problems. I thought the train would be more civilized. It isn’t.”

“Oh god, Amira. Are you stuck there?”

“No. Apparently, a new train is on its way. I should’ve splurged for first class.”

“First class doesn’t actually mean classier people.”

“No, but it does mean open bar.”

Reena was Amira’s oldest and closest friend, and life was going to get a whole lot better once Amira was back to living in the same city as Reena. They had known each other since grade two, when tiny wide-eyed Reena nervously walked into Amira’s classroom as the new transfer student. Amira had been ecstatic to have another brown girl in her class. And when Reena showed up that Friday night as the new girl in Jamatkhana, the Ismaili Muslim place of worship, Amira had found a soulmate. No one knew her like Reena did. She could always be counted on for support, but she never held back from calling Amira out on her shit. Reena had siblings, but Amira had been an only child until she was nineteen, and Reena had filled the sibling gap in her life.

She told her friend about the events of the last few hours, downplaying the situation with Silver Pants and embellishing her description of the garden gnome and his chivalrous bow. Reena had a lot going on lately and deserved a laugh.

“Green eyes and a red beard? Is the lumberjack hot?” Reena asked.

Amira thought about Duncan’s strong forearms and broad back. “Picture an overgrown garden gnome with a regular gym habit.”

“Brave Sir Galahad saved you from the evil villain. It’s utterly romantic. The perfect meet-cute.”

Amira bit her tongue. Reena was hopelessly addicted to romantic comedies and spent altogether too much time preoccupied with Amira’s non-existent love life. Amira was certain it was to deflect attention away from Reena’s own dating woes.

“Brave Sir Lumberjack isn’t my type,” Amira said. “He may not be an ass like Mr. Silver Pants, but . . . anyway, I’m not on this train to pick up men.”

“It’s too bad nothing happened with the guys at school. Your program was only 20 percent women. That kind of ratio should have worked in your favour.”

Amira sighed. Around the time she started grad school, she gave up on choosing men solely based on, well, superficial compatibility, and had been open to finding a mature, lasting relationship. Maybe an engineer, like her. Educated. Maybe another Muslim. Maybe Indian. Someone who would watch Bollywood movies with her after the hockey game. Not that Amira watched all that much Bollywood anymore, or hockey, for that matter, but she would like the option. What better place to find an Indian than an engineering school?

But the five years off between undergrad and grad school had spoiled her appetite for dating her classmates, as living in a dorm full of brilliant, young engineering students as the “older woman” got stale fast. After the third try-hard player asked her to “teach him the ways of her sensual arts,” she learned to stay in her room most of the time. Her grandmother’s house, where she was returning to in Toronto, was blissfully free of men. Only her mother, grandmother, and eleven-year-old sister, Zahra, lived there.

“I have standards, Reena. Just because the men at school weren’t up to snuff doesn’t mean I have to nab myself a lumberjack. I’d prefer to find an Indian boyfriend.”

“But didn’t you say the Indian guy was a sleaze?”

“That Indian guy was a sleaze. You know as well as I do they’re not all like Mr. Silver Pants. Let me finish school first, then I’ll have all summer to find a nice man.”

“Awesome. Summer project. I’ll start narrowing my shortlist for you.”

“Later, Reena. Three weeks.”

“When you going back to work?”

“Not entirely sure yet. Apparently I have a new boss—Raymond emailed me about him. I’ll call later and let them know my availability.”

“Attention, passengers,” the loudspeaker in the station blared. “The replacement train to Toronto is approaching. Please make your way to the platform for boarding.”

“Got to go, Reena. I’ll text you when I’m in town.”

“Okay, I’ll come over when you’re home. I’m glad you’re back, Meer.”

“Me too. See ya.”

Amira tossed her phone in her bag as a loud screech echoed through the tiny room and straight into her bones. She looked out the window to see the train rolling in. Only another hour to Toronto. Nothing else could possibly go wrong.

The new train was smaller than the one they left, and she was among the last to climb the metal stairs onto the car, so it was no surprise that many seats were already taken—she would have to sit with someone this time. And . . . of course . . . there was Mr. Silver Pants, smiling and motioning for her to sit with him. She didn’t make eye contact and kept walking to the next set of empty seats.

Which, of course, was a quad of seats with only one person occupying it. And, of course, that person was Sir Garden Gnome himself. She sat heavily into the window seat directly across from him. At least from this vantage, she couldn’t see the creep.

But she could see the lumberjack. Clearly. He smirked at her, the corners of his eyes wrinkled in mirth. “Milady.”

“Shut up,” she said under her breath.

He heard her, though. Expression still amused, he lightly ran his fingers over his beard. “So, you’re not interested in polite chit-chat on the train, then, Princess?”

“I’d prefer you didn’t call me that.”

“Well, I didn’t catch your name, so I’ll have to use my own imagination.”

Amira gave him a pointed look. “I’ve no doubt you’ll think of several choice names for me. I’ve heard them all often enough, so don’t think I’ll care two hoots what you call me.”

Duncan laughed, his head falling back in his seat as one leg crossed over the other, ankle meeting knee. “You’re a prickly porcupine, aren’t you, Princess? Teaches me to never try to help a damsel in distress.”

Amira winced. Duncan was right. Questionable methodology aside, this guy had helped her. He saved a complete stranger from some serious harassment. She had always been adamant that bystanders have a duty to step in if they see someone being mistreated, and here she was being horrible to him for doing just that. She had let her anger at the world turn her into a bitch yet again. “I apologize for being rude earlier,” she said, trying to sound sincere, “and thank you for intervening with that man.”

He smiled. “It’s the least I could do. Honestly, I wanted to punch the guy out, but in this day and age, a white man beating up a visible minority doesn’t always go well.”

“Usually worse for the minority.”

“Yeah, you’re probably right. Maybe we should start over. I’m Duncan.” He put his hand out to shake again. This time, Amira took it and her long, slender fingers were enveloped by his wide knuckles.

She smiled. “Greetings, brave Sir Galahad. I am honoured to be the recipient of your chivalrous deeds.”

He chuckled. “It is my honour to serve you, milady. And now, if you will excuse me,”—he gestured to the iPhone in his hand—“I have three songs to learn before tonight.” He put his earbuds in and smiled, sinking in his seat and resting his head on the glass of the train window.

Fine with her—she had work to do. She pulled her iPad out of her bag. May as well get some of these journal articles read.

But hard as she tried, Amira couldn’t seem to find her concentration. The train was noisy, and the couple behind her were arguing. Loudly. Amira couldn’t help but overhear their squabble, and it only reignited her irritation.

Thankfully, they got up from their seats at the next stop. She scowled at the male half of the couple as they made their way down the aisle.

“What was that about, Princess?” Duncan removed his earbuds and narrowed his gaze inquisitively.

“That couple. Their argument was driving me nuts.”

“You were eavesdropping?”

“They were right behind me! I couldn’t help but hear. The man was pissed off that the woman invited her boss and his husband for dinner. Clearly he didn’t approve of his wife working for a gay man.”

“He give any other reason for not wanting the guy over?”

“Of course you would defend the homophobe.”

“No. I wouldn’t. I know you think I’m a redneck bumpkin, but believe me, I’ve got no problem with homosexuality. Just the opposite. But I try not to judge strangers without knowing the whole story.”

Amira crossed her arms on her chest. The nerve of this man, calling her judgmental. After everything she’d been through in the last few years, she had every right to judge. She was about to tell Duncan that when he leaned over and looked down the narrow aisle.

“Actually, Princess, judge all you want. Just noticed the guy’s wearing a Nickelback T-shirt.”

She snort-laughed before lifting her iPad in front of her face, hopefully hiding her appreciation of his joke from him.

And the train rolled on.

This time, Duncan’s music prevented Amira from concentrating on the report she should’ve been reading, as the sound carried even with his earbuds in. What was he listening to, anyway? Why did he have to learn songs for tonight? Was he some sort of musician? She could see it. He had that lumber-sexual look going that many musicians sported these days. Amira had once had a bit of an irrational attraction to long-haired, flamboyant musicians. She’d dated several who were convinced they were just about to hit it big, before she finally got tired of boyfriends who loved their guitars more than her. But despite her soft spot for people who made music, with Duncan, it only made him more irritating.

Was that Motown he was listening to? Sounded like it.

The man in front of her was an enigma. He might look like he just rolled off his tractor to fetch his banjo, but he knew there was a difference between Iraq and India, which is more than some of the small-town students she went to school with realized. He claimed to have no problem with gay men. And he rushed to the rescue of a brown woman being harassed by a brown man, instead of seeing it as some sort of intra-community issue that wasn’t his concern. Plus, referencing Disney movies and listening to old Motown while on a train to the city? She snuck another look at him. Those eyes really were striking. Muddy green in this light, now that the sun was hiding behind clouds. But earlier, in the train station, reflected in the sun streaming through the window, they shimmered like emeralds in the desert.

Good lord, the man’s eyes were inspiring poetry in her. Amira shook her head at how ridiculous she’d become. Clearly she needed more in her life than formulas and algorithms.

Duncan noticed her watching him. He nodded, a ghost of a smile evident behind his beard.

“Good book?” he asked.

“It’s a research paper. Really dry. You learn your songs?”

“Almost. You know, I still didn’t catch your name . . .”

Amira smiled again. “That’s because I didn’t give it to you.” Any smart woman knew not to be forthcoming with personal information unless it was absolutely necessary.

He laughed. “Well, unless you want me to call you Princess Jasmine again, maybe it’s better we don’t chat too much. Don’t worry, though, I’ll still sit with you so that sleaze will think we’re together.”

She sat up straighter, frowning. “Well, you can stand down, sir. Don’t do me any favours.”

“It’s no favour, Princess. I’m not entirely a selfless knight. You make me look good. Now, are you going to keep staring at me the rest of the way downtown? Because you’re making it hard for me to concentrate on learning these songs.”

Amira made a split-second decision right there and then. Nice eyes or not, she did not like this Duncan Galahad. Not one bit.

“Whatever,” she said, turning off her iPad and looking out the window.

The rest of the train ride was blissfully silent. Amira read a bit, texted with Reena a bit, and did her best to ignore the impressive physique filling her entire field of vision whenever she looked in front of her. Who designed these seats, anyway? Who wants to look at someone’s face while travelling? Thankfully, Duncan gazed out the window at the urban landscape rolling by, earbuds in, learning his Motown songs while tapping out beats on his leg.

When the train reached Toronto, he tipped an imaginary hat at her and left without a word. Fine. She was glad she would never see him again. And a quick peek before she slid out of her seat confirmed that Mr. Silver Pants had left, too. Even better. Maybe today was finally looking up.





Chapter Three

AMIRA’S PHONE RANG the second she stepped off the train. She fumbled to find it, dropping her backpack and nearly sending her laptop flying. “Hello,” she answered, out of breath.

“Hi, is this Amira Khan?” The voice was unfamiliar.

“Yes.”

“My name’s Christopher Petersen, and I’m doing an article for Maple magazine about the uptick in Islamophobia north of the border. I was wondering if you’d answer some questions about the incident last year when you were prevented entry into the US?”

Fuck. Still? Vultures needed to leave her alone. It had been well over a year now.

Her jaw clenched. “No.”

“Pardon me?”

“No, I will not answer any questions. I’ve done several interviews on this topic and I’d like to put it behind me. And I do not give permission for you to use my name in the article either. I would prefer you didn’t write it at all, but I’m sure a Muslim’s opinion on that has no merit for you.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“I would think you’d want to raise awareness, to speak out against what happened to you on behalf of your community.”

“I don’t represent my community.”

“I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but a woman was assaulted on the subway yesterday coming home from work. Her hijab was torn off. These incidents are becoming more common, even in liberal enclaves. I found some archived articles you wrote before your incident, and I was hoping you would clarify—”

“No. Mr. Petersen, I would not. And the media talking about this all the time isn’t helping. People who disagree with you politically think hate is okay, because you are turning it into a political issue instead of a human one.”

“Can I quote you on that?”

“No. Don’t call me again.” She hung up. Jaw still clenched, Amira dropped her phone in her bag and organized herself before heading off the platform. She couldn’t think about that right now.

The giant maze of hallways and escalators of Toronto’s Union Station was a nightmare to navigate on the best of days, but in the early hours of the evening rush, it was a sea of people as well. Amira was in no mood to fight the crowd, so she found a Starbucks and ordered an iced macchiato. She would wait out the crush before she had to brave the subway system.

She dug through her bag to find her phone again so she could call her mentor at work, Raymond, to let him know she was back in town.

“Hi, Raymond.”

“Amira! Nice to hear from you. How are your courses going?”

“Pretty good. I’ve only got the report for my project left. I’m back in town. I decided to finish it here in Toronto.”

“Wonderful news. And welcome home.”

“Listen, Raymond, you said there’s a new manager in our division? I’d like to speak to him about coming back to work.”

“Jim Prescott. He transferred from the London office four months ago. He’s overseeing manufacturing and automation. Are you still planning to come back after school’s done?”

“That’s the idea. I’ll call him to set up a meeting about my return.”

“Jim’s great. You’ll love working for him. How’s the report going?”

“To be honest, I wish I were further ahead. I switched projects halfway through so I’m playing catch-up.”

Amira’s master’s program was project based, meaning instead of a final thesis, her degree was dependent on the completion of a lab project demonstrating the practical applications of her knowledge. Her project had originally been about utilizing intelligent modelling techniques in computer-integrated manufacturing, but for the sake of her mental health, she abandoned it and found a new project. She just hadn’t felt like she was cutting it there. It had been a competitive placement, and the other students working with that professor were at the top of their class. After one too many anxiety attacks when she was convinced she knew absolutely nothing about engineering, she asked her adviser for a transfer. Needless to say, it had been a stressful couple of months.

Despite what she told Raymond, her failure to start the written portion of her project wasn’t a timing issue. In reality, her confidence had been so shattered after the mess of starting the project over that she wasn’t able to sink into the complex part of her analysis while working in the lab. Amira worked very hard at school—but it had never come easy for her. Her algorithms and complex codes always seemed to take longer than her classmates’, and solutions didn’t materialize spontaneously like they seemed to for others. Abandoning her initial project only seemed to fuel her feelings of inadequacy about her abilities. Her classmates managed to thrive in their projects. Why couldn’t she make it work? But admitting that inadequacy was digging deeper than she wanted to right now with Raymond. To be honest, she hadn’t really discussed those feelings with anyone.

“I’m sure it will be fine, Amira. If you’d like, I can take a look at your report before you submit it. An extra set of eyes may help put your mind at ease.”

“Raymond, that would be amazing. Thank you so much.”

“It’s no problem. I’m happy to help you. I’ll email you Jim’s contact information so you can set up a meeting. Anyway, I have a late visit to the Regent plant project. We’ll talk soon.”

Amira disconnected with a smile. Raymond was a senior engineer and team lead at Hyde Industrial, the consulting agency she had worked at for four years before grad school. After a few years of friendship, Amira had asked Raymond to be her professional mentor. She wasn’t usually one to ask for help with her career, but Raymond was so generous with his time and advice. Amira’s own father was also an industrial engineer and was highly respected in the field. But like most Indian fathers, he collected Amira’s achievements like priceless gems, polishing and presenting them to his friends as proudly as if they were his own. Amira loved her father, and his support and encouragement meant the world to her, but she needed a bit of distance between him and her career. She didn’t want to disappoint him and wasn’t sure she wanted him knowing how much she struggled. Raymond’s guidance meant she didn’t have to rely on her father, or upset him.

Feeling better, Amira dialled her mother’s number. She hadn’t told her mum yet that she’d left school early, since it had been too late last night when she decided. Amira’s mother was a pediatric nurse in a hospital and tended to work early shifts. Amira knew better than to call her late at night.

“What do you mean, you came home early? You still have two more weeks of school!” her mother said after Amira told her she was in Toronto.

“It was a last-minute decision. It’s way too noisy in the dorm, and I can’t focus on my work. I don’t have classes anymore, just this project report.”

“What about all your things?”

“I have to go back to meet with my academic adviser after the paper is in. Reena’s taking the day off to drive me, and we’ll pack up my dorm room then. I don’t have much there.”

“I wish you’d told us, Amira. Nanima has let out the rooms in the basement.”

“What?”

“The basement apartment. She’s rented it.”

“But I live in the basement apartment!”

Amira, her mother, and her little sister, Zahra, had lived in her grandmother’s house for eight years now, since her parents divorced and sold the house where she grew up. Zahra had been three at the time, and Mum and Dad had thankfully figured out that having a second child almost twenty years after their first hadn’t saved the marriage as intended. And even though she missed seeing her father regularly, she had still been glad when they split. They were both amazing people who brought out the absolute worst in each other.

“I know,” her mother said. “But there are two other bedrooms in the basement, and she rented them out. Like Airbnb, for a little extra money. You know she’s on a fixed income. And it’s only until you’re home from school.”

“Mum, I’m home now. I’ll be there in an hour.”

“We didn’t know that. I’m sorry, I can’t tell them to leave now. They’ve paid for two weeks. It’s not our house, honey.”

“But . . .” Amira stopped herself. There really was no point in arguing—it was a privilege to be able to live in that house. Mum paid Nanima rent, but nowhere near market value. And no one asked Amira to contribute. She paid for grad school with the money she saved by living there rent free for years while working full time. Housing in decent neighbourhoods in the city was scarce and pricey, and even with her nursing salary, her mother wouldn’t have been able to afford a decent place close to the hospital without Nanima’s help. And Nanima had been toying with the idea of renting out her extra rooms for some time now. Amira couldn’t expect those rooms to stay empty forever.

This wasn’t good. She had just left the dorm because she didn’t want to live with people.

“Who’d she rent to, anyway?”

“I don’t know. I was out last night when they moved in, and I worked early today. It’s someone Nanima knows through her cooking committee. Did you hear she’s been made chairperson? She’s at Jamatkhana cooking with those women every day, it feels like.”

“Who are they doing all that cooking for?”

“Catering for events in the community. Weddings, funerals, that sort of thing. And they make food for the less fortunate. It’s admirable service, but all of them together so much . . . I’m sure they gossip more than they stuff samosas. Anyway, it’ll be fine, honey. You can work on your paper in your room.”

Amira didn’t see how this could possibly be fine.

“Okay, Mum, I’ll figure something out. I think I’ll get some work in at the library instead of coming home now. Unless you want me watch Zahra tonight. Are you still at work?”

“No. I’m home for the rest of the day. Try and get here before bedtime, though. Your sister will be happy to see you.”

Amira’s shoulders slumped forward as she rubbed the back of her neck. This was just her luck. Strangers. Living in her basement. Getting in the way of her school work. She slowly returned her phone to her bag. Maybe it would be okay? These were people Nanima knew from Jamatkhana, not some frat boys from the beer hall. They probably wouldn’t even be home during the day, and Amira could just eat dinner upstairs and spend her evenings there with her mum and sister if they were around at night. At least she had her own bathroom. And a door that locked.

There was no point stressing about it now, so she grabbed her bags and headed to the subway to go to the library. The massive central reference library was the perfect place to lose a couple of hours in research, and if there were strangers in her home, she imagined she would be spending a lot of her waking hours in the Toronto library system. May as well get used to it now.

After a few productive hours of work, Amira made her way home a little after nine o’clock. Her grandmother’s house wasn’t big: a raised bungalow with three bedrooms upstairs and three downstairs. On the lower level, where she lived, there was a small kitchen and a combination family room/dining room with a bathroom and two bedrooms off it. Her bedroom was at the back, set apart from the other rooms and with its own bathroom, but the common areas would be shared with whoever rented those two rooms. To avoid meeting those strangers right away, and to catch her sister before she went to bed, Amira went in the front door to the upper level of the house.

The heady aroma of Indian spices and strong chai wafted out the moment she unlocked the door. Ah . . . the smell of home. Amira relaxed immediately as she entered the comfortable clutter of her grandmother’s house.

“Amira, beta, you’re here!” Nanima said from her usual seat on the sofa where she was watching a Gujarati soap opera. “Your mum told me you were coming today. Did you eat dinner? What can I heat up for you?”

Although quite healthy and vivacious, Amira’s grandmother wasn’t all that different than the majority of seventy-something Indian women—short, wide hipped, and always looking to feed everyone in her immediate vicinity. Amira leaned down to kiss her cheek and smiled. “I’m fine. I had a sandwich in the library. I’m surprised to see you. No Jamatkhana tonight?”

“Nah, it was a long day. I had a meeting with my committee in the morning but was late because I had to take Zahra to school. There was a mix-up with your mother and her shift. Then the committee meeting ran long because Shirin insisted we all taste this new recipe for nankhatai she made. Tasted the same as her old recipe. I mean, it’s just a cookie—not spaceship science.”

“Rocket science.”

Nanima waved her hand in a whatever motion. “Will you come to Jamatkhana with me on Friday? You have old friends there who would love to see you.”

Amira held back a scoff. Maybe rubberneckers there who’d love to see her. Although her grandmother was religious, Amira herself wasn’t all that observant and rarely went to prayers. The last time she agreed to go to the prayer hall with Nanima, three people she barely knew asked her about the articles in the paper surrounding her “incident.” Since then, she’d made peace with the fact that she only attended on Eid and special occasions. Still, it didn’t stop Nanima from asking Amira to come along whenever she was in town. But Nanima never insisted and never made Amira feel guilty about skipping the rituals associated with her religion.

“I’ll probably be busy with my final project. Where’s Mum?”

“Reading that wizard book with Zahra. Putter?”

Amira smiled as she made her way to her sister’s room and peeked in. Zahra was in the bottom bunk of her bed, her face illuminated by the phone in her hand. She looked up.

“Amira! You’re home!” Zahra launched herself at her sister. Amira laughed, hugging her close and burying her nose in her baby sister’s curls.

“Hey, Squish, glad I got you before bedtime.” She manoeuvred Zahra back to her bed and sat next to her, grinning. “Where’s Mum?”

Zahra leaned close, speaking quietly. “On her phone. I think Mum has a boyfriend.”

Amira laughed. She had suspected her mother was seeing someone based on the cagey answers she had been giving recently whenever Amira asked what she was up to. She wasn’t surprised Zahra had figured it out, too.

“Speaking of phones,” Amira said, “you’re not supposed to have yours in bed.” She held out her hand and Zahra dutifully handed the smartphone over. It was Amira’s old phone—she gave it to her sister when she bought a new one last year. There was no phone plan attached to it, but Zahra used it to send selfies to her friends over Wi-Fi nonstop. Eleven-year-old Zahra was a better millennial than Amira was.

Amira turned the phone off and put it in her pocket. “How’re things here?”

“Good. I finally convinced Mum to read Harry Potter, so we’re taking turns reading chapters to each other.”

Amira glanced at her mother’s closed bedroom door. “It’s getting pretty late. Maybe you should leave it for tomorrow?” She spent a few minutes catching up before kissing her sister good night. Her mother still hadn’t emerged from her bedroom. Must be serious. She made a mental note to grill her on this “boyfriend” later.

“Nanima, what’s this about you renting out the extra basement bedrooms?” she asked her grandmother as she made her way back to the living room to grab her bags.

“Sameer and his friends. They have a competition in Toronto. Do you want some chai? It’s fresh.”

Crap. Men moved in? “I’d love some. Who’s Sameer?”

“You know Sameer, beta? He used to live here.” Nanima got up and went towards the kitchen. “There’s a picture somewhere of you holding him when he was a baby. Neelam’s son? From Ottawa?”

Amira had no idea who Nanima was talking about. Her blank stare must have betrayed her as her grandmother let out an exasperated tsk. She handed Amira a mug of hot chai and headed towards the basement door.

“Come, I’ll take you down to meet him. Neelam is Shirin’s daughter. Her son, Sameer, and some of his friends have a competition and they needed a place to practise in Toronto. I volunteer with Shirin on the food committee. You know her, beta.”

Amira followed her grandmother as they made their way down the narrow stairs to the basement.

“Competition?” she asked.

“I think a haircutting thing? He said something about barbers, but then he said it was a singing contest. Do barbers sing?”

She froze on the stairs. Was this really happening? Had her Indian, Muslim grandmother just rented out her basement to a barbershop quartet?

“Three of them moved in yesterday,” Nanima continued, “but they said the fourth was coming today on a train.”

As she continued to the bottom of the stairs and stood in the small basement kitchen, Amira had a sudden thought. No. It was impossible. There was no way the slimy, creepy Mr. Silver Pants from the train was the fourth guy in the quartet. This couldn’t be his Bollywood singing group. Voices around the corner came towards her. She tensed, dropping her bags.

“I’ll get the rest of my bags out of the car, Sam,” a deep voice said.

A sound escaped Amira’s lips. She didn’t need to see the man; she knew that voice. It wasn’t the creep from the train; although to her, he was a close second on the list of men she had hoped never to see again.

Duncan Galahad had moved into her house.







Chapter Four

DUNCAN GALAHAD AND those striking eyes were in Amira’s kitchen. Her mouth went slack. No.

“Good lord, it’s Princess Jasmine.” He took two steps backwards, almost crashing into the slight man behind him.

Amira shut her mouth and willed her racing heart to return to normal. What had she done to deserve this?

“Jasmine?” Nanima questioned. “This is Amira, my granddaughter.”

Recovering, the garden gnome’s smirk returned. “So, you have a name.”

“You two know each other?” the other man asked. Amira eyed the stranger in the room. He was younger than Duncan, probably early twenties, with hair that had been teased straight up as if escaping his clean-shaven brown face. He also wore plaid flannel, but on him, it looked decidedly more hipster chic and less mountain man. This was Sameer, she assumed.

Amira folded her arms over her chest. “We were on the train together.”

“Why’d you call her Princess Jasmine, because she’s brown?” Sameer asked. It was kind of an accusing question, but Sameer didn’t sound annoyed or angry. Was it possible someone got along well with the garden gnome?

Duncan lowered his eyebrows. “No. Long story. It’s because the princess here is no one’s property.” He turned and smiled tightly at her. “Glad to meet you, Amira. Looks like we’re going to be roomies for the next few weeks. We’re here for a barbershop quartet competition. I gather you’re in the far room at the end of the hallway?”

She had been right. They were a barbershop quartet. This was easily the most ridiculous moment of her life.

“Amira is just back from university,” Nanima gushed. “She’s doing her master’s in engineering. She has school work, so you boys don’t disturb her. You’re okay, right, beta?”

Amira nodded, heart still pounding and face straining hard to convey that this living arrangement was no big deal. “Yeah, Nanima, I’m fine. You go back upstairs, I’ll just unpack.”

“Okay. See you tomorrow. Good night.” Nanima left with a warm smile.

“I’m just going to—” Amira stopped. She didn’t have to explain herself to these two. She didn’t even have to talk to them. They were invading her home, not the other way around. She picked up her things and walked silently to her thankfully empty bedroom.

She paced the room a bit, seething about the mess she found herself in. Amira wasn’t usually one to give any weight to new-age, superstitious drivel, but she couldn’t think of any reason why this could be happening to her other than she had angered the universe somehow. Hell, maybe there was a pissed-off Sufi saint out to get her. Wouldn’t be a surprise, really. Pissing people off was Amira’s talent; surely she could do it with saints, too.

How was she going to get her project done with the garden gnome and his barbershop quartet living and rehearsing here? She grabbed her phone and texted Reena.

Amira

                                                    Sir Lumberjack and his merry barbershop quartet are living in my grandmother’s basement.

Reena

Hang on, I’m going to throw my phone in the Don River. Pretty sure I’ll never get a better text than that. May as well give it up.

Amira

                                                    I’m serious. They’re here.

Reena

What the hell? Should I still come over?

Amira

                                                    No. Meet me at the Sparrow in 15.

The Sparrow was a local haunt about a ten-minute walk from both Amira’s house and Reena’s apartment. They’d been hanging out there for years whenever both were in town. It was the kind of place with brewed coffee at all hours and decent beer on tap. And a killer Sunday brunch. Amira rushed out of the house after changing into jeans, afraid to run into the garden gnome again. How was she going to survive two weeks of avoiding him and his ridiculous quartet?

She was sitting at a table in the back, nursing a bourbon on the rocks when she saw Reena approach. Amira stood and gave her friend a tight hug before sinking back in her seat. Seeing her best friend in the whole world warmed her core more than the amber whiskey ever could. She’d missed Reena. So much.

Reena Manji was a little thing, barely five feet tall, with dark, shoulder-length curls and darker eyes. Despite recently turning thirty like Amira, she was routinely carded when buying drinks and could probably get away with paying the high-school student fare on the subway. Even though they had been living over two hours away from each other for the last few years, they talked or texted almost daily, so Amira knew Reena needed this bit of best-friend therapy, too. Reena’s life was a wreck lately, with parents who managed to be both distant and way too involved in her life. Plus, a younger sister living with her whom Reena had no choice but to support and who had always treated her terribly. If any other person was going through the crap that Reena was dealing with, Amira would feel bad about meeting with her to complain about her own problems. But this was Reena. Reena’s support was always unconditional.

After ordering a hard cider, Reena skipped any small talk and got to the point. “What in god’s name was that text about, Amira? What lumberjack is in your home?”

“Nanima has rented the two extra basement bedrooms to some barbershop quartet she knows. And because my life is an exercise in cosmic torment, the annoying guy from the train is in the group. The garden gnome.”

“A barbershop quartet.”

“Yes.”

Reena blinked repeatedly. “How does your nanima know a barbershop quartet?”

“Believe it or not, from Jamatkhana. One of the guys is the son or grandson of a friend of hers, I think. Sameer something. Really tall hair.”

“Sameer from Ottawa?”

“You know him?”

Reena smiled. “No, but I know of him. He’s a friend of a friend on Facebook. You know, it’s high time you rejoined the twenty-first century and waded back into social media.”

Amira had deleted all her social media accounts almost a year ago after burning out from dealing with people who confused opinions with facts. She didn’t miss the inane updates from people she cared little about and was glad not to be up to speed on gossip these days. She frowned. “He doesn’t seem very friendly. Didn’t say a word to me when Nanima introduced us.”

“Saira told me a rumour about him, but I can’t be sure it’s true. Neelam’s son, right?”

Saira was Reena’s sister. “I think so. I still haven’t figured out who Neelam is.”

“Shirin’s daughter.”

Amira shrugged. “Honestly, Reena? I find myself unable to care who these people are right now.” She swirled her drink in her hand, letting the melting ice cubes crash against each other. She took a small sip before shaking her head. “How am I going to get any work done with four surly guys living down there? And there’re only two empty bedrooms. It’s going to be a tight squeeze.” She rubbed her hand over her face. This day was so surreal. She considered pinching herself to see if it was a dream, but there was no way even her subconscious could come up with this insanity.

“You’re sure there’s four of them?”

“I’m assuming. It’s a quartet. I’ve only seen Duncan and Sameer, though.”

Reena giggled.

“What’s so funny?”

“I think you may have misjudged your lumberjack. Don’t think he’s a garden gnome at all. I think he’s a garden . . . bear.”

“What?”

“The rumour I heard about Sameer is that he recently came out to his mother, and he’s coming to Toronto with his boyfriend.”

Amira blinked. She hadn’t seen that one coming. Her own parents weren’t particularly traditional, or devout, for that matter, enjoying Jamatkhana on Fridays and wine bars on Saturdays. But Amira knew what was outside her little bubble of secularity. Their sect was a comparatively forward-thinking branch of Islam, and many within their community were socially accepting, but not all. And gossip in the community was rampant. She could count the number of gay people who had come out drama-free on one finger. And even though her friend Sofie was out and proud, Amira hated the way members of the community continued to lower their voices and whisper when talking about her or her girlfriend, Jackie.

But Duncan Galahad was gay, too? She remembered his reaction to the man on the train—he did say he was the furthest thing from a homophobe; and she supposed a gay man would fit that bill, but really? Amira wasn’t one to generalize with stereotypes, so it wasn’t his masculine gait or his manly arms that made her think he was straight, but rather the possessive way he had held on to her shoulder at the train station, the way he seemed to look right into her when they spoke. Amira shivered. Gay?

She drained her glass of bourbon.

Reena grinned. “He could be bisexual. Or pan, or—”

“Who, Sameer? Or the garden gnome?”

“The garden gnome. Sameer is gay, at least that’s what I heard he told his mother. But the other one may be into women, too?”

“Reena, what’s your point?”

Amira was very familiar with the knowing smile on Reena’s face. “No point, really,” she said.

“If you’re implying I have any interest in the bearded wonder, drop it. First of all, you just told me he’s in a relationship, so why would I go there? And second, he’s a white-knighting asshat and not my type, remember? And third, probably the most important point: I am working on my project and not looking for a man right now!”

“Yeah, but I’m sure you weren’t expecting your knight in shining armour to be a musician. Or to be living in your house.” Reena laughed.

God. Amira needed new friends. People who didn’t know her deepest secrets and storied history. Best to change the subject now, before Reena went deeper down that grungy back alley of memory. “I can’t believe my grandmother rented her basement to
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