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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

      You get three international crime thrillers plus the prequel short in one. The prequel isn’t available for sale anywhere, so this is a gift to you for picking up this omnibus bundle!

      Are you ready for an unforgettable journey that thrills and inspires?

      These pages hold suspense, secrets, and adventures with a group of women who discover their strengths when the world pushes back.

      Danger strikes without warning, truths unravel in unexpected ways, and the bonds between these young women become as powerful as the villains and mysteries they face. 

      If you’re longing for a story that gives you a thrilling ride and introduces you to a found family who’ll welcome you with open arms, you’re in the right place. 

      You’ll meet Tanya (Tetyana), Asha, and Katy, for the first time. These are the main characters who go on to star in my fast-paced psychological mystery thrillers.

      This is their origin story.

      The Red Heeled Rebels crime novels have won multiple literary awards for their suspense-filled story lines.

      There is no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. No animal is harmed, but the villains always are…

      Happy reading. Enjoy the adventure.

      Best wishes,

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada
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      PS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, mysteries, and psychological suspense.
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      There is no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        All she wanted was to belong. Then, she committed an unforgivable crime…
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      Asha is the outsider. The black sheep. The girl no one wants.

      One day, she steals a pair of ruby red slippers in a desperate bid to not lose a treasured friend.

      What she doesn’t realize is her deed has got the attention of the most ruthless man in town. The cruel thug who rules the dark underworld of human trafficking.

      Will he let her get away with it? Or will he entrap her too?

      She doesn’t know it yet, but her mistake will come back to haunt her for the rest of her life….

      This is a prequel short story and the beginning of the Red Heeled Rebels international crime thriller series.
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      The door banged open.

      I looked up, startled.

      Who’s coming in now?

      I peeked through the crack in between the two bookshelves.

      A gaggle of girls in private school uniforms had stomped in and were taking over the table at the center of the library. They hadn’t noticed me behind the shelves, watching.

      I held my breath. I knew if they ever found me here, I was finished.

      Pens and journals came flying out of expensive designer bags. Someone unrolled a large white sheet of paper in the middle of the table. All heads bowed over it. Like they were planning to invade China.

      The librarian had stepped out for lunch that day, asking me to keep an eye on things. As she always did. She knew me from the countless hours I spent at the library of the international school in Tanzania. She always had a recommendation for her “little Indian bookworm,” as she called me.

      There was an old rocking chair in the back of the main room, near the window. The librarian and I had a quiet understanding. This was my chair, my corner, at least during lunch hour.

      Hidden behind the bookshelves, I spent every lunch hour in this chair, curled up with a book, munching on my onion buns, monitoring things. With the sun streaming through the window and warming my shoulders, it was a cozy place to be.

      As I watched the girls around the table now, I burned with curiosity.

      “Do we have a place yet?” Tanya asked, breaking the silence.

      Tanya was the tallest girl in class. With a pretty face and ebony skin, she was the one everyone said would become the next Naomi Campbell.

      What impressed everyone most was Tanya’s father was none other than the American ambassador to Tanzania. And that meant, her word ruled all. From hearing my parents debate world news every night at supper, I couldn’t help feeling my class was a miniature United Nations, including the power-play that happened between the countries.

      “My home is open to you,” replied Zuwena with a bright smile.

      The girls squealed with delight.

      “My father says we have to finish by midnight but he will allow it. He even agreed to open the pool for us.”

      “Oh, my goodness, you’re the best,” said Tanya, squeezing Zuwena’s arm. “That’s super awesome.”

      Zuwena’s parents were influential politicians in the country. Her mother was often on television, giving fiery speeches, and her father was often in the newspapers shaking hands with foreign dignitaries. They were always traveling for work with an entourage in tow which meant Zuwena’s home was the best place to host a party.

      I’d never been to her home myself, but everyone talked about her “house” at school. Zuwena lived in an enormous estate surrounded by a tall brick wall. Inside the sprawling compound, her parents lived in the main residence while she and her siblings each had their own smaller detached houses with dedicated servants and cleaners to look after them.

      Judging from the excited looks on the girls’ faces, there had to be some truth to this rumor.

      “Do we have a caterer?” asked Tanya, moving down on the agenda, all business.

      “I got that covered,” Bethany replied. “Mother’s favorite caterer will bring us treats. They catered to the queen’s birthday celebration last month and everybody was delighted.”

      Bethany’s father was a high-ranking official in the British diplomatic corps in the country, and their embassy parties were the most lavish in town. Or so I’d heard.

      “That’s super, Beth,” said Tanya.

      “Don’t you all want to know what we’ll be having?” Bethany asked, glancing around at her friends.

      “Yes!” a chorus of voices replied.

      “Tell us!”

      Bethany cleared her throat. “To start, we’ll have cucumber sandwiches, mini quiches, crab cakes, prawns on sticks, caviar jackets and plates of cold meats and rare cheeses.”

      Satisfied murmurs went around the table.

      “And for dessert, we’ll have lemon bars, butter scones, blueberry shortcake, swiss rolls, and a fancy chocolate cake smothered with Belgian chocolate icing.”

      “Oh, my goodness.”

      “Sounds divine.”

      “Delicious.”

      From my corner of the room, I looked down at the last bite of the onion bun in my hand. It had lost any appeal it had had.

      I half wished I could join the girls, but I knew how they’d react if I’d asked to enlist in their exclusive club. A pang of jealousy went through me.

      We couldn’t be more different.

      Uniformed chauffeurs drove these girls to and from school in shiny black Mercedes. And I took the bus. At lunchtime, they bought burgers, chips, and ice cream at the canteen using their unlimited pocket money, while I ate homemade onion buns from a brown paper bag. These girls flew to London, New York, and Johannesburg for their vacations, while I spent my holidays in my family’s two-door, forest-green Fiat in the back roads of the African savannas.

      How I envied them.

      Our differences were not just in lifestyles, but also in what our parents did for a living.

      Every morning in class, I’d sit next to the kids of politicians, diplomats and wealthy business people who ran the biggest mining syndicates in Africa. They owned the cattle ranches, the airlines, the railways, even the shipping lines. While their parents worked hard to keep their businesses on the continent, mine investigated those same businesses’ environmental and labor practices.

      At the dinner table, I often heard my parents talk about the companies that belonged to their families. I couldn’t help but wonder if my classmates’ parents talked about mine around their dinner tables too. I suspected they did because no one wanted to hang out with me at school.

      The only places where I felt welcome were at the library and in my martial arts class.

      When I was learning to kick, punch, and jab at Bob the rubber man in the gym’s corner, I was equal to everyone else. Our instructor didn’t judge us by the clothes we wore or how many cars our families owned. All we had to do was show up in a T-shirt and shorts and follow the rules. It was my favorite class and my kicks came fast and furious even though my legs were shorter than anyone else’s.

      When I wasn’t at the gym practicing kicks or in class, learning, I hung out at the library. I could stay there for hours with my best friends whom I found between the pages of books. Books were my escape whenever I felt sad or lonely. They took me on adventures and let my imagination soar. As long as I had books for friends, I didn’t mind too much being the black sheep in school.

      But it was that day, as the girls whispered conspiratorially over the library table, that I learned what they really thought of me.

      “What else do we have?” Tanya asked, looking around her party committee.

      “Aunt Majorie just got back from Jo’burg and brought me these beautiful packets of French macarons.” Sophie, the French girl in my class, piped up. “I have hundreds of them in all colors. It will be my pleasure to share them with you.”

      Sophie had her golden hair in pigtails and her signature pink lipstick on. When she introduced herself to the class on the first day of school, she made sure to tell us all about her father’s mining company in East Africa. This inspired our teacher to introduce a new word to us: m-o-n-o-p-o-l-y.

      I'd recognized the company because my parents had inspected it for Environ Africa.

      One night, my parents were cleaning up in the kitchen, talking in low voices. We’d just finished supper, and I was doing my homework at the dinner table. But I couldn’t help overhearing them.

      Whenever my parents’ voices dropped, I knew the topic at hand was “adult conversation,” one I wasn’t supposed to hear.

      So, that night, I put my pencil down, leaned toward the kitchen door and listened in.
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      “The supervisors beat them. They’re not even eight and they send them down those mine shafts,” my mother was saying. “It’s a terrible thing happening right under our noses. Just children, I tell you, children.”

      “No one cares as long as they’re making money,” my father said. “We did what we could do.”

      “You think telling the commissioner will solve this? Sometimes I wonder if he’s with them. Politics over people is what always happens.”

      “We did our best,” my father replied in a grave voice. “Even James quit and went back to Texas. He was getting those threats too, you know. Maybe we need to start looking too.”

      What threats? I wondered.

      “Well, we don’t have any other place to go,” my mother said with a sniff. “This is our home now and we need to do what we can right here.”

      “Remember Sven from Norway? They said he died hiking in the desert. I know him. I knew him. He hated the outdoors. He lived in the lab, even on Sundays. Someone didn’t want him talking.”

      “Oh, yes, I remember. So pale, like he’d not seen the sun in his life.” My mother sighed. “But we don’t want to get carried away now. Maybe, he went out for a walk and got heatstroke or something.”

      “Dirty business over science, more like it,” my father mumbled.

      They were silent for a minute.

      I was just about to turn back to my homework when my mother spoke up, her voice slightly higher pitched than before.

      “This is a serious accusation. So serious I don’t even want to think of it.”

      “Those men from the Boko Mines came to see me yesterday,” my father said slowly as if choosing his words with care. “Four men in that black armored jeep they always drive around in. They were smiling and friendly but one of them had a gun. I saw it on his belt. I think he wanted me to see it.”

      Boko Mines? Didn’t that belong to Sophie’s family?

      I slipped out of my chair and tiptoed toward the kitchen. I peeked in.

      My father was facing the sink.

      “Some days,” he was saying, as he settled a washed plate in the dish rack, “I wonder if they….”

      “Not now,” my mother cut him off, giving me a sideways look. She’d spotted me slinking near the doorway.

      With a guilty look on my face, I stammered, “Hey, can I have some cake? Please?”

      “Go finish your homework, child,” my mother scolded, shooing me out with her dishcloth.

      “Karma will get them eventually,” my father said, not even looking up. “They can’t go on like this forever.”

      It was a conversation that would haunt me later.

      But that night, I had nightmares of Sophie in her golden pigtails dragging me to an underground mine, to work in a deep, dark place where no one would find me. I avoided her like the plague from then on.
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      “Sophie, you’re a gem!” Bethany said. “I love macarons. How lovely of you.”

      “They come in so many gorgeous colors,” Sophie said. “I can’t wait to show them to you.”

      “You can’t get anything like that in this dump,” said another girl. She gave Sophie a friendly nudge. “You’re a star, you know that?”

      “Mon plaisir,” Sophie said with a smug smile.

      “What about drinks?” Tanya asked. She always kept everyone on track. “We’ve got to have drinks. Serious drinks, ladies.”

      “I’ve made plans for punch,” Ana said, sitting up, proud to be doing her bit. Ana was from Spain and came to school with her five brothers in a limousine. “My brother said he’ll ask our driver to get wine for us. He’s got connections at the duty-free shop. No one will find out.”

      “Hey,” Shanti said, with a worried look on her face. “Please don’t get caught. If my father ever finds about the drinks at the party, he’ll never let me talk to you again. Ever.”

      Shanti was the doe-eyed daughter of the Indian High Commissioner and the only other Indian girl in school.

      She was prim and proper, except for the oversized earrings that dangled dangerously from her earlobes. She bought her clothes from Harrods in London, where she went shopping every three months and dined on sweet gulab jamun balls sprinkled in gold dust. Real gold. I knew this because she reminded me every time we met.

      I wished she’d be nicer with me. I had the same waist-length black hair and chocolate-brown skin she had. I’d never had a sister and had always wanted one, but she took pains to remind me how different I was from her whenever she could.

      “Okay, what about the invitations?” Tanya asked.

      “Got everyone,” Bethany said.

      “Hope you didn’t invite that one,” Sophie said.

      “Gosh no, I’d never do that,” Bethany said.

      “Who are you talking about?” Ana asked.

      “The little tramp,” Sophie said wrinkling her nose.

      “You mean the stick insect?” Ana said.

      I almost dropped my book.

      I’d always been skinnier and smaller than my classmates. The boys in class taunted me with “runt” or “stick insect.” The latter particularly troubled me because I was frightened of insects of any kind, and images of my arms turning into long-legged jabby things haunted my dreams many a night.

      “You mean the other Indian girl?” Tanya asked.

      “She’s not Indian!” Shanti spoke with such vehemence, it surprised me. “She’s only half-Indian, and that’s lower than the lowest caste. Trust me, I know these things. I’m from the Brahman caste.”

      “Whatever you say,” Tanya said with a shrug. “You know these things.”

      “Shanti’s right,” Sophie said. “She’s a mulatto. Her mother’s from some island or something.”

      “Hey, do you know the mulatto’s mother sells cakes at the market?” Bethany said.

      I felt my face go warm.

      “No!” a chorus of horrified voices replied.

      “Our cook saw them at Uhuru last Saturday,” Bethany said.

      “Who buys cakes at the market?” Sophie said with a sniff.

      “Who sells cakes at the market?” Ana said.

      I stopped breathing.

      “She doesn’t belong here,” Tanya said, her voice almost sympathetic.

      “Don’t her parents work for that environment company or something?” Ana asked. “Mother says they’re worse than hippies.”

      “Why do they let riffraff in here?” Bethany said. “Why can’t she go to the local school, whatever it’s called, down the road?”

      “No idea, but I know why she smells so strange,” Sophie replied. “She’s always playing with the locals and eating smelly stuff.”

      “Dresses weird too,” Tanya said, “like she’s from a hippie commune or⁠—”

      “A slum,” Shanti said.
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      The rancid smell from the slums was suffocating.

      It always was, when we drove through the south side of the city.

      The smell of open sewage pipes and mountains of garbage came to us well before we saw them. I usually put my finger on my nose and held my breath till my mother yelled, “Close the window, child, before I have a stroke or something!”

      I’d roll up my window as fast as I could, slam back on my seat, and let out my breath in one giant whoosh.

      I liked to leave the car window down, even when it rained. This way, I could stick my head out, feel the wind in my face and take everything in.

      When we were in the city, I’d watch out for buses loaded with people, packages, baskets, spare tires, and even mattresses. When we drove to remote mining towns, I’d keep an eye out for lone trees in the middle of a vast, barren land, or rustic villages with mud huts scattered along desolate roads.

      I’d see village women dig their fields with handmade hoes, chanting soulfully, lulling the babies strapped to their backs to sleep. Other times, I’d see girls half my size stumble along the road, balancing aluminum pots of water twice their size on their heads. I always waved at them. They always waved back.

      Then, there were days when I’d sniff the warm, dusty air in anticipation of catching a hint of the smoky, fishy aroma of the Uhuru Market.

      Ever since we’d moved to Tanzania, our Saturday afternoon forays to the market had become my weekend treat. This was the largest open-air marketplace in the outskirts of Dar es Salaam. My parents and I spent hours chatting with people, nosing around the stalls and buying our weekly supplies straight from the farmers.

      I looked forward to Saturdays, not because it was a getaway from the routine, but because the Uhuru market was where my best friend lived.

      As soon as my father found a shady spot to park our Fiat, I’d jump out and race toward the open stalls. My only goal was to find Chanda wherever she was hanging out in the market that day.

      Though my mother was from Sri Lanka and my father was born in Goa, India, to everyone in the market I was the “little Indian girl.” Being different meant every market boy and girl was curious, but only a few ventured to say hello.

      Girls peeked from behind their mothers’ skirts, pointed and smiled. Boys laughed at my hair, some daring to pull my ponytail before running away, giggling hysterically. Chanda, the local hairdresser’s daughter, was exactly my age and was the first one to invite me to play. Soon, the market became our Saturday afternoon playground, where we ran wild and free.

      When I hung out with Chanda, I felt like I belonged. I felt like I’d finally found a friend in this world.

      We’d spend most of the day skipping through the stalls. We’d hold our noses as we passed racks of dried fish on old newspapers, smelling like the Maldive fish jars in my mother’s kitchen, except a hundred times worse.

      We’d navigate through mazes of brown barrels, so large I had to get on my tiptoes to see inside. They were mostly filled with rice grains or coffee beans, but sometimes we’d come across strange things like the green bottle gourd that was like a cucumber made for giants, or the yellow-horned melon, whose gooey, snotty insides made me gag every time someone cut one open.

      Chanda and I would dart in and out among tables laden with spice baskets, practicing the martial arts kicks I’d learned in school that week, and which I’d happily taught my friend every weekend.

      But if we peeked inside the baskets, we’d see chocolate-brown cinnamon barks, dark fingers of cloves, ginger roots, vanilla beans, spiky lemongrass, and a myriad of other roots, herbs, and barks that promised everything from adding flavor to curing the most incurable maladies.

      Right in the middle of the market, we’d encounter the charcoal barbecue racks, their delicious smoky smells rising in the air, making my stomach rumble. Here, teens armed with steel tongs would holler at us to buy a skewer of marinated mutton or a grilled chicken leg. They knew my parents, and their wallets were not far away.

      There was only one part of the market we weren’t allowed to go.

      Chanda’s mother called it the “forbidden place,” and forbade us from venturing anywhere near it. But that just made us more curious. We’d skirt around the section, wondering what made it so special.

      This was at the edge of the market where glassy-eyed chickens lay with their feet tied together. It was also where young goats kicked, bleated, and pulled on the harnesses that tethered them to tree stumps.

      I couldn’t bear to look them in the eye, knowing they’d be flipped on the barbecues soon. But those poor animals never crossed my mind when I pleaded for a skewer of meat at lunchtime, much to the chagrin of my vegetarian mother.

      My mother was particular about everything.

      She always wore the same outfit, a white blouse, navy pants, and flat black pumps, whether she stayed at home, was at work in her office or went to the market. But in the back of her wardrobe were two Sri Lankan saris, one made of dark pink lace and the other of peacock blue chiffon, both of which she kept folded and sprinkled with mothballs. “They’re for special occasion days only,” she used to say with a firm voice whenever I begged to see them, touch them.

      In contrast to my mother, the women in the market made every day a special occasion day.

      They wore their full-length, printed kangas, making the markets a bright canvas of eye-popping colors. Canary yellows and navy blues mixed with emerald greens and flowing reds. Inexplicably, lime green lines interwoven with yellow polka dots looked beautiful. On their heads, the women donned wraps with oversized bows, their colors and styles jumping out, shouting out.

      Like these clothes, nothing was muted in the market. The women bustled around with their wares, cleaned their displays, called for their kids, and bartered their goods loud enough for the world to hear.

      It was these beautifully dressed women who manned the markets of Africa.

      They’d sit on roughly hewn wooden stools behind their stalls, fanning themselves with the Saturday newspaper and gossiping with their neighbors. The men, I found, normally sat at a makeshift pub under a corrugated aluminum shelter arguing about politics, holding on to warm bottles of beer. I never saw them do anything. So, to my child’s mind, the women were the bosses of the market. How could they not be?

      Buying anything from these bosses of the market involved certain rituals.

      When we arrived, the stall owners would clap their hands in greeting and offer us rooibos tea. The buying happened much later, after a chat about the weather, everyone’s families, and the latest news of the day. My mother would sip her tea and browse the wares while my father would try to make a deal on whatever we needed.

      But the market women were a formidable force, and they always outnumbered him. First, they’d gasp in horror. “Be serious, Bwana!” they’d say and call their girlfriends from nearby stalls to come and see this reckless foreigner who’d named such an irrational price.

      My father detested haggling and was sure everyone took advantage of him. So he’d stand with his hands behind his back, looking officious in his tan safari suit, sticking to his price, a price he thought was supremely reasonable. The African women towered over his diminutive frame, debating, laughing while he refused to budge. I used to think he’d stand like that till dawn, if not for my mother’s trick.

      Once she felt the deadlock had gone long enough, my mother would walk back to the car and pick up her tray of fairy cakes. Then, in front of the curious crowd, she’d open the cover with a flourish.

      My mother, a chemist, was unassuming by nature, until the day she discovered Julia Child on TV.

      After that, she couldn’t resist imitating her idol, especially when she uncovered her baked goodies in front of a group of lively spectators. With oohs and aahs, the women would jostle each other and gather around to see what cakes my mother had made that day. These small cakes with colorful swirls on top became our currency at the market.

      Later, when we got home, I’d discover buried at the bottom of our baskets a ripe mango or two, a small bottle of oil, precious cinnamon sticks or a handful of cloves. Gifts from the bosses of the market.

      I wished every day could be a market day.
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      Visiting Chanda at the market was like going to the circus.

      I never knew what to expect, but I knew it would be fun.

      Chanda’s father was a migrant miner whose name she didn’t know. She only knew he was from Zambia and had left them and moved back when she was just a baby.

      Mrs. Ngozi, her mother, was the market hairstylist. Every morning, she laid out her shiny, polished tools on her bench as early as five, before the hustle of the day began. There, she sat all day, cutting and snipping, straightening and braiding the hair of the market women.

      The day I met Chanda, my mother had decided it was time to trim my uncontrollable mane.

      “You’re starting to look like a jungle girl,” she’d said, looking me over with her hands on her hips. So, that afternoon, she left me in the care of Mrs. Ngozi while she went off to sell cakes at the bread booth. Mrs. Ngozi got down to snipping, and in fifteen minutes had tamed my hair.

      “There, done!” she said, with one last stroke of her comb.

      That’s it?

      I wanted more. I pointed at the girl playing hopscotch in front of the booth, the girl with broken red sandals and shoulder-length braids in multicolored ribbons. Every time she skipped, those braids flew in the air like a mini-rainbow.

      I wanted the same rainbow braids.

      Mrs. Ngozi shook her head.

      “Impossible, my dear. Your hair doesn’t have kinks like hers,” she said with her hand over her mouth. I was sure she was laughing at me, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I crossed my arms and gave her my most stubborn pout—the one that worked so well on my father.

      “Oh my, oh my. You want hair like my Chanda?” She pointed at the girl, who was now watching me with a pixie glint in her eye. Mrs. Ngozi ruffled my hair and shook her head again. “Can’t be done.”

      I didn’t budge from my stool.

      “Please, Mrs. Ngozi?”

      “Are you going to sit and sulk here till I do, little one?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Okay. If that’s what you want, that’s what you’ll get.”

      I beamed at her, uncrossed my arms, and sat up straight to let her do her job.

      “What will your mama say, huh?” Mrs. Ngozi said, massaging my hair vigorously with shea butter oil. “Did you think about that?”

      I sat as still as I could, while my head jerked from side to side as she pulled my hair apart with fast, skilled hands and with such force it brought tears to my eyes. I blinked them away quickly, hoping she wouldn’t notice.

      “She’s gonna think I’m messing with her baby’s hair, that’s what,” Mrs. Ngozi muttered, more to herself than me. “She will kill me, and then you, you stubborn girl.”

      It took a whole hour before the final ribbon-tying began. By then, Chanda had gotten bored with her solo game and was watching her mother work her magic on me. She gave me a cheeky grin and put her tongue out. I didn’t dare move, not wanting to interrupt her mother’s work.

      Once Mrs. Ngozi was done, she swiveled me around on the stool. Round and round I went, my new braids with their colorful ribbons swirling in the air. I couldn’t help giggling.

      Chanda jumped up and down laughing. “You look so funny!”

      “Oh, yes?” Mrs. Ngozi said to Chanda. “She looks exactly like you now.”

      Someone bent down to touch my hair. “Freshi, freshi!”

      Mrs. Ngozi turned to her friends, who were now gathering around to see what the fuss was about. “Will you look at that? I didn’t think I could do this with Wahindi hair.”

      “Nice job!” one woman said, clapping her hands.

      “Bomba! You’re so talented.”

      “Maybe you should try Muzungu hair next!”

      Mrs. Ngozi looked away with a bashful smile. “Asante,” she said with a slight dip of her head.

      “Asante!” I echoed with a big smile. “Thank you, Mrs. Ngozi!”

      “You little devil,” she replied, pinching my cheek. “Now go tell your mama you forced me into this. Go!”

      I looked over at Chanda. “You wanna come with me?”

      Chanda didn’t say a word but came right over. Hand in hand, we skipped through the crowds toward the bread booth, our colorful braids flying in the air.

      “You tell her it’s free, you hear!” Mrs. Ngozi shouted after us.

      Chanda knew the market like the back of her hand. She knew where everything was and said hello to everyone we met.

      Except for one man.

      At the edge of the market, near where the chickens and goats were tethered and where we weren’t allowed to go, sat a fat, grumpy man. He sold everything from the latest electronic gadgets to candy and chocolate in eye-popping wrappers and beautiful shoes of every color and shape. His stall was chock-full of curiosities you couldn’t find anywhere else—expensive curiosities Chanda and I drooled over.

      This man, with a belly like a buddha, wore a long white nightgown, in contrast to the bright and colorful shirts the other men at the market wore. On his head was a black and white scarf held down by a thin black band. His skin was lighter than the others, so everyone said he was a foreigner from somewhere up north.

      We always found him in the same position on his mat, legs crossed, counting a string of beads with his left hand, and flipping an ancient book with his other hand, mumbling to himself. For someone who sold nice things like sweets and shoes, he wasn’t a very nice man. If he caught sight of a child near his stall, he yelled and cursed till his face turned red.

      “He eats kids for dinner,” Chanda whispered to me one day and broke into peals of laughter at my horrified expression. I didn’t fully disbelieve her.

      But we couldn’t help ourselves.

      This shop had all the wonders to stoke a little girl’s curiosity. Every Saturday afternoon we snuck behind a nearby tree stump and gazed at the rows and rows of shoes on display, salivating over them like they were diamonds, telling each other which ones we’d buy if we had the cash.

      All I owned was a pair of black school shoes and a pair of brown house slippers. All Chanda had was one pair of broken red sandals tied together with string. We dreamed of the ruby red sandals stacked in the bottom of the shoe rack.

      “That’s what I want,” I said, pointing at them. “Me too!” Chanda said.

      Late on Saturday afternoons, when the market was getting ready to close, we’d linger near the old man’s stall just a bit longer. We hung around because that was when mysterious things happened here. That was when we’d find a row of beautiful young women standing in front of the stall, waiting for something.

      Some came alone, some came with their parents, or so we thought. At first, we were sure they were waiting in line to buy those fancy shoes and jealously wondered what special deal he was giving them. But then, we noticed the girls never looked happy or got to pick their shoes, or even looked at the shoe rack.

      They stood like lifeless dolls, while the man pointed at some of them, one by one. Then, the older people would walk up and get papers from him. Sometimes, we saw money being exchanged. Sometimes, the chosen girl would collapse to the ground and cry. It was a strange scenario every week, and we never figured out what it was about.

      Chanda was sure the girls were being chosen to become the old man’s wife. “All of them?” I asked, to which Chanda had no answer. I thought the girls were being chosen to become famous fashion models in foreign magazines. “Why do they look so sad then?” she asked me, to which I had no answer.

      Talking about this with Mrs. Ngozi only made her furious we’d ventured into the forbidden part of the market.

      “He’s a bad man and those are bad girls,” she said, wagging a finger at us, her beautiful face scrunched into a dark frown.

      She looks more scared than angry, I thought.

      “I don’t want you two anywhere near that place, you hear me?” she said, raising her voice—something I’d never seen her do before. “Didn’t I already tell you girls this?”

      “But why are those girls bad, Mrs. Ngozi?” I asked, overcome by curiosity.

      She looked away. A dark shadow flickered across her eyes. “Those girls are exiled from the village.”

      “Exiled?” I said, trying out this new word.

      “What does exile mean, Mama?” Chanda asked. “Did they do something bad?”

      “Stop asking silly questions and go play. But you go near that stall again and I will be very angry. And when I say don’t go, I mean it!”

      And that was that.

      Asking my parents the same question brought threats of getting banished to my room forever if I stepped near that area again.

      But Chanda and I had little willpower to stay away from the only stall in the market that carried the most beautiful things we’d seen.
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      Every night when my mother tucked me into bed, I imagined Chanda sleeping between sacks of hay and beans at the market. In my mind’s eye, I saw her waking up to cockerel crows in the morning and playing among the stalls, all day long.

      What a dream life she has, I thought.

      Carefree, easy, without worries of mean girls or difficult homework. It was only when Mrs. Ngozi invited my family for supper a few years later, that I learned how Chanda really lived.

      That afternoon, while Chanda and I played, Mrs. Ngozi hauled out a pumpkin, carved it into pieces and threw them into a large blackened pot simmering on the fire pit. While my parents chatted with her, she mixed in more vegetables and chili.

      Their home was a one-room hut with mud walls and a corrugated aluminum roof, an hour-and-a-half walk from the market along a potholed road. They had no electricity or plumbing and used candles inside the house at night and a common well in the center of the village for water. Their stove was an open fire pit outside their main door.

      Our dusty little Fiat parked by the side of their house looked foreign, even extravagant.

      After letting the food cook for a few minutes, Mrs. Ngozi brought out a mysterious pouch from inside the house. She measured a tablespoon of the coarse brown powder and let it fall like a waterfall into the bubbling pot. I squeezed in between my mother and her to peek in. The smell of saffron and cinnamon filled my nose. The air smelled earthy, spicy, sweet.

      A half-hour later, we sat under the shady banyan tree next to their home, feasting on sweet potato pumpkin stew served with rice on bent aluminum plates.

      It was an evening I’d never forget.

      On our way home, my mother turned to my father and said, “It’s always those with the least who give the most, isn’t it?”

      Those with the least? Chanda’s playground was the entire market. She had everything a girl could dream of, except those ruby red slippers from the old man’s stall.

      “Mama,” I said, looking down at my own boring black shoes. “I really need new shoes.”

      “What’s wrong with the ones you have?”

      “They’re getting old,” I said with an overemphasized sigh.

      “But we got those only six months ago.”

      “I need sandals, Mama.”

      “Goodness, child, first you go get your hair braided without telling me. Now, you want sandals? What’s got into you?”

      “They’re comfier and I know where we can find nice red ones.”

      “You don’t need more shoes.”

      “Even for my birthday?”

      “But that’s not for three months.”

      “Promise you’ll get me red sandals? Please? Papa?” I knew appealing to my father meant better odds.

      “Well, if you really want—,” my father started.

      “We’ll see,” my mother interrupted.

      “For a birthday present, why not?” my father said. I knew he’d not want to antagonize my mother, but I also knew he knew how to convince her. He looked at me via the rearview mirror. “If that’s your birthday present this year, will you promise to do your homework every night?”

      “Yes!”

      “And promise not to bother Mama about shoes again?”

      “Promise!”

      I grinned.

      My mother was quiet, but I knew I’d won. Those pretty shoes will be mine soon. But I wasn’t done yet.

      “Can we get a pair for Chanda too?”

      Silence.

      “Her sandals broke, so she has to tie them with a string now.”

      My mother made a funny choking-like noise. It was neither a yes nor a no, but it told me she was listening.

      “Then Chanda can walk to school easily,” I said.

      “Hmmm,” my father said. My mother cleared her throat but said nothing.

      It was then something strange struck me.

      I saw Chanda only on Saturdays and had no idea what her weekdays were like. Whenever I brought a book with me, which I always did, she’d ask to borrow it and devour it within hours, only to ask for more.

      The strange part was she never had her own books and never complained about her homework like I always did. She seemed to live her whole life in the market. In fact, she had an obsessive interest in hearing about my school, which I hated to talk about, especially on weekends.

      “What school does Chanda go to?” I asked out loud.

      “She doesn’t,” my mother said, looking out the window, into the distance.

      “I thought everybody’s supposed to go to school.”

      “Asha, my dear.” My mother paused and let out a sigh. “We send you to school so you can get a good education. You are a lucky girl.”

      “But I hate it. I just want to play in the market like Chanda.”

      “How can you say that?” my father said, throwing a hand up in the air. “You’re learning in English. You will get an American high school diploma and even get to do British A-levels. Do you know what that means?”

      “Yes, Papa,” I said in resignation. I’d heard this lecture before.

      “This means you can go to any university, anywhere in the world.”

      “But the girls are mean to me,” I said.

      “Why do you let those silly girls worry you so?”

      My father was looking at me in the rearview mirror, his forehead lined with concern. “Keep your head down, study hard, and you’ll see the fruits of your labor before long. Who knows? When you grow up, you will become a doctor, a lawyer, an architect or even an accountant. Imagine, Asha, how proud that would make us.”

      Ah, yes. My destiny had been defined since birth.

      It was doctor, lawyer, architect, and accountant. In that order. My preference was to become either a martial arts fighter or a baker, but my parents would have none of that. To join a respected profession was, to them, the pinnacle of existence. To go to school was the only job a little girl had.

      I was now a pro at going to schools.

      By eleven, I’d attended five schools in four countries—Tanzania, Kenya, Zambia, and Nigeria, not counting a three-month stint in Namibia and a single month in Zimbabwe where my parents worked at a uranium mine. This meant I had to adjust to different classes and teachers continuously, and it hadn’t been easy.

      Most of my teachers were foreign expatriates. They worked in international schools for a year or two before moving onto another country, another continent, or often back to their homelands. I liked most of them, but it was Ms. Stacy from Canada, who taught grade six at the International School of Dar es Salaam, who gave me a lesson that would save my life many years later.

      She was the youngest teacher that year. With a happy-go-lucky smile on her face, she was friendly and approachable. In her early twenties, fair, and plump with a blonde bob cut, she couldn’t have been more different from me, but we shared a bond. Our love for reading.

      She was the one who, whenever she visited the school library, brought down juicy books from the top shelves for me. It was she who introduced me to Oliver Twist and Robin Hood. Looking back, it was she who taught me how to think for myself and to stand up for myself.

      I still remembered the day I handed in my first book review to her.

      “I didn’t want you to summarize the book, Asha. I wanted you to critique it,” she said.

      I looked at her, worried. She looked at me, worried.

      My heart sank. My parents expected me to do well in school. No, they demanded it. They gave me time to adjust to a new school, but from previous experience, I knew three months was pushing it.

      “But Papa said Jules Verne’s the best writer in the world. There’s nothing to critique.”

      She gave me a thoughtful look. “Whether he’s right or wrong, you need to come up with your own idea of it. Think for yourself. Don’t follow anyone’s opinion blindly.”

      How could she imagine Papa could be wrong?

      I didn’t like everything my parents made me do, like when they made me go to bed by nine every night, but I was confident they knew everything there was to know about the world. They were scientists, after all.

      “I’ll give you two extra days to rethink this, okay?” Ms. Stacy said. “Give me something new. Tell me how you would write this book.”

      I glanced at the book on my desk, an old copy of Around the World in Eighty Days, its title hardly visible on the faded cover. When I announced my need for a good storybook for homework over supper, my father rooted through his small library to find the “perfect” one. He carried several books with him wherever we moved — tattered tomes, barely readable, most torn, but his treasures. This one was his favorite, so I had turned the first page with great expectations.

      “Once upon a time,” the book began. And with those four magical words, the room around me receded, and I slipped into another world.

      Once upon a time, the book said, an English man named Phileas Fogg travels the world to win a bet he’d made with friends. Together with his French valet Passepartout, he rescues a young Indian princess called Aouda who’d been on her way to die by fire at her dead husband’s pyre. The three of them team up and cross continents to arrive safely back home in time to win the wager.

      By the time I’d turned the last page, I had become Princess Aouda. With her raven hair and chocolate-colored skin, she looked just like me, I imagined. It was the perfect story to get lost in, a story of friendship and courage, of places beyond imagination, one that only the greatest writer in the world could conjure up. It had become my favorite book too, and for the life of me, I couldn’t find anything to criticize.

      After two sleepless nights and a chewed-up pencil, I wrote a one-page essay to Ms. Stacy.

      The adventures of Fogg and his friends had mesmerized me, but one thing was glaringly missing. I was certain Fogg loved his plum puddings, Princess Aouda her gulab jamuns, and Passepartout his cherry crêpes, but imagine the exotic culinary adventures they must have encountered along the way, just as my parents and I did on our travels.

      I salivated at the possibilities.

      That oversight was pretty careless of the mighty Verne—a missed opportunity to spice up his book. Somebody, I wrote, should put a recipe book together for the countries Fogg and his companions had visited. Better yet, I wrote, somebody should make the best sweet desserts from each country they’d traveled to and sell them at the Uhuru market just like my mother did with her fairy cakes.

      Ms. Stacy liked my answer.

      “Atta girl. That was what I was looking for. An amazing idea. I see entrepreneurship in your future,” she wrote on my paper with a smiley face next to it. I had to look that word up in the dictionary that day.

      “Hey,” I said looking up at my parents in front, “Why can’t Chanda come to my school?”

      I imagined the two of us playing in the schoolyard and at the gym, huddling over books in my secret corner of the library, even sharing my onion buns. At last, I’d have a friend to hang out with at school.

      Silence in the front seats.

      “Do you know why Papa teaches at the university after work?” my mother said finally. “And why I make cakes for the market?”

      I gave an obstinate shrug.

      “It is so we can make extra money to send you to the best school. Poor Chanda can’t go to school because Mrs. Ngozi doesn’t have much. If we could afford to pay for her school too, we would do that in a heartbeat.”

      “Listen,” my father said, using his serious voice, “I want you to promise me something.”

      I waited.

      “I want you to promise me you will finish school no matter what. Do you understand?”

      That, I knew, wasn’t a request. “Yes, Papa.”

      “Promise?”

      I nodded.

      But my mother was already changing the topic. “I can’t wait to start our vacation. I really need a break from this place, you know.”

      “Me too,” my father replied, nodding. “Those goons from the mining company can’t bother us while we’re on holiday.”

      I didn’t realize then how fateful those words were.
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      I was halfway through my homework the next night, alone at the dinner table when I learned of my parents’ plans.

      My stomach was full of spicy grilled eggplant, a crispy green bean stir fry and the yellow fried rice with peas my mother liked to make on Friday nights. These Friday night dinners weren’t great for an alert mind. I was barely keeping awake.

      My parents were in the kitchen, cleaning up as usual. In between their conversation, I could hear the chink of china and the squeak of the faucet as it opened and closed.

      My school books covered the dining table. I liked to spread myself when I did my homework because it made me look and feel busy, even if I wasn’t progressing very far. And that night, I was desperately sloughing through an algebra exercise, dozing over my books, wishing I was elsewhere.

      “Did you hear from the embassy?” my mother asked.

      What embassy?

      “They didn’t reject us yet,” came my father’s voice in between a cupboard being opened and shut. “If all goes well, they’ll ask us to come in for a security check soon.”

      Their words wafted toward me through the kitchen door, my mind half on the math puzzle in front of me and half listening in to what was going on in the kitchen.

      “Security check?” asked my mother.

      “Fingerprints, photographs and all that. We’ll also have to sign a paper to agree on them doing criminal checks in every country we lived in.”

      “How long will that take?” My mother sounded worried.

      “A few months if we’re lucky. We’ll have to be patient. They have a process in place to make sure everyone’s checked out before they emigrate.”

      Emigrate?

      I’d heard that word before. That sounded serious. I wondered what my parents were up to now.

      “So, you think it’s promising then?”

      “Hard to say. I’m doing everything I can.”

      I wondered vaguely where we’d go to next.

      Back to Kenya where I was born? To Botswana where I’d heard they have amazing safaris. To Namibia? Zimbabwe? Or maybe to South Africa? I felt a jolt of excitement go through me. I’d heard Johannesburg had shopping malls the size of a city and I’d never been to a real shopping mall before. Then, maybe Shanti would stop thinking I’m a girl from the slums. Maybe I could invite Chanda to visit me or maybe even stay with us so she could get to see the big city too.

      My father let out a sigh. “There’s so much paperwork to do and we’ll have to wait a long time, but I know it’s worth it if we get in.”

      “That’s true,” said my mother, “At least, Asha will get to go to a high school in America.”

      I sat up.

      America?

      “It will be safer there for her too,” said my father, “and for us.”

      America, like the America Tanya comes from?

      I was on full alert now. I put my pencil down and turned to look at the open kitchen doorway.

      I couldn’t see my parents bustling inside the kitchen but I could hear them. I badly wanted to walk over and ask them what they were talking about, but I knew that was the fastest way for them to clam up about the whole thing for good.

      “I want to see her in a good university,” my father was saying, “maybe in medicine or law.”

      “Or technology,” replied my mother, “there are good jobs in the tech sector these days. Well-paying ones too.”

      I shook my head and pinched my wrist, just to make sure I hadn’t fallen asleep on my math book and was dreaming all this.

      Are they seriously thinking of moving to America? Like the United States of America?

      My heart ticked faster.

      “I’d be happy if she got into accounting in a small college even,” said my father, “something stable. Something professional, you know.”

      Study hard, get all A’s, and become a doctor or a lawyer or an accountant. If I’d heard it once, I’d heard it a million times. What was new, what made my heart race and my imagination soar was the thought of doing this in America.

      This was a country I’d read about, I’d dreamed about, I’d watched on television riveted, thinking how lucky Tanya was to come from such a glamorous nation where everyone was happy and rich. It was the best place on earth, or at least it seemed to me because whenever anyone wanted to leave a country, they all wished to go to America. Every one of them.

      I considered my options.

      Disneyland was what came to mind first. Shanti and Sophie had already been four times and bragged about it every time. Then, there was the Grand Canyon, a picture of which hung on my classroom wall. I wondered what kind of animals they had up there. I knew they didn’t have lions, cheetahs, zebras or elephants. I made a mental note to look up a book on American geography the very next day in the library.

      I debated whether to gulp down my glass of water so I could make an excuse to walk into the kitchen and fill it up. Then, I thought, I could ask an innocent question or two and wiggle out more information from my parents.

      “I’d love to see New York,” my mother was saying. “Though it may be too expensive for us.”

      New York!

      I almost choked on my glass of water.

      “We’ll probably have to look for jobs in a smaller town first,” said my father. “Maybe somewhere in the mid-West and then work our way to Boston or somewhere where they have good schools.”

      “I read in the news the other day that Nashville is booming,” said my mother. “They’re looking for professionals. Not many immigrants in Tennessee but with our science degrees, we should be fine, no?” I could hear the anticipation in her voice mixed with a slight tinge of nervousness.

      My very particular mother rarely got excited, so this must mean a lot to her too.

      “Once we get the green light, someone from the embassy is supposed to help us find the best places to settle,” said my father. “They want immigrants to go to places where they don’t have many workers. Stimulate the economy and all that, you know.” His voice turned somber. “But don’t forget we’ll have to take a demotion at the beginning. We have to be prepared for that.”

      “I know it’s not going to be easy. When Kamala went to Canada with her family, she had to redo her bar exam. I think she was a legal secretary for years till she got back into law. It’s a sacrifice. That’s for sure.”

      “But it’s all for a good cause,” replied my father. “It’s good for Asha and we won’t have to worry about her so much.”

      I felt a thrill go through me. I have the best parents in the world. Another thought struck me. Maybe, just maybe, if Tanya, Zuwena, Sophie, Shanti, and Ana knew I was going to America, they’d invite me to their parties, invite me to join their exclusive club.

      “The best thing about this is we get away from these criminal thugs,” said my mother, her voice sounding cold and angry now. “This really shouldn’t be happening, you know. I feel like they’re chasing us away. They want us to go away, don’t they?”

      “We’re the lucky ones,” said my father in a sober tone. “We’ll find a way out.”

      He lowered his voice.

      I leaned in further.

      “It’s the kids in the mines, I’m don’t know what to do about. Think of it. They’ve got nowhere to go. No family. No home. No country.”
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      My parents never broke their promises.

      On my birthday morning, I found a pair of red sandals at the foot of my bed. Shoes they’d found at a department store in town.

      When I showed my prized possession to Chanda at the next Saturday market, her eyes grew wide.

      “Wow! So beautiful,” she whispered in awe, running her fingers across the straps. That afternoon, she stopped me every ten minutes to examine my shoes and say, “You’re so lucky.” Every once in a while, she stooped to look wistfully at her own broken sandals.

      I realized then how much she wanted what I had, just like I’d always wished for what Sophie, Tanya, Zuwena, and Bethany had. I hated the idea that Chanda probably felt in my company what I felt in theirs. I couldn’t bear the thought of us having this difference, a difference that would separate us, I was sure.

      It took only half an hour to decide what I had to do.

      I pulled Chanda by the hand and ran over to the edge of the market, toward the forbidden place where the old man had his stall. I told my friend in a firm voice to stay at our usual hiding spot behind the tree stump until I give her a signal.

      My instructions had been clear. I was on a mission.

      While Chanda stayed behind, burning with curiosity, I tiptoed over to the edge of the old man’s kiosk.

      His head was hung low over his book as usual. The candy jars were laid out in a row on the table to his right. In the middle of the kiosk was a plastic table piled with a jumble of electronic gadgets of every kind. On his left was a treasure trove of shoes. Beautiful shoes. There were yellow ones, blue ones, black ones, with buckles, bows, and polka dots, and even a purple pair with two-inch heels.

      But I trained my eyes on the red sandals in the corner, the ones that looked a lot like the new pair I’d received from my parents that morning.

      The man muttered to himself as he flipped a page.

      I froze.

      But he didn’t see me or hear me. I turned my head to look back at Chanda and glimpsed a scared brown eye peeking from behind the tree stump. I lifted my hand up to say “stay exactly where you are.”

      I turned my attention back to the stall. The old man was still bent over his book. I was so close, I could see the stringy lines strung across the pages, looking like fancy art rather than words I recognized.

      I waited another ten seconds.

      The man soon nodded over his book. He was falling asleep.

      It was now or never.

      I took a step forward. Then another.

      If he opened his eyes now, he’d see me. I didn’t have time. I reached out in a flash and clawed the smallest pair of sandals.

      A thundering crash made me jump. I’d pulled the entire shoe rack to the ground.

      I fled.

      “Hey!”

      I didn’t look back.

      “You black rascals!” The man’s incensed voice came from behind me. “I will skin you alive!”

      “Run!” I yelled.

      Chanda darted out of her hiding spot like a bullet.

      “Wait till I get my hands on you, you filthy mongrels!”

      Chanda and I didn’t stop to find out. We ran through the stalls, dodging people, benches, umbrellas, and dogs. We ran without stopping until we got to the other end of the market, until we could run no longer.

      Then, behind the safety of an acacia tree on the outskirts of the market, we stopped to catch our breath.

      My heart was pounding. I was trembling from having committed my first crime.

      Chanda’s eyes popped open wide when she saw the stolen treasure in my shaking hands.

      “Oh!” she said in a scared whisper. “Oh! Oh! Oh! What did you do?” She looked at me in shock.

      “These are for you,” I said, offering them to her with a shaky smile. “You can have your own red sandals too.”

      It took a whole hour to convince my friend to take those shoes, but finally, she did.

      I never knew if Chanda dared to wear those new slippers of hers because that was the last I saw of her for a very long time.

      And also because the very next day, the world as I’d known it ended.
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      The day my world ended started innocently enough.

      “Get in the car, Asha,” my father said, hauling the family suitcase into the trunk.

      I jumped inside our little Fiat, carrying my backpack filled with more books than clothes, and rolled down the window. Next to me was a stack of Tupperware, each holding twelve tiny cakes I could bite down in one minute or less.

      “Don’t eat these now,” my mother said, startling me. She reached through my window and deposited a brown paper bag full of onion buns in the backseat, next to the cake containers. Normally, it took an iron will to not open the cake boxes, especially the one with the dark chocolate and creamy swirls on top. But that day, I had lost my appetite.

      We were on our way to a safari, our annual week-long getaway hosted by the company where both my parents worked in Dar es Salaam.

      I looked forward to it every year because it was rare my parents got away from their research and endless talk of mining, sanitation, and environmental devastation. I knew their work was important, but sometimes it felt like they lived in their lab coats.

      Every year, I circled the safari date on the fridge calendar using the biggest sharpie I could find. I packed my bag two weeks ahead and spent the rest of the time telling anyone who’d listen to me about my trip. Those were the days filled with sweet anticipation. I’d drift off to sleep at night dreaming of rhinos, zebras, elephants, and giraffes congregating around a water hole.

      It was always exciting to pile into our trusty green car, happy we were heading far away from school.

      But this year was different.

      The adrenaline rush from my first ever attempt at crime had cooled and in its place, an uneasy feeling had settled in my stomach. It felt like I’d started something, something unpleasant, that would come to haunt me. It was not a feeling I could ignore.

      I tried to push these emotions of foreboding to the back of my mind and enjoy the ride. I stuck my face out the window to feel the wind and take in the fresh open air.

      Once we left the city behind, there was nothing much to see other than remote villages dotted along the road. After a while, the villages disappeared and the only vista for miles was fields of dry grass on both sides of the road. From inside the car, it was hard to see how tall this grass truly was, but I found out when I needed an emergency bathroom break and had to push through the elephant-high grass.

      We were three hours into our drive. Up front, my parents were talking in hushed tones about something at work. I was trying not to fall asleep in the back after stuffing myself with two onion buns.

      It was late in the afternoon and the sun was a gigantic globe of fire on the horizon. The sky was painted in hues of red, yellow, and tangerine as if a firestorm was raging in the heavens.

      To my child’s eye, everything was big in Africa—the sun, the people, the animals, the trees, and, yes, even the grass. I remembered how this grassy landscape went on for hours like we were sailing through an endless green ocean. Tiring of it, I’d decided to take a nap when I spotted the baobab tree silhouetted against the disappearing sun.

      I used to call these “upside-down trees” because of how their ancient, leafless branches twisted into spindly roots on top. These trees were immense—even elephants found shelter under them. That day, a troupe of sandy-colored antelope was standing silently under the giant baobab, their curved horns making them look magnificent yet menacing. Seeing wildlife on road trips was a rare treat. Seeing them under a baobab was even rarer.

      My father slowed down, so we could take in the view. It was a magical scene. The antelope stood completely still, watching us, listening, only their ears twitching. They seemed to be anticipating something.

      Then, without warning, they scattered in panic, jumping several feet high.

      I watched them with my mouth open.

      What frightened them? Was it the grunt of a cheetah? A sharp burst from our old car?

      I remembered, fleetingly, the massive black jeep suddenly appearing next to us.

      My father yelled. My mother screamed.

      I looked at it in shock.

      Where did that come from?

      I barely registered the grinding of the jeep’s tires and the loud crash as it hit us.

      Then, I heard a loud bang. And another.

      With a violent jolt, our small car swung sideways.

      I remember little after that because we ended up in the dark thicket of the elephant grass. The jeep was pushing us. All I heard was the swoosh of the grass against the windows.

      I covered my face with my hands and screamed. And screamed.

      When the car stopped moving, and I finally pried my eyes open, a fire was raging around us, like someone had lit the dry grass.

      I swiveled around in a panic, calling out to my parents.

      But they were eerily silent up front.

      

      To be continued…
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        * * *

      

      Continue the Rebel adventure.

      Read THE GIRL WHO RAN AWAY to find out what happens next to Asha and how she meets up with Katy and Tetyana (Tanya).

      

      Desperate for an escape, Asha's gamble leads her into the arms of a stranger. But her relief turns to horror as she realizes she's leaped from the frying pan into the fire.

      Trapped in a deadly game, every choice could be her last. Will she unravel the mystery in time to survive, or will the truth consume her?

      Prepare for a heart-pounding journey through betrayal, deception, and danger in this gripping international crime thriller.

      This book is the first in this series.

      Read THE GIRL WHO RAN AWAY next.

      Turn the page to read the next book!
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      A web of lies. A family secret. Don't believe everything they tell you...

      The day her parents die in a suspicious car crash, young Asha’s perfect life is shattered.

      She’s the lone survivor. The authorities have no choice but to thrust her into a distant family she never knew existed. Frightened and alone, all Asha wants is to belong again, but she soon discovers her new home hides dark and vicious secrets.

      She desperately plots an escape from her chilling fate. But just as she’s running out of options, a stranger comes to help.

      It’s only when Asha finds herself on a plane to an unknown destination, she realizes she’s made the worst mistake of her life.

      From the frying pan into the fire….

      It's too late to turn back now.

      Will Asha survive the betrayal from her own family?
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      Two hands yanked me out of the crumpled car. My back scraped against the mangled steel, but I felt no pain.

      I looked around in a shocked daze.

      Everything was a blur of smoke.

      I heard shouting nearby. A police siren. The man in the Tanzanian patrol uniform let go of me and doubled over coughing. It was a rough, gagging cough. His face was glowing, not from sweat but from the reflection of fire.

      That was when I felt the heat.

      The grass around us, tall enough to hide a fully-grown African elephant, was ablaze. The fire was climbing the acacia tree we’d hit moments earlier, its leaves curling inward in pain. I gazed in horror at our small Fiat, engulfed in flames. There was a familiar shadow inside. A darkened head collapsed forward. Another shadow leaned against the steering wheel, now a ring of fire.

      I struggled to my feet.

      “Get back!” someone yelled.

      “Mama! Papa!”

      I had to get to them. Save them.

      Before I could do anything, the officer grabbed me by the arm and pulled me through the hot grass, half carrying, half dragging me like a rag doll. I kicked at the dirt and struggled all the way, almost losing my precious red sandals.

      “Lemme go!” I screamed. He dumped me on the asphalt and flopped down beside me, one hand tightly on my shoulder, the other wiping his face which was drenched in sweat.

      The crackle of fire and the blaring of sirens were getting louder. I felt hands pull me onto a stretcher. People were shouting at each other and at me. Someone was forcing me to lie down, hands on my shoulders pinning me down.

      “No! Let me go!”

      I fought to get up.

      “Hatari!” a sharp voice said behind me. “Danger!”

      The man who’d pulled me out of the car came over and reached for my hands. “Huwezi kwenda nyuma,” he said in a soft voice, shaking his head. I didn’t understand and not because I didn’t know the language.

      “But we’ve got to go back! Do something!”

      I lunged forward. Hands clamped me down. The officer sighed and shook his head.

      “Pole, pole,” he said.

      I stared at him through the smoky haze. I knew enough Swahili to understand he’d just said “sorry.”

      I collapsed. My mind was heavy, foggy. This isn’t happening. This is a nightmare. I’ll wake up soon.

      But the fire was all around us now. I couldn’t see our car anymore.

      Then, the world went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “What did the police say?” a female voice whispered in the dark.

      “Tight-lipped, they were,” another whispered back. “I overheard one of them say it was a good thing a highway patrol was on the road, or it could have been worse.”

      Who’s talking? I couldn’t see a thing, but the voices kept going.

      “How much worse could it have got?”

      “I don’t know but it sounded serious, from the way they were saying.”

      “I tell you what I think, Rosa. These foreigners just don’t know how to drive here, but nobody wants to say that.”

      “Tell me about it.” A big sigh. “Every time we go on those safari roads, I tell my husband somebody should put up signs or someone will get killed one of these days.”

      “If we had signs for lions, do you think tourists would stay away? They’d follow it with their fancy cameras, I tell you.”

      “Only the white muzungus will do that.”

      “Have you not seen those buses full of Chinese these days? Even the Wahindi are running around with their cameras, I tell you.”

      “Well, the good Lord was looking over this little Wahindi. She’ll heal.”

      “Why don’t we call that hindu priest to come and talk to her?”

      “How do you know her church? Maybe she’s buddhist, or christian or maybe even muslim. You never know these days.”

      “Well, we need someone to bless her parents.”

      Bless her parents? I pried my eyes open and was immediately blinded by a fluorescent light. I shut my eyes back tightly.

      “The girl’s up!”

      “Call the doctor!”

      I opened my eyes cautiously this time, to see two Tanzanian nurses in starched white aprons and stiff caps standing on either side of my bed. They were staring at me like I was an alien. I stared back. They couldn’t have looked more different from each other. One was short and stout, and the other was thin and tall.

      I looked around. We were in a small, windowless room. I was on a hospital bed with beeping machines surrounding me. On the wall in front was a wildlife calendar with a photo of a sandy-colored impala leaping over a bush, its long, black horns leading the charge. I did a double take. That reminded me of something, something urgent, but for the life of me, I couldn’t think of what it was.

      A shiver ran through me. This place was cold, sterile, and smelled of disinfectant like they’d scrubbed everything down with bleach. Something nipped at my arm. I looked down to see a gangly plastic tube sticking to my forearm. What’s this? I pulled my arms up and instantly, a searing pain rushed through my body.

      “Aaargh.” I struggled to get up. “Where am I?” I spoke but heard only a strange, raspy sound. I put my hand on my throat. My back hurt and my legs felt heavy. Something somewhere was hurting badly, and tears welled up in my eyes.

      “Now, now, take care, my dear,” the stout nurse said, coming closer and putting a hand on my shoulder. Her hand felt warm to the touch.

      “Don’t pull on these,” the other nurse said, fixing the IV bag. “These are for your own good. See, you’re already feeling better, no?”

      “Where’s Mama?” I croaked. My throat was drier than the Sahara.

      “Relax. No talking. You need rest,” the plump nurse said, pushing a button on the side of the bed to bring it upright. In her hand was a plastic cup with a bent straw in it. “You’ll be just fine,” she said, pushing my long hair back. “This’ll help. Drink.”

      I reached for the cup with shaking hands and put my lips on the straw. As they watched me silently, I took a tiny sip of the water.

      The black phone by the door rang. The skinny nurse ran to pick it up and talked into it, nodding every few seconds, saying, “Yes, Doctor. Yes, Doctor.” The plump nurse started to bustle around the room, taking readings from the screens and writing on charts.

      I sat motionless with the cup in my hands, trying to make sense of what had happened, why I was here. Suddenly, a fiery image sprang to mind. It was of our green car in flames with the shadows of my parents inside. Unconscious.

      My body went numb. Panicked thoughts came rushing in like a sandstorm in a desert, roaring, swirling, filling every crevice of my mind.

      Mama! Papa! Did they get away? Are they okay? Where are they?

      My mind reeled. I remembered how I’d begged them to go on this safari, how I’d sniveled like a spoiled brat. I remembered the day before, how my best girlfriend, Chanda, and I had disappeared for hours in the Uhuru market and worried them sick. It was also that morning I’d committed a crime, my first crime, a misdeed only Chanda knew about and one I'd regret for the rest of my life.

      Mama always said karma never forgets.

      The plump nurse turned and noticed my ashen face.

      “Where’s my mother?” I squeaked the words.

      She set her chart on the side table and walked a slow deliberate walk toward my bed. Something in her face told me I didn't want her to answer my question. I didn't want her to speak. I pulled back. She leaned in and wrapped me in a hug. When she told me I wasn’t going to see my parents again, I wanted to cry, scream, but I couldn’t even breathe.

      I made the accident happen. I’m the one who made them die.

      I pulled away and threw up over the side of the bed. I didn’t care I was spraying my sickly vomit on her pristine white skirt.
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      “She’s just a child,” whispered the voice of the plump nurse, whom I knew as Nurse Elizabeth now. “Think of that before you make the decision.”

      I sat up in bed and looked around me. I’d just woken from a drug-induced sleep and was still drowsy. The voices were coming from the room next to mine, where the nurses kept their medical and bandage supplies and had a desk to write their charts and reports.

      “This is not my decision, mesdames,” a man replied.

      I recognized that voice. It was Mr. Mudenda, the children’s psychologist assigned to me. He was a small man with a pleasant face who’d visited me every afternoon for an hour, for the past two weeks. He was the only person, other than the cleaning lady, who came without a stethoscope around his neck. He shared stories about his family and told me about his eldest son, Peace, a year older than me, who went to a public school in town.

      Sometimes, when Mr. Mudenda didn’t have time to drop his son off at home, he’d bring him in, together with several books they’d picked out for me from the town library. As Mr. Mudenda inquired about my health, Peace would sit quietly on the bench outside the room, engrossed in his own book, his oversized spectacles threatening to fall off at any moment.

      When I asked about the boy, Mr. Mudenda regaled with pride that Peace was at the top of his class, a chess prodigy, and even two grades ahead of his age group. I wished Peace would come in and chat but he never did. Other than an initial hello, he kept to himself. Instead, it was Mr. Mudenda’s soothing voice and stories that put me to sleep every night.

      Though I'd known Mr. Mudenda for only two weeks, he was all I had now. That first day, he came over with a book and sat next to my bed and read while I slipped in and out of consciousness, throwing up every few hours till I could vomit no more.

      The nurses had their hands full with patients in far more serious conditions than I was. They didn’t have time to pay attention to a child who felt worse in her heart than in her body, so it was Mr. Mudenda who stayed with me till dawn the next morning. After a few days, I came to trust him so much that I almost told him my terrible secret of crime.

      “The police are still investigating, you know,” Nurse Rosa, the thin nurse, was saying. “They’ll want to talk to her.”

      My heart skipped a beat. They know what I did? I strained to listen.

      “It’s the police telling me to send the girl away,” Mr. Mudenda said. “Besides, she can’t stay here forever."

      “But you can’t ship off a little one just like that,” Nurse Elizabeth said.

      “It’s for her own safety,” Mr. Mudenda replied.

      What does that mean?

      “This is not the first time they had trouble,” he continued. “Remember the dead Swedish scientist they found in the desert last year? He worked for Environ Africa as well, and he complained about the same problems in his letters to the newspapers. There will be an investigation, and it’s going to be up to the commissioner now.”

      “Oh, my, my,” Nurse Elizabeth said. “What’s the world coming to these days?”

      “The mining companies have long hands, and they don’t like it when others meddle in their affairs,” Mr. Mudenda said.

      “They have all the money,” Nurse Rosa said in a disapproving voice. “And we know where half of that ends up, don’t we? Right in the pockets of our politicians.”

      I no longer followed the conversation. I shook my head from side to side to clear the heavy fog of drugs from my mind.

      “What’s her official status?” Nurse Elizabeth was asking. “Didn’t she say her father’s Indian and her mother’s from Sri Lanka or somewhere like that?”

      Their voices were getting lower. I leaned toward the door.

      “According to the documents I received, she was born in Kenya,” Mr. Mudenda said, rustling papers.

      “A Kenyan citizen then?” Nurse Rosa asked.

      “From what the police sent me, the parents were expatriate contractors.” Mr. Mudenda spoke slowly as if he was reading something. “They moved around the region, but they had no residential papers from anywhere. The only things we have are copies of their passports kept at the company.”

      “What about a birth certificate?” Nurse Rosa asked.

      “They’ve asked the Kenyan authorities, but that will take time. In the meantime, she doesn’t belong anywhere, I’m afraid.”

      “Tsk. Poor girl. She must be ten, not even,” Nurse Rosa said.

      “Eleven, I think,” Mr. Mudenda said. More rustling of papers.

      Hey, I’m twelve now and that’s almost thirteen.

      I peeked over the bed. My ruby red sandals, the last birthday gift from my parents, were still there. They looked worn and dusty now, though I’d only got them a few days ago.

      “What about school? Doesn’t she go to the international school?” Nurse Rosa asked.

      “That’s a boarding school, isn’t it?” Nurse Elizabeth said. “Maybe she can stay there for a while.”

      My heart dropped. I detested being at school during the day. I hated being the odd one out, the one everyone picked on. I couldn’t imagine living there around the clock, especially without my parents to escape to. I shook my head silently. No, please no.

      “Who’s going to pay for that expensive school?” Mr. Mudenda asked. “The company promised only to take care of the funeral arrangements and her trip back.”

      Trip? Back?

      “She tells us her home is here,” Nurse Elizabeth said. “Let’s see what a foster home could do, at least.”

      A wave of nausea washed over me. I pulled the blanket to my chin and curled my legs under me. Part of me didn’t want to hear this anymore. Another part wanted to run into that room and demand to know what they were planning to do with me.

      “Mesdames,” my social worker said. “She does have a family, and as far as the authorities are concerned, that is where she has to go.”

      “Hmph!” Both nurses snorted at the same time.

      “Didn’t they say they didn’t want the half-breed? That is what I heard,” Nurse Rosa said with a huff.

      “Yes, think of that now, Mr. Mudenda,” Nurse Elizabeth said.

      “Whether they like it or not, they'll have to take the girl,” Mr. Mudenda said. “And Asha will have to adjust.”

      Adjust to what? My head was hurting.

      “Habari!”

      Someone else had entered the room. I heard the usual Swahili pleasantries and a man’s deep voice, a voice that was in charge.

      “Did you tell the kid it’s an accident?” the man barked.

      

      I craned my neck to look, but couldn’t see a thing.

      

      “Don’t worry, sir. I’m handling this the best way I can.” Mr. Mudenda sounded strained now.

      

      “Funeral arrangements will be made here by the company, two days from now,” the man said.

      

      “I’ll take the girl with me,” Mr. Mudenda said. “She will need company.”

      “Shouldn’t we send the bodies back to the family?” Nurse Elizabeth asked.

      “They do not want them,” the man replied.

      “Oh!” Nurse Elizabeth gasped.

      “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.” Nurse Rosa always clicked her tongue when she wasn’t happy.

      I looked at the impala calendar on the wall where Nurse Rosa checked the days off every day. My parents would be buried on a Sunday.

      A flood of memories came to me.

      Sunday was our family day. It was the day my mother baked and I became her sous chef, piping creamy swirls onto little cakes. I’ll never forget the heavenly baking smells that wafted through our home those quiet Sunday mornings when we’d brew cups of steaming Ceylon tea and sit at the kitchen table with my father to taste my mother’s latest creations.

      No matter how bad the week had been, Sundays made the world all right again.

      “What kind of family is this, you have found?” Nurse Elizabeth’s angry voice came from the room.

      “Don’t be so quick to judge,” Mr. Mudenda said. “They’ve been in Africa for the past twelve years. Probably no one even knew this girl was alive.”

      “We can’t fly the bodies anyway,” the strange man said. He didn’t seem to be making any effort to lower his voice. “I was at the mortuary when they brought them in. Oh, man. Not something you want to see, I can tell you that.”

      “At least the commissioner said he will look into this business,” Mr. Mudenda said. “I just hope the company doesn’t start lobbying like they always do.”

      “Those bastards,” the man said. “Always interfering with our investigations.”

      

      Silence.

      

      “Are you going to escort us to the airport after the funeral?” Mr. Mudenda asked.

      

      “We’re going to drive you there, my friend,” the man replied with a chuckle. “Only the president gets an escort.”
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      It had been the longest flight of my life.

      I’d spent the whole time curled into a tight ball, staring out the tiny window, not seeing anything, my head buzzing. Why are they sending me there? Who’ll be on the other side? Am I going to see my home again?

      Throughout it all, one conversation had played in my head repeatedly.

      The caskets had remained closed at my parents’ funeral. All my parents’ colleagues and friends from Environ Africa had come, as well as Nurse Rosa, Nurse Elizabeth and Ms. Stacy, my teacher at the international school.

      The only people I hadn’t known were the five uniformed officers who stood silently, with their sunglasses on and hadn’t talked to anybody. I wondered why they were there, but no one was answering my questions that day. Not even Mr. Mudenda.

      When I’d asked to see my parents, he’d stammered something about it being a tradition that we weren’t supposed to open funeral caskets. But I’d noticed how he avoided my eyes when he said that.

      Nurse Elizabeth, who’d overheard me, gave me a big hug and asked me to go sit in the armchair in the funeral home director’s office. She left me there with a book and a cup of tea while the adults conferred next door where the coffins lay side by side.

      Later, neither Mr. Mudenda nor the faceless officer in shades who’d sat in the backseat of the police car answered any of my questions on our way to the airport.

      Mr. Mudenda kept trying to reassure me. He kept saying I was finally going home to a family who’d take care of me, that I was about to start a new life in an exciting country, and I must focus on school from now on and make new friends there. He promised I could visit when I got older and that I could come as often as I wished then. I noticed him wiping his eyes when he said this.

      I knew he was being kind, but my gut was tightening into a knot that told me something was very wrong. Something inside me knew he wasn’t telling the whole truth.

      I’d clenched his hand at the departure lounge. I hadn’t wanted to let go. Other than Nurse Elizabeth and Nurse Rosa, he’d been the only adult who seemed to care. I’d wished he’d adopt me and let me go to the local school with his son, Peace, instead.

      Just before walking through the security gates at the Dar es Salaam airport, I handed him a piece of paper on which I’d been scribbling for a few days. It was my goodbye letter to Chanda, which I’d written on hospital letterhead that reeked of Lysol.

      “You’ll find her at the market, won’t you? Promise?” I’d asked. “She’s my best friend in the whole world. I want her to know where I’m going.”

      “I promise,” Mr. Mudenda had said, squeezing my hand. “Go now, child. They’re waiting for you.”
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        * * *

      

      After the plane landed, I stayed crouched in the cocoon of my seat, even after everyone had taken their bags and walked out. Whatever was waiting for me outside terrified me. The last few people getting off glanced my way with funny looks, but I didn’t care. I curled up and waited—for what, I didn’t know.

      A flight attendant came and leaned over the seats toward me.

      "Namaste,” she said with a pretty smile, “you’re home.”

      Home? I looked at her blankly.

      "Everyone’s leaving. You have to as well, sweetie.”

      I shook my head. No, I don't want to go out there. I don't want to go anywhere.

      “You have family waiting for you in that building.” She pointed through my tiny window to the airport terminal. “You don’t want to keep them waiting now, do you?”

      Family?

      “Come on, sweetie.” She plucked my bag from the overhead bin and beckoned.

      I looked outside the window. Didn’t they say they didn’t want a half-breed?

      I couldn’t go back to where I came from, and I didn’t want to go where I was supposed to. The stewardess reached down and pulled me up gently by the hand. I didn’t have a choice. I uncurled my legs and stood up, feeling shaky. Holding my hand, she led me to the stairway of the plane.

      “There,” she said, “what a beautiful day it is today in Goa, isn’t it?”

      I looked out with fearful eyes.

      “Go on, now. I’m right behind you.”

      I took a timid step and licked my dry lips. The first thing that hit me was the heat—a heavy, humid, tropical heat that clung to my body for the rest of my stay in this country.

      The stench of jet fuel mixed with rotting garbage and the sweat from a billion people wafted into my nose. I almost gagged. The inside of the plane had been much nicer, but the stewardess was gently nudging me forward, down the stairs and onto the tarmac, step by step.

      There was a constant hum around us. Was it the rumble of jets taking off? Or the roar of ocean waves? I looked through the glass windows of the main airport terminal. Inside, all I saw were people—people, people, everywhere. The whole of India, it seemed, had descended on Goa’s International Airport that morning.

      Two young women were waiting for me at the arrival gate.

      One of them was a girl, just a few years older than me. She looked like me, but different. I remembered Mr. Mudenda’s preparatory words at the Dar es Salaam airport. That must be my cousin Preeti.

      Her skin was the color of milk chocolate and she had long black hair and dark brown eyes just like I did, but she wore a white school uniform and had a strange black dot in the middle of her forehead, both of which were foreign to me.

      Next to her stood a beautiful young woman wearing baggy pants and an oversized shirt that went down to her knees, the salwar kameez that my mother used to call the "Indian pant dress." That must be Aunty Shilpa.

      The two stood close side by side, with shy, embarrassed smiles on their faces. Preeti was carrying an awkward brown cardboard sign with "ASHA" written in squiggly letters. I didn’t know it then, but that was the first time either of them had stepped inside an airport.

      I stared at my newfound family. They stared back. The three of us stood apart, shifting from one foot to the other, unsure of what move to make next. It took me a whole minute to step toward them.

      Taking the bus to their home was a frightening experience.

      All those people I’d seen at the airport were now crammed inside the bus, I was sure. I didn’t need to hold on to anything because the jam-packed bodies kept me upright, so much so I could barely breathe. I couldn’t see much except for a man’s white shirt on my right, an unknown yellow sari in front, and Aunty Shilpa on my left.

      My suitcase had been precariously tied to the top of the bus with a ton of other luggage, baskets, and bags. With every swerve and jolt, I wondered if mine would fall off if it hadn’t already.

      In between strangers’ arms and waists, Aunty Shilpa held on to my hand and squeezed it now and then, to make sure I was still there. Preeti had been separated from us by a few people, but every few minutes, whenever an opening came up, she'd tilt her head to give me a curious smile. I smiled back. In relief.

      I began to relax a bit. Every time someone got off the bus and made some space, I got on my tiptoes to peek out the window and get a glimpse into this new and unfamiliar world.

      Outside, vehicles of all types and sizes were fighting for space on dirty streets. The pavement was overflowing with people. Where are they all coming from? When several people got off the bus, I glanced out to see a line of coconut trees swaying against a tropical blue sky, promising peace in this mass of crowds and confusion.

      My heart quickened.

      It was exciting to be in this peculiar new city, yet heartbreaking to know I’d left behind the only home I knew, back in Africa. It was reassuring to meet these new relatives of mine, yet devastating to know my parents were no longer with me.

      I seesawed between grief and fear, between curiosity for the new and dread at being in this strange land. And in the pit of my stomach lay that heavy knot that had formed after the car crash, that knot that told me what happened was wrong. Very wrong.

      Back at the airport, conversing in a mix of broken English and Konkani, together with hand gestures and facial expressions, Aunty Shilpa and Preeti managed to explain that we were going to my father’s old hometown of Vasco de Gama, where they lived.

      My new family comprised my grandmother, my cousin Preeti, the daughter of my father’s oldest brother, and Aunty Shilpa, who was my father’s youngest sister. I didn’t have to ask why my grandmother hadn’t come to the airport. I’d overheard Nurse Rosa and Nurse Elizabeth whispering in the little anteroom when they thought I was sound asleep.

      “Who asks for a bribe to take care of a grandchild, ha?” Nurse Rosa had said with a huff. “The company had to pay, can you imagine?”

      “That woman cares more for money than her own blood,” Nurse Elizabeth had said.

      I already knew I wasn’t going to be my grandmother's favorite.

      But I was glad to get off the crammed bus and onto the streets. We didn’t have to walk far to their one-bedroom apartment in a gray government complex.

      I smelled the heavenly scents of spices before I stepped through the door. Inside the apartment, squatting next to a stone fire stove was an old woman in a faded yellow sari and a gray bun on her head. Her face glowed from the fire.

      She barely looked up as we walked in, and when she did, her squinting eyes settled on my half-naked feet, strapped in my red sandals. With a loud snort, she turned back to her pot again.

      I stared at my new guardian.

      She was a small woman with shriveled-up skin that made her look like a human grape left to dry in the sun too long. Holding a wooden spatula in one hand and a fistful of herbs in the other, she stirred something that made my mouth water and my stomach rumble. She looked up again for a second to spit out, “Show the orphan where she’ll sleep,” and went back to her pot with a scowl.

      We tiptoed to the furthest edge of the room where Preeti put my bag down. Aunty Shilpa squeezed my shoulder and walked over to help our grandmother at the stove. I stood in the corner of the room, uncertain of my role, waiting for someone to give instructions on what I was supposed to do in this brand-new life thrust upon me.

      Aunty Shilpa rolled out a square bamboo mat and placed a stack of warm rotis in the middle. Preeti filled four glasses with water, and our grandmother piled the delicious-smelling curry into small plastic bowls.

      One look at the bowls and the roti and my stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten anything on the plane or the day before for that matter. I suddenly realized how hungry I was.

      Our grandmother picked up a bowl with a grunt and passed it to Aunty Shilpa. She picked up the second bowl and passed that to Preeti. Then, she picked one for herself and squatted on the mat to eat. That was when I realized she’d filled only three bowls.

      I stared at the big pot simmering with the yellow curry, wondering what to do. With a sigh, Aunty Shilpa took an empty cup from the drawer, scooped a spoonful of the curry into it, and handed it to me with a soft smile. I nodded my thanks and took it gratefully with both hands.

      Preeti and Aunty Shilpa ate silently, heads down. I sat cross-legged on the floor behind Preeti and dug into the curry with a piece of the warm roti. I took the first bite expecting to savor my first Indian meal, but I tasted only rejection.
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      If I’d believed my new school would save me, I was wrong.

      Aunty Shilpa had told me that in India, white symbolized purity, innocence, and goodness. And that, I was told, was why our school monitor wore a white sari to school every day. But to me, she was anything but.

      The monitor was a tall, thin woman with bony hands and a crooked nose, who answered to no one, other than the principal himself. Her face reminded me of a witch in one of my old storybooks, the one who almost had Hansel and Gretel for supper. She ran the school like an army boot camp. Even our teachers feared her.

      On my first day, I followed Preeti to the schoolyard where the teachers and students were lining up in rows. On a silent cue from the monitor in front, everyone took a rigid pose and began to sing the national anthem, followed by what I later learned was the school’s official song.

      The girls’ youthful voices rose in unison as they sang a cappella in harmony, the sound pleasantly bouncing off the school walls. I stood with my back straight and arms glued to my sides. I didn’t know the words to either song, so I put a serious look on my face like a soldier at attention.

      When the singing ended, an uneasy quiet fell over the school grounds.

      We must have been a hundred girls and teachers, but no one said a word. A few daringly shuffled their feet. Others glanced around anxiously. How strange it was to stand in silence, as the India I was beginning to know was notoriously noisy, a place where everything was declared at the highest volume, clamoring for the world to hear.

      The girls stood quietly in their rows, stiff as the queen’s guards I’d seen on TV. Each skirt pleat had been ironed into knife edges. Each shirt had been perfectly pressed. Everyone had the same hairstyle, separated in the middle, done up in plaits, and kept in place with coconut oil, which I could smell all around me.

      In contrast to the whitewashed military rows of the students, the teachers’ line in front was a dazzling rainbow of multicolor and sequins. While these new teachers of mine were striking, they were nothing like the larger-than-life women of the Uhuru market in Tanzania.

      My teachers looked more like my mother—skinnier and shorter and more subdued. Their dresses weren’t made of the bold kanga of the savannahs but of satin-soft fabric from Asia. Draped in scarves and saris that flowed to their toes, these teachers sashayed in their rows, golden nose rings glittering in the sun. I watched them in rapture, dreaming of the day I’d get to dress like that.

      The school monitor was walking down each row of students, stopping to inspect a pleat, a shirt collar, a hair plait. If anything was amiss, she rapped the girl’s knuckles with a long steel ruler, while the rest of the girls winced, thanking their stars she hadn’t picked on them.

      She noticed me halfway through my row. Ignoring the other girls in line, she marched toward me, holding her steel ruler up in the air like a samurai sword. She stopped in front of me with a snort that echoed off the school walls. My heart started to beat fast and my palms began to sweat.

      What does she want with me?

      The other girls stood silently, eyes straight ahead. The monitor’s beady eyes looked me up and down and stopped to give a penetrating look at my hair, which I’d done up exactly like every other girl in school that day. Her gaze went down to my shirt. I was wearing one of Preeti’s old uniforms. Though Aunty Shilpa had ironed it the night before, it had become wrinkled from squeezing into and out of a crowded bus that morning, but Preeti had helped me get most of the creases out by hand.

      The monitor’s eyes ran down my legs, widening as they settled on my feet. I had on my precious red-heeled sandals. These were the last things my parents had bought me and after all I’d gone through, they were what kept me grounded, what linked me to my former life. I only took them off to get into bed at night.

      The school monitor pointed at my hands and beckoned me to give them to her. With a feeling of dread, I opened my palms. I heard the steel ruler hit before I felt the cruel sting. She hit me not once, not twice, but seven times.

      Once the parade inspection was over, the girls got into small groups and wandered toward their classes, talking in muted tones. Preeti ran toward me and gave a gentle squeeze on my arm.

      “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, trying to hold back tears. The humiliation in my heart hurt far more than my throbbing hands.

      “I’m so sorry,” Preeti whispered. “Should have checked your shoes. Taking care of you is my duty. This is my fault.”

      I tried a weak smile and shook my head. “No, it’s fine,” I croaked. This had been my doing, not hers. And I’d paid the price.

      The school bell rang. Preeti squeezed my arm quickly again before running off to her classroom. I knew she couldn’t be late. I couldn’t either. I turned around and walked to my classroom alone, my face flushed.

      That was my first day.

      More often than not, I found myself alone in the back of the classroom during lunch. Preeti tried to get me to join her during breaks, but I couldn’t stand the whispering of the others. My cousin, a year older than I, had been coming to this school since grade one. She was also a popular girl here. Her hair was shiny, and blacker than midnight. Her kohl-lined eyes were large and round, and the dimple on her cheek was as endearing as her nature.

      Preeti knew what to say and do, when to say and do it, and to whom. And she was always reminding me: “Put that away, good girls shouldn’t eat in public.” “Stop skipping on the sidewalk. Girls don’t do that.” “That skirt’s too short. You can’t go out like that.” “Remember, I told you not to look at strange men. They’ll think you like them.”

      There were so many mind-numbing rules, I couldn’t remember them all. Next to the poised and cultured Preeti, I was a bumbling, odd curiosity—strange and alien, like the ugly duckling, but one that would never metamorphose into something better.

      Everyone called me “the foreign girl,” even the teachers. I thought I’d finally fit in, now that I was in India. I looked like everyone else around me, unlike at the international schools of Africa, but whenever I approached a girl to chat, others would stare and whisper, and some would point like I had chickenpox or something.

      It didn’t help that the school monitor made me her primary target.

      I left my red sandals behind and wore an old pair of white canvas shoes that belonged to Preeti after that first day, but she gave me no slack. If it wasn’t my shoes, it was my hair. If it wasn’t my hair, it was because I’d reverted to English, which happened whenever she came close.

      My brain stopped working when I got frightened, and the only language I could articulate was the one I’d grown up with. But as far as it concerned her, I was disobedient, so the steel ruler came out again and again.

      There was no place to hide, not even a quiet library like at my old international schools.

      There was one dusty shelf in a dark corner of my classroom, so during breaks, I’d sit on the floor and go through the books, teaching myself to read in languages I hadn’t known existed a year ago. Since my father’s language was Konkani and my mother’s was Sinhalese, English was their common lingo. While I knew a few words of Konkani and Tamil and could understand simple sentences, I struggled in class. I wished I’d asked my parents to teach me their languages. I wished they were with me. I missed them badly. I even missed my old school.

      But even those colossal African elephants couldn’t drag me back to my past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      A shrill whistle rang through the air, almost making me drop my books.

      “Hey, you! Com’ere! Wanna show you something. Haha!”

      We’d just come across a group of young men squatting next to their motorcycles in front of a bike store. They called out as soon they saw us. Preeti immediately bowed her head, and Aunty Shilpa grabbed her hand and mine and pulled us across the street. I hurried to keep up with them, not daring to look back at the leering men making lewd gestures.

      Strolling through town with Aunty Shilpa and Preeti was a nice change to staying stuck in the dreary apartment with an unwelcoming Grandma. But one thing bothered me, and that was how the men stared. They stared until we disappeared from view, so we ended up walking stiffly like we had bull’s eye marks on our backs and there was nothing we could do about it.

      Sometimes, the men would come close and brush against us. After a few times, I recognized the difference between an accidental bump on a crowded street and a deliberate, unwanted touch. When any of this happened to any of us, Preeti and Aunty Shilpa would cross the road hurriedly, pulling me away with them.

      I found it strange to be catcalled by men who were old enough to be my father. “Is this normal?” I asked them on my tenth day in Goa.

      “Happens every day,” Preeti said, with a defeatist shrug.

      The next day, Aunty Shilpa decided it was time to teach me Indian street smarts.

      It was a Sunday, the day when Grandma went to her various worshiping places and the three of us had the apartment to ourselves—the day when Preeti and Aunty Shilpa’s faces softened and their shoulders relaxed.

      The reason Grandma never took us with her was because girls were considered “dirty” and forbidden to enter religious places when menstruating. Not bothering to plan around our periods, Grandma went alone, which was perfectly fine with us.

      “Listen carefully now,” Aunty Shilpa instructed me in an officious tone. “When you walk outside, first, you cover your chest with your bag and hold it tight.”

      “Next, shove your elbows out and walk like this.” Aunty Shilpa did an exaggerated strut in front us, her plastic bangles jingling with every step. Preeti and I collapsed on the sofa laughing.

      “You look like a constipated chicken, Aunty Shilpa,” I said when I finally caught my breath.

      “You laugh, eh?” she said, with a mock stern look. “If you follow my instructions, no one will be eve-teasing you.”

      “Eve-teasing?” I asked. That was a new word for me.

      “Don’t you know anything?” Preeti said, throwing her hands in the air.

      “Is that when girls pick on you, like at school?”

      “No, it’s when boys follow you, call you, and touch you everywhere,” Preeti said, making a face, her beautiful eyes squinting in disgust.

      “You’re not a child anymore, Asha,” Aunty Shilpa said, looking serious. “Stay away from crowds. That’s where they corner you and you’ll get stuck.” Her voice broke, and she stopped to cough, holding her chest. She looked unwell, I thought.

      “And don’t look at men or boys in the eye,” Preeti said, pointing a finger at my eyes, almost poking me. “Because they’ll think you’re loose.”

      “Loose?” I frowned. My parents had used that word to describe what happened after we’d had some bad food at a roadside stall. “I’m feeling really loose,” my mother would warn my father in the front seat. “Find a restroom quick. That food had been lying under the sun all day.” Surely that can’t be what Preeti means, can it?

      “And if Grandma ever finds out a boy likes you, she will kill you,” Preeti said.

      I knotted my forehead, trying to figure this out. This new protocol was as perplexing as it was complex.

      “Yup,” Preeti bobbed her head from side to side, the Indian nod I was becoming familiar with, “last year, she beat me with the broom because the boy next door said hello to me. Aunty Shilpa grabbed the stick away or I’d be gone by now.”

      I stared at my cousin with my mouth open.

      “The most important thing to remember,” Aunty Shilpa said, wagging a finger, “is if anyone tries to talk to you, or tries to give you a ride, or says they have a nice present for you, walk away quickly. Walk away. Do you understand that?”

      I nodded.

      “Or you’ll disappear like Pushpa and Maya,” Preeti said.

      “Who’s that?”

      “They used to live upstairs,” Preeti said, pointing at the ceiling.

      “Where are they now?”

      “They got sold,” she said.

      “Sold?”

      “Uh-huh.” Preeti nodded. “A man from Mumbai came one day and said he had jobs for girls in a factory in the big city. He said they’ll make lots and lots of money and can send it to their families. Pushpa and Maya’s family signed them up. They wanted me to go with them, but I wanted to finish school first.”

      “What happened to them?”

      “A few months ago, our neighbor told us Pushpa was sold to a rich family in Dubai and Maya was sold to a family in Kuwait. They’re slaves now.”

      “Slaves?” My eyes widened. “Can’t they get out and come back?”

      “It’s not that easy,” Aunty Shilpa said, shaking her head. “Terrible things happen to girls who go to the Middle East. Even Lebanon, Qatar, and even Saudi Arabia.” She gave a shudder after that last name. “They treat girls worse than how we treat street dogs. They work day and night till they die or till someone kills them.”

      “Don’t you read the newspaper?” Preeti asked me.

      I shook my head. I was learning to speak the language but couldn’t read fully in Konkani yet, and I’d never heard such crazy stories when I lived in Africa.

      “They sell Sri Lankan girls to work in rich Arab houses, don’t you know?” Preeti seemed eager to share more of this horrifying news with me. “They’re kicked and beaten, and they have to serve the man at night too.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Preeti ignored me. “If anyone finds out you’re half Sri Lankan, they’ll get you too.”

      A cold shiver went down my spine.

      “The thing is, don’t believe strangers who make wonderful promises, okay?” Aunty Shilpa said. “Remember, no one can save you after you’re taken.”

      The cities of India seemed far more dangerous than the jungles of Africa.

      “Just be careful,” Aunty Shilpa said, seeing my fearful expression. “It’s different here.”

      Yes, things were different.

      The sky, the ocean, the people, the markets—even the cows were different. I felt as lost as Alice when she fell down the rabbit hole. In Goa, I was at a Mad Hatter’s tea party. Every. Single. Day.

      I remembered, on road trips in East Africa, how I saw cow herds grazing in fields that stretched to the horizon. They munched on grass, flicking flies with their tails, while their spear-wielding caretakers hovered around, keeping an eye out for cheetahs and hyenas.

      In contrast, the cows of India were lonely souls, vagabonds who loitered through the dusty streets with nothing to do but chew on rubbish. They sauntered unceremoniously in front of swanky hotels, surprising tourists. I felt sorry for these sacred cows, but it was the elephants that grabbed my attention.

      I’d seen the elephants in the vast savannah lands on safari trips with my parents. Watching the smaller Indian elephant haul logs on the streets one day, I wondered if anyone had succeeded in taming their wild cousins back in Africa.

      The thought of a skinny Indian mahout in a loincloth scampering up a thirteen-foot tusked African beast with ears flapping like giant sails made me laugh out loud. Preeti gave me a funny look. I smiled a sheepish smile and looked away. She’d never believe me if I told her about the extraordinary animals of Africa. My birthplace would be as strange to her as hers was to me.

      If Africa was big and bold with open skies, India was a claustrophobe’s nightmare. It was a constant tidal wave of colors, smells, and noises that rushed in and drenched me to the bone. The brightly colored saris of women walking by clashed with the brown rags of the beggars on the streets.

      The sharp, acrid smell of incense burning mixed with the tang of marigold garlands strung together to be offered as gifts to the gods. Then, there were the honks from buses, toots from rickshaws, rings from bicycles, and the incessant sound of people everywhere. The cacophony was deafening and there was no escape.

      Preeti, Aunty Shilpa and I spent every Sunday afternoon together when Grandma was busy worshiping her many gods and Aunty Shilpa didn’t have to work. We’d sit cross-legged on the beach, licking pineapple ice pops to keep cool, with Aunty Shilpa’s scarf acting as a thin beach blanket. While we people-watched, we kept an eye on the time so Grandma wouldn’t get mad at us for coming home late.

      We’d watch European tourists in Speedos stroll along the beach next to locals in full-length dress pants, shirt, and tie, looking good but sweltering under the tropical sun. Local women would dip into the waves fully clothed in silky saris right next to tourists in micro bikinis.

      We didn’t dare go in the water ourselves, partly because the ocean terrified Aunty Shilpa and partly because they told me Grandma would beat us if she got a whiff of the sea salt on us.

      So instead, we’d cross the street to the market, ducking double-decker buses, concrete trucks, three-wheelers, two-wheelers, and even the occasional stray cow. Here, we’d discover sidewalks covered with brassware, children's’ toys, cheap mobile phones, and T-shirts made at the nearby garment factory.

      Some vendors put bamboo mats outside their stores to dry red chilies, which made me sneeze if I got too close. Woven baskets lined the streets, filled to the brim with sweet-smelling guavas, papayas, mangoes, rambutan, and passion fruit that made my mouth water every time I walked by.

      Enchantments awaited us inside the mysterious spice stores where mounds of gold saffron were piled on tables like miniature pyramids. The one thing I didn’t find in the stores of Goa was gulab jamun balls sprinkled with gold dust, real gold dust, those luxury sweets Shanti from my international school in Tanzania had boasted about. I never stopped looking for them.

      Every little shop we walked by played transistor radio music, each song blending into the next as we strolled along the street. The songs I heard were not the sonorous African drumbeats that made your heart thump and the ground shake. They weren’t the soulful Bollywood tunes where the hero and heroine wrapped themselves around a tree and looked achingly into each other’s eyes, either.

      The music of Goa was fast, light, and fun. It made me want to jump up and wiggle my hips, like the Sri Lankan Baila my mother used to listen to as we baked on Sunday mornings.

      Everywhere we went, we saw tourists. Some looked like they’d just arrived. Others looked like they’d come decades ago, still dressed as they did in the sixties. While my father had badly wanted to escape Goa, this place seemed to be where everyone in the world was escaping to.

      And why wouldn’t they?

      The skies above were permanently painted iris blue, speckled with puffs of cotton candy clouds. The water was an exquisite indigo hue and enchanting coconut mangroves littered the bays that curved along the city.

      Aunty Shilpa told me Goa was where the Portuguese had come hundreds of years ago but had never left. In Goa, East and West blended so you were never sure where one ended and the other began. Snow-white, staid cathedrals stood proudly next to multihued Hindu temples, their facades covered in half-dressed figurines doing impossible poses. A mishmash of architecture. A mishmash of religions.

      Grandma, like everyone else, went for catholic mass and, on her way back, stopped by the hindu temple to offer a flower garland to the other gods. When she got home, she’d light an incense stick for the shrine above her bed that contained a statue which looked suspiciously like a big-bellied buddha. It was all very confusing.

      Though she worshiped at several churches to many gods, none of them seemed to soothe her angry heart. She found fault in everything. She lashed out at anyone about anything on a moment’s notice, and she saved her worst wrath for me.

      On my first day, I learned my job was to help her cook and do the kitchen work. I smiled when I heard about my chores as I couldn’t have asked for anything better. This also meant I was being useful. I felt, maybe, just maybe, I’d soon belong.

      But I learned quickly that wouldn’t be easy. On my second day, she gave a stinging slap on my cheek for taking too long to bring in water from the outside tap. The next day, she slapped me harder for not putting enough salt in the curry. The day after that, she slapped me for dropping the big black pot. I hadn’t been prepared to feel the heat of the iron cauldron on my fingers, but that was only an excuse for her.

      Grandma was strong for a small woman. When she slapped me one day, because I’d mistakenly picked a roti from the communal plate using my left hand, I reeled back and tripped over the stove, making my curry bowl spill to the ground. There I sat, too ashamed to move, shaking while she shouted and called me a “savage girl.” She made me clean it all up and go straight to bed without supper. That night, I swallowed my sobs.

      It was nights like these I remembered the old times, life with my parents. I’d stare up at the ceiling and bring up long-forgotten memories, my mother’s sweet smile, my father’s kind words. I imagined the car crash as a nightmare I’d dreamed up on a sleepless night.

      Though I knew in my bones they were gone forever and in a terrible way yet unknown to me, my mind conjured up images of them being alive back in Tanzania. Some nights, I even pretended they were coming to join me in Goa. One day. Soon.

      Despite the leering men and Grandma’s sharp slaps, Goa was exhilarating, overflowing with sounds, colors, smells, life. What at the beginning of my stay had felt overwhelming, was now invigorating. Though I didn’t know it then, my stay in this country would be short-lived. But at the beginning, it was a welcome distraction from ruminations over my parents’ deaths.

      But I hadn’t seen the dark underbelly of this town. Yet.
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      I’d just got off the school bus when I heard the commotion.

      I whipped my head around and saw three teens surrounding the beggar woman at the bus station. I stopped and watched with a feeling of dread rising in me. I’d been in Goa for more than a year now and had seen these mob scrums before, but this time, something told me it was worse than usual.

      “Weirdo!” one of the boys said to the beggar, almost spitting in her face.

      “Sicko!” said the second boy, making an ugly face.

      “You twisted freak!” the third boy taunted, pretending to punch her head. The woman ducked, her eyes wide in fear.

      “Freak! Freak!” they hooted. The boys whistled and danced around her while she crouched low, shielding her head.

      This beggar woman was what Grandma called a “dirty hijra from the north.” When I described her to my teachers, they told me she was “most probably a transgendered person relocated from Delhi.”

      She’d arrived in town two months ago, and sat cross-legged in a corner of the station in her pink sari, playing haunting melodies on her bamboo flute. From the way she closed her eyes and the way her chest moved up and down when she played, I could see her soul was wrapped around that music. I wanted to close my eyes too, whenever I heard her play.

      Against all advice from Preeti about talking to strangers, let alone beggars, I started chatting with her while we waited for the school bus to arrive. One morning, as Preeti was greeting her girlfriends at the bus stop, I walked over and said hello. She responded in kind. She told me she was from Mumbai and her name was Meena.

      Meena’s voice was rough and low, and her shoulders, visible through the sheer sari wraps, were muscular, but her face showed another side. Her black lined eyes were soft and her heavy lipsticked smile was warm, and through it all, it was clear she wasn’t much older than Aunty Shilpa. She wore cheap makeup on her face, but that didn’t cover the scar on her cheek. “A knife scar,” Preeti explained, before going on a monologue about how good girls don’t go talking with street beggars.

      That evening, I saved up a roti from my dinner plate, wrapped it carefully in newspaper, and hid it in a corner of Grandma’s kitchen. The next morning, I packed it quietly in my school satchel and brought it with me to the bus station. I never forgot Meena’s smile when I handed it to her. The roti was nothing more than a few dry bites, but I knew it wasn’t the food that made her smile.

      I was as foreign to this place as she was, and that formed an unspoken bond between us.

      The teens harassing her were a mainstay at the station and had been there ever since I started school a year ago. We usually found them squatting like vultures hunkering for prey on the concrete barrier at the station, under the big yellow sign that said, “Good and Fast Immigration Broker.”

      Some days, they threw pebbles at incoming buses to get a rise out of the overworked, short-tempered bus drivers. Other days, they used slingshots to shoot pebbles at schoolgirls disembarking from the buses. The worst was their hollers to “come closer,” be their “friend,” or “touch this.”

      All three boys lived in our apartment compound so we knew who they were, but Preeti and I gave them special names. The oldest was Nuthead, the biggest of the three. He wore a dirty, oversized sarong, a square piece of cloth wrapped around the waist and hiked up to the knees to make it easy to walk.

      In that neighborhood, what you wore showed how close you were to manhood. Shorts were for boys, pants were for teens, and sarongs were for men. In my mind, though, none of these juveniles were close to becoming men anytime soon.

      Scratchy liked to rub himself between his thighs whenever he saw girls. He was as thin as a rake and was always holding his ratty pants up with one hand. “Doesn’t he know what a belt is for? What a twit,” Preeti had said in exasperation one day when Scratchy had been particularly annoying. He heard her and hollered right back, “It’s to thrash you girls to a pulp, that’s what!” That day, we ran home so fast, I got a cramp in my thighs.

      Fartybag was the short and chubby one, and with his curly mop of hair, he looked younger than his friends. He always wore a faded Rambo T-shirt and had a tendency to urinate on the concrete barrier in public view. Even while doing so, his head would swivel around looking for girls to whistle at, while we tried to scurry out of his view.

      No one complained or called the authorities about these boys. The other girls didn’t seem to notice anything. Whenever the boys catcalled, they clutched their books against their chests and hastened their steps to duck under the bus shelter, eyes downcast—like good girls were supposed to.

      They pretended nothing was happening, but they got picked on too—on the street, at the school, at the bus stop, even inside the bus. The worst was inside the bus.

      Some days, when I got stuck in the middle of a sweaty, smelly crowd, I’d feel a slimy arm rub on my chest, or worse, a hand crawl up my leg underneath my skirt. When that happened, I’d scrunch my body and stop breathing. I’d feel like I wanted to puke. I’d pretend it wasn’t happening. I’d pray for it to stop. I knew I needed to say something, cry for help, but every time, my voice disappeared.

      The minute the bus lurched to a stop or people moved even one inch, I’d push through the walls of sarongs and saris to get away from the creepy hands. On those days, I’d walk home feeling sick to my stomach, angry at the world until I got home and buried the nauseating memories under my pillow.

      The three teens at the bus stop were getting louder.

      “You dirty thing!” Fartybag yelled at the beggar woman.

      “I will show you how to be a woman!” Scratchy shouted, making Meena crouch lower.

      “I will trash you just like a woman!” Nuthead said with an ugly laugh.

      Normally Preeti would be with me, but that day, Aunty Shilpa had forced her to stay home to recover from a bad flu. The other girls had walked away quickly as soon as they’d seen what was happening. I wanted to say something, but I didn’t know what.

      I looked around. There were adults near the station. They saw but took a wide berth to avoid the commotion. Three bus drivers on their breaks were squatting nearby, playing cards, absorbed in their game.

      I ran up to them.

      “Excuse me,” I said. “Please?”

      One of them looked up and squinted.

      “Those boys are shouting at Meena,” I said, pointing. “Can you do something?”

      The men snickered.

      “They said they’re going to hit her!”

      “What business is that of yours?” One man waved his hand dismissively.

      “Go home, girl, and stop bothering grown-ups,” another said, not looking up. He slapped a card down with gusto. “Aha!” he said, and the others turned back to the game like I wasn’t even there.

      I looked up to see Nuthead punch Meena on the head. For real, this time.

      “Aii!” she screeched, her face contorted in fear as Nuthead’s arm went up for another blow.

      “Hey!”

      The blow came down, harder this time. Meena quivered on the ground.

      “Stop that!” I yelled running toward the group, my arms waving. “I said, stop it!”

      The boys turned and stared.

      “Leave her alone!” My voice was firm. My legs were solid. My hands were fists.

      Fartybag was looking at me, his mouth open.

      “Huh?” Scratchy said, his hand paused in the air, forgetting to scratch himself for an instant, making his pants fall a few dangerous inches lower.

      “What did you say?” Nuthead asked with a scowl.

      “I said, leave her alone!” It felt good to stand up to them, to tell them how I truly felt for once.

      Fartybag snorted.

      “Oooh. Stop it,” Scratchy jeered.

      “Stop hitting her or I’ll tell my monitor!” I said, looking at each of them right in the eye.

      “Is that right?” Scratchy said. “I’m so very scared of your m-o-n-i-t-o-r.”

      “She’ll show you,” I said. “You big, fat bullies!”

      Nuthead’s face turned dark. “I’ll teach you to talk to us like that,” he said in a low warning voice. He took a step toward me.

      “No!” It was Meena, gesticulating behind him. “Run, Asha, run!”

      I watched in dread as Nuthead strode toward me. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so solid anymore.

      I was trying to decide which way to run when a series of loud pops came from Fartybag. He’d surprised Preeti and me on more than one occasion with his personal noises. Normally, we’d cover our mouths and walk away, snickering, but I didn’t feel like laughing now.

      But that stopped Nuthead in his tracks. He and Scratchy turned and looked at Fartybag.

      “Wowzer! That was a big one!” Nuthead said, crinkling his nose.

      “Ha, ha, ha!” Scratchy laughed. “You’ll stink us to death!”

      “You’re all so disgusting,” I said, without realizing I’d said it out loud. With all the laughing around me, I didn’t hear Fartybag race toward me. Faster than a cheetah, he was within inches of my face, backing me against the station wall.

      I looked at him in surprise. He normally shuffled when he walked, always behind the other two, slow to move and slow to think.

      “Don’t you laugh at me, girl!” he shouted, pointing a stubby finger at me. His face was beetroot red, either from the exertion of running the few steps or from the fury at being made fun of.

      “I wasn’t laughing at you,” I said, looking at him squarely. “It’s your friends who’re laughing at you.”

      Behind him, I could hear Meena beseeching him to leave me alone and for me to get out now.

      “You talk back to me?” Fartybag said. “I’m gonna punish you!” His black eyes bored into mine.

      “Back off!” I said, looking straight back into his eyes. My blood was pumping through my veins and my breath was coming fast and furious. Something strong, something like a steel thread, was weaving through my spine.

      Fartybag’s friends were hollering behind him.

      “Get her!”

      “Show her who’s boss!”

      “She’s only a stupid girl.”

      Fartybag thrust his hands up and slammed me against the wall. “I’ll teach you to make fun of me!” he said. I could smell his breath, a vile mixture of cigarettes and curry.

      That steel thread had become stronger. Without hesitating an instant, I clenched my right hand into a fist and swung my arm up. I punched Fartybag’s nose, just like I’d learned in my martial arts classes at the international schools.

      Upper hook. Right on that soft target.

      Fartybag gave me a startled look.

      I raised my arm and punched again. Harder.

      He clutched his nose and backed away groaning.

      I stepped forward, fist still in the air. He stepped backward, still holding his nose, staring at me confused.

      There was silence as his friends took in what had happened.

      I stood immobile, staring at my clenched hand in surprise. Did I just hit him? Twice? I looked fearfully at the other boys, who were now staring at me in shock. Behind them, Meena was on her feet, her hands on her head, looking at me in a mixture of awe and confusion.

      “She-dog who came out of the back of a mongrel,” Fartybag mumbled, glaring at me.

      They’re going to kill me.

      I was about to run when Nuthead blocked me. I turned and bumped right into Scratchy.

      “Where you going?” he said, with a nasty grin on his face.

      “You think we will let you go after you hit our friend?” Nuthead said. He was standing with his arms crossed, smiling, but it wasn’t a nice smile. Before I could blink, he pulled the satchel off my shoulder, ripped it open and threw my books on the ground.

      “Hey!” I said, grabbing my empty satchel back. “Give that back!”

      He picked up my history book, tore it, stomped on it, and spat on the ripped pile of paper. “Go tell your monitor now!” he said, while the other two surrounded me, howling with laughter.

      I bent down to pick up my books. Just as I stooped, I felt a sharp kick on my thigh.

      “Ouch!”

      Someone tried to pull down my skirt. I heard it rip.

      “Hey!” I straightened up quickly, clutching my skirt. “Get away from me!”

      “Ha, ha!” The boys were enjoying the show. That’s when Nuthead grabbed my chest.

      “Booby! Booby!”

      “Stop that!” I let my books fall to the ground and hugged myself to stop them from touching me.

      They laughed.

      I ducked around Nuthead before he could grab me again.

      And, I ran.

      I ran out of the station and onto the main road, my heart pounding like mad.

      “Get her!” I heard Scratchy call out to his friends.

      “She’s mine!” Nuthead yelled.

      
        
        I doubled my speed.
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      “Oy!”

      I stopped and bent over, hyperventilating.

      I prayed it was a police officer, a teacher, someone in authority. I’d have been happy to see our school monitor, but the voice was coming from an obese, middle-aged man, wearing nothing but a faded blue sarong.

      “Oy!” he shouted again.

      I froze. It was the candy store man whom Preeti and I saw as we passed his store on our way to school every day. His shop was dark and dank, with see-through candy jars on the counter and a million forbidden knickknacks on the shelves. Pictures of Hindu gods hung on the walls, and long incense sticks stuck out of glass jars filled with sand, their gray smoke swirling up and around the gods, making them look ethereal.

      The candy store man had a huge handlebar mustache that covered his entire upper lip, and his face was pockmarked like someone had gone digging on his skin. Though his sweets looked tempting, we didn’t dare step into his store. Preeti, who’d do anything for a candy bar or piece of chocolate, wouldn’t even look his way. His shop looked like just the place where our nightmares would come alive. And he looked exactly like the bogeyman of our imaginations.

      He was standing at the doorway of his confectionery shop now, a grass broom in his hand and a scowl on his face. I’d dashed right through the dirt he’d carefully swept out of his shop, scattering dust, food crumbs, and loose paper all over the place.

      “Oh!” I said, seeing the mess I’d made. “I’m so s…sorry.”

      He glared.

      Behind me, I could hear the boys getting closer. I looked around desperately. Before I could make a move, the candy store man stomped out of his shop and grabbed me by the arm.

      “Hey!” I yelled. “Let go!” I struggled, my empty satchel falling to the ground and making the dust fly.

      He pulled me inside the store. I wriggled, trying to get away, but he was too strong. He heaved me toward the store counter and plunked me on a wooden stool. The smell of incense was so strong, it choked me. My heart was beating so loudly I felt my chest would burst open.

      “Konkani?” the man said, stooping down till he was level with my eyes.

      His mouth was dripping with red juice and smelled of something putrid. I pulled back in disgust. From the red gobs and splats of spit all over the streets of Goa, it seemed every man in this city was addicted to the betel nut. Right then, it looked like blood. His hairy arms and chest made him look like a gorilla from the jungles of the Congo. I was sure I was about to be devoured. My throat went dry. I barely managed to shake my head.

      “You not from here?” he said, more to himself than me. The boys were at the store now. I could hear them whooping outside, which meant they’d found my satchel. I wasn’t sure which was worse, being chased by the boys outside or being held captive by the bogeyman inside.

      “Found you!” Scratchy came inside first, followed by his friends, all short-winded but smug.

      “You’re so dead,” Fartybag said.

      Nuthead sauntered in behind them like he owned the place.

      My heart started to pound like mad.

      The boys were looking at me with hideous smirks on their faces. I turned to look at the candy store man, who was regarding the boys like they were an infestation of insects. I was trapped. I glanced around quickly. The back of the store looked scarier. Who knows what’s back there? The steel in my spine was still strong. I had only one thought in my mind. I’m getting out of here alive. I jumped from the stool and grabbed the broomstick from the candy store man’s hands.

      “Hey!” he said, startled. “What’re you doing, girl?”

      “Get away from me!” I yelled at him. His eyes widened in surprise.

      Holding the broom like a spear, I jumped toward the boys. They jerked back.

      “Hey!” Nuthead yelled.

      “Whoa!” Scratchy said, holding his hands up.

      “Stop!” Fartybag covered his face.

      “No, you stop!” I shouted, reverting to English, the only language that came to my tongue when I was cornered. “I’m sick of you lot!” I shouted, slashing the air with my weapon. “I’m sick and tired of you picking on us. I’m sick and tired of you yelling at us every day. You bunch of creepy perverts!”

      No one said a word. They just stood and gaped.

      “You picked on poor Meena. I can’t believe you hit her. She’s a beggar! Just a poor beggar and you hit her! How could you do that? How dare you? You horrible, donkey-brained, stupid turkey-cowards!”

      I’d run out of expletives, so I glowered at them instead, my broomstick still aimed at their necks. I was sure they hadn’t understood a word I’d said, but when I took a step forward, the boys scrambled over each other and bunched up in a corner of the store.

      “Ha ha ha!”

      I turned around to see the candy store man laughing, head thrown back, his belly jiggling like Jell-O. “Oooh,” he said finally, holding his stomach with one hand and wiping his eyes with the other. “Oooh.”

      He reached a hand toward me in slow motion. I watched him warily. “Give,” he said, pointing at the broom. I didn’t budge. He motioned at the door and gave the Indian sideways head nod. “You, go.”

      It took me a few seconds to release my grip on the broom. He leaned over and plucked the stick from my hands.

      “Go,” he said with that sideways nod again.

      Keeping an eye on him and the boys, I stepped backward, toward the open doorway. When I got to the door, the candy store man thrust the broom up, like our school monitor held out her steel ruler every morning, and turned toward the boys.

      Their eyes widened with fear.

      “You boys!” The candy store man raised his voice. “If I see you run after little girls again, I’ll whip you so hard your hide will remember my broomstick for the rest of your life. You understand?”

      Scratchy’s face went white, Nuthead didn’t know where to look and Fartybag slinked into the wall.

      “This is how you treat your sister? Huh? Your cousin? Your mother? You ignorant idiots!” The candy man gestured dangerously with the broom. “You think you’re so smart to run after little girls? I will teach you smart!” He took a menacing step forward.

      Fartybag squealed.

      I didn’t wait to see. I stepped out of the doorway, picked up my satchel and raced home like the wind.
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      “Aunty Shilpa! Preeti!” I crashed through the doors of our apartment, panting loudly. “You have no idea what just happened!”

      Preeti was lying on the sofa and gave me a weak smile. Aunty Shilpa was pressing our school uniforms in a corner of the room and Grandma was hunched over the fire, as usual, stirring a clay pot that was sizzling with spicy potato masala, making the whole apartment smell divine, quelling any other odors coming our way.

      My father’s family had moved out of the slums and into this government-built complex a long time ago, as part of a program to give slum dwellers a better life. “A Change for the Better,” was the program’s slogan, Aunty Shilpa told me.

      Their new apartment was on the ground floor of the complex and wasn’t far from the communal toilets. Some days, the smell was overpowering, but at least, Aunty Shilpa said, there was a tap with running water outside, a roof over their heads, and four walls, though part of it was already crumbling. “They just wanted our votes,” Grandma grumbled every time something stopped working.

      Living here was a change for me too. After having had only two parents to fight over one bathroom every morning, I now waited in long lines with the women and girls of the ten other families on our floor. All for a two-minute cold shower that trickled brown water, and for the use of the dirty hole in the ground that was our common toilet.

      I turned to Preeti. “You know those boys at the bus station⁠—”

      Grandma looked up sharply. “What boys?” She turned and glared at me. Her eyes were milky white with cataracts, but sometimes I swore she saw better than any of us. “Are you talking to boys now?”

      “No, Grandma, I didn’t talk to them. They were being really mean to me, so I told them off.”

      “Told them off?”

      “Did you do anything naughty now?” Aunty Shilpa asked.

      “No, they started it. They were shouting at Meena. They even hit⁠—”

      “Who’s Meena?” Grandma snapped.

      Preeti sat up quickly and shot me a warning look. “She’s a girl in our school.”

      Preeti was sitting on the frayed sofa that doubled as our bed at night. She looked pale from the flu she’d been fighting all week. On her lap was her secret diary, a small pink book with hearts all over the cover. She told me it held her dreams. No one was allowed to touch it, not even Grandma. She took it with her everywhere she went, to school, to the beach, even to the market.

      Preeti was a shy girl who stuck close to her friends. Her mother had died in childbirth and her father, my father’s oldest brother, had been crushed by an errant machine at the stone quarry where he’d worked. Unlike me, she didn’t seem to miss them much. Maybe, it was because she never had a chance to know them well.

      For Preeti, school and books were everything—her whole life. She had a brain and dreamed of becoming a pediatrician, or a “baby-doctor” as she called it. I was sure she’d succeed as she was always first in her class in all subjects, except for English. I held that honor now.

      The adrenaline from my scrimmage with the boys was still hot in my veins. I was bursting to tell my story to someone. Anyone. I plopped down next to Preeti on the sofa bed.

      “You know those boys who pick on us every day?” I said. Preeti nodded. “When I got off the bus today, I saw them hitting Mee…I mean, that girl. She looked really scared and no one was helping her, so I shouted at them and told them to stop.”

      “You didn’t!” Preeti said, drawing in a sharp breath.

      “They came after me too. Nuthead pushed me and Fartybag tried to hit me, but I hit him first, right on the nose.” My voice has gotten louder. “I hit him twice!” I suddenly realized what I’d done and grinned to myself. It feels good to fight back. “I hit him really, really hard.”

      Aunty Shilpa was staring with her mouth open. Grandma was staring too, but her look was of severe disapproval.

      “What’s this nonsense you are talking, child?” Grandma asked.

      “They were awful, Grandma,” I said. “They threw my books on the floor and pulled my skirt. It was horrible. They called me bad names and I shouted at them to stop but they didn’t listen.” My words tumbled out haphazardly, and it took some effort not to revert to English. “I ran away and when I got to the candy store, I took the candy store man’s broom and stuck it to the boys. The man helped me even.”

      “You mean the bogeyman?” Preeti asked, eyes as wide as saucers.

      “Yes, but he’s a good man. You should never judge someone by how they look, Preeti,” I admonished my cousin. “Anyway, he tried to help me. And the boys got really scared.”

      “I tell you!” Grandma banged the pot with her spoon, making us jump. “What’s wrong with this girl?”

      “You’re just making this up, aren’t you?” Aunty Shilpa said quickly, her eyes steady on mine as if trying to tell me something. “You’re just telling us a story, right?”

      “No, no,” I said, shaking my head vigorously. “It really happened, just now. I swear. Look at my skirt. Look at what they did.” I pointed at the rips on my clothes and the red scrapes on my knees. “It was a big fight.”

      “Fight?” Grandma spat.

      “I had to defend myself,” I said. “There were three of them.”

      “My Lord, have mercy on this idiot of a girl. She knows nothing about honor,” Grandma said to the ceiling.

      “Honor for what?” I said.

      “Honor for what?” Grandma looked flabbergasted I’d even asked the question.

      “I don’t know what you were taught in those African schools, but it is different here,” she said. “Good girls don’t go running around in the streets talking to boys. A girl always bows to the gods and sadhus of the temple, then to her parents, and then to her husband. That is how she becomes respectable. If you don’t know that, you are as good as a mongrel on the street.”

      I looked at Aunty Shilpa and Preeti. Both had eyes downcast.

      “That is our culture.” Grandma jabbed the potatoes violently. “Listen to me and learn to become a good Indian girl for once.”

      Grandma owned India’s culture. There was only one way, and that was her way.

      “I told you about eve-teasing, Asha,” Aunty Shilpa said in a soft voice. “You just need to be more careful, dear.”

      Aunty Shilpa was the careful one.

      She was also our aunt and therefore, responsible for us girls. She was my father’s youngest sibling and only sister, barely twenty when I met her. She looked like an older Preeti with her long black hair framing her heart-shaped face. Her midnight-black eyes and long eyelashes made it look like she was wearing makeup, though she couldn’t afford any. Her hair was done in one thick braid that hung down to her knees.

      If Preeti was pretty, Aunty Shilpa was beautiful. Though she had lines on her brow and calluses on her hands from overworking, men were always following her on the streets.

      Her much older husband had died six months earlier. Childless and husband-less, she was now as good as a leper. No one wanted her near their home for fear of the bad luck she could bring. Normally, a family would never accept a widow back into their home, so she had been one of the lucky ones, I was told. Back in the village, she told me one day, she’d have been burned the same day they cremated her husband. I took a sharp breath.

      “You mean like Princess Aouda?” I asked.

      “Who’s this Princess Ooda?” she said, wrinkling her brow.

      “Oh, no one special,” I said, remembering Aunty Shilpa couldn’t read. “Just a story I read a long time ago.” The stories in my father’s favorite book, Around the World in Eighty Days, had been so fantastic I was sure they lived only in the wild imagination of its author. To learn something so ghastly happened in real life was shocking.

      “That would have made me respectable and revered,” Aunty Shilpa said wistfully.

      Burned and dead too, I thought with a shudder. “But it wasn’t your fault your husband died,” I said. “It was an accident, so how can they blame you?”

      “That’s not the point,” Aunty Shilpa said, looking at me with sad eyes. She sighed. “You’re just a child. You’ll understand when you’re older.”

      “I still think it’s wrong,” I said. “Fogg thought it was wrong too.”

      “Who’s this fog? You think too much about these things, Asha,” she said. “Only the gods can know what’s right and wrong.”

      “Then how can they let girls burn like that?”

      Aunty Shilpa paused and bit her lip. Maybe she realized how strange her statement had been.

      “And how come the police don’t stop this sort of bad things from happening?” I asked.

      Aunty Shilpa sighed loudly. “If you have enough money, you can pay them to not see anything.” She paused. “They don’t work for poor people like us.”

      “Are you serious?” I said.

      “If it makes you feel better,” she said, with another sigh, “the ashrams take in widows these days. They don’t burn them anymore, at least in the city.”

      Yes, I’d seen these women and their children begging near the temple. Whether in a village or in a city, a widow’s life ended at her husband’s pyre. But Grandma had been kind. She’d taken Aunty Shilpa in even though she was almost an untouchable. That Aunty Shilpa had found a job cleaning toilets in a luxury hotel right on the beach, one teeming with rich Western tourists who liked to give big tips, wasn’t such a bad thing.

      Aunty Shilpa was the only breadwinner in the family and Grandma knew exactly which side her chapati was buttered.

      “Always talking back, always running around and blackening our family name,” Grandma was talking angrily to her pot now. “What will the neighbors think? They will spit on me one of these days.” She banged the spoon on her pot again, making us all jump. “That is what happens when you take in a foreign girl. A good Indian mother would teach her these things. The problem with this girl is she has too much of her mother’s blood. That is the problem.”

      I pulled back like I’d been stung.

      “Sri Lanka’s not like India,” This time she looked at me as she spoke. “No rules, no traditions, no respectability. Savages. That’s what your mother was.”

      “How can you say that?” I blurted out. “Stop disrespecting my mama!”

      “Oh, Lord Vishnu!” Grandma cried as she stood up, her old bones cracking with every move. She walked toward me, holding her curry-soaked wooden spoon high. “Oh, my Lord, save this girl!”

      I watched her come close in dread. Grandma bent down and slapped my thighs hard. I winced.

      “When will this stupid girl learn?” She towered over me, waving her spoon. “Look at your skirt! Like those tourist girls who come here wearing next to nothing. Are you going to start running around naked like them?” She glared. “You think you’re a white girl? This is why the boys follow you and talk to you. Because you make them.”

      “Make them?” I asked.

      “I should make you stay home and learn to cook and clean like all the other little girls. Maybe it’s time to stop you going to school!”

      I stared at her. Didn’t she hear anything I’d said?

      “If you were a boy, I would already give you a proper beating!”

      I looked up at Grandma, standing in front of me with her hands on her hips and a frown on her face, looking like she’d grown into a giant over the past few minutes. I’d been preparing to tell her about my schoolbooks, the ones on the ground at the bus station, dirty and spat on, but decided this wasn’t the time for that news. I glued my knees together and sat straight, just like a good little Indian girl.

      “But Grandma,” I said in my most respectful voice, “I was only trying to defend myself.”

      Ignoring me, she walked back to her pot, muttering to herself, “It’s time to take care of this footloose girl for good.”
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      If anyone had been footloose, it had to be my father.

      My father had always dreamed of seeing the world. He never talked about his childhood, but I knew it had been very different from mine.

      The fastest way to annoy him was to beg for pocket money. “You are spoiled, my child,” he’d mutter, doling out a few shillings. “There were days when I didn’t have anything to eat when I was your age.”

      Is that really true? I’d wonder but didn’t dare ask.

      My father wasn’t much of a talker—unless he was preaching to me about school. Those Sunday mornings when I baked with my mother were the best times to ask my burning questions.

      “Why didn’t Papa have enough food to eat when he was a kid?”

      “Is India really hot? Is it like the Kalahari desert?”

      “Can we visit Sri Lanka one day?”

      “Did your mama teach you to bake when you were a girl?”

      “Have you ever eaten a gulab jamun with real gold sprinkles?”

      Little by little, between sifting flour and mixing dough, my mother told me about herself and my father, how they met, their childhoods, and their lives before me. When she told me her stories, I listened enthralled, only paying half attention to my baking chores.

      As a young boy growing up in India, my father used to watch the enormous ships that came into the harbor. He stared in wonder at the strange pale-skinned travelers who spilled onshore with their cameras and wide-brimmed hats. He would have given his soul to join them, to board one of those shiny ships and sail beyond the horizon.

      His friends mocked him and his siblings teased him. His parents made a living growing vegetables along the railway tracks near the slums, and had a hard time feeding their five children.

      My father, his brothers, and his sister, Aunty Shilpa, had worked since the day they learned to walk. No one believed a grubby boy from a low-caste family from the outskirts of a shantytown could travel outside the city. Journeying outside of Goa, let alone India, was an unthinkable extravagance. A childish fantasy.

      Over time, though, and with help from newfound friends at tourist cafés and shops where he hung around in his spare time, my father taught himself to read in English. He was a keen student, and eventually put himself through the local shantytown school, but it hadn’t been easy.

      His brothers thought he was being lazy. His mother accused him of being selfish. His father gave him a good beating more than once, for neglecting his duties and disappearing to school.

      My father, though, had a dream and wouldn’t let go. He saved scraps of paper reeking of dead fish, stolen from fishmonger stalls, so he could write. He swiped any pen or pencil left unchecked at store counters, and he dove into garbage dumpsters at the back of bookstores, cafés and schools to unearth the one thing he treasured most: books, especially books about adventures in far-off, exotic lands.

      The dumpsters behind international hostels where young Europeans and Americans stayed offered the best selection of all. Sometimes he found trash, but there had also been gems, like the day he discovered the tattered copy of Jules Verne’s Around the World in Eighty Days. He had found it without a cover, ripped, and smeared in fish oil. He’d cleaned it, taped back the pages, and carried it with him for the rest of his life.

      But the greatest mystery of my childhood was how my parents had got married.

      Every once in a while, I’d ask for the hundredth time, “Mama, how come Papa is from India and you’re from Sri Lanka?”

      It took a long time before my mother opened up on this. It was three months before the car crash and we were making cakes for my father’s thirty-eighth birthday. To the twelve-year-old me, he was as ancient as the baobab trees of the savannah.

      “Papa’s getting old,” I said to my mother as I poured the batter into blue cake liners. We were making his favorite cakes that day, chai fairy cakes, a rare treat for us all. She laughed. “He’s not that old, honey.”

      Like good chocolate and fresh strawberries, loose chai tea leaves were not easy to find in East Africa at that time. My mother got her baking supplies from an Indian store in town.

      It was a musty shop that sold outdated Bollywood videos, samosas smothered in oil, and illegal fifty-kilogram bags of rice with the blue UNICEF logo still on them. They even exchanged local currency for US dollars for a hefty fee, which you had to do if you ever wished to buy something from the fancy duty-free store downtown. At the back of this old shop was where the owners kept the special ingredients my mother ordered in advance.

      My parents rarely squabbled, but I knew this was an issue between them.

      “How can you go to that place?” my father would say. “You’re encouraging the black market, don’t you know?”

      “That’s the only place I can find the ingredients I need,” my mother would reply in defense.

      One day, I jumped in. “Everyone in school goes to the duty-free store or to Jo’burg,” I said. “Even Shanti’s family.”

      “We can’t afford to go to Johannesburg to buy groceries, or anything else for that matter, honey,” my mother explained. “We’re not rich like Shanti.”

      So, we baked using the out-of-date ingredients from that musty store. Still, I remember the cakes tasting delicious, and my father’s birthday cakes were no exception.

      That day, while we waited for the cakes to rise in the oven, my mother decided it was time to tell me their story.

      My parents had met at a university in England. They’d been on a program that gave scholarships to students from Commonwealth countries, students with high grades but with no funds to finish school.

      It was the day my father returned home in the last summer of university that everything turned upside down.

      His overseas education had initially turned him from self-absorbed son to local superstar in his shantytown, but no one was prepared to hear his announcement the day he came back.

      He was planning to marry a girl he’d met in the UK, a foreign girl at that. The whole family, including grandparents, uncles, aunts, distant cousins, and neighbors, shunned him. "Even the lowest-caste families have standards to uphold," they murmured to each other, shaking their heads. "Doesn't he know these simple facts? What good is an education if he doesn't understand the basic principles of life?"

      “Oh my life!” my grandfather had cried. “Marrying a non-Indian? May Lord Vishnu strike you for the shame you bring us!”

      “You abandon your own family like this? You’re no longer my son!” Grandma had said when he asked her permission to marry the woman he loved.

      “We told you so,” the sages of the neighborhood had said, nodding wisely. “This is what happens when you let your children go to school. When you allow them to go abroad, they lose all respect for our traditions.”

      My father went from hero to outcast within a day.

      It had been much worse for my mother, who’d also returned home with this news. She was the youngest of four daughters of a poor but up-and-coming family living on the outskirts of Colombo.

      Over the years, her father had progressed from selling cinnamon sticks on the streets to carrying mail for the post office, a substantial jump in income and social status, a jump their mother never let anyone forget. Each of her four daughters had graduated from secondary school, a first in a community where women didn’t finish school but stayed home to cook, clean, and have babies. It was progress but old beliefs prevailed.

      On my mother’s return, within minutes of intense cross-examination, her family discovered, to their utter horror, my father’s background.

      “What kind of children do you expect to breed with this dark-skinned Tamil?” my eldest aunt said, spitting on the ground.

      “Konkani,” my mother had tried to explain.

      “No matter,” her sister had replied, “he’s not our kind.”

      Kind? That always perplexed me.

      I never noticed the differences between my parents or those of my classmates and teachers at my international schools. I knew they came from many countries and different backgrounds, but their “kind” was never something that came to mind. What I always remembered was how they treated me and how they made me feel.

      I knew my father was color-blind; he had a hard time telling the difference between a blueberry cupcake and a mint one until he took a bite. Maybe, I thought, I was becoming color-blind too. They say it’s an inherited condition.

      “This is what happens when you leave the village,” my mother’s mother wailed, beating her chest. “You get corrupted by foreigners. Aiyo Bodhisattva. What to do now?”

      “If you leave with him, you leave us forever,” my eldest aunt had said, dismissing her sister with a wave of her hand.

      “Ané,” cried the more compassionate of my aunts. “My young sister, what is this you’re doing? Let us find a good Sinhalese man for you.”

      “But he loves me and I love him,” my mother said. “Can’t you understand?”

      Her pleas fell on deaf ears. My mother had cried for days, knowing she had to make a choice between the man she loved and her family. I cried, too, when she shared this story with me.

      In the end, my parents had followed their hearts. They moved, leaving behind their families, their friends, their pasts.

      They used their newly acquired degrees to find work overseas. Their journey over the years hadn’t been easy, but they had made a new future together. Not an extravagant one, but a far better one than either could have imagined in their poverty-ridden childhoods.

      I didn’t know it then, but my parent’s actions had left an indelible impression on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eleven


          

        

      

    

    
      We never saw it coming. Not even Aunty Shilpa.

      It was twelve months after my confrontation with the boys at the station. That evening, Grandma asked me to cook dhal curry and coconut roti for supper, a chore I was getting good at.

      I kneaded and flattened the dough on a chipped plate and flipped each roti on the flat iron pan. Grandma turned the fire low. “So the flavors will work hard and mix well,” she said. I sat next to the warm fire with a wooden spatula in my hand, mesmerized by the sizzle of the onions, coconut, coriander, and semolina as they worked hard to make our delicious dinner.

      As much as I hated Grandma dictating my life, I loved cooking. It was one reason she tolerated me and didn’t throw me out of her home, I was sure. Every afternoon after school, I sat next to her in the kitchen, watching carefully, taking notes in my head, amazed at how simple things like flour, honey, fruit, and spices could come together and make mouthwatering treats. As I learned to cook over time, her yells and slaps became less frequent.
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