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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for picking up this international mystery & crime novel. 

      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: You’ll find a special gift in the back of the third book in this series. It’s my best-selling detective thriller that went to the top of the charts recently. Shh. Don’t tell anyone.

      

      PPS: 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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      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.
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      “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.
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      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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