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To my mum and brother, Steve.

And Daddy, in the words of Winnie the Pooh,

you may be gone from my sight, but you

are never gone from my heart.
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Entebbe, Uganda

1972

DURING THE SUMMER of 1972, the president of Uganda—Idi Amin—had a dream.

God spoke to him and told him to kick all foreign Indians out of Uganda.

Word of his dream spread throughout the country.

It reached the ears of best friends—Yesofu and Asha.

He was African.

She was Indian.

Asha had lived in Uganda her whole life.

They weren’t worried.
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Yesofu

YESOFU GLANCED AT his watch. Nine o’clock. He’d promised Mamma he’d be back no later than nine thirty. “Yanguwa!” she’d called to him as he ran out the door. Of course. She wanted him to hurry up. It was mostly dark now except for the light spilling out the windows of the Entebbe Institute. From what Yesofu could tell, only a couple of people were still inside. He stepped back into the shadows of the banyan tree and waited. The band announced it was their last song for the night and started howling like McCartney and Lennon.

They say it’s your birthday.

We’re gonna have a good time.

They sounded almost as good as the Beatles. Yesofu tapped his foot and sang along. He stepped forward and peered through the thick branches. Inside he saw Asha jumping around, her arms in the air and a big smile on her face. Her twelfth birthday party was all she’d talked about for the past few months. Yesofu pulled out the crumpled card from his pocket. It was the first invitation he’d ever gotten from her. He’d thought about going . . . wanted to go, even up until last night, but then he remembered Mamma’s words.

You and Asha are from different worlds.

She’d said it in Luganda, their Ganda tribal language that she used when she meant business.

He got it. Asha, she was oblivious. Didn’t get how him being African and her Indian made them different. It was the whole reason he wasn’t at her party right now. The Indian club accepted African members, but the only Africans inside were the club boys serving the drinks and food. It would have felt weird, him being at the party. Problem was, he shouldn’t have told Asha he’d go.

The wind whispered through the tree branches and Yesofu shivered. Misambwa—the wood and stream spirit. Being Christian didn’t change his beliefs. Ganda people knew not to go to the water well or into the woods to collect twigs at certain times of the day. Only Yesofu was standing outside the Indian club. Surely Misambwa wouldn’t show up here. Yesofu glanced up into the thick canopy of leaves and branches. He’d wait a couple more minutes. Better not to chance things and anger the spirits. The doors opened and Asha stepped outside. Finally. Yesofu moved into the light and waved.

“Asha!”

She looked up and walked over. “What are you doing here?” She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“Happy birthday!” He raised his hand for a high five, but she stood with her arms tightly knotted. This wasn’t going to be easy.

“I got you something.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a yellow, slightly crumpled sachet. Green string was wrapped around the edges and tied into a messy knot. Yesofu pressed it into Asha’s hand. “Furahia siku ya kuzaliwa,” he said. Birthday wishes sounded better in Swahili.

Excitement flickered in Asha’s brown eyes. Wait until she saw what was inside. No way could she stay mad. Her fingers tightened around the sachet. Had she guessed? Yesofu wished she would hurry.

Asha pressed her thumb against the wrapping. She pulled at the string and then stopped. “What’s wrong?” Yesofu asked.

She looked at him and shoved the gift back into his hand. “I don’t want it.”

“Come on . . . open it.”

“No.”

“Then I’ll do it.” Yesofu tugged open the knot, pulled apart the paper, and held up a string of round beads. The brown, orange, blue, and red colors shined in the moonlight. A friendship bracelet. Nearly all the girls in their class had one. A bracelet exchanged with your best friend.

There was no way he’d be caught wearing a beaded bracelet. What would the guys on the cricket team say? But Asha could.

Asha’s fingers fidgeted, tugging at the hem of her sleeve. She was pretending not to care, but he could tell she wanted to try it on. Yesofu jiggled the bracelet—try me on. Try me on—

The beads softly clinked. She looked at the bracelet and rubbed her bare wrist, but still, she didn’t reach for it.

“Why didn’t you come to my party?” Asha asked. “Neela and everyone said you wouldn’t, but I didn’t listen. I said you would . . . and you made me look like a fool.”

“I wanted to. I did.” Yesofu dropped his arm, the bracelet dangling from his hand. “I even came tonight, but then . . . I couldn’t. You. Me. We’re different.”

“It’s never mattered before. Who cares?”

“Everyone!” said Yesofu. “Your friends. Our parents. And me. I care. I’m not like you. My family works for your family.”

“So what?” Asha stepped forward and poked Yesofu in the chest. “You’re my friend. You should have come.”

Yesofu looked at Asha and something inside him shifted. He wasn’t her houseboy to order around. He grabbed her arm and tried to shove the bracelet onto her wrist. “Here, take it.”

“Let go!” Asha snatched her hand out of Yesofu’s grasp.

SNAP!

The string broke. The beads dropped—one by one—falling in the open space between him and Asha, disappearing into the dirt and grasses. The empty string dangled from his hand.

“I—I—I’m so sorry—” stammered Asha.

Yesofu chucked the string at her. His heart pounded as he scrambled onto his bike. He took off, pedaling faster and faster until everything around him was a blur.

“Wait!” he heard Asha call out. “Yesofu!”

He blocked her voice with images.

The times he’d had to come through the back door at Asha’s house.

The times he’d stayed in the kitchen when her parents had guests over.

The hours he’d spent in the sugarcane fields to pay for the beads.

It was like he was seeing his life for the first time, and he didn’t like it.
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Asha

AFTER MORNING MASS, Asha raced home ahead of Mama and Papa. She normally liked attending church with the other Catholic Indians from South India, but today she couldn’t stop thinking about Yesofu. Back in her room, she traded her Sunday dress for the salwar kameez that lay crumpled on the floor, and scooped the three beads off her nightstand. She’d been rotten to Yesofu last night. She’d seen the hurt on his face and the way he’d taken off like he couldn’t get away fast enough. What had the priest said in his sermon?

Think before you act.

Your anger will pass, but your actions will remain.

If only she’d taken the bracelet. How hard would it have been to thank Yesofu and put it on her wrist? It sounded easy. But last night, all she could think about was how he’d lied about coming to her party. She took a deep breath, pushing down the anger starting to rise. That was the reason she was in this mess right now. Focus, Asha. Find the beads and fix the bracelet. That would put things right.

Asha slipped on her sandals and hurried down the stairs. In the kitchen, Yesofu’s mother, Fara, prepared lunch. She was a couple of years older than Mama and had worked for Asha’s family since before Asha and her sister were born. But now with Teelu studying nursing in London and Asha being older, they didn’t need an ayah anymore. Fara became their housegirl again—doing all the cooking and cleaning. Asha opened the front door. Weaverbirds darted out of the bougainvillea shrub, twittering as if wishing her good luck. She went to step outside when she heard footsteps approaching. Her hand tightened on the doorknob and she stopped.

“Where are you sneaking off to?” Fara asked.

Asha turned. Dried bougainvillea petals blew into the house, chasing her shadow as it stretched down the corridor toward Fara. Asha knew what was coming. Fara had a tricky way of hiding her telling-off inside a story that ended quickly but left you feeling worse as the day went on. “Um . . . I’ll be right back,” said Asha, but her feet refused to move. Fara’s eyes trailed a path down Asha’s arm, lingering on her bare wrist. She knew about the bracelet. Asha tightened her fingers around the three beads closed inside her fist.

Fara started sweeping. “Don’t be long,” she said. “Lunch will be ready soon.”

Asha couldn’t believe it. Yesofu must have told Fara what had happened, so why wasn’t she angry? Swish-swish-swish. The broom moved back and forth, scooping the petals into a neat pile. Usually Fara was ready with a sermon if any of them—Asha, Yesofu, his brother, Esi, or Teelu—needed a good telling-off. Asha’s shoulders sagged under the weight of Fara’s silence. She stepped outside and started across the field toward the club. Yesofu’s words echoed in her head. We’re different. My family works for your family.

The sun had risen high over the rooftops and the air was getting hotter. In the distance Asha saw Simon waiting for her under the banyan tree outside the Entebbe Institute. Simon’s family came from the same village in Goa as Papa and lived a couple of doors down from Asha. Last night, after Yesofu’d taken off, he’d promised he’d help look for the beads.

“What took you so long?” Simon put a piece of mango skin into his mouth and pulled off the orange flesh with his teeth before tossing it aside.

“The priest talked on and on and then Fara stopped me on my way out.” Asha led him to the spot where she and Yesofu had been standing.

As the two of them searched, the sun burned hotter. Sweat trickled between Asha’s shoulder blades and down her back until her thin cotton tunic stuck to her like a wet sheet. She’d been on her hands and knees, crawling through the grass, for thirty minutes.

Simon leaned against the trunk of the tree and stretched out his legs. “Tell me again why you didn’t take the bracelet when he gave it to you?”

Asha had been asking herself the same question. She’d wanted the bracelet, especially when she saw the colorful beads. “He promised to come to my party and then gave that dumb excuse that he couldn’t come because we’re different.”

“You are different.”

Asha raked her fingers through the grass. She was starting to hate that word. Black. Brown. Indian. African. She’d prove Yesofu wrong. Show him these differences didn’t matter. In the distance, she heard a tum-tam-tum bounce across the field. The back of their house faced the Entebbe Institute, so Mama banged a wooden spoon on the bottom of a metal pan when she wanted Asha or Papa to return home from the club—it was faster to knock on the pan than walk over or send a houseboy, one of the African servants.

Simon glanced at his watch. “Sorry, I have to get going. I’m meeting the guys to play field hockey.” He got up and dusted off the back of his shorts.

Asha peered inside the brown paper bag. Six beads. With the three she already had, she only needed one more to put things right between her and Yesofu. “I’m going to stay and keep looking.” Asha waved to Simon and got back on her hands and knees. She crawled around the long, dangling roots, prodding the dirt with her finger. At the base of the tree trunk, she saw a glimmer of orangey-gold. No rocks sparkled like that. It had to be the last one. She plucked it out of the dirt.

“Yes, ten!”

Asha rubbed the bead against her stomach, leaving long reddish-brown streaks down the front of her tunic. She held it up to the light and caught her breath. A fleck of gold shimmered inside like a tiny flame. None of the shops on India Street had beads this beautiful. Yesofu must have gone all the way to Kampala. Now she felt even worse, but at least she’d found all ten. Once she put the bracelet back together, there was no way he could stay mad at her. She was sure of it. Tum-tam-tum. The banging was louder with that Mama-losing-her-patience sound. Asha dropped the last bead into the bag, jumped up, and hurried home.

Sunday lunch was always followed by sweets in the sitting room. Papa pulled back the thick brocade curtains, letting in a stream of sunlight. Asha dragged out the round, leather pouf from under the coffee table. She picked up the Uganda Argus newspaper that lay on top. The headline stretched across the front in bold letters—PLANS FOR A NEW UGANDA. The article, written by Mr. Gupta, had a photograph of President Amin. Asha was friends with the Gupta twins—Leela and Neela. She tossed the paper aside. No time for Idi Amin. She needed to work on fixing her bracelet. Asha emptied the beads, arranging them in a straight line.

“When is Teelu coming home?” she asked Papa. Asha’s sister had promised to bring a special birthday gift from London.

“I’m waiting to hear when she finishes her exams,” said Papa. “Then I can arrange her visa and tickets.” Asha’s father worked for the ministry of tourism. He arranged special passports and visas for important dignitaries and other visiting government officials.

Papa switched on the television. Gray and white lines flickered across the screen. He twisted the antenna until the fuzziness melted together into a clear picture. President Idi Amin appeared, smiling broadly at Asha from the square television box. He looked a little like Yesofu’s father, but taller and with a rounder face. The front of his uniform was covered in medals.

“. . . And I promise you—as a military man I know how to act. We will build new schools, new roads, and . . .”

New schools. No thanks. Her school was just fine. New roads—yes! Especially if it meant her shoes wouldn’t get covered in a thick layer of red dirt every time she went into town. Mama appeared, balancing three small bowls and two mugs of steaming chai on a silver tray. Her bangles softly clinked as she set the tray down on the low table. She’d recently cut her wavy hair to her shoulders and was wearing it loose instead of pulled back in a braid. Asha had the same black hair, but hers was frizzy like a lion’s mane.

Mama handed a small porcelain bowl to Asha. Kulfi! It didn’t matter how full she was, Asha always had room for ice cream.

“What is the president up to now?” Mama asked.

Papa turned up the volume and Amin’s booming voice burst out of the little box like a firecracker.

“. . . I stand before you wearing the uniform of a general, but don’t forget I came from a very poor, poor family. I am a simple man like you . . . God spoke to me in a dream. I promise you that together you and I will make this country better and stronger and free.”

Asha pressed her spoon into the soft ice cream. President Amin dreamed a lot. A couple of weeks ago he’d announced on the news that he had a dream where God spoke to him about getting rid of Indians. Good thing President Amin didn’t listen to his dreams.
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 Yesofu

THE LUNCH BELL rang, and Yesofu glanced over in Asha’s direction. He’d been avoiding her all morning, which wasn’t easy since they were both in primary class seven together. He pretended to sort the papers on his desk until Asha left. Then he jumped up, grabbed his lunch tiffin, and headed outside.

Yesofu saw Asha laughing with Leela and Neela. Silently fuming, he gripped the handle of his lunch tiffin and walked in the opposite direction. He still couldn’t believe she had broken his gift, especially when he had been saving up since his own birthday to get it. It wasn’t like he had ever been to any of her parties before.

Now all he wanted to do was talk to the guys from the neighborhood—Akello, Salim, and Yasid.

“You should go see Coach,” Salim was saying. He saw Yesofu and scooted over.

“What are you talking about?” Yesofu asked.

“Getting Akello back on the cricket team.” Yasid tossed his empty banana peel into the metal bin.

Akello was thirteen—a year older than Yesofu—and also from the Ganda tribe. He and Yesofu had been the first two Africans to make the school team and dreamed of getting sports scholarships for secondary school. Or that had been their plan until a couple of months ago, when Akello’d just stopped showing up for practice. He’d told the guys that he’d been thrown off the team. But Yesofu knew that wasn’t true.

“You want to come back?” he asked.

“It wouldn’t matter.” Akello scratched the back of his neck. “Coach only plays Indians.”

Yesofu opened his mouth and shut it, as Mamma’s voice whispered in his head. Naye abasatu babisattula. It was a Luganda saying: A secret is better kept by two than three.

“Well, Yesofu’s practically Indian, but he almost never gets to pitch.” Salim snickered.

“Nyamaza!” Yesofu cut in.

“You shut up,” said Salim. “You may be a good bowler, but you hardly pitch. Coach always has Rajeev bowl.”

“Come on, Yesofu is important,” Yasid joined in. “He’s the team benchwarmer.”

“Leave him alone,” said Akello.

Salim and Yasid walked away laughing and punching one another.

Akello reached into his pocket and pulled out two chocolates wrapped in paper. He held one out to Yesofu. “Thanks for not saying anything.”

Yesofu leaned in. “I could talk to Coach about you joining us at practice—”

Akello shook his head. “I can’t. . . . Not yet.”

Yesofu unwrapped the chocolate. “Any word from your dad?”

“No. Guess he’s still looking for work. Still, it’s better than around here; the British only hire Mhindis.”

Akello sounded like he was trying to convince himself. Yesofu kept quiet. He understood—Akello didn’t want to let down or shame his family. It was the Ganda way. But Yesofu knew he’d be upset if he had to get a job instead of going to cricket practice.

“How’s work?” Yesofu asked.

“Sawa sawa.” Akello shrugged. “It’s okay, but it may be changing.”

“What do you mean?”

Akello put his elbows on the table and moved closer. “The guys in the sugar and coffee fields have been talking about President Amin.”

“What’d they say?”

“That he has big plans. Plans to help Africans get better lives.”

Yesofu had only been two when the British left Uganda, but he’d heard his brother, Esi, remembering the same sort of excitement. Baba had even tried to buy a small farm. Only the bank wouldn’t sell it to an African.

“What’s Idi Amin planning? How’s he gonna change things?”

“More jobs. Better ones,” said Akello. “Other stuff too.”

Yesofu popped a piece of chapati in his mouth, thinking about what other stuff President Amin could change. “You mean like helping us get land . . . or a farm?”

Akello nodded. “That’s not all . . . maybe even a shop, like the ones on India Street.”

Yesofu pictured Mamma selling traditional African gomesi or busuuti dresses in her own shop instead of cleaning and cooking for Asha’s family. She’d only finished up to primary class three, but she could measure, cut, and sew the most amazing busuuti dress. Mamma’s eyes shined whenever she finished a new dress for herself or one of the women in the neighborhood.

“I bet if Baba could get a good job in Entebbe . . .”

Yesofu left his dreams for Mamma and listened. “What?”

“If Baba got a job, then he’d probably stick around, and then I’d be back on the team.” Akello got up and pretended to hold a cricket bat in his hands.

“That’d be great!” Yesofu smiled. But in the back of his mind he wondered, what if Akello’s father didn’t come back? What if Akello couldn’t pay the school fees? Asha’s dad paid Yesofu’s fees. But that was changing for secondary school. It was why cricket was so important.

Akello’s hands dropped, and he stared past Yesofu’s shoulder. “Look who’s coming.”

Yesofu turned. Asha was on her way over with Simon.

“Habari,” Akello greeted them. “How was the big party?”

Yesofu elbowed Akello to make him shut up.

“Um . . . it was fun,” Asha replied. She shot a quick glance at Yesofu.

He waited to see if Asha’d say anything more. She didn’t. Instead, she tugged the edge of her sleeve, fidgeting with something on her wrist.

“Can we talk?” she asked Yesofu, her voice low.

“I need to go.”

“We’ve got a few minutes,” Akello said.

Yesofu scowled. He didn’t need Akello’s help. He shut his food tiffin and got up to leave. “You coming or what?”

“I guess we’ll see you later,” said Akello.

Yesofu held his lunch tiffin against his chest as he and Akello started back to class.

“Asha has a temper quick as a cobra bite,” said Akello. “But she doesn’t mean it.”

“I can’t believe you, of all people, are defending her.”

“What? She’s spoiled . . . used to getting her own way. You can’t stay mad at her forever.”

Yesofu glanced at Asha. She looked hurt. Her eyes were lowered, staring at her wrist. A part of him wanted to forgive her, but he couldn’t forget how she’d told him he should have come to her party. Not asked. Ordered. Demanded.

“How long do you plan on ignoring her?” Akello asked.

Yesofu shrugged. “One more day. Then I’ll talk to her.”

“Wait!” Asha called out.

Behind him, Yesofu heard her hurrying. He slowed but didn’t stop.

Asha caught up and held out her wrist. “Look.”

Yesofu stopped. Asha had on his bracelet.

Akello’s mouth dropped open. “Did you buy a new one?”

“Nope.” Asha’s eyes sparkled.

Yesofu stared at Asha’s wrist, counting the beads. They were all there. The exact same ones he’d picked out at the shop.

She thanked him. “Asante. It’s the best birthday present ever.”

Yesofu held back a smile, but his insides puffed like the whole-wheat puris that Mamma cooked.
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Asha

“MATH QUIZ TOMORROW!” Coach shouted just as the school bell rang.

Asha hummed as she shoved her math book inside her backpack. Usually anything with numbers made her brain cringe, but nothing could ruin her good mood. She and Yesofu were talking again. She’d hoped he’d wait for her so they could walk home together, like they did every day after school, but he’d raced out when the bell rang. It didn’t matter. She’d seen his face when she showed him the bracelet.

“You? Happy about a math quiz?” Neela turned to face Asha. “Either you’ve gone nuts or something is up.”

Asha smiled and held up her arm.

“Oooh,” squealed Leela and grabbed Asha’s wrist. “The beads are amazing. Who’s it from?”

“I know who.” Neela gave her sister a knowing look.

“Oooh,” said Leela.

Asha pulled her arm out of Leela’s grasp. “It’s a friendship bracelet. You know Yesofu’s my best friend.”

“You sure about that?” Neela glanced at the window.

Outside, Yesofu stood with Akello under the banyan tree. His and Asha’s meeting spot after school. Asha looked at her bracelet and then at Yesofu. Akello knew she and Yesofu were best friends. He’d even tried to help today at lunch when Yesofu was being stubborn, refusing to talk to her.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” Asha told Neela. “Yesofu and I have other friends.”

“Quit making matata,” Leela told her sister. “You love to make trouble.”

Neela sniffed and tossed her hair back. “You’ll see. I’m right.” She flung her backpack over her shoulder.

Asha zipped her bag closed, hurrying so she could meet up with Yesofu. She looked out the window. Salim and Yasid had joined Akello. She searched for Yesofu. He was gone. So much for walking home together. She followed Leela and Neela outside, hating that Neela might be right.

“Can you meet Friday after school?” Leela asked.

Asha nodded. “Mama said I could go.” A dance was coming up at the Entebbe Club and that meant new outfits. Teelu usually helped Asha pick out the perfect fabric for a new dress or tunic. But with her sister thousands of miles away at nursing college in London, Asha had to rely on the other fashion-obsessed person in her life—Neela. She waved bye to the twins and set off for home. Alone.

Asha usually loved the walk from school at the top of the hill to her house at the end of Lugado Street, but today it was so hot she could practically feel the heat burning through the soles of her shoes. When she turned the last corner, where she and Yesofu always started guessing what snack Fara would have waiting for them—samosas, sandwiches—Asha sighed. It wasn’t as fun playing alone.

“Jalebi! Mhogo!” Yesofu’s voice called out.

Asha looked around, but couldn’t see him.

“Chapatis,” he said, jumping out from the tree he’d been hiding behind.

Asha wished Neela was here right now so she could look her in the face and say I told you so!
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Yesofu

“WHAT TOOK YOU so long?” Yesofu said. “You’re so slow.”

The sides of Asha’s mouth twitched like she was trying hard not to smile. “Race you?” She took off before Yesofu had a chance to answer, her feet slapping as she weaved through the trees.

Yesofu raced after her. It didn’t take long to catch up, and he grinned over his shoulder as he flew past. At the bottom of the hill, he leaned against a eucalyptus tree. When she’d showed him the bracelet, he’d been surprised. Shocked. He couldn’t stay mad after that. Asha ran up and collapsed against him, huffing and puffing.

“When did you get so fast?” Asha said between gasps.

“I’ve always been fast. I just let you win sometimes.”

Asha slugged him hard.

Yesofu picked up her backpack and swung it over his shoulder. “Come on.”

As they continued past the houses, stacked in neat rows, Yesofu noticed how different Asha’s neighborhood was from his. It wasn’t like it had suddenly changed. It was more like he’d changed, noticing more and more just how different his life was compared with Asha’s. Her family lived in a pale yellow two-story house. Twice . . . no, triple or quadruple the size of his place. What would Asha think of his family’s tiny two-room shack if she ever came by? It definitely didn’t have a huge wraparound verandah like this one.

Yesofu followed Asha up the stairs to the front door. The wooden shutters were folded open, and Yesofu could hear Mamma humming. He looked over the bougainvillea hedge into the next house. “It’s so cool the twins’ uncle is playing for the Ugandan field hockey team in the Olympics,” he said, unable to hide the hint of envy in his voice.

“You could play in the Olympics one day,” said Asha.

“They don’t have cricket.”

“But if you make team captain, then you could get a scholarship to secondary school and then to university and then . . .” Asha paused. “The national cricket team!”

“Maybe.” Yesofu’s eyes brightened and his mouth slowly spread into a toothy grin. “I’ll know this week.” Yesofu had a real shot at being named captain—it was between him and Rajeev. But that wasn’t even the best part . . . the part he hadn’t told anyone—well, except for Akello. The school team captain got to throw the first ball out at the upcoming Uganda-India cricket match. Yesofu couldn’t believe it when Coach had told him. “Let’s go inside.”

“Not so fast.” Asha grabbed his arm. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing.” Yesofu looked away, but Asha wasn’t letting him go. “I can’t. I promised Coach I wouldn’t say anything.”

“I knew it!” Asha danced around the verandah, hopping and waving her arms. “You’ve been named captain!”

“What? No.”

“Then tell me,” she pleaded.

“Okay.” Yesofu put his hands on her shoulders
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