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This book is dedicated to those who have ever carried a life that no longer felt like their own.

To the ones who made choices they cannot undo... and still wake up every day choosing to continue.

To those who have been misunderstood, judged, or defined by a single chapter of their lives... while the rest of their story remained unseen.

To the dreamers who left home believing there was something more waiting for them... and discovered that the world does not always reward courage with kindness.

To the families who wait... without answers... without certainty... holding onto love even when time stretches it to its limits.

And to those who have stood at the edge of consequence... realizing that survival is not always about right or wrong... but about what remains possible.

This story belongs to you.

Because in one way or another...
we have all borrowed identities just to survive.
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" Not every prison is built with walls.

Some are built with decisions.
Some are built with silence.
Some are built with the weight of knowing that one moment... one choice... 
can rewrite everything that comes after it.

Freedom is not always the absence of chains.

Sometimes... it is the courage to live with what those chains have already changed"
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This story was not written to justify decisions... nor to condemn them.

It was written to understand them.

Too often, we view people through the narrow lens of their worst moments. We reduce complex lives into simple conclusions... guilty or innocent, right or wrong, deserving or undeserving.

But life rarely moves in straight lines.

Behind every action is a history. 

Behind every mistake is a context. Behind every silence is something that could not be said... or was never given the chance to be heard.

Balkis is not a symbol. She is not a lesson wrapped in perfection. She is human... shaped by ambition, influenced by love, driven by survival, and ultimately confronted by consequence.

This book does not ask you to agree with her.
It asks you to see her.

And perhaps... 

In seeing her... 

You may recognize something familiar within yourself.
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At its core, this book is about identity... and how easily it can be lost, reshaped, or taken away.

We often believe that who we are is something fixed, something stable. But life has a way of testing that belief. It places us in situations where identity becomes fluid... 

Where survival demands adaptation... 

Where the line between who we were and who we become begins to blur.

Balkis’s journey is not defined by a single event. It is shaped by a series of decisions... some conscious, some circumstantial... all interconnected.

From the pursuit of a better life to the consequences of stepping into a world she did not fully understand, her story reflects the fragile balance between ambition and risk.

This is not a story about crime.
It is a story about consequence.

And more importantly... it is a story about what remains after everything else is stripped away.
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PROLOGUE
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Before the prison... there was movement.

Before the silence... there was noise.

Before the waiting... there was belief.

Balkis did not begin her journey as someone lost. 

She began as someone searching. 

Searching for opportunity. 

Searching for expansion. 

Searching for a version of life that felt bigger than the one she had known.

Like many who leave home, she carried more than a suitcase. 

She carried expectation. 

Pressure. 

Quiet determination.

She believed that distance would create possibility.

What she did not yet understand... was that distance also creates vulnerability.

And vulnerability... when it meets the wrong world... does not always return you unchanged.

This is where her story truly begins.
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CHAPTER ONE 

A Name That No Longer Belongs to You
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Prison does not begin with walls.

It begins the moment your name stops belonging to you.

Inside, time is not counted in days... but in routines. In footsteps. In silence. Morning whistles. Locked doors. Keys turning like a language you are forced to understand. In a place where yesterday feels identical to today, and tomorrow is something you learn not to imagine too much.

In women’s prisons, the silence carries a different weight.

It is not empty.

It is full.

Full of stories that were never told properly. Full of mistakes that cannot be undone. Full of names that exist somewhere outside the walls... children, mothers, sisters... lives paused, but never truly gone. Some laugh louder than they feel. Some become quieter than they ever were. And some learn how to survive by becoming invisible.

In Ghana, prison life moves with its own rhythm.

Under the authority of the Ghana Prisons Service, days are structured, controlled, measured. Heat settles into the walls. Dust clings to skin. Voices echo across courtyards where time stretches and folds into itself. Discipline is constant. Hope is cautious. And survival... is a skill you either learn, or it breaks you.

This is not a place where people forget who they were.

It is a place where they are forced to remember it... differently.

Our story begins in Nsawam Female Prison, one of Ghana’s central prison facilities.

A place where women serve time for choices, for mistakes, for circumstances... and sometimes for things even they struggle to explain.

Out in the yard, under the weight of the afternoon sun, the noise of movement rises.

A ball hits the ground.

Voices follow.

Laughter. Shouts. Commands.

For a moment... it almost sounds like freedom.

Almost.

The ball hit the dust hard, bounced once, then rolled past her foot.

“Pass!” someone shouted.

Balkis Digalu didn’t move.

For a second, the noise of the yard blurred into something distant... shouts, laughter, the thud of feet on dry ground, the metallic clank of a gate somewhere behind her. The sun pressed down hard, flattening everything into heat and light. Sweat ran along her spine, slow and steady, like time itself.

“Balkis! Are you playing or dreaming?”

She blinked, snapped back, nudged the ball forward with the side of her foot, then chased it. The game resumed around her, quick, chaotic, alive. For a moment... just a moment... she forgot where she was.

Forgot the walls.

Forgot the years.

Forgot the number they had turned her into.

A sharp voice cut through everything.

“Mensah! Move wide!”

Another voice followed.

“Watch your back!”

Then, louder. Closer. Firm.

“Digalu!”

The ball stopped again.

Not because she missed it.

Because she heard it.

That tone.

Not part of the game.

Not part of the noise.

“Digalu!”

This time it landed directly on her.

Her chest tightened. Slowly, she turned.

At the edge of the yard, just beyond the faded white boundary line, stood a woman in uniform. Upright. Still. Watching.

Officer Abena Owusu.

Even from a distance, there was no mistaking her. Clean uniform. No wasted movement. Eyes that didn’t wander.

She lifted her chin slightly.

“Come.”

Just one word.

Not loud. Not rushed.

But it carried.

The game didn’t stop, not completely. A few players slowed. A few glanced over. Most pretended not to notice.

That was how things worked here.

If it wasn’t you... you kept playing.

Balkis stood still for a second longer than she should have.

Her mind moved fast.

Had she done something?

No.

Not today.

Not yesterday.

She had been careful. Always careful.

No fights. No arguments. No trouble.

So why?

“Digalu,” Abena said again, sharper this time. “Now.”

Balkis exhaled quietly, wiped her hands on her worn trousers, and stepped away from the game.

The ball rolled behind her, forgotten.

Each step toward the officer felt heavier than it should. The noise of the yard faded with distance, replaced by something tighter... quieter.

Controlled.

She stopped in front of Abena, eyes steady but alert.

“Yes, madam.”

Abena looked at her for a brief moment. Not long. Just enough.

Then she turned.

“Follow me.”

No explanation.

Of course not.

Balkis fell into step behind her.

They moved past the yard, through a narrow corridor lined with cracked walls and peeling paint. The air shifted... less heat, more stillness. Their footsteps echoed faintly on the concrete floor.

A metal door opened.

Closed behind them with a heavy, final sound.

Balkis felt it in her chest.

They walked past other doors. Offices. Storage rooms. Places she had seen before but never entered.

Her thoughts tightened.

This wasn’t random.

This wasn’t routine.

Something had changed.

Abena stopped at a door at the end of the corridor. She knocked once, then pushed it open without waiting.

“Bring her in,” a voice from inside said.

Abena stepped aside slightly and nodded.

“In.”

Balkis hesitated for the smallest fraction of a second... then stepped forward.

The office was cooler. Quieter. Ordered.

A desk. Files stacked neatly. A chair waiting.

Waiting for her.

“Sit,” the man behind the desk said.

Balkis didn’t move immediately.

Her heart had started to beat faster now, louder than the silence in the room.

She pulled the chair back slowly and sat.

Her hands rested on her knees. Still. Controlled.

The man opened a file.

Pages shifted.

Paper against paper.

Then he looked up.

And for the first time in years... something unfamiliar crept into her chest.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Something sharper.

Something dangerous.

Hope.

She sat.

The chair felt harder than it should.

Across the desk, two officers watched her... silently. No greeting. No explanation. Just eyes... steady, measuring, unreadable.

The room was too quiet.

Balkis Digalu kept her hands on her knees, fingers still, posture controlled. Years inside had taught her that much... never show too much, never move too much, never speak unless you are spoken to.

But inside her mind, nothing was still.

It moved fast.

Too fast.

This office...

Everyone knew this office.

In the entire prison, there was no place more feared than a room like this. People didn’t get called here for nothing. When your name was called... it meant something had already gone wrong.

Punishment.

Extension of sentence.

Disciplinary action.

Bad news... most of the time.

Very few walked out of here smiling.

Balkis swallowed slowly.

What did I do?

Her thoughts searched quickly.

Nothing.

Not today.

Not last week.

Not even last year.

She had learned early... survival in prison was not about strength. It was about control.

For almost ten years, she had lived carefully.

No fights.

No arguments.

No trouble.

She worked.

She obeyed.

She stayed invisible when she had to... useful when she needed to.

She had cleaned floors, carried supplies, joined every work detail they assigned. She had kept her record clean... cleaner than most.

Because she knew one thing:

Good behavior was the only currency that mattered in here.

Still...

Her heart refused to settle.

Because another truth sat quietly beneath all that discipline.

She was not from here.

Balkis Digalu... a Tanzanian.

Arrested far from home.

Caught between borders she could no longer cross.

Her crime?

Drug trafficking.

A journey that had started in India... and ended in Ghana, in handcuffs, with a load that carried more than she could ever deny.

And a passport that was not hers.

Fake.

That alone could have buried her.

Together... it did.

Fifteen years.

That was the sentence the court gave her.

Fifteen years inside a country that was not her own.

And now...

She had served almost ten.

Five more years still stood ahead of her like a wall she had already accepted.

That was her reality.

That was what she knew.

So why... was she here?

Her chest tightened slightly.

Two possibilities.

Only two.

Bad news...

Or something she didn’t dare to name.

Hope had no place here.

Hope was dangerous.

She kept her eyes forward.

Waited.

The male officer in front of her finally opened the file.

Pages shifted.

He read something briefly... then looked up at her.

“Balkis Digalu.”

His voice was calm. Official.

“Yes, sir,” she replied quietly.

A short pause.

Then:

“Your time here is over.”

The words didn’t land immediately.

They passed through her... like they belonged to someone else.

“...What?”

She hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

The officer didn’t react.

“Your sentence has been reviewed,” he continued, steady, precise. “Under the provisions of remission granted for good conduct, participation in institutional work, and sustained compliance with prison regulations, your custodial term has been reduced.”

He glanced at the file again.

“You have maintained a clear disciplinary record throughout your incarceration. No infractions. No incidents of violence. Consistent participation in assigned labour and rehabilitation activities. Positive behavioural assessments from supervising officers.”

Each word was structured. Measured. Final.

“Based on these evaluations, you have qualified for maximum remission under prison regulations.”

He closed the file.

“Your sentence is deemed completed.”

Silence.

Balkis stared at him.

Her mind refused to catch up.

Completed?

No...

No, that didn’t make sense.

She still had five years.

Five.

She had counted them.

Lived them in advance.

Accepted them.

And now.

Her breath caught slightly.

The officer’s voice came again, firm, grounding.

“You are to be released from prison custody.”

Released.

The word hit differently.

This time it stayed.

Her body went still.

Completely still.

For a moment, she forgot how to react... how to breathe... how to exist outside the version of herself that belonged to this place.

This wasn’t supposed to happen now.

Not yet.

Not like this.

Her eyes shifted slightly, as if searching the room for something that would explain it.

There was nothing.

Only truth.

And it was standing right in front of her.

Something inside her loosened suddenly.

Then everything came at once.

Air rushed back into her chest.

Her fingers tightened slightly against her knees.

A small, disbelieving smile tried to form... then broke into something real.

She looked down for a second... then back up.

“Sir...” her voice was softer now, almost unsteady. “When... when will I be released?”

The officer answered without hesitation.

“Immediately.”

Her heart jumped.

“Your release processing has already been completed. You may be transferred at any time from now.”

At any time.

Now.

Not in months.

Not in weeks.

Now.

A breath escaped her... half laugh, half disbelief.

She shook her head slightly, overwhelmed.

“Thank you...” she said quickly, the words rushing out. “Thank you so much, sir... I...”

She paused, then leaned forward slightly.

“Please... if you can help me... I just need to make one call.”

The officers exchanged a brief look.

“I need to call home,” she continued. “Just to inform them... so they can prepare. I have nothing... no money, no way to travel. Maybe they can help me with a ticket... anything. I just need to tell them I’m coming back.”

A short silence followed.

Then the officer shook his head.

“No.”

The word was not harsh... but it was firm.

“You will not be making any calls.”

The hope in her eyes flickered.

“But...”

“Listen carefully,” he said, cutting in slightly, still calm but more direct now. “Your release from prison does not mean you are free to leave on your own.”

She frowned slightly, confused.

“You are a foreign national,” he continued. “Upon completion of your sentence, you are required to be handed over to the appropriate immigration authorities.”

The pieces started shifting again in her mind.

“You were received into custody through immigration channels,” he added. “You will be released through the same process.”

He leaned back slightly.

“Arrangements have already been made.”

Her brow tightened.

“Arrangements...?”

“For your deportation.”

The word landed differently.

He continued:

“The delay in your release... approximately two months... was due to the completion of these procedures. Coordination with your embassy, travel documentation, and transfer logistics.”

Everything had already been done.

Without her.

“You will not be discharged at the prison gate like local inmates,” he said. “You will be transferred into immigration custody. From there, the necessary steps will be taken to return you to your home country.”

Tanzania.

The word formed silently in her mind.

Home.

It felt... distant.

Unreal.

“You do not need to arrange anything,” he finished. “The process is already in motion.”

Silence returned.

But this time... it felt different.

Lighter.

Balkis sat there, absorbing everything.

Freedom.

Not imagined.

Not hoped for.

Real.

Closer than she had ever allowed herself to believe.

A slow smile spread across her face... uncontrollable now.

She nodded quickly.

“Yes, sir... I understand.”

And for the first time in years...

The future was no longer something she feared to think about.

It was something waiting for her... just beyond the door.

The moment the truth settled inside her, it did not arrive gently. It rushed through her like light breaking into a locked room, sudden and blinding, leaving her breathless in its wake.

For a few seconds, Balkis simply stood there.

She could feel it in her chest first... a fragile, rising warmth she did not trust. Happiness. Real happiness. It had been so long that it felt unfamiliar, almost dangerous. Her body did not know whether to embrace it or brace against it.

She swallowed.

Then, slowly, she gathered herself and turned to leave.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice softer than she intended. She nodded toward the officer in front of her, then toward the other two standing nearby. Gratitude came out of her almost awkwardly, like a language she had not spoken in years.

She took a step.

“Wait.”

The word cut through her movement.

Balkis froze.

A cold thread slid through her spine. Her fingers tightened slightly at her sides. For a brief second, something dark flickered across her mind.

Did he change his mind?

She turned back, her expression cautious now, the fragile joy retreating behind guarded eyes.

“Yes?”

The officer looked at her steadily, his tone shifting into something more deliberate, more controlled.

“What I’ve told you,” he said, lowering his voice slightly, “you must not share it with anyone. Not with your fellow inmates. Not with anyone.”

The words landed heavier than she expected.

Balkis frowned, confusion immediately pushing against her relief.

“Why?” she asked, almost instinctively. “Some of them are my friends. I’ve lived with them for more than ten years. How can I receive news like this and keep it to myself?”

The two officers behind him exchanged glances. A quiet chuckle slipped between them, not cruel, but knowing... as if they had seen this moment too many times before.

The main officer did not smile.

“That,” he said calmly, “is exactly what you don’t understand.”

He stepped a little closer, just enough to make his words feel more personal.

“Every prisoner who has ever been released early... every single one... was told the same thing.”

Balkis’s brows
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