
  
    [image: Red Heeled Rebels International Crime Thrillers]
  


  
    
      Red Heeled Rebels International Crime Thrillers

      OMNIBUS ONE

    

    
      
        TIKIRI HERATH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rebel Diva Academy Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twisty Thrillers by Tikiri

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twisty mystery thrillers with nail-biting psychological suspense. From fierce female detectives to shadowy conspiracies, each novel plunges you deeper into dark, twisty narratives where danger lurks in every corner.

      

        

      
        Thrillers by Tikiri: www.TikiriHerath.com

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Detective Tanya Stone Psychological Thrillers - Standalone Novels

        I Know You’re Watching

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Tanya Stone FBI K9 Mystery Thrillers

        Join FBI Agent Tanya Stone as she works undercover with her loyal German Shepherd partner, K9 Max. With help from her private investigator friends, Tanya hunts the serial killers lurking in Washington state’s wealthy seaside towns. But the killers may be closer and more dangerous than she realizes…

        •	Her Deadly End

        •	Her Cold Blood

        •	Her Last Lie

        •	Her Secret Crime

        •	Her Perfect Murder

        •	Her Grisly Grave

        Six pulse-pounding thrillers where every page offers a twist that brings you closer to the edge. This series is now complete.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Asha Kade Private Detective Murder Mysteries

        Meet Asha Kade and her partner Katy McCafferty, private eyes with charm, smarts, and a cause. Every solved cold case triggers a $1 million donation to their favorite children’s charity from a secret benefactor. But the stakes are deathly high, and their cunning is tested at every turn.

        •	Merciless Legacy

        •	Merciless Games

        •	Merciless Crimes

        •	Merciless Past

        •	Merciless Lies

        •	Merciless Deaths

        Six fierce mystery thrillers that balance deadly danger with friendship and heart. This series is now complete.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Red Heeled Rebels International Mystery & Crime Novels. The Origin Story.
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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      This is their origin story.

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

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

      Happy reading. Enjoy the adventure.

      Best wishes,

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada
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      PS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, mysteries, and psychological suspense.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There is no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        The Girl Who Crossed the Line

      

      
        The Girl Who Ran Away

      

      
        The Girl Who Made Them Pay

      

      
        The Girl Who Fought to Kill

      

    

    
      
        Thanks From Tikiri

      

      
        Twisty Thrillers by Tikiri

      

      
        Debate This Dozen

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Girl Who Crossed the Line

          

          THE PREQUEL STORY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This is the prequel short story to the Red Heeled Rebels international crime thriller series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Girl Who Crossed the Line

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All she wanted was to belong. Then, she committed an unforgivable crime…
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      Asha is the outsider. The black sheep. The girl no one wants.

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

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

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

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

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

      I looked up, startled.

      Who’s coming in now?

      I peeked through the crack in between the two bookshelves.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The girls squealed with delight.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes!” a chorus of voices replied.

      “Tell us!”

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

      Satisfied murmurs went around the table.

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

      “Oh, my goodness.”

      “Sounds divine.”

      “Delicious.”

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

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

      We couldn’t be more different.

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

      How I envied them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What threats? I wondered.

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

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

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

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

      They were silent for a minute.

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

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

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

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

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

      My father was facing the sink.

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

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

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

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

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

      It was a conversation that would haunt me later.

      But that night, I had nightmares of Sophie in her golden pigtails dragging me to an underground mine, to work in a deep, dark place where no one would find me. I avoided her like the plague from then on.
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        * * *

      

      “Sophie, you’re a gem!” Bethany said. “I love macarons. How lovely of you.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Got everyone,” Bethany said.

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

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

      “Who are you talking about?” Ana asked.

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

      “You mean the stick insect?” Ana said.

      I almost dropped my book.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I felt my face go warm.

      “No!” a chorus of horrified voices replied.

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

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

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

      I stopped breathing.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My mother was particular about everything.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      That’s it?

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

      I wanted the same rainbow braids.

      Mrs. Ngozi shook her head.

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

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

      I didn’t budge from my stool.

      “Please, Mrs. Ngozi?”

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

      I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Bomba! You’re so talented.”

      “Maybe you should try Muzungu hair next!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Except for one man.

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

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

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

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

      But we couldn’t help ourselves.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She looks more scared than angry, I thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And that was that.

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

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

      What a dream life she has, I thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      It was an evening I’d never forget.

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

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

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

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

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

      “But we got those only six months ago.”

      “I need sandals, Mama.”

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

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

      “You don’t need more shoes.”

      “Even for my birthday?”

      “But that’s not for three months.”

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

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

      “We’ll see,” my mother interrupted.

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

      “Yes!”

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

      “Promise!”

      I grinned.

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

      “Can we get a pair for Chanda too?”

      Silence.

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

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

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

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

      It was then something strange struck me.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I was now a pro at going to schools.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      How could she imagine Papa could be wrong?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I salivated at the possibilities.

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

      Ms. Stacy liked my answer.

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

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

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

      Silence in the front seats.

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

      I gave an obstinate shrug.

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

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

      I waited.

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

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

      “Promise?”

      I nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      What embassy?

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

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

      “Security check?” asked my mother.

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

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

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

      Emigrate?

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

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

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

      I wondered vaguely where we’d go to next.

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

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

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

      I sat up.

      America?

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

      America, like the America Tanya comes from?

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My heart ticked faster.

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

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

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

      I considered my options.

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

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

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

      New York!

      I almost choked on my glass of water.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He lowered his voice.

      I leaned in further.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The man muttered to himself as he flipped a page.

      I froze.

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

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

      I waited another ten seconds.

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

      It was now or never.

      I took a step forward. Then another.

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

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

      I fled.

      “Hey!”

      I didn’t look back.

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

      “Run!” I yelled.

      Chanda darted out of her hiding spot like a bullet.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      And also because
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