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Dedication

To the griots of my family,

who have kept alive memories and

bravely forged paths for me to follow.





Epigraph

When a griot dies, it is as if a library has burned to the ground.

—West African proverb
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Chapter 1

Praise Song for Kun

O Kun

Motherland of grass and sun

Oala blesses us

Where the Eke River flows

Through plains and soaring mountains

Red clay of her heart

From hot sands of the Zare

To bright and azure seas

Cradle of the goddess

From her we are born

To her we shall return

Her children, one and all

O Kun

Remember the goddess

Forsake not her blessings

In our past

One reads our future

O Kun

Do not forget

—Sung by Griot Kelechi to Eze Ikemba on his coronation, Kingdom of Kun
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Chapter 2

Hope and Hunger

Dust clings to my feet with every step across the barren yard. I drop the frayed basket into the back of the cart with a thump and pick up one of the yams cradled inside. The last of our harvest, it is covered with the same grit that scrapes between my toes. I gently rub its bristly fibers with the worn edge of my skirt. It helps, but dust settles again, making it look as if I have just pulled it from the ground.

I push the basket farther into the cart and wedge it next to the pile of star apples. Lines of sticky perspiration tickle my skin, and my cornrows itch as I walk over to scratch Mango behind his ears. The donkey makes a soft snort and puts his face close to mine. Hot breath tickles the skin above the crescent-shaped birthmark on my neck. His warm muzzle feels like a kiss on my cheek.

Over in our mud brick house, Zirachi kneels in silent prayer before our two household altars.

It is said in Kun that you can’t know who you are unless you can call the names of your ancestors going back seven generations. The altar for Zirachi’s family holds her grandmother’s cowrie shell necklace and a knife her great-grandfather favored. Such tokens are necessary to recall, honor, and seek wisdom from our relatives. I shuffle my feet.

I could honor Zirachi’s ancestors, but who am I if I can’t name my own?

Cushioned by the dust, I pad silently to the doorway and listen.

“Oala,” Zirachi whispers, “bless our efforts today.” She places a plump star apple, sweet and tart, on an altar for Oala—Kun’s great and beautiful goddess of creation. A sculpted python coils in restful sleep among dried flowers and other gifts. The little serpent offers protection to our home and relays our messages to the goddess.

When she finishes with her prayers, Zirachi raises herself from the altars and notices me.

“Come along, Amara,” she says. “It’s time.”

In the yard, she adjusts the harnesses on Mango. The sky blooms orange above us, hazy clouds mirroring the dust that swallows our feet.

“I hope Oala sends us rain,” I say. Hopping up to the rough cart seat, I brush more sandy grit from my skirt.

“As do I,” Zirachi says with a sigh. “Pray that it may stop the Zare’s hunger.”

I have no memory of a time before the Zare, the great desert, devoured our land. Zirachi tells me stories of when Kun had lush, green fields and fat cattle. From the desert to the sea, there was always plenty. Now even she has trouble remembering the way it was.

When we finally reach the little village of Danel, crowds throng the paths. My heart jumps, and hope creeps into Zirachi’s eyes.

“There are more people today,” I say. “Are they here for the New Yam Festival tomorrow?”

Zirachi glances among the bright awnings and tent poles in the village square. “It must be so,” she replies.

We carry our offering to the temple. I can’t balance the heavy basket of new yams on my head as well as Zirachi, but I manage without dropping it.

The courtyard is busy with preparations for tomorrow’s festival. The elders direct where the tributes should be placed. Groups of men and women prepare the colorful costumes and headpieces that the masquerade dancers will don. A dancer wearing a leopard mask practices his steps to the drum.

“I pray that fortune changes,” Zirachi says.

“And that we have fresh yams to eat again,” I mutter. “Why did we give away so many?”

Zirachi sighs. “Amara, it’s tradition. The festival marks the end of one harvest and the beginning of the next. We celebrate not just what we have, but what we hope for,” she says. “Only one more day, little one, then we can eat what we have grown. Besides, I hear the Eze himself may be present.”

“In Danel?” I ask incredulously. I have never seen the king and wonder why he would come to a village such as ours.

“Yes. And you should not speak so frivolously. We have little, but some have none. Let’s be grateful.”

I nod, knowing that Zirachi speaks the truth. We pass under the twisted branches of a large star apple tree, and I remember trying to wrap my arms around its gnarled trunk when I was little.

No star apples fall now. Even at season’s end, the tree holds tight to its fruit, desperate to keep every drop of moisture. Desiccated star apples rattle on the branches. The people hunger, but the tree gives nothing.

After leaving our harvest gifts at the temple, we return to the cart to carry the rest of our wares to our usual spot in the market. New yams cannot be sold until after the festival, and we must sell what we have left or throw them away. We cannot afford to let any return to the dust.

Shrill voices from nearby stalls compete for the attention of the marketgoers. Here! Here! Come!

“Amara”—Zirachi’s eyes scan the crowd—“I am going to see Mmesoma across the way. Keep your eyes sharp, and do not leave the mat. We mustn’t lose what we have to a thief’s quick hand.” Her voice is direct, but not harsh.

“I will.” Zirachi’s amber eyes, so unlike my brown ones, crinkle slightly and she gives my shoulder a firm squeeze before she strides off.

“Yams! Star apples!” I call. In a few moments, I see Chigozie approach, and I smile. One of our regular customers, she says her husband likes our yams best, and we try to save our fattest ones for her each week. “Good morning, Auntie,” I say.

“Good morning, little one,” she replies. Her dark brown face wrinkles in greeting. “Where is Zirachi?”

“Visiting Mmesoma. But I can help you!” I take three big yams from the basket, her usual purchase, but she stops me.

“No, dear,” she says. “Not so many today. Just one.” Her thin fingers tremble as she takes a few cowrie shells from her bag.

“May the goddess bless you,” I say quietly. I place a single yam on the mat and take the curved shells she offers in exchange.

“And you,” she says, placing the yam in her bag, then walking away.

I look more closely at the people in the crowd. A hunched old man hobbles to another yam stall, where a hawkish vendor clangs a bell.

“Could you spare a yam?” the man asks in a meek tone, surely hoping his deference will earn him goodwill.

“Get away!” the vendor growls. “I can barely feed my own children.” The old man ducks his head and shuffles on.

Zirachi comes back across the market square.

“What did Mmesoma say?” I ask.

“Much as I thought,” she says with a sigh. “The poor harvest does not give her much to sell, but she does her best. The crowd is larger, but the buyers seem few.” Her tone is even, but I can hear the worry in her voice.

A boy who looks close to my age and a small girl look longingly at the stalls of fragrant meats, warm flatbreads, and sweet plantain chips. The children are dirty and ragged, their cheeks angled and hollow. Whenever they draw near a stall, the vendor shoos them with cries of Eh! or Go away! The children scurry like mice and cling tighter to each other.

Ripe star apples sit bunched in the basket next to me. Zirachi’s sharp eyes notice my sideways glance.

“Amara, we cannot help everyone who is hungry,” she says.

“They don’t need much. I’ll give them the star apple I was saving for later.”

“Then what will you eat? You’re almost as thin as they are.”

“I’m not that hungry.” My stomach rumbles in disagreement. I pinch my lips and frown. “We give our harvest to the Eze,” I say, “and he does not bring us rain or put food in our bowls. Why not to these?”

“Hush, child!” Zirachi chides. She shakes her head. “I see there is no reasoning with you.” She bends down and puts two star apples into a cloth before tying it up. “Don’t give it to them in plain sight,” she says, “or we’ll never hear the end of it from the other sellers.”

I kiss Zirachi on the cheek, then run to the other side of the market with the little bundle.

Caught in the throng, I can’t see the children, so I duck around a corner and wind through more stalls. Finally, I find them.

The children are not where fruits or vegetables are sold, but items of a different use. Magic.

The stalls are filled with earthy mushrooms, drying herbs, and objects so shriveled that it is impossible to know what they are. Zirachi and I sometimes come here to buy medicine, incense, or other items for our home.

At the edge of the market, an old woman leans over, giving the boy and girl some of her own meal. Dates and boiled groundnuts. Her wiry white hair frames a wrinkled, leathery face. The children gobble the food.

“I brought you more.” I pull out the small bundle and hand it to the boy. He unwraps it and, seeing the fruit, gives the bigger star apple to the girl. They eat more slowly, licking every bit of juice from their cracked lips.

“Thank you,” he says to me. The old woman peers at the children with bright eyes, and he adds, “And thank you too, Auntie. This is the first we have eaten in days.”

“My name is Amara. Where have you come from?” I ask.

“Benta,” says the boy. “My name is Nweke.” He wipes his mouth with the back of his dusty arm. “There’s not much food among the people in the city, so my family left. We were separated during a dust storm, and I’m trying to find my uncle’s family in the east.”

The boy coughs, and I remove the water pouch hanging at my side and offer it to him. I can only imagine the hardship the children experienced to get here. The boy takes my pouch gratefully and drinks a large mouthful before handing it to the girl.

“I met Lebechi on the road,” he says.

“Where’s your family?” I ask her. She is younger than Nweke, and I guess not more than six years old.

“I don’t know,” she says, her voice soft and feathery. “I came from the mountains. My father said we must find food, and he told me to wait while he scouted the bush, but he didn’t come back.

Lebechi wipes the dust from her eyes. “I went to look for him and met Nweke.”

While the children speak, a few villagers listen and whisper. People starving in the capital and in the hills. Why has the Eze done nothing? Have these children brought their bad luck to our village?

Nweke looks nervously at the crowd, and Lebechi clutches his hand. “We must go,” he says. He hands the waterskin to me, but I shake my head.

“You may keep it.”

“Thank you,” he says. He bobs his curly head in gratitude.

“May Oala smile upon you, young ones.” I’ve almost forgotten the old woman, so quiet she’s been.

Pulling Lebechi by the hand, Nweke wiggles through the crowd, and soon they disappear.

The old woman’s eyes fix on me. “I have a gift for you too, child.”

“For me?”

The old woman hands me a dried yellow flower sprig.

“Yellow trumpet,” she says, “for bravery.”

“Thank you, Auntie,” I say as I take the flower. A question sits in my mouth, but I swallow it and stick the blossom into my sash. “Goodbye!” Then I push back through the mass of people.

I don’t see Nweke and Lebechi. The crowd has swallowed them whole.

I feel a strange prickling sensation. The children’s tale has unnerved me, I tell myself. What if the Zare gnaws its way here to Danel? I pray that Zirachi and I never have to leave our home.
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Chapter 3

The Parched Land

The low trumpet of a two-toned horn reverberates through the air. My heart sinks. Twice each day, the market boss strides in front of the temple and blows the twisted bush cow horn. The day’s selling is over.

At our stall, I shake the sand from our mat and fold it. Zirachi and I stack our empty baskets. The cowrie shells in her money pouch rattle lightly, and I furrow my brow. We’ll have the last of this year’s yams for our evening meal, at least. I’d never say so, but I’d give anything for fresh pounded yams and a steaming bowl of rich pepper soup for dipping.

At our cart, Zirachi and I work in comfortable silence. I stroke Mango’s rough mane, and the donkey nuzzles me with his soft nose.

“Ready to go home?” I ask him. Mango blinks his brown eyes placidly.

We rattle in the cart along the dusty road toward home, and Zirachi’s gaze focuses on the path ahead. I cannot see her expression, only her stiff back and coiled bun tied with her orange scarf. The bright color makes it easier for our customers to find us, she says.

Over the creaking wheels, I listen for the signaling reverberations of the ikoro drum in the distance, our warning that a dust storm approaches. Weeks have passed since the last storm, but I am on edge with dread of the choking clouds of sand.

“Do you think a storm will come?” I say, looking at the horizon.

“No,” Zirachi says, casting her eyes to the sky, “but I’m not a seer. Only the griots had that power. I do wish for rain, though. We’re fortunate that the river runs so close to our farm and trees, but even it thirsts for more water.”

At the market, opinions fly among the other sellers. When I went to the far side to bring food to the boy and girl, Nweke and Lebechi, I heard the mutterings.

“Chiku the potter says that Kun has been cursed.”

“Amara,” Zirachi says, glancing over her shoulder at me. She sighs. “You shouldn’t repeat such tales.”

“What other reason could there be?” I ask with a frown. “Do our prayers not reach the goddess? The elders collect our offerings at the temple, but the Zare only grows each day.”

After a silence, Zirachi says, “Mmesoma thinks as you. That there is something broken in Kun. A crime that has not been atoned for.” She clicks her tongue to urge Mango forward. “If the elders can’t divine it, then the Eze must decide and act.”

The Eze, our king, resides far away in Benta, the capital city. In my mind, he has done little for our village besides collect our taxes. “Maybe he doesn’t know how bad it has become in Danel or other villages,” I offer.

“That may be possible,” Zirachi replies.

“Or maybe he knows, but he can’t fix it.”

“I hope to the goddess that is not true,” she says. “Regardless, he will be here for the festival tomorrow. He will see.”

I rub my thumb along the rough fibers of the baskets next to me. Zirachi glances back at me again.

“I sense there’s more to your questions than the desert and dust storms.”

For a moment, I say nothing and pull at some loose straws. Kun has many taboos. I touch my crescent birthmark, hesitating to speak of the taboo that matters most.

“Do you think I am the curse?” I ask at last.

My words hang in the air until Zirachi breaks free of her surprise. “No, Amara!” she exclaims. “You are my greatest blessing.”

“But I’m an outcast, marked by the spirits. I have no ancestors, no past. Maybe—”

“You are my daughter. Finding you on my doorstep doesn’t make you any less mine. I don’t know what village gossip you’re listening to, but you must ignore it. I will have words with whoever has put such ideas in your head.” She looks down at me. “I wish I could tell you more. Who left you at my door . . . Who your ancestors are . . . I’m sorry that I don’t know. I’m grateful to them, whatever their reasons were.”

Our cart bumps along the gravelly road, and I listen to the steady clip-clop of Mango’s hooves on the hard clay. I’m afraid I’ve upset Zirachi. She always speaks the truth, and I know it pains her that this time, the truth isn’t enough.

Finally, she says, “Maybe someday you’ll find the answers to your questions. But without the griots, those memories are gone. I’m afraid there’s no more of your story to learn, little one.”

I lean my head against Zirachi’s side, and she rests her hand on my shoulder. She is right, and I try to bury all my questions as the village of Danel shrinks in the distance.

At home, I carry the baskets to the small mud shed we use for storage, while Zirachi tends to Mango. We work in rhythm. When the baskets are stored out of the heat and Mango is curried and munching dry grass in his pen, we gather the remaining supplies.

“That’s strange,” I say. The front door is ajar, just enough to let us glimpse a glow from within.

Putting down her mats, Zirachi unsheathes a knife from her hip and presses against the hard clay wall of the house. Usually, she uses it to cut branches in the orchard or grass for weaving baskets. The way she holds it now is not so tame. She waves me back and places a finger against her lips.

Fear tingles down my spine as I crouch. Zirachi grasps the knife tightly and pushes open the door.

“Welcome,” says a deep voice.

I peer around Zirachi. Embers from the hearth outline a shadowy form. As it leans toward the light, I raise my hand to stifle the scream that threatens to escape.

A horrible leopard head stares back, fangs bared. From its crown, long fronds of dead palm leaves hang, rustling as the creature moves.

Zirachi points the knife at the creature. “Who are you? Speak!”

The voice sounds amused.

“It is my home, too, though I barely recognize it,” it says gruffly.

Realization dawns on Zirachi’s face and she steps into the room.

“Okwu?”

The creature rises slowly, its fronds rattling like teeth. It raises its hands and removes what I see is a mask.

The same brown skin and amber eyes I know—and have seen so many times—now look at me from an unfamiliar face.
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