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We had never heard of Prussia before.  

Which way is it? We wondered. We pointed our fingers towards the sun, then away. How far 

would we have to walk in which direction to get to it? Which tree should we follow, which star 

should guide us? 

Ologbon shook her head at us over and over. She told us: you cannot walk there. It is too far. 

You would have to walk over water. 

We splashed in puddles often enough. We told her we could do it.  

She shook her head at us again. This water was bigger than a puddle. It was bigger than the sky 

itself, she told us. It stretched farther and farther until it seemed there was nothing on the other 

side.  

Well, said little Omo, how is the big Prussian man meant to get to where we were, to claim what 

is now his? 

His? I said. What is his? Us? 

Little Omo shushed me. Yes. We are his now.  

I felt myself all over, startled. How could I be somebody else’s? I was my own. I was mine. I 

told little Omo this. 

He laughed. Of course not. Before you were his, you were hers.  

Who is her? 

Ah. The Queen, of course.  

And before I was hers? 

You weren’t even born then. 

So will I never be mine? 

Ologbon’s shoulders raised and then fell. Captured in her face were wisps of a confusion that 

spanned centuries. You children, she said. You are making an old woman’s ears grow weary. Go 

now, and help your mothers.  

I told my mother what Ologbon had told me and little Omo. About how where we lived, the 

bottom of a towering mountain, used to be owned by the Queen, and now it was owned by a 

Prussian man.  

We are not our own, I told her. We were the Queen’s, now we are the Prussians.  

My mother did not look at me as she stood stirring rice over the fire. She said: we do what we 

must. We are who we must be. Captured in her face was a dark, deep knowledge that warded 

away the demons that whirled in the night and kept her from fully waking up in the morning. I 

did not know this knowledge then, but this was the first time I glimpsed it.  
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It was astounding. First we were the Queen’s. Then she gave us to the man who ruled Prussia—

as a birthday gift, Ologbon told us.  

On my birthday, my mother gave me an extra spoonful of rice, and it tasted golden in my mouth. 

For this Prussian man’s birthday, he had been given a mountain, and along with it came the 

people living next to the mountain.  

To this man, living an ocean the size of the sky away from me, I was an extra spoonful of rice. 

He had eaten me up, and I was golden in his mouth. 

I was no longer mine. Maybe I was never mine.  

Outside, demons whirled around the base of our mountain. Those, at least, were still ours.  

 

Sometimes Omo and I would play pretend at the base of the mountain, where there was the most 

magic. Scrub bush transformed into brave soldiers, whistling wind became the singing of fair 

princesses, and we became gods. Beating the hard earth, I would scream conquer! and we would 

stretch out our arms and yell woosh woosh woosh, the sound we thought Prussians made when 

they crossed un-crossable oceans. Sometimes I would be the queen and pick up a rock and give it 

to Omo, who would bow comically and hold his nose up high like we thought Prussian’s would. 

Garble our voices so we sounded clipped and foreign, listen as strange sounds came out of our 

mouths.  

When we played this game, the world was simple, because we ruled over it. We were nobody’s 

except our own, and at the end, we always put back the rock where we found it. It was not 

something that could be gifted without eventually being returned. We were small, but we were 

mindful of our hands and the power that they held. We were careful with what little power we 

had.  

It was exhausting, reentering the world after a long day of pretend. Having to relearn all of the 

tiresome nuances of life, once more looking into my mother’s eyes and wondering why she was 

tired today—if it was because not enough food was being grown, because Ologbon was sick 

again, because we were not our own, because sometimes the odd men from Prussia with skin the 

color of teeth entered our house and then left after what seemed to be too much time. My mother 

trembled under the weight of all of her thoughts.  

 

I know only two forms of magic—the magic that exists at the base of my mountain, and the 

magic that these teeth-white men have over us. How magical, that someone can come into your 

home and say that you are theirs, that they can make you turn on your brother and sell him like 

my mother sells her crops, and after they do that, they can still force you to work for them, they 

can make you build roads and grow crops that you will never use. Amazing, that to these people 

we are nothing more than grains of rice. Something that can be owned.  
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Omo and I stop playing on the mountain. We spend more time in our houses, trembling along 

with our mothers and understanding more and more of their fears and worries. We spend more 

time outside, breaking our backs to build farm a plant that seems wholly unnecessary to farm. 

Once, Omo asked one of the teeth-white men that came to our door what, exactly, was the point 

of this cotton that we were breaking our backs to grow. “Why?” he said, over and over. “Why?” 

The Prussian man who routinely came to our village to collect this magical plant kicked him 

until he stopped asking. We continued breaking our backs and farming for no cause.  

 

One day, Omo leads me to the base of the mountain and we sit down on the rocks we used to gift 

each other. 

I am tired, he says bluntly. We have both been overcome by the weight we once only wondered 

at. But our mothers are too old for trembling, so we do it instead.  

Ologbon is dead.  

What is there to do? I say. We are not our own. 

How can I be somebody else’s? Omo demands.  

I look at him, and the ghosts of our childhood seem impossibly far. I have no more time for 

pretend, for yelling and laughing with arms wide, saying woosh woosh woosh and imagining the 

vastness of oceans you will never see.  

We do what we must, I say. The magic of the mountain is gone, and demons fold in on both of 

us. Omo shakes with anger.  

I’m not the only one that is tired, he says. There are people who want to fight. 

Fight? I say incredulously. 

Fight. Omo repeats. And I am going to join them. 

We stare at each other in silence, and then I slowly begin to laugh. it starts soft, and then it 

escalates, until I am lying on the ground with tears streaming down my face. Fight! I gasp. Fight! 

In my laughter, there is scorn, and deep hopelessness. 

Omo gets up. How can I be somebody else’s? He repeats.  

He walks away, and my laughter follows him. I never see either of them again.  

 

Over the wind we hear rumors about the fighting. About teeth-white men brandishing sticks of 

fire, about our men with spears of poison, about death, and destruction, and demons. Every day, I 

go to the mountain and wish desperately for Omo to return.  

He does not. 
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Instead, teeth-white men storm our village and burn everything. We scream, we yell, we hurl 

curses and sticks, but they have taken all the magic away from us and now we are not our own. 

They took our bodies, they broke our backs, they burned our land. My mother runs into our 

house as it is burning, and emerges black as dust, covered in ash, coughing up blood. She 

screams and screams and screams, and I am too shocked to make a sound. All I can do is listen. 

Our land is barren. I hear one of the teeth-white men talking to another, and I can just make out 

what they’re saying—Famine. Their word for everlasting hunger. Slowly, I realize that they 

burned everything that we cared about so that we would not fight them again. I am so angry I 

want to yell after them: We would not have fought you if you had not come!  

Instead, I bury my mother next to Ologbo. I rebuild our house and count my ribs as they begin to 

show through my skin. Every day, I go to the base of the mountain and wait, desperately, for 

Omo. 

He does not come. 

And one day, I stop waiting.  

 

 

 

 

 


