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Goes together with “Black Lives Matter” and “Generation Greta” 

When 18-year-old Manal sets off for the Ivory Coast in search of her roots, her life is turned 
upside down. Behind the fence of a cocoa plantation, guarded by dogs, is a boy of her own age. 
This boy, Issa, needs her help. He wants to find a way to get his little brother Yaya back home; 
like many other children, Yaya has been sold to work on the cocoa plantation. But it’s not that 
easy, for completely different rules apply behind the fence, and many of the children are scared 
by the idea of freedom. With Manal’s help, they manage to escape. But this is just the start of a 
merciless pursuit through a parched landscape… 

• Gripping thriller about child labour in the cocoa industry 

• Comprehensively researched and written with emotional power by the holder of the 

German Youth Literature Award 2016 

For license inquiries please contact: rights@verlagsgruppe-oetinger.de  

https://www.oetinger.de/person/peer-martin?m=r
mailto:rights@verlagsgruppe-oetinger.de
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Synopsis 

18-year-old Manal is of mixed race: her black mother’s roots are in the Ivory Coast, and her 

white, freckled father’s roots are in Germany. Manal has recently left school with top grades, and 

is marking time by working in a high-end chocolate emporium in Berlin, where she lives with 

both parents. She is known only as an exotic beauty, and spends her time selling chocolates, and 

having meaningless sex with one of the boys who works in the shop. 

She is largely indifferent when her parents (her mother is a doctor and her father writes fiction) 

suggest she spend some time learning about her African heritage by staying with her aunt and 

uncle, Fatouma and Mamadou, on the Ivory Coast. However, she goes along with it - little 

realising that it will change her entire life. 

The family farm is “in absolutely nowhere. Miles from everything. The next place was an  hour 

away by car.” Still, Manal - with an entirely European mindset - thinks nothing of venturing 

beyond the safety of the farm’s enclosure. 

She is, however, surprised to find a face suddenly emerging from the undergrowth inside the 

perimeter fence of the cocoa plantation.  

This face belongs to Issa. “A cripple … a clown”, in his words. Issa is the other main character in 

the novel. His story begins with his journey to the cocoa plantation, where he is hoping to find - 

and rescue - his little brother, Yaya. The latter went off to find work (and money) when Issa’s leg 

was amputated as a result of an infection following a severe dog bite. 

After an endless journey, Issa finds the plantation where Yaya is working, and persuades the 

owner, Monsieur Youssouf, to take him on. M. Youssouf is himself relatively benign. However, 

his son Yves is in charge of the plantation, and is known as “the Devil” for his cruel treatment of 

the children who work for him. 

Manal and Issa come from very different worlds - but the two worlds collide at this point. Issa 

needs her to help him get his brother back home. Manal, perhaps naïvely, is unable to refuse 

(she is also captivated by the face in the undergrowth). 

Thus a chain of events unfolds, which is both horrendous and heartwarming. 
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Issa immediately makes his presence felt, in that he tries to garner support for a bid for 

freedom. His immediate adversary is another boy of more or less his own age. This boy, 

Silvester, sets himself against Issa at every turn. He rejects the idea of ‘freedom’; as he sees it, 

‘freedom’ means torture, starvation, and possible death.  

Issa, however, paints pictures in the children’s minds of a life in which they can play, go to 

school, and never fear their masters.  

The worlds of Issa and Manal collide even more violently when Yves condemns Yaya to a night 

in the forest - terrifying for one who fears “the spirits”. Manal and her uncle, Mamadou, find him. 

Mamadou is in favour of leaving him there, thereby obeying the laws of the plantation, but 

Manal - with her European perspective - insists on carrying him home. She believes she is doing 

him a kindness. In the world of the cocoa plantation - and in the novel - however, her human 

kindness unleashes the chain of horrific events which follows.  

Manal and Mamadou take care of Yaya and return him quickly to the plantation. However, Yves 

is set on revenge. Monsieur Soulymanne (M. Yousouff’s brother) is drafted in to assist him in his 

attempts to keep control of their child labour, and particularly to ensure that Issa is kept in 

check.  

If Yves is “the Devil”, M. Soulymane is “the Demon”. He makes Yves look positively benign. Abuse 

and torture are the only way he can communicate. His particular target is Issa. 

Issa, meanwhile, remains convinced that freedom is the only answer. Manal agrees. Between 

them, they work out a way for him to help the children to escape from the confines of the cocoa 

plantation and gain their rightful freedom. The plan seems to work, and Issa leads them to 

Manal’s family farm. 

However, they are soon found by Yves and Soulymaine, and in the bloodbath that ensues, Issa 

and the children are recaptured and Mamadou is shot. Fatouma races him to hospital, leaving in 

experienced Manal in charge of the farm. 

She rises to the challenge. However, she could not guess that Yves and Soulymane are planning 

to create a bushfire in order to gain more land for their business, which will destroy her family 

farm. They are planning to manipulate the situation so that one of the children, Boubou, can be 

blamed for it. Issa knows this because he overhears them talking. However, he can’t prevent it. 
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The fire duly devastates the farm, and Manal survives because Yves carries her out and into the 

cocoa plantation. 

Manal is shocked to find that “the Devil” saved her life. However, she is even more shocked 

when he tries to rape her as his prize for having saved her. Boubou happens to see what’s going 

on, and races off to alert Issa. Issa duly fights off Yves - and this is where the story takes an even 

darker turn. 

Despite being locked up by Yves and Soulymane, Issa still manages to mobilise the children with 

their idea of freedom, and hatch a plan for all of them to escape. Silvester is the lone voice saying 

that this freedom is a mirage; however, he realises that he is already involved to such an extent 

that he has no choice but to go through with it. 

They successfully escape. However, Silvester’s view of the promised freedom is correct. Before 

long, the children are exhausted and starving. They manage to build a raft using doors from 

Manal’s farm, and embark on a long and terrifying journey during which Manal and Issa become 

increasingly close. When they finally consummate their relationship (Manal ignoring all the 

warnings in her mind about unprotected sex, particularly in Africa), Issa warns her that they are 

now together forever according to his cultural views.  

Things take a turn for the even worse when they are intercepted on the river by M. Youssouf, 

Soulymane and Yves. In the bitter struggle that ensues, M. Youssouf is shot dead. Soulymane and 

Yves are now hell-bent on revenge - and get it when they capture and torture Issa and Silvester. 

Silvester finally tells Issa his background: he was taken to M. Youssouf’s plantation as a young 

child, when Soulymane was in sole charge. His father and brother stood up to Soulymane and 

met a terrible end. Since then, Silvester has been afraid of any attempts to obtain freedom. Issa 

concedes that Silvester was right, and that they should never have tried to escape. Silvester, 

however, says that Issa needs to keep hold of his vision of his wonderful, free childhood on the 

cotton plantation. 

The story is tied up when Mamadou (now recovered) and Fatouma arrive. They pay the police 

even more than Soulymane has been paying them, and Issa and Silvester are freed. Manal’s 

parents, too, fly in from Germany.  
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In a final twist, Issa tells the truth about himself. Yaya is not his little brother; there was no 

happy childhood spent picking cotton with his mother and sisters. He was in fact a street child 

and petty criminal; he lost his leg when a dog caught him while he was trying to escape from the 

yard of a supermarket.  

Mamadou and Fatouma set up a new farm, and keep the cocoa plantation children with them. 

Manal returns to Germany to study Agriculture. Issa is sent to prison for two years, during 

which Manal visits him very occasionally and realises that her feelings were based on nothing 

solid. When he is finally released, though, all her old feelings return, and it seems that Issa was 

right when he said that their sexual union meant they would be together forever. 

This is a very good novel - which is hardly surprising, given that Peer Martin was the holder of 

the German Youth Literature Award 2016. However, it’s more than a novel. In his Preface, 

Martin says that people love chocolate. However, chocolate, like all luxury items, has a pre-

history. The history of chocolate is also the history of Africa’s economic and political 

development.  

Hence, he says, there are two stories in this novel. “You will encounter the second of these 

stories, the story within the story, and you might find it annoying as it interrupts the flow of the 

main story. I apologise for this. You can flick over it … perhaps it only matters to me and my 

protagonists, who have become so real to me.” 

Peer Martin is, however, completely wrong. The story within the story is that of Muriel’s family 

(Muriel being ictional mother of Manal). It is written within the novel by Manal’s writer father, 

Pieter. Set in the depths of African history, it to some extent mirrors the story of Manal and Issa, 

highlighting the very real horrors of those who were forced to work on plantations, but also the 

possibilities for love and hope. 

This is a novel which will stay in the mind of any reader for long, long after s/he has finished 

reading it. The characters and setting are so convincingly drawn that you feel like you know 

them, and that you have been to Africa. It is as if the sounds and smells and sights on the page 

are actually there in real life.  
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It is all too easy for a novel which deal with “issues” to become just that: a novel dealing with 

issues. However, this novel is a fantastic novel on its own merits. The issues are there, all the 

time, but they are never shoehorned in, and Peer Martin doesn’t ram his message home. 

This superb and compelling novel deserves to be translated into every language - partly for the 

light it sheds on African history, but also as a fantastic novel. 

 

 


