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It is a must for trials to come


But if we stand firm to the end


We will receive the crown And be like the angels


—Mama Agnes


Inflexibility


Partiality


Arrogance


Haste


Impotence


Ignorance


False Promises


—The Seven Deadly Sins of Mediation
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AUTHORS’ NOTE


The following is a work of reporting, conducted over six years and on four continents with hundreds of individuals involved in the search for the Chibok schoolgirls, including twenty of the young women themselves. It is also informed by a firsthand document, a diary, recorded at considerable personal risk during captivity and smuggled into freedom, which has been lightly edited for clarity.









LIST OF CHARACTERS


SENIORS AT CHIBOK GOVERNMENT SECONDARY SCHOOL FOR GIRLS


Naomi Adamu


Maryam Ali


Sadiya Ali


Saratu Ayuba


Hauwa Ishaya


Lydia John


Rebecca Mallum


Palmata Musa


Ladi Simon


Hannatu Stephen


PARENTS OF CHIBOK STUDENTS


Kolo Adamu—Naomi’s mother


Rifkatu Ayuba—Saratu Ayuba’s mother


Mary Ishaya—Hauwa’s mother


THE MEDIATORS


Tijani Ferobe—a Quranic scholar and friend of Zannah’s


Pascal Holliger—a Swiss diplomat from the Human Security Division


Fulan Nasrullah—a fundamentalist–turned–terrorism analyst


Ahmad Salkida—a freelance journalist and prolific tweeter


Tahir Umar—an elderly former disciple of Boko Haram leaders


Zannah Mustapha, “the Barrister”—a lawyer and orphanage director


NIGERIAN GOVERNMENT


Muhammadu Buhari—former general and president of Nigeria from 2015


Oby Ezekwesili—former education minister, #BringBackOurGirls protest leader


Goodluck Jonathan—president of Nigeria, 2010–2015


BOKO HARAM


Malam Abba, “Qaid”—a commander, and the Chibok girls’ abductor


Malam Ahmed, “the Malam”—the Chibok girls’ Islamic teacher and guardian


Ali Doctor—a Boko Haram physician


Aliyu, “Emirul Jesh”—Shekau’s chief military commander and executioner


Abubakar Shekau, “the Imam”—leader of Boko Haram


Abu Walad, “Rijal”—a foot soldier and guard of the Chibok girls


Mohammad Yusuf—“The Martyr,” slain founder of Boko Haram


Tasiu, aka Abu Zinnira—Boko Haram’s spokesman


US GOVERNMENT


John Kerry—secretary of state


Barack Obama—POTUS


Michelle Obama—FLOTUS


John Podesta—senior counsellor to President Obama


BACKGROUND FIGURES


Mama Agnes—a northern Nigerian gospel singer


Jack Dorsey, “@Jack”—founder and CEO of Twitter Inc.


Amina Rawaram, “The last Diva of the Sahara”—a Maiduguribased singer popular in the 1960s


[image: Illustration]


[image: Illustration]










PROLOGUE



Michelle Obama was upstairs in the White House residential quarters, watching the morning news report a story of suffering and social media and wondering whether to tweet. It was May 7, 2014, an overcast Wednesday in Washington, and all the major breakfast shows were leading with the same harrowing tale.


Thousands of miles away, in a remote Nigerian town called Chibok, 276 schoolgirls had been kidnapped from their dormitory on the night before their final exams. They’d been dozing on bunk beds, studying notes, or reading the Bible by torch. They were high-school seniors, a few hours of test questions from graduating as some of the only educated young women in an impoverished region where most girls never learned to read.


Then a group of militants barged in, bundled them onto trucks, and sped into the forest. The students had become captives of a little-known terrorist group called Boko Haram, which filled its ranks by abducting children. The girls’ parents chased after them on motorbikes and on foot until the trail went cold. For weeks, few people seemed to notice. The schoolgirls looked set to be forgotten, new entries on a long list of stolen youth.


But this time, something mysterious aligned inside the algorithms that power the attention economy. A small band of Nigerian activists on Twitter coined a hashtag calling for the hostages’ immediate release. Through the unpredictable pinball mechanics of social media, it shot out from West Africa and into the celebrity-sphere boosted by Hollywood and hip-hop royalty, then captured the global imagination. People all over the world began tweeting the same clarion call: #BringBackOurGirls.


The network news channels found the story irresistible. Anchors choked up retelling a tragic sequence of events that seemed to connect the world’s richest and poorest people through the universal pain of parental loss. A class of teenagers had been studying toward a better life, chasing aspirations that made them not so different from ordinary Americans, whose own high schools knew the ever-present danger of adolescent gun violence.


Now these girls were trapped in a ghastly, faintly understood conflict far away, hostage to unambiguous evil. More than that, they needed your help. Here was a chance to take part in the crowdsourced liberation of more than two hundred innocent victims terrorized for their determination to learn.


Watching the news reports upstairs, the first lady felt the same wrench of empathy that millions of others would express online: Those could be my daughters. Michelle dialled her chief of staff. Tina Tchen, a Twitter sceptic, wasn’t expecting the call. A lawyer by training, careful and attuned to unforeseen risks, she didn’t have an account and wasn’t sure that Twitter.com was a presidential-enough platform for the first lady. Once a tweet went live, you couldn’t control what happened.


Michelle, too, harboured reservations about social media and how much she should put herself out there. She had never made a major statement on foreign affairs, let alone waded into a war. What if her tweeting about Boko Haram made the situation worse?


But this story moved her. It was a moral issue, she would tell a friend, bigger than foreign policy. On her office bookshelf, next to a picture of her daughters, sat I Am Malala, the memoir of the Pakistani activist for girls’ education who had recently visited the White House.


“I think I want to do this,” she told Tina. “I want to do this.”


Her media team scrambled to choreograph the tweet. Staff hurried office supplies into the White House Diplomatic Room, trial-and-error testing Twitter photos in the same circular reception hall where Franklin Roosevelt once recorded his Fireside Chats. Michelle’s aides fumbled with different-size placards, attempting to find a board of optimal dimensions, and tested out sharpies to see how thick the marker should be for legibility on a small screen. They debated whether the press secretary should snap the picture on her phone. Or maybe an official White House photographer should set up his professional camera.


Michelle descended the staircase in a red, white, and blue floral dress, rushing to a personal appointment. The motorcade was waiting, but she could do this fast. Standing opposite a portrait of George Washington, she stared intently into the photographer’s lens, gripping a pearly white placard: “#BringBackOurGirls.”


She dashed into her car, while an aide typed up her caption and clicked Tweet: “Our prayers are with the missing Nigerian girls and their families. It’s time to #BringBackOurGirls.—mo”


That modest gesture was liked or retweeted by some 179,000 people and seen by hundreds of millions across the world, becoming the most shared post of a frenzied campaign that tested the power of social media to reshape events thousands of miles away. In the space of a few weeks, two million Twitter users, with a tap of the screen, repeated the same demand. This was a shared purpose, proclaimed by ordinary people from every corner of the map and some of the world’s most famous names: Hollywood celebrities, prime ministers, rap stars, the pope, Ellen, Angelina Jolie, Oprah, Harrison Ford, David Cameron, Mary J. Blige, the Rock . . .


And quite possibly you.


A DAY SHORT OF THREE YEARS LATER, THE SKIES ABOVE NORTHEASTERN Nigeria were empty except for one solitary aircraft. A soft rain streaked the windows of a Russian helicopter juddering through grey clouds. Inside the cabin, a Nigerian lawyer lifted a list and a pen from the chest pocket of his crisply ironed ash-coloured kaftan and studied the names through thick-framed Calvin Klein spectacles. Across from him sat a diplomat from Switzerland, nervously ticking through the final preparations for Phase Two. If everything went according to plan, their team could still make the rendezvous point by 4:00 p.m.


The helicopter headed southeast, rumbling over thorn forests and villages torched and abandoned during almost a decade of war. On the roads below, lookouts would be monitoring them, the passengers assumed, tracking their movements. One misstep could shatter the process, years in the making. The operation, hashed out over endless encrypted messages and meetings in safehouses, hung on a pair of delicate concessions. The first involved five militants released from jail now being driven to the front lines. Second was a black bag stuffed full of euros in high-denomination notes, the currency Boko Haram had demanded. Its contents were strictly secret.


Only a few senior officials in either of their governments knew the agreement the two men and their small team of mediators had painstakingly engineered. Along the way, they had lost friends and contacts to assassinations and imprisonment and had mourned when previous deals collapsed. Each assumed their phones were tapped, their routines followed. Both had sworn to observe a total information blackout at each stage of an operation that could be undone by a single errant tweet or a picture posted on Facebook. Not even the lawyer’s family knew where he was.


They were the last in an army of would-be liberators, spies, and glory hunters that had descended on Nigeria to find a group of schoolgirl hostages that social media had transformed into a central prize in the global War on Terror. A few days of tweets had lit a fuse of unintended consequences that had burned for years, the forces of Silicon Valley disrupting a faraway conflict on Lake Chad. Satellites had spun in space, scanning the forests of a region whose population had barely begun to use the Internet. The air power and personnel of seven foreign militaries had converged around Chibok, buying information and filling the skies with the menacing hum of drones. Yet none of them had rescued a single girl. And somehow the fame that once started a race to free the young women had also prolonged their captivity.


The helicopter bumped to earth next to a military outpost ringed by half-buried tires and sand-filled oil drums with a chain of white Toyota Land Cruisers parked on the cracked tarmac. The two men stooped as they stepped off the helicopter and went their separate ways.


The lawyer entered the first car of a convoy that rattled north over a dusty road, passing deserted farmland and the charred mudbrick walls of villages whose few remaining residents were too old to leave. Outside the window lay fallow fields, overlain with discarded tools and an upside-down rust-coated wheelbarrow.


The area was notorious for land mines and roadside bombs. Each driver steered carefully into the tread marks left by the car in front, their bumpers mounted with fluttering Red Cross flags. The lawyer told himself there was nothing to fear: “The prayers of the orphans will protect you.”


His car halted, and its flashing brake lights signalled the convoy behind to stop. Fighters in fatigues, their heads wrapped in turbans, were gathered on the other side of the dirt road, standing alert beside waist-high grass. In the branches of acacia trees, and crouching behind bushes, the lawyer could see other figures, training their rifles. He held his list, the silence broken by the warning chime of a Toyota door left ajar.


In the distance he could see a snaking line of silhouettes, dozens of women wrapped in dark, floor-length hooded shrouds billowing in the breeze. They were stepping through long grasses flanked by armed men. The figures looked exhausted, each trudging awkwardly toward him. Two of them were walking on crutches, and one was missing her left leg below the knee. Another had her arm draped in a sling. One carried a baby boy on her back.


These were the students that millions had tweeted about, then forgotten, but none of them had any idea about the social media campaign, and they lacked the faintest notion that anybody except their parents had been advocating for their release. These schoolgirls, almost all Christians, had come of age in captivity. To keep their friendships and faith, they had whispered prayers together at night, or into cups of water, and memorized Bible passages in secret. At risk of beatings and torture, they had softly sung gospel songs, fortifying each other with a hymn from Chibok: “We, the children of Israel, will not bow.”


The women, eighty-two in all, walked onto the road and halted opposite the lawyer, huddling into two lines, staring ahead with their eyes fixed. Some linked arms, others squeezed hands, their baggy clothes concealing the few possessions they’d managed to accumulate, strips of coloured fabric and small twigs for pinning their hair.


One of the women was trailing behind, dressed in a grey shroud and walking with a slight hunch. Tied around her thigh, hidden from view, was something the men with guns had never found, an article of defiance. It was a secret diary, filling three notebooks, a firsthand record of the women’s ordeal.


Her name was Naomi Adamu. It was her 1,118th morning in captivity.
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“GATHER OUTSIDE”


CHIBOK


APRIL 14, 2014


The class of 2014 at the Chibok Government Secondary School for Girls were only four weeks from finishing senior year when almost three hundred of them were seized by armed men and packed onto pickup trucks that disappeared into the night. It was a Monday, and the students had spent the afternoon finishing a three-hour civics exam and the evening relaxing on campus, studying in their dorms, or gathering in small circles in the prayer room. Some had been singing cathartic sabon rai, or “reborn soul” hymns or practising a local dance called “Let’s Shake Our Waist.” The following day they were to sit for a maths final, which their teacher, Mr. Bulama, had warned would be so hard it would make them cry.


The Chibok seniors, each wearing blue-and-white-chequered uniforms sewn with the motto “Education for the Service of Man,” were only a few tests away from becoming some of the first in their families to graduate. Nigeria, over their parents’ lifetime, had become one of the most literate societies in the developing world, but in their corner of it, just 4 percent of girls finished high school. To complete a basic education, the students each had needed to master two second languages, Hausa and English, in addition to their mother tongues, all on top of their chores at home: cleaning, babysitting, or cooking over firewood stoves. For the better part of a decade they had shared and fought over bunk beds in the overcrowded dormitories of a school with no electricity, trying to pass exams that were challenging for even the most high-achieving students in West Africa. But the real struggle of their lives was just about to begin.


At twenty-four, Naomi Adamu was one of the oldest, a student who had prayed and fasted more times than she could count to get through high school. Petite, with a teardrop-shaped face and slender arched eyebrows she liked to outline with an angled brush, she was known to her younger classmates as Maman Mu, Our Mother. Yet when the incident began, she would find no guidance to offer them, and it would be more than a year before she discovered herself able to be the leader she wished to be.


The air that night was stiff and muggy, cut by a breeze that rippled over the flat brushland outside the school gate and through the window, next to the thin foam mattress Naomi shared with her cousin Saratu Ayuba. Well over one hundred students were lying on rows of rusting spring iron bunk beds in the Gana Hostel, one of the school’s four single-story dorms. Above them, a dust-coated ceiling fan hovered idle. The teachers had all gone home for the night, and it was pitch dark, and quiet, until Naomi’s eyes opened shortly before midnight to the sound of distant popping.


Half asleep, her dorm mates turned to each other, confused as the crackling noise faded then returned. It was sporadic but growing louder and presumably closer, echoing off the cement walls. From adjacent bunks Naomi could hear the rustling of bedsheets, then anxious whispers. Her classmates were talking about Boko Haram. On campus, there wasn’t a single girl who hadn’t heard of what this group of fundamentalist militants had done at boys’ schools in distant towns. But the teenagers had been told by their teachers that a girls’ campus would be safe, protected by the military.


“Should we run?”


“No. They told us to stay.”


For a moment the girls debated.


Then came a thunderous roar, followed by the crash of deafening explosions, sending the hostel into pandemonium. Naomi threw herself flat on the cement floor, her cheeks next to flip-flops, open textbook pages, and scattered study notes. In one corner, a small group of students began running through a prayer, their heads bowed as classmates scampered between bunks or hid beneath beds. Some yanked the wire frames toward the wall to barricade themselves in. In the distance, the light trails of rockets cut across the night. Chibok was under attack.


“We should run!”


“No! We should not run! We should pray!”


The school’s security guard, a frail man in his seventies whom the girls called Ba, or Dad, hobbled into the dorm and asked for help.


“What should we do?”


The militants might spare the young women, but any man found would be slaughtered, he explained. “They won’t have mercy on me, let me go and hide,” he said, and disappeared into the night.


Girls began bracing themselves to run, stuffing clothes into bags, torches weaving skittishly in trembling hands. Students with phones were furiously dialling family or friends. But the cell service was weak, and for those who could connect, the clatter of gunshots and bursting grenades made it almost impossible to hear. Mary Dauda stared into a phone that had dropped a call to her brother, sobbing at her failure to reach him and mumbling, “God have mercy.” Margret Yama managed to briefly speak to her brother, Samuel. But she was so frightened she could barely talk, and as he begged her to flee, the line dropped. Naomi’s phone was ten years old, a battered but trusty grey Nokia 3200 handset held together with a rubber band, and she frantically dialled her contacts until she managed to reach Yakuba Dawa, a neighbour. “Stay where you are,” he shouted immediately, before the call cut out.


Separated from Saratu in the commotion, Naomi had only her ears to guide her. From beyond the school gates, she could hear the sound of motorbike engines approaching, then coming to a halt. Outside, two men’s voices were chatting over the clanging sound of metal on metal, trailed by the jangle of a chain. The rusted hinges squealed as the gate eased open.


“There is nobody here,” a male voice said.


“No,” said the other. “There are girls here.”


The school campus was an island unto itself, a yellow-painted congregation of one-story buildings, perched on the vacant scrubland on the far outskirts of town. Its low cement walls were the last structure on a road that meandered into a flat horizon, and there was nobody around to help as a convoy of Toyota Hilux trucks and motorcycles halted at the school’s green iron gate. An army of men began exploring the campus, their boots and sandals sinking into the sand of a courtyard lit by a full moon. One of the last was their leader, a stocky man with jutted front teeth wearing a red cap, who strode toward the dormitory and hollered to the teenagers inside. He hadn’t expected them to be there.


“Gather outside,” he shouted.


“Don’t worry!” said another man through the window. “We are soldiers.”


The students began to slowly move across their rooms, swimming through darkness toward the voices in the doorway. There was no alternative but to take these men at their word. Rhoda Emmanuel, a pastor’s daughter, grabbed a blue Bible and tucked it inside her clothes. Maryamu Bulama carried her own copy of the Bible. Naomi furiously stuffed a bag with as many essentials as she could think to collect: a red shawl, her school uniform, her blue Bible, 3,600 naira (about $23) in pocket cash, and her Nokia. “I’m very sure it’s Boko Haram,” she said as she followed the crowd filing into the courtyard. Naomi found her cousin Saratu in the scrum and in a whisper revealed the fear running through her mind. “I’m not baptized yet.”
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THE DAY OF THE TEST


Until the third week of April 2014, hardly anyone had ever heard of Chibok, a grain-and-vegetable-farming community of pink tin-roofed homes and whitewashed churches that stands alone under the hard desertlike skies of Nigeria’s northeast. Built at the foot of a solitary hill studded with jagged grey boulders, its patchwork of single-story cement buildings blends into a parched landscape of dusky yellow and brown grasses. It is home to around seventy thousand people, with the feel of a small town. The nearest village lies a half day’s walk over the sole dirt road available to cars, or along footpaths that skirt sand-clogged streambeds where creeks used to flow. Those trails thread through peanut, bean, or maize plots that fade away into the distance. After that, there is only tough soil for miles, punctured by a lonely set of four telecom masts providing patchy phone service for one of the dwindling com munities on Earth still not reliably connected to the Internet.


At dawn, Chibok’s families step out together, or pedal singlespeed bicycles, to reach small farms and tend their crops before the sun provokes daily highs that often top 100 degrees. Neighbours sell each other the crops they don’t eat themselves in the stalls of the town’s open-air market, where mechanics clang metal tools against the broken parts of motor scooters. The rhythm of commerce is slow. The grocery-stall shopkeeper, among the few residents wealthy enough to own a refrigerator, is nicknamed Dangote, after Nigeria’s richest billionaire. For entertainment, teenage girls dreaming of adventures beyond town often meet at a portrait studio where they pose in front of aspirational backdrops of gilded mansions, manicured gardens, or the skyline of Dubai.


For Chibok’s residents, April is traditionally a month of celebration. It is the time of year when the air is no longer spiked with the coarse, eye-aggravating sand brought by the harmattan, a harsh wind that blows south from the Sahara during the long dry season. It is also the month, along with December, when the town holds weddings. Local custom holds that each groom must give his bride a bicycle, for her personal mobility, and later, grant each of his daughters a parcel of land, for financial independence. May brings damina, the rainy season, when the streets, unnamed and unpaved, transform from dust to clay-like sludge. An apocryphal story holds that the word Chibok comes from the sound of a sandal slapping in mud: chi-bok.


The town is so detached from its neighbours that it speaks its own language, Kibaku. Just one-tenth of 1 percent of the country understands it. An hour’s drive beyond the boundaries of what is called the Chibok Local Government Area, it is rare to find anyone who can muster even the basic greetings of a community that might have remained in its pleasant obscurity were it not for an agonizing series of unexpected events that began one night while its parents were sleeping.


Mimigai? “How are you?” Yikalang. “All is well.”


SECLUDED AND RARELY VISITED EVEN BY ITS ELECTED OFFICIALS, THIS small town might not have mattered to the world if its story didn’t trace the fate of a country whose success or failure will shape the next century. Nigeria is Africa’s most populous nation, home to 206 million people, half of them not yet adults, a citizenry that will double and outnumber Americans by 2050. Some five hundred languages are spoken on its soil.


And yet a picture is often drawn that Nigeria is two separate countries tucked inside the same borders, each complicating the fortunes of its opposite half. The south, verdant and tropical, is largely Christian and relatively more educated, with prosperity trickling into port cities along an oil rig–studded shore. The British Empire, which conquered Nigeria in the nineteenth century, considered the southerners more rebellious and pushed them to adopt Christianity, the English language, and the colonial school system.


The north, hotter, drier, and sitting on the southern fringe of the Sahara, was different. There, the imperial government coerced Muslim emirs and sultans into carrying out what Nigerian scholars would later call subcolonialism: a colonialism of the colonized. So long as northern elites obeyed the British, they were empowered to spread their religion—Islam—and their language, Hausa. By the time the empire fell, in 1960, the flag of an independent Nigeria would rise above a country that had been converted en masse to the world’s two largest faiths, a vast experiment to test whether any nation so conceived could long endure.


Chibok, however, became a Christian town in the Muslim north, one of the small communities complicating that broad and simplistic divide. It had been founded in the 1700s by refugees fleeing bands of Muslim slave raiders. The settlers built houses beneath a single rocky hill, a safe distance removed from the slow and violent decline of the Borno Empire, a trans-Saharan kingdom fading into sand. As locals would boast, not even the nineteenth-century revolutionary Usman dan Fodio had subjugated Chibok when his army converted much of Nigeria’s north to Islam. The slave traders, filling ships headed to the New World, never made it as far upland as their town. Local children learned that their community had been the last in the country to submit to the British Empire.


For centuries, the residents had kept their ancestral religions, praying for full harvests and sacrificing livestock on sanctified rocks. But by the time Nigeria declared independence, Chibok had made itself an exception to the country’s religious geography. It was a devoutly Christian town in a region of Muslim villages and cities. The catalyst was a group of American missionaries who came to build a school.


IT IS SAID THAT A VISITOR CAN TELL WHAT A COMMUNITY VALUES MOST BY its most prominent building, and in Chibok, that structure was a sprawling boarding school visible from miles away, its pink tin roofs bleached by the blazing sun. Boxed in by a low wall with a single metal gate, the Chibok Government Secondary School was the first to educate girls in all of the surrounding Borno State, a point of local pride. Hundreds of young women came from miles around to study at CGSS, wearing the blue-and-white uniform, each sewn with an emblem containing the school motto and three symbols the town chose to define itself: a book, a pencil, and a chilli pepper, a fruit hardy enough to survive Chibok’s nine months of dry, sandswept weather.


CGSS had once been an arid, weedy grass patch until a family of missionaries arrived in a Ford pickup on an April evening in 1941. The Petres of Hagerstown, Maryland, brought a cook, a gardener, and a local man they called a wash boy, along with a gas lantern they carried door-to-door to introduce themselves and an entirely new worldview. Over years, Ira Petre made two efforts that endeared him to the town: he learned its history, and he raised his children to speak fluent Kibaku. The town’s parents eventually allowed him to teach the alphabet and the Bible to a small group of about thirty farm boys who studied each morning on a row of mudbrick benches. That temporary outdoor classroom, washed away each rainy season, would gradually evolve into a boarding school for girls.


The faith continued to spread through song after a local early convert and chorister, Mai Sule, organized Chibok’s children into a choir that met each night under the stars. They sang hymns translated into Kibaku and set to a pattering beat, while recently converted parents listened with pride. After the Petres returned to Maryland, a Christian community grew and flourished. Residents built cavernous whitewashed churches decorated with brightly coloured banners proclaiming evangelical messages. They held competitive Bible quizzes. Muslim and Christian neighbours would get together to trade holy books, and at an Islamic wedding it was not uncommon to hear Christian hymns.


All in all, the town, though small and barely connected to the rest of the country, was an expression of one vision for modern Nigeria—coexistence of Christians and Muslims progressing together in small steps while battling the odds to raise and educate their children. On April 13, the last day of Chibok’s peaceful seclusion, the community held an interfaith wedding, the reception under a pavilion pitched over a dusty courtyard, the tables decorated with polyester flowers. The owner of a local welding shop, a Muslim, married a Christian woman whose parents were prominent members of the local church. Flower girls in matching glossy dresses sat on plastic chairs while the tall and handsome groom, Wamdo Dauwa, gave his bride her customary bicycle. But there was another vision for Nigeria lurking in the towns and villages beyond Chibok, and on the next day, it began driving toward the school.


CHIBOK, APRIL 14, 2014, NOON


Naomi Adamu pencilled her name into the long blank box on the cover page of her final exam, draping the decorative apostrophe she liked to add between the a and the o: Na’omi. It was just about noon on a Monday in the final stretch of senior year for the young woman, who mouthed a prayer as she opened the thin, rustling pages.


“Instructions to Candidates,” began the test, a three-hour exam that would assess students’ knowledge of Nigeria’s government. “Answer all the questions. Each question is followed by four options lettered A to D.”


All around Naomi sat hundreds of students dressed in their uniforms, squeezed into rows of wooden desks. From the open windows, she could hear the voices of classmates whose finals weren’t scheduled until the following day chattering, while students in the nearby science lab were conducting a practical exam. The midday heat was approaching its 105-degree high. Idle ceiling fans hung motionless over the desks, which faced a blackboard that a teacher, probably Mr. Bulama, had ordered a student to wipe clean. In a few weeks, the seniors would gather in this room for the last time and sing farewell to one another with the end-ofyear anthem, “Departure Is Not Death My Sister.” But today was another day of exams.


Naomi was sure that God had finally delivered her into the last chapter of a long struggle. At twenty-four, she was an awkward eight years older than the youngest seniors, and had spent several of her teenage years at home, nursing a lower back pain that the town’s clinic had neither the equipment nor expertise to treat. Friends her age had long ago graduated without her. To slog through the curriculum, she had relied on classmates much younger and had compensated with a protective instinct, issuing instructions and encouragement to her juniors, and sometimes chastising them with a suck of the teeth.


The nickname they called her, Maman Mu, Our Mother, also meant the Preacher’s Wife. It was a subtle tease and a poke at her self-righteous streak. Her favourite singer was a local gospel star, Mama Agnes, whose lyrics called for Christians to keep their faith. Naomi’s extended family included Christians, Muslims, and converts between the two, but by senior year her mind was made up. She told classmates she planned to marry a pastor.


“I’m married to Jesus Christ,” went the chorus of a bubbly, syncopated Mama Agnes song that she knew by heart. “And nobody can separate us.”


Students around her began to work their way through the multiple-choice questions. Her cousin Saratu Ayuba expected to pass with flying colours, as did the class valedictorian, Lydia John. Maryam Ali had studied for months, waking before dawn to shine a torch on her textbooks. Her sister Sadiya just wanted to be done with exams and plan her wedding. This was the class of 2014, schoolmates who had spent years shuffling together between classrooms and the mess hall, the prayer room, and dorms, and whose fates were now set to diverge based on the answers they shaded in front of them. They were on the verge of a new chapter. Although they couldn’t have known it, the first question on the test was an omen.


 


1.   Government protects the lives and property of the citizens of a state through the:


a.   courts and the police


b.   legislature and prisons


c.   ministers and the police


d.   customs and the police


 


EN ROUTE TO CHIBOK, 5:00 P.M.


Malam Abba’s men had packed enough petrol to start several fires but had forgotten to bring enough water to drink. Dozens of his Boko Haram fighters were squeezed onto the back of pickup trucks that same Monday afternoon, trundling in convoy under a baking sun, a jumble of wiry bodies in mismatched uniforms and ragged T-shirts, holding rifles and rocket-propelled grenade launchers. The pickups carved a path along sandy tracks snaking through a stark and desolate landscape interrupted by an occasional tuft of grass or a lonesome baobab. Flanking the trucks was a fleet of motorbikes whose tires struggled to grip, some men riding two or three to a saddle, the cheap engines scraping and sputtering. Their journey had started in a forest camp less than a hundred miles north of their target, driving slowly through the day, then late into the night, bumping across rutted back roads to avoid military outposts or soldiers on patrol.


It was the fifth year that Malam Abba had been waging jihad against the Nigerian state, a government he considered more wicked than all the others in the world. Just one month after escaping from the country’s most notorious jail, the Giwa Barracks, he was free again, leading another operation from the seat of a motorbike that trailed a safe distance behind the convoy. Short and stocky with front teeth that jutted over his lower lip and two long facial marks sculpted under each eye like tear tracks, he was in his late twenties and already a commander, or qaid, and demanded to be treated as such. While his foot soldiers wore tattered secondhand clothes or stolen army fatigues, Malam Abba would go into battle wearing a bulletproof vest over a fresh kaftan and a red cap he called No Sulhu, or No Reconciliation. He was born Abba Mustapha, but he insisted that his three wives and many subordinates address him as a malam, a Nigerian honorific meaning “wise teacher.” In three years and fourteen days, he would be dead from an airstrike, his body shattered by a bomb intended for his leader.


“Allah says the best martyrs are those who fight on the front,” he would tell his men, grizzled veterans and fresh-faced boys as young as thirteen, before an operation. “They are the ones who do not turn back until they are killed.”


These men were waging a war to purge their society of the sins they believed colonialism had brought, especially boko, a Hausa word they used to mean all non-Quranic learning, especially Western-inspired humanistic secular education, which was all haram, forbidden. On some nights they directly confronted the military, driving their trucks in circles around outposts and firing rockets toward soldiers trapped inside. They rode motorbikes into villages suspected of housing so much as a single informant, firing Kalashnikovs in every possible direction. Lately, Boko Haram had begun kidnapping boys as child soldiers, and girls as chattel, packing them onto trucks to be driven into the forest for reeducation. On operations there were always casualties, and before battle, Malam Abba would gird his fighters to lose comrades and to kill. Years in an overcrowded Nigerian prison, where inmates died of cholera and lay on top of each other for lack of space, had redoubled his conviction that his leader, the Imam, was right: unbelievers were collateral damage in a righteous war that needed to be won.


This evening, his unit was driving to a school, but on a mission to steal, not kidnap. They were a looting crew, ordered to find the supplies the insurgency needed to keep its members fed and equipped. Their main target was a rare piece of equipment they had long struggled to find: a brickmaking machine, to construct new houses. Their ranks were swelling, with young men volunteering en masse or being forced to enlist at gunpoint. The new recruits were overwhelming Boko Haram’s forest encampments, where commanders lived in grass huts and had only the branches of tamarind trees to offer as shelter to their foot soldiers.


Information had reached Malam Abba that there was a brickmaker stored at a girls’ school on the edge of a small, mostly Christian town that he had never been to, called Chibok. Boko Haram had a sympathizer on the campus, his comrades would say. His unit knew little about the school and doubted there would be anybody still there after dark. They had a flatbed truck waiting in a nearby village to take home the sacks of food they hoped to find. On the edge of town, there was a small army outpost, a cinder-block garage housing weapons to seize. Malam Abba had prepared for resistance from the detachment of a dozen or so soldiers stationed there, but if those men refused to run, Boko Haram would kill them.


Whatever the case, they would be there by midnight.


THE CHIBOK GIRLS’ SECONDARY SCHOOL WAS MEANT TO BE AN OUTPOST through which Western education spread through Nigeria’s conservative northeast. But it was now almost the last of Borno State’s 1,947 schools left open. For months, Boko Haram’s men had been attacking campuses, torching at least 50 schools and murdering teachers they accused of polluting children with godless knowledge. Educators were shutting their gates. The voices of broadcasters from plastic radios scattered around Chibok’s courtyards had recently begun to report a new horror, terrible enough that residents tried to push the thought of it out of their mind. The militants were kidnapping children. Most of those seized were boys, hundreds of them taken by force. But scores of young women were reported missing as well.


As rumours swelled, Chibok’s parents had debated whether to keep their children in school, and teachers questioned whether to close the campus entirely. After some deliberation, the school’s administration had decided the classrooms should remain open, but only long enough for the students to take their final exams. Faculty had reassured the parents and students that the town was too isolated and too far south for the militants to access. Plus, it was a girls’ school.


Keeping the school open was a calculated risk. If the students missed their exams, they would have to wait an entire year to take them again, and some might drop out. The exam season would be over on May 15, and with prayer, maybe the worst outcomes could be avoided. The girls were braving just forty-five days of tests. And to many parents, the school simply seemed like the safest place for their daughters to be.


CHIBOK, 7:00 P.M.


As the sunset cast shadows through the lead-lined windows of Gana Hostel, one of the seniors picked up a plastic water bucket, flipped it over, and started to beat the twitching rhythm of “A Girgiza Kwankwaso,” a Hausa dance that translated as “Let’s Shake Our Waist.” The day’s tests had ended, and dusk offered a time students could gather in their bustling dorms to relax. Naomi and Saratu rose slowly and began rolling their hips and popping their shoulders to the drumbeat. The two tilted their heads toward each other’s feet and slowly slid into the same pattern. It was a release and a way to suppress the uneasy feeling sweeping a school they knew in their hearts had become unsafe.


Saratu was Naomi’s dearest friend, a first cousin she loved more than all her siblings. They had been close since early childhood, when they would play katezi, a game of trust. Saratu, the younger, would close her eyes, and fall backward. Naomi was usually the one catching and would let her cousin’s tall and slender body get just close enough to the ground so that each time Saratu fell she thought she might collide. Then Naomi would grab her and they would both laugh, and repeat the game. Saratu was quiet and studious, and by senior year, she had begun talking about going to college to become a doctor. “Maybe I could be a nurse,” Naomi would suggest, and then the two could work together.


Naomi, Saratu, and most of the girls taking classes at CGSS lived far enough away that they would spend school nights in one of its four dorms—“Houses,” as in the British school tradition. Naomi and Saratu were in Gana Hostel, a jumble of seventy-two rusting bunk beds, whose iron frames would squeak as girls clambered up and down. There were far more students than beds, which had to be booked in advance.


The dorms were meant to be a safe space for the girls, especially those whose homes were a long walk away. But recently they had become a cauldron of rumour and ghoulish stories about violence that seemed to be edging closer. There had been false alarms. On more than one occasion, girls had run from their dorms in a panicked stampede after a student reported hearing unfamiliar voices at the gate. The collective anxiety was beginning to affect Naomi. She had been having nightmares, and days earlier had dreamed of a group of faceless men chasing her as she tried to climb a wall but fell on the ground. In just a few more days, she would be able to go home, she told herself.


As the darkness fell over Chibok, Naomi, Saratu, and a friend, Hauwa Ishaya, slipped off to the school’s prayer room. The young women sat cross-legged in a circle and took turns:


“I pray for success on my final exams.”


“I pray for my family.”


“I pray for our safety.”


“We put our fate in the hands of God,” said Naomi.


It was getting late and the friends tiptoed back to their bunks, where some of their classmates had already begun to fall asleep while others were shining their phones onto textbooks for a few final hours of reading. Naomi curled up in a corner and dialled her mum to say good night, but the reception was poor and the call couldn’t connect.


Her phone was a battered old Nokia that could only send texts and calls. Scrolling through its contacts, she debated whether to dial Andrew, a boy from the neighbourhood whom she liked. She did. “Why are you staying there?” Andrew asked. “Isn’t it dangerous?”


“They don’t attack girls,” Naomi said, echoing the faculty’s arguments as if they were her own. “Only boys.” Saying it out loud somehow made it better and made the teachers’ reassurances more real.


Naomi wanted to call her mum. The two had fought the day before, and the guilt of upsetting her mum ate at her, but the network kept dropping her calls. Saratu was already climbing into the bottom bunk they shared near the window, a prime location that meant they caught the evening breeze. Students were drifting off, squeezed two to a mattress, some awake but lying silently in the heat. Naomi and Saratu lay there, arms around each other, as their eyelids closed. It was almost midnight when her eyes snapped open.



CHIBOK, 11:55 P.M.



“Gather outside.”


“Don’t worry! . . . We are soldiers.”


The young women filtered into the courtyard and found themselves face-to-face with dozens of young men who they could immediately see were not soldiers. They wore unkempt beards, flip-flops, and tattered uniforms. They stood or paced behind their leader, a stocky man Naomi could see was wearing a red cap.


Malam Abba fired a gunshot into the air and issued a demand to the throng of schoolgirls gathering in front of him, “Where is your brickmaking machine?” The students froze and stared back at him, or at the ground, silent. Malam Abba raised his voice, scanning the crowd for a collaborator. “Find it and we will leave you in your hostel,” he said.


“We don’t know where it is-o!” a student shouted. Another began to lift her arm, but the girl next to her slapped it down. A militant rushed over and pointed his rifle at the first student’s head. “Please don’t kill me,” she cried.


“Anyone who decides to run, we will shoot her!” another man shouted.


One girl spoke up, suggesting they should check the storage depots behind the dormitories. Malam Abba ordered his men to follow her there, as more fanned out across the campus. On the other side of the courtyard, past the crooked guava tree, his fighters were raiding the school cafeteria, hauling away sacks of grain and rice and containers of cooking oil. He could see it wasn’t going to be enough to fill their trucks. “What is in your hostel?” he shouted.


“Our shopping. Clothes, mats,” a student replied. Malam Abba scoffed, unsure whether to believe them. Then several of his men appeared from behind the storage depot with the brickmaker, a tall and cumbersome contraption with a long metal handle to press cinder blocks. They loaded it onto a truck, while others shuttled back and forth from the pantry, gathering the food. The looting was taking hours, as the students stared on. Then, one by one, the men returned to their trucks to retrieve their petrol, each grabbing a yellow jerrican and walking toward a different building. The stream of fuel gargled as it fell from the mouths of the jugs onto the concrete walls. They were going to leave this campus in ash.


Naomi watched, standing in a row of other schoolmates, choking back tears as flames began to climb the walls of her school. The fire ripped through the principal’s office, the teachers’ quarters, the library, the lab, the classrooms, the exam hall, her dorm and the others, then finally the staff office, which was next to where she and the rest of the students were standing. Smoke rushed into her face, filling her eyes with an acrid sting.


The voice of a militant broke her trance. “Shift a little! . . . Don’t you know that the heat is increasing?” The students inched away from the fire, unsure where to go. The men corralled them under a tree where a gunman trained a rifle toward them. “You should say your final prayers,” he said.


He fired the weapon in the air: “Have you finished praying? Lie down.”


The young women began to scramble to hide under one another, each trying to burrow under a squirming stack of bodies. One girl held a sandal against her chest, in tears pleading: “Don’t shoot.”


But now the men were arguing over what they should do with the students.


“Put them into different places and burn them,” one said.


“Let them lead us to their parents’ homes.”


“No,” said another. “Let’s just take them.”


Malam Abba hadn’t come to kidnap these girls. But he could see that his men, after travelling over the course of a day to reach Chibok, were disappointed with the night’s haul. One of his militants was complaining, frustrated with the long distance and meagre returns: “I came with my vehicle empty; I cannot go back with my vehicle empty.”


Malam Abba considered what the Imam would want. This revered place of learning that had stood on the edge of Chibok for more than seventy years was now bathed in orange flame, coughing up smoke. He turned to the crowd and made his judgement. He ordered the hostages to climb into pickup trucks or to walk at gunpoint until they reached a flatbed Mercedes truck.


“Shekau will know what to do with them.”
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THE PERFUME SELLER


MAIDUGURI


MARCH 2014, A MONTH BEFORE THE KIDNAPPING


Abubakar Shekau was supposed to be dead. On two separate occasions, Nigeria’s military had issued statements confirming that they had killed him. But in March 2014, a month before the Chibok kidnapping, the bearded and bellowing leader of Boko Haram reappeared to threaten his countrymen from the one place where the army could never reach him, YouTube. Sitting in front of a golden curtain, wearing a bulletproof vest over a starched white robe and gripping a Kalashnikov in his right hand, Africa’s most wanted man had thirty-seven minutes of angry invective to perform for an online audience.


“In the name of the almighty Allah, killing is my mission now!” he screamed out of the website’s white-panelled video player. “Let’s kill them, my brothers, let’s kill them all!”


Days earlier, Shekau’s men had fought their way into the Giwa Barracks, freeing hundreds of men and young boys, followers and new recruits, from Nigeria’s most infamous jail, an overflowing cellblock so crowded that some of the prisoners running free struggled to restraighten their legs and had to be carried. His video statement was a declaration of victory and a vow to bring more bloodshed to Nigeria. Cackling and screeching death threats, Shekau worked himself into a caricature of rage, pushing his face so close to the camera that the lens struggled to focus. “Just pick up your knives, break into their homes, and kill!”


For five years, Nigeria had been fighting an insurgency whose central riddle was this enigmatic warlord. Abubakar Shekau had grown up a child beggar and perfume seller wandering the same streets of Nigeria’s northeast that he, Boko Haram’s self-declared Imam, was now tormenting. On his orders, teenagers strapped with suicide bombs were detonating themselves in city markets where he had panhandled as a boy. Thousands of militants who had sworn him loyalty were rampaging in Nigeria’s northern states, overwhelming army outposts, dynamiting bank vaults, and breaking hundreds of followers out of prisons. For his cause, children as young as nine were dousing their schools in petrol and burning them down. His hardened face, frozen in a near-wink and a curling grin, looked out onto cities throughout Nigeria from wanted posters plastered on lampposts and government buildings. With murderous ingenuity, Shekau had transformed Boko Haram from an obscure radical sect into a militant army whose war with the government had left thousands dead.


And yet most Nigerians knew very little about him. By 2014, the government was lavishing a quarter of its entire budget to security agencies tasked with capturing or killing Shekau, and still they couldn’t agree on the most basic details of his biography. Intelligence officials argued over whether he was alive, or dead and replaced by a body double. The US government had offered a $7 million reward for his capture, the largest bounty for any terrorist on the continent, but couldn’t say if their target was born in 1965, 1969, or 1975. Commentators in Nigeria’s capital shared rumours that Shekau was living comfortably with his wives across Nigeria’s northeastern border, in Chad, at the behest of that country’s president, or in Libya, or that he was hiding in plain sight, in a mansion in Nigeria’s northeast. Another urban legend held that he’d escaped from a mental asylum before climbing his way to the top of Boko Haram’s militant army. In reality, the fugitive was operating from a hideout somewhere in a remote corner of a forest not too far from the mountainous border with Cameroon, never using a phone and never allowing his visitors to bring one.


On YouTube anyone could watch this mass murderer speak his mind and threaten millions of Nigerians however he pleased. His hourlong video sermons, which would rack up thousands of views, appeared to be the stream-of-conscious ramblings of a madman taking glee in the preceding month’s bombs, jailbreaks, and slaughter, and promising more to come. Jabbing his finger at the camera, he shouted and screeched while gnawing on his miswak chewing stick, the toothbrush used in the time of the Prophet. He threw vitriol at historical figures from the distant past, and to presidents and prime ministers thousands of miles away, from the pharaohs of Egypt to Margaret Thatcher. “It was said that I was killed, but here I am,” he laughed in one video, after the army declared him dead for the second time.


“Obama must be fuming with rage! Queen Elizabeth must be fuming with rage!”


“I am Shekau, the problem child!”


Nigeria’s intelligence analysts couldn’t decide whether he was insane or a strategic genius, or both. Emissaries from the government and the northern Muslim elites had tried to negotiate with him but come back in disbelief. Shekau had demanded that all of Nigeria, Christians and Muslims alike, implement Sharia law as a precondition for talks. One group of community leaders had gone to a distant village near the border with Niger to find a woman who claimed to be his mother and begged her to talk her son out of militancy. She rebuffed them, declaring there was no use trying to reason with her son. “Even his own mother said he was insane,” a security official reported back.


Shekau seemed to relish the attention. “You can see I’m a radical,” he said in one of his videos, flashing a bright and enormous grin. “You should kill me!”


THE MAN WHOSE ARMY WOULD ONE DAY KIDNAP 276 STUDENTS FROM Chibok had something in common with them: his life was defined by a decision to send him away to school. It was 1980 when Abubakar Shekau’s parents sent him to study the Quran, the young boy arriving in the outskirts of Maiduguri, the regional capital, in the backseat of a car with only an uncle as a companion. He was seven years old. Home had been a thatched-roof cottage in a village near the border with Niger, six miles down a dirt track from the nearest main route. Its streets were paved with sand, stamped with the hoofprints and tire tracks of cattle-drawn carts. His mother, Falmata, sold peanuts from a roadside tabletop. Few children went to school or learned how to read. They dashed around, chasing each other across barren grazing land or between picket fences made of sticks bound with wire, until they became old enough to farm. But Falmata could see that her son was brilliant.


Her husband, Mohammad, was an imam, versed in scripture, who would read their child Quranic passages to test his memory. The new parents had been amazed at how much Shekau could recite back, and agreed their son was talented. Yet he was also troubled. Outside the home, he was argumentative and extremely aggressive, a loner who seemed to be living in his own mind. Most of all, he was utterly intractable. Years later, his neighbours would all say the same thing about the young Abubakar Shekau: there was no use trying to reason with such a quarrelsome child. Headstrong was the term his mother would use to describe him.


Her son was born into a national experiment that would leave Nigeria further divided in two. Two decades into its independence from British rule, Nigeria declared public elementary school free. The country’s military government had hoped that even the poorest families from every corner of the country would enrol their boys and girls, forging a new generation of Nigerians who would come of age with a common identity. In some regions, the number of students in school went up tenfold in two years, children of different creeds all learning the Roman alphabet and beginning each morning singing the newly adopted exultant national anthem, “Arise, O Compatriots.” But Shekau’s parents, like many of their neighbours, preferred their child to absorb the tradition and humility of the Al-Majiri schools, where young boys learned the Quran. Some of the best of these schools were located in the place he would come to call home.


The people of Maiduguri liked to say their town was both “the land of a thousand kings,” but also “hotter than hellfire,” and in 1980, the largest city in Nigeria’s northeast was sizzling with the energy of a fast-growing metropolis. Perched near the borders of three countries—Chad, Niger, and Cameroon—its economy turned on the fortunes of smugglers who loaded trucks with kerosene tanks, colourful wax print fabric, car parts, and dried fish from Lake Chad. Maiduguri was once a British garrison post and had been home to just eighty-eight thousand people in 1960, the year Nigeria gained its independence. By the time Shekau arrived two decades later, its population had more than tripled, and the sleepy open-air market town had become a sprawl of cement shops, tin-roofed homes, and whitewashed minarets under a Saharan sun so relentless that locals joked they never used a kettle because water fell boiling from the tap.


The clamour of commerce reverberated through Maiduguri’s sand-heaped alleys, and its commercial boulevard, Babban Layi—Broadway—buzzed with talk and shouts, thwacks of butcher knives, squeaking wheelbarrow tires, and calls to prayer from jousting muezzins. At night, drummers stood under the stars, performing rhythms that drifted into the jail cell of the imprisoned Nigerian band leader and Black Power–inspired dissident Fela Kuti. Boomboxes played cassette tapes of Diana Ross, Stevie Wonder, or the hauntingly beautiful praise songs of Amina Rawaram, “the last Diva of the Sahara,” but also broadcast fiery sermons from radical preachers, local and foreign. Subversive ideas were starting to find an audience in the city nicknamed “the home of peace.”


The year 1980 was the first of a new century in the Islamic calendar and appeared to herald a revolutionary era. In Iran, a turbaned preacher named Ayatollah Khomeini had toppled 2,500 years of monarchy and was implementing the Quran into a constitution for a new Islamic Republic. The Soviet troops crossing into Afghanistan had provoked a young Osama bin Laden to join a resistance movement that would ultimately use the language of jihad to wage war against a superpower. These events felt far away yet somehow close to a pious, landlocked city across the Sahara.


That same year, as the young Shekau was starting his Al-Majiri studies, a fundamentalist preacher calling himself “The One Who Damns” was touring Maiduguri. His sermons castigated the corruption he saw in modern Nigeria and called for a break with modern consumerism and a return to Islamic purity. Thousands of mostly male supporters cheered him through the streets. Nigeria was in tumult, lurching between military dictatorships, and the state had limited patience for even the most eccentric resistance movements. After his supporters began to riot, the preacher was shot by the police, who reportedly kept his ashes displayed in a bot tle on a station shelf. But his radical ideas would prove harder to contain.


THERE ARE SEVENTY-SEVEN THOUSAND WORDS IN THE QURAN, AND AS A child, Shekau, a gifted student, memorized them quickly, outdoing the other children, who would miss a line and feel a teacher’s whip across their thumbs. After class, he spent afternoons knocking on doors and enunciating Quranic verses for alms or rice. He earned spare change sweeping the streets of the city’s Government Reserved Area, head bowed in silence as he brushed dirt from the pavements where civil servants lived.


Shekau was bright and a polyglot, learning to speak Arabic, Hausa, Fulani, and English. But he was also bursting with anger, quick to pick fights over the Holy Book, a loner who rocked back and forth mumbling scripture to himself, who made few friends and whose parents never visited. As the teenager neared graduation, his teacher deemed him his most troublesome student. In 1991, when he was eighteen, Shekau was expelled. He would have to make his own way in the streets of Maiduguri.


Nigeria sits on trillions of dollars’ worth of oil and natural gas, such a large treasure that when the country’s first oil boom began in 1973, its military ruler General Yakubu Gowon declared, “Nigeria’s problem is not money, but how to spend it.” And yet by the early 1990s, the price of oil had collapsed, the windfall from years of plenty had been frittered away, and the country had toppled into its final humiliating decade of military dictatorship. The central bank had been so thoroughly looted that the currency, the naira, once stronger than the dollar, was now worth a penny on the black market. Prices for food were doubling every three months, and shelves were bare. Blackouts lasted for weeks, government workers went unpaid, and the middle class fled through airports where armed robbers swarmed planes on the runway, relieving departing passengers of their suitcases in the baggage hold. Nigeria—once the world’s thirty-third richest country per capita, not far behind the industrialized nations—had two decades later become the thirteenth poorest.


By day, the expelled Shekau would walk through the centre of a city growing both larger and poorer, trekking down the chequered-painted curbs of Bank Road, passing men lined up in the hopes of securing a few hours of manual labour. Boys from the countryside prodded cattle through the traffic, trying to replicate a pastoral lifestyle in the choke of urban smog. Diesel engines growled at the main commercial plaza, Monday Market, where shopkeepers nicknamed Shekau “Kauwa Dima,” or Perfume Seller, the strange man who sold Arabian fragrances to women but refused to look them in the eyes. The Prophet Mohammad himself had encouraged believers to wear musk to Friday prayers, the young salesman, doused in the earthy of scent of Oud, would tell his customers. Years later, he would dispatch several bombs into Monday Market.


Dressed only in white to signify moral purity, Shekau would harangue shoppers, starting arguments over the Quran, a book he sometimes balanced on the handlebars of his motor scooter while driving. He would often stop by a nearby technical college where graduates of Quranic schools received the secular education they needed to land jobs. But there were no jobs to be had, so what good was their learning, and Shekau would barge into their library to taunt them. Lifting a Quran from the shelves, he would loudly recite passages, and repeat the judgement of a radical new group he was helping to form: Western education—Boko—was forbidden—Haram.


AT NIGHT, SHEKAU WOULD TAKE HIS FUNDAMENTALIST MESSAGE TO Maiduguri’s poorest corner, the Railway Quarters, a shantytown built along abandoned train tracks, trapping the unwanted in a chockablock grid of tin roofs knifing into each other. The housing stock was a daily deluge of indignities against an underclass of villagers made to feel like outcasts for migrating into Maiduguri to support their families. Roofs leaked and bedrooms flooded. Rains left behind puddles where mosquitoes bred and spread malaria. Maiduguri’s population had doubled in the two decades since Shekau had moved to the city, and for the next round of fresh arrivals, Railway Quarters was the only place to live. It was a downtrodden community primed for a revolutionary message.


In its unlit streets, organized gangs ran prostitution rackets while police, busy extorting bribes from motorists, looked the other way. By the early 2000s, Nigeria had become a democracy, but the voting was rigged, and election winners, from top to bottom, continued to plunder, setting an example followed by police officers up and down the chain of command. Typhoid and measles festered, and at one point a cholera epidemic that coursed through the area killed more than a thousand people.


As the neighbourhood collapsed, Shekau began to follow a babyfaced cleric promising an Islamic rebirth. Mohammad Yusuf was a bright and charismatic village-born theology student who had dropped out of high school to study under Quranic teachers in neighbouring Chad and Niger. He returned to Nigeria to preach, diagnosing a society so broken that the only way to redeem it was through a moral reeducation of its youth. Public schools were the root of the country’s ills, he argued, an incubator where generations of thieving elites had been groomed to prey on their own people. Against a backdrop of catastrophic corruption and daily humiliation, the message struck a nerve.


When institutions fail, charismatic power often fills the void. By 2006, Maiduguri’s poor and rich alike had begun to visit Yusuf in the tumbledown complex of buildings that was the headquarters of his growing movement, Boko Haram. Members of the political elite parked expensive SUVs next to the destitute cupping begging bowls. Inside, hundreds would squeeze onto plastic mats in dimly lit concrete rooms to listen, swatting the small insects that came out at dusk. Many were fresh arrivals to the city, villagers who converted from ancestral religions to Islam. Others were privileged students at the University of Maiduguri, radicalized by guilt and disgust with the gambling, cocaine, and liquor at their school’s bacchanalian “King of the Campus” parties. Most spoke Kanuri, the language of a people whose empire had stretched across the Sahara in medieval times. The congregation would sit enraptured by Yusuf, who preached cross-legged with a Quran on his lap, rattling off his worldview through a cheap sound system that quivered with distortion as he condemned Nigeria’s love for the West. The knowledge those Western schools taught was all trickery, cover for a hidden curriculum that advocated worship of a predatory government. The Earth was flat, Yusuf insisted. Evaporation was a lie, for Allah caused rain. It was blasphemy to sing the national anthem, a praise song to a secular state.


Shekau would sit next to him, his face contorted in concentration. At times he would chime in, as Yusuf riled up large crowds in Maiduguri and other cities of the northeast with stories of soldiers raping women in Iraq or cartoonists mocking the Prophet in Europe: “Why would you love those people? Because they’re good at football?” The audience would chant in agreement. “We cannot back down!”


Then, after the rallies had ended and supporters headed home, Shekau would ask Yusuf the same question: “When are we going to war?”


IN THE SWELTERING RAINY-SEASON WEATHER OF JUNE 2009, A MONTH when the global financial crisis was fuelling double-digit inflation and spiking food prices, rifle-clutching police stopped a convoy of Boko Haram members on their way to a funeral. The fundamentalists weren’t wearing helmets, disobeying a new road-safety regulation. For years, the tensions between the state and the sect had been building. Boko Haram’s most radical members had begun to stockpile weapons and had at one point established a sandbagged commune outside Maiduguri that the local press dubbed “Afghanistan.” Another group had tried to arrange a flight to Afghanistan to fight alongside the Taliban, only to be arrested before they could leave Nigeria. In makeshift home laboratories, Yusuf’s followers had been concocting firebombs, experiments that seemed to dare the authorities to respond. Nigeria’s police and military had teamed up to prepare a crackdown codenamed Operation Flush II, “to ensure the security and lives of the people in the hinterlands.” But when police stopped the funeral convoy, an argument erupted. Shouts escalated into a gunfight and when the shooting stopped, seventeen men were injured.


A cycle of retaliatory violence and revenge was set in motion.


Days later, hundreds of militants swarmed police stations, firing Kalashnikovs and throwing crude petrol bombs at patrol vehicles, then breaking open a prison cell. Officers watched comrades die and retaliated in blind anger, shooting people on sight and raking a mosque with gunfire. Troops fired mortar shells into the clinic and living quarters at Boko Haram’s headquarters. The insurgents melted into Maiduguri’s labyrinthine side alleys, engaging army and police patrols in hours-long gun battles, while sucking dates to ward off their thirst. When the five days of fighting were over, the local Red Cross alone removed nearly eight hundred bodies baking under Maiduguri’s blazing sun. On the last day of July, police captured Mohammad Yusuf, then paraded him shirtless before a crowd of jeering spectators, filming his interrogation on an early-model camera phone. Yusuf was composed, at ease as he batted away the officers’ questions: “Why should you say boko is haram?”


“Of course it is,” he replied. “The reasons are so many.” Minutes later he was shot in the chest and thrown in the dirt, the officers unaware that their grainy video would be seen by millions on a website, YouTube, that had just caught on in Nigeria. The preacher had become a martyr. But before they executed him, they had demanded to know who was his second-in-command.


“Abubakar Shekau.”


Shot in the thigh during the Maiduguri street battles, Shekau recuperated in a safehouse and eventually fled into the countryside. Yusuf’s most die-hard supporters and an army of new recruits seeking safety and revenge followed him, melting into camps and villages dotted over the vast stretch of sparsely populated scrubland and rock-strewn hills that spilled over Nigeria’s eastern border with Cameroon. Shekau became Nigeria’s most wanted man, moving between hideouts in the Sambisa Forest, a sprawling thorn forest of arching tamarind and baobab trees branching over neck-high reeds that stretched hundreds of square miles. Parts of Sambisa had once been a game reserve during colonial times, but now it was the perfect base for those who could bear its deprivations. From here, fighters on motorbikes could sneak out, launch attacks in towns anywhere in the northeast, then retreat back down tracks too thin for tanks and armoured vehicles, and where plant life camouflaged them from the air.


The war that followed exploded with such ferocity that nearly every day brought new reports of unfathomable cruelty, as each side, neither able to defeat the other, pursued revenge on the civilians it suspected of sympathizing with the enemy. In 2011, Boko Haram sent car bombs into churches during Christmas services and suicide bombers into crowded markets during morning traffic. Shekau’s followers threw grenades into beer gardens at happy hour and brutalized civilians for acts of collaboration as slight as selling a car to an off-duty policeman. By 2012, militants began to systematically attack schools, the institution they most blamed for their country’s sinfulness. Gunmen ran through campuses, executing teachers and setting classrooms on fire as their leader popped up on YouTube to promise more violence. “Teachers who teach Western education? We will kill them! We will kill them in front of their students.”


In reply, soldiers drawn from every other corner of the country stormed through cities and villages hunting Shekau and his followers, but most were unable to understand Kanuri and relied on civilian vigilantes who often lashed out in rage and paranoia. Soldiers barged into mosques and homes and rounded up thousands of men, women, and children, accusing them of loyalty to Boko Haram. They threw them into the city’s most crowded jail, the Giwa Barracks, a place that soldiers called the die house, where at least 4,700 inmates would perish. Prisoners fought over plastic bags of water, tossed by guards into dank ten-meter cells, the concrete floor crammed with bodies sleeping head-to-toe. Desperate family members from neighbourhoods throughout the city came to the jail to beg or bribe for the release of their sons, nephews, and husbands, but many had disappeared. In theory, Nigeria’s legal system owed its citizens a trial, but in practice Boko Haram suspects often simply languished in detention. By the end of 2012, as Nigeria neared its third year of war, state prosecutors had charged fewer than six people for terrorism.


At the end of that year, police burst through the door of a Boko Haram safehouse and arrested one of Shekau’s wives. The Imam, furious, appeared on YouTube with a bone-chilling threat. If the government was going to take his women, he would take theirs and force them into slavery. Through 2013, reports of kidnappings and forced marriages conducted at gunpoint or the blade of a knife came trickling out from the northeast. Girls as young as twelve began to disappear, from markets or family farms in the countryside.


“Since you are now holding our women, just wait and see what will happen to your own women,” Shekau said in a video. “Just wait and see what will happen to your own wives according to Sharia law. Just wait and see if it is sweet and convenient for you.”
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KOLO AND NAOMI


NORTHEAST NIGERIA


APRIL 15, 2014, A FEW HOURS INTO CAPTIVITY


Jammed into the middle of a truck bed close to the front of a large convoy, Naomi could see the faces of her captors only when the headlight beams caught their features. There were dozens of gunmen perched on the front and sides of each vehicle, holding rifles. A swarm of motorcycles rasped alongside the trucks as if they were a governor’s motorcade. It was still dark and oddly quiet except for the rattle of engines and the squeaks of brakes. The trucks were bumping along a rutted dirt road and knifing through branches that sliced the moonlight into strips.


The men wore musty, mismatched uniforms—military camouflage shirts, police-unit trousers—some with turbans covering their faces, others with nothing more than ordinary clothes and a gun. Many of them appeared to be boys, barely teenagers, wiry and sporting wispy attempts at facial hair. The acrid smell of body odour hung over the truck. There are so many, you couldn’t spit without hitting one, Naomi thought.


It was the early hours of Tuesday morning, and the young men were jubilant. They had taken no casualties and were returning with sacks of pasta, rice, and beans stolen from the high school pantry. Bunched in with the students taken from Chibok was another young woman the men had found cowering at a military outpost on their way into town. One of the men shouted that they were taking their hostages to “our soldiers’ barracks.”


Some of the fighters were chanting, others jabbering in the adrenaline rush. “We thought Chibok was a big town with big defences,” crowed one. “But it’s a village, full of simple farmers.” Inside the truck bed, many of the young women were quietly sobbing, their shoulders quivering. Their bodies had wedged into one another, a jumble of elbows digging into ribs. Naomi was thinking of her family. Her mum had high blood pressure, and Naomi worried that she would blame herself. She wished she could sneak a call home with the phone hidden in her skirt, but she knew it wasn’t safe. One of the men had asked the students to submit their cell phones, promising that anyone found with a device would be beaten. “We know girls like you are holding Nokia,” he said.


Other students had obeyed, surrendering their devices through a chain of classmates’ hands. Naomi hid hers. She could feel its plastic and metal stashed under her wrapper skirt pressing into her abdomen. One of the young men was leering at the girls, talking loud enough for his comrades to hear over the rumble of engines. “I’ve been looking for a wife!” he said. “We should all pick one.”


Naomi was squeezed into the middle of the truck bed next to her cousin Saratu, trying not to make eye contact with their captors. Some of the men were starting to fall asleep. And as the vehicles plunged ahead into the emptiness of the inky predawn, she could see classmates near the edges taking action. Some were tearing strips off their school uniform and throwing them off the truck onto the road. Others were throwing brightly coloured hair ties. It was a bread-crumb trail. Naomi watched as a handful of girls seated on the edge of the truck bed panels peered over the rims and braced themselves for a daring escape.


One by one, they jumped.


AT THE FIRST HINT OF DAWN THAT MORNING, KOLO ADAMU RUSHED TO her daughter’s school and found ash floating over the campus. She had spent the night lying low under a tree just beyond town, listening to the clatter of gunfire, while pounding her phone’s call button in a desperate bid to reach her daughter Naomi, and telling herself to keep hope. Her first steps through the squeaking green gate of the Chibok Government Secondary School for Girls confirmed her worst fears.


Fire had gutted the pastel green exam hall, and the blackened remnants of its corrugated iron roof now dangled from beams exposed to the sunlight. Empty desks sat in four rows facing a blackboard that hung undamaged on the front wall. Outside in the courtyard, bullet cases lay in the dirt. Dozens of parents had arrived and were stepping through the dormitories, dazed as they rifled through burnt textbooks and charred skeletons of iron-spring bunk beds. More families were hurrying onto the campus, some still in their sleeping attire, asking the others what happened. Some paced in circles desperately trying to reach their children on cell phones, as they had been doing since midnight. The cafeteria kitchen appeared to have been ransacked; canned food and cooking oil had been looted from its windowless storage shed.


Kolo stepped onto a small concrete stoop entering the Gana Hostel and weaved around the rusting green door now falling off its hinges, its paint blistered. Inside, girls’ shoes, books, and other belongings lay tossed across the cement floor caked in a crunch of ash and dirt. In the debris, she could make out a metal lunchbox and realized it belonged to her daughter.


Two days earlier, she had watched Naomi load the canister with spaghetti, then pack her bags for boarding school. On their last day together, they’d had an argument. Kolo’s second-born was the stubbornest of her six children, she would say, and the one she worried about most. The two were close in age, only sixteen years apart, almost sisters. Kolo called her Talatu, meaning both “born on a Tuesday” and “full of grace.” After settling their disagreement, Naomi had braided her mum’s hair on the veranda outside their home. “Just a few more days and you can graduate,” Kolo had told her.


Gathering in the courtyard outside the dormitories, a small group of mothers anxiously debated what they could do, while fathers, uncles, and older brothers held their own conference in an opposite corner. The men said they would go to the military outpost to petition the soldiers, who had fled during the night but had now returned, to beg them to mount a rescue mission. But the women wanted to act immediately. There were tire tracks in the sand, leading from the gate along a road that headed north into the open plains. One mother proposed to take that trail on foot, and follow the treadmarks until they found their daughters.


The others agreed and set off in a silent march. Beyond the school walls lay a stretch of emptiness that rolled toward a horizon shimmering in heat haze, a desolate landscape of thornbushes, ankle-high shrubs, and knotty baobab trees. Somewhere out there were their children.


Kolo was near the front, her feet pounding the ground, walking with such force that the strap on one of her sandals snapped off. She continued, barefoot. The women were looking for any kind of clue as to their daughters’ whereabouts, a footprint or maybe a dropped possession. Kolo stared into the thin soil, trying to decipher the twisting tire tracks. Her sister-in-law and one of her closest friends, Rifkatu Ayuba, was moving alongside her, trembling. Rifkatu’s daughter, Saratu, was also missing. Another mother, Mary Ishaya, whose child Hauwa was gone as well, was telling Rifkatu to be calm, and had begun repeating aloud, “Let’s hope for the best. Let’s hope for the best.”


It was another day when the temperature would top 100 degrees, and the women pushed against the heat for hours, the sun directly on their shoulders with no shade along the route. Some of them began to feel nauseated, their tongues swelling with thirst. Several were weeping uncontrollably as they walked. There was nothing to see except one burned, bullet-riddled vehicle on the side of the road and an occasional herdsman tending his cattle. Around two p.m. Kolo, Rifkatu, and the other mothers accepted that they could not go on. They had to turn back.


“I was like a living corpse,” Kolo would say of her grief. “I did not know if I would survive it.”


FROM THE DAY NAOMI WAS BORN, KOLO’S GREATEST FEAR WAS TO LOSE her. Nearly a quarter of children die before their fifth birthday in Nigeria’s northeast, the worst rate in the country, and her daughter had almost slipped away in the womb. In the minutes after Naomi was born underweight, teenage Kolo had prayed frantically while a nurse resuscitated the body on the table of Chibok’s poorly stocked clinic. Sometimes her infant daughter looked so frail that Kolo would look at her and just cry.


Kolo had scanned the Bible for names and chosen Naomi because a pastor told her it meant “gentle child.” But her childhood was tough, troubled by endless health problems the town had no means to treat. When Naomi turned two, Kolo rushed her back to the clinic with a bout of whooping cough. At twelve, after falling on the football field, Naomi suffered a kidney problem that sent pains shooting across her back. None of the nurses could identify or explain it. The pain was so severe that at one point, Naomi, balled up at home on a plastic mat, threatened to cut the organ out herself.
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