
***

I ran vigorously through the thick forest like a cheetah trying to escape the deadly gun of a hunter. I looked back and discovered that no one was running after me and that I had done many miles. I stopped and began to trek. My leg felt dull and springy. They were wet and ached from the injuries I sustained while running. My clothes are now nearly shredded to rags due to the spiky branches of the trees. I was tired and thirsty, and strange wheezing sounds were coming from my throat. I walked through the thick forest in silence. All of a sudden, there was a rush behind me and I pumped hard into a sprint. The creeper dragged my leg and I fell on my chest.  All I saw was two animals that ran vigorously past my back. “What nonsense!" I said as rodents scurried past me.

I stood up panting heavily. I looked up and discovered a river before me. 

“Whew,” I said happily. 

I went to the river not minding whether it was dirty or not.  I bent down and dipped my mouth inside the river. I drank to my satisfaction and when I was done, I sat at the bank of the river.

It was a dark cold night filled with the musical expedition of melodious voices of birds, sweet chirping of insects, and croaking of frogs. Their sounds entered my body, and soul and provided me with sweet relief. I was bathed in moonlight. The black shadows of the trees stretched across the lake. Air blew my hair with a cool and calm breeze and I started to remember what happened to me in the camp earlier. How a man with a long beard tried to strip me of my virginity a couple of hours ago. 

 It was late at night. Almost everyone had gone to bed. The camp was silent and cold as the grave. I sat down alone resting my back against the pole of the tent. As I sat there, I saw a shadow in the moonlight coming close to me. I didn’t want to be caught awake so I closed my eyes and snored pretending that I was sleeping. The man came close to me. I felt his presence before me. He grabbed my breast and fondled it. I swat the hand away and he slapped me. He pulled me up and dragged me out of the tent roughly. He took me to his tent. He forced my legs apart and bent over me. He put his face in front of me. When he opened his mouth, the stench coming out of it reminded me of a general toilet in my village. 

“I know you are stubborn but tonight you have no choice,” he said laughing. 

As he pulled my underwear off, my hand flew from one part of the ground to another searching for anything to injure him. He scrapped his dirty and rough fingers down my belly and down to my middle. My heart lurched for joy when my hand touched a plank and without hesitation, I hit him on the head. He clutched in pain. I stood up and smashed the plank on his head again. The blood gushed out. He fell. My heart was beating faster. Drenched in my sweat, I walk out of the tent. I looked around, seeing that there was no guard in sight, I started running away.

“Stop!” a man shouted. 

I did not look back to check who the new man was. I just ran onward not knowing where I was heading to. All that occupied my mind was the question- how can I escape? The man shouted again. Before I knew it, other gunmen started trooping out like locusts chasing after me. I ran so fast that I could not see or hear them again. 

“Ouch!” I shouted. An insect bite me where I sat at the bank of the river. The pain jerked me back to reality. I turned around to look for what bit me. And I saw the gunmen with their torchlights shining brightly coming towards me. I thought I had escaped but these brutes are still after my soul.

 “That’s her. She must not go!” one of them ordered. 

They started running towards me. Without much ado, I jumped into the bush and started running. I could hear the thumping of footsteps running after me. There was commotion as animals started running helter-skelter in the bush. Birds hovered from one tree to another. The stars shut their eyes and the moon lost its interest as darkness loomed. I kept on running not feeling the tears the grasses were making on my body or the injuries sustained from thorns. 

Stop or I'll shoot you!” A man thundered. 

I kept on running, not minding the threat. I heard gunshots. Bullets flew past my ears, almost deafening me. I quickly swerved to my left side. “Yeh!” I screamed as I slipped and fell into a deep ditch. I fainted.

***

I woke up on the third day to find myself back in the camp tied to the pole. I looked around and discovered a pile of sticks on the ground. I understood they were meant for me. Anyone who tried to escape from the camp would be beaten till the person almost died. I looked up and saw other girls. They were looking at me with pity. My eyes flashed to Abibat, and our eyes met. She looked at me with questioning eyes asking me, why did I try to escape? 

The girls packed themselves to one side when they noticed the gunmen coming. There was a man before them. He was the man with a long beard. There was anger in his eyes. He walked towards me. Fear gripped me. He slapped me. I flinched.  Tears rolled down my cheeks. He is ready to kill me. A blow on my cheek and my mouth flew open. I spat blood and teeth.

“Today is the day and not tomorrow! You will get what you deserve. Do you think you can escape? There is no escape. There is no mercy. No peace, no hope for you.” He paused. 

“There is only one place for you,” he pointed at me, “and that is hell!” He followed his statement with a slap on my face and my vision blurred. 

He picked up a stick and turned to other girls, they were all scared. Some of them were shedding tears. I could see sorrow and sadness in the faces of women watching us from a far distance. He gave one girl the stick and ordered all the girls to give me ten strokes each.  

'Flog her or I flogged you.” He shouted at the girl. The girl moved closer to me with the stick in her hand. She shivered and started crying. She was the closest person to me.

Abibat,” I called her. “Do as you are told.” 

With pain in her heart, she muttered courage and flogged me ten times. The remaining girls did likewise in turns. I was beaten badly. I bled all over my body and I almost died. When they were done, they left me and a woman carried me into her tent. The woman bathed me with hot water and applied ointment on my wounds. She gave me herbs to drink and changed my tattered clothes. She laid me down and covered me with her wrapper. I slept off. 

***
I slept for hours. By the time I woke up, there was a strong smell of evening dampness and everywhere was dark. The only sources of illumination are torchlights and lanterns in the camp. I sat up with my eyes scanning the surroundings.  

How are you feeling now?” The woman asked, placing her hands on my shoulders.

“I am feeling better,” I said gratefully. "And who are you?" I asked her.

The woman came to sit before me holding my two hands. “My name is Memuna. What about you?” She asked. 

“My name is Halimat,” I answered 

“How old are you?” 

 “Seventeen.” 

 “Are you one of the Chibok Girls?" She asked.

My mind flashed back to the night of April 14-15, 2014. It was around nine and the hostel mistress came to put out the lights in our hostel and asked us to sleep so we could wake up early for our morning duties the next day. It was Friday night and we don’t like to sleep early. We like to gist, gossip, tell each other stories, and play at this time of the night. It was more like a tradition for us. Abibat, my best friend and my bunkmate, always had something to gist about and other girls would gather around our bunk, which always made it difficult for us not to be included in every punishment. 

“Shhh! You people should stop talking. I don’t want to be punished tonight o!” 

That was Victoria in her thin voice trying to silence us. She is a beautiful slim girl. Her dark skin always glows. She is so gentle and quiet. We always called her “Vic.”

Suddenly, I heard a very loud sound like a thunderstorm. The sound startled us. 

“Is it raining outside?” Vic asked in a hushed tone. 

Then the sound blasted again, louder than the first one. Everywhere was shaking. Then another one and the series of bangs changed the atmosphere into apprehension making us quiver with fear. Before long, everyone in the hostel was screaming more in panic than pain and running for cover – beds, tables, and whatever was nearby. We knew something terrible was going on now. But what could we do? Nothing. My heart was beating fast.

Just then, our hostel doors flung open and about eight men entered. They dressed mostly in black with masks covering their faces. They were armed to the teeth with strings of bullets over their shoulders and across their waists. They commanded us to fall into two straight lines and herded us out like cows. They led us into the buses and trucks outside the building. None of us could say anything. We were just crying.

As we went through the front door, I saw two security men who were on duty that night on the ground. They were both shot dead. That was when reality hit us that our lives were in real danger. They barked orders at us occasionally to keep moving. We reached the worn-out truck that smelled of cigarettes. They packed us into the trunk like sardines in a can. The heat in the trunk was solid and hot. The stench of sweat circulated it. The trunk made a wheezing sound several times before trumpeting to life and we took off. Abibat was at my side and I could see Vic’s head two rows before me.

The insurgents tore through the forest, avoiding trees and thick shrubs, and even when the tires of the bus burst, they kept moving until we got to the place that they said was our destination. All the vehicles in the convoy came to a stop simultaneously. They herded us out of the vehicles. Our body felt sore from staying in an uncomfortable position for so long. From what I could see, we had traveled so far into the forest of demons.

“Yes. I am a Chibok Girl," I told Memuna.

A cry from outside interrupted us. The thin voice of a crying girl traveled far in the air. We hastily checked what the problem was. The girl was crying profusely. She was being led to the tent by a guard. When the guard had left her in the tent, I ran to meet her to inquire what the problem was. Memuna tried to stop me but I broke free. When I got there, it was Victoria. Abibat was already by her side consoling her. I was sad. I dragged two of them to one corner of the tent and we conversed silently. 

“What did they do to you?” I asked Victoria.

“Four men raped me in turns.” She muttered. 

“Four men raped you? These men are brutes.”

“We have to escape before they kill us,” I said to them. 

 “How can we escape from this dead zone? It is mission impossible.” Abibat said.

“It is possible,” I insisted.

We argued that night until we decided to run away without being noticed. We strategized our plans for days.

***

Two weeks later, it was evening and it had sent birds to their roosts and the crickets to sing in the swaying grasses. The sunshine has lost its brightness and an immense crimson moon appeared. This was the time of the day when the men prayed and they ordered us as well to join them. 

That evening was different because it was the day we were going to escape; Abibat, Victoria, Nadia, Memunat and I. Five of us had planned to escape together. We planned to sit on the last row when we gathered for prayer and that we would sneak into the nearest bush once everyone bowed their heads on the mat and wait there until it was safe to continue. The chances of them seeing us with their heads down were very slim since everybody would face the same direction in prayer. 

Finally, we started praying, and with every head down, we crawled into the bush and waited there till the end of our prayers. We lay low in the bush quietly. We have left everything up to fate. We are in the dilemma of life and death. “If we escape, we escape and if we die, we die.” 

In a few hours, they were done with their prayers and began to disperse. As I was about to rise, I heard footsteps coming in our direction and I quickly signaled to my friends to stay still. The step drew nearer. The men, both of them stopped at the same time and started urinating. Their torchlights dancing all over the place almost revealed our faces. Shrubs separated us from them. We are so scared. Nadia almost screamed. Victoria was the closest person to me and I could sense fear in her. The men started moving and passed by without noticing us. We waited for some minutes before we began to move. 

We spent the first two nights under the shade of any trees we could find. By the third day, we were famished, with no food and water. We are dehydrated. Nadia almost passed out. Memunat backed her as we walked under a hot sun. 

“Look over there!” Vic shouted in ecstasy. 

We could see children running after each other on a farmland. We felt relaxed and moved to the farmland. We saw a man hoeing. We walked up to him and greeted him. 

“Who are you?” the man asked observing us. 

“We ran away from Boko Haram’s camp. We were abducted.” Memunat spoke for us since she was the oldest.

 

















