I cannot eat or sleep or stop my hands from shaking. As soon as the sun rises, I will leave this place.
Finally.
My five-month vacation in hell is almost up. Just a couple more hours. I take in the form of the snoring man beside me. He is stark naked, so I can make out all the parts of him. His chest rises and falls successively, his semi-erect manhood along with it. It appears to possess an entirely separate life of its own. A beast so little that has undone all the contours of my natural form and re-shaped my clay into the stranger I now inhabit—indeed, it must have a separate life of its own. I pleasure myself with the queerest fantasies of the farewell I can bid it, to pass the time. The twine necklace he’d gifted me in a flash of benevolence, I can’t remember when, rests heavily around my neck. The sting of its rough ends digging into my drawn skin—like dull pinpricks—fills my head with even more fantastical ideas.
I imagine it wrapped around the beast, wrapping and wrapping, pulling and pulling, pulling tighter—snuffing all life out of it until it lies limp. Dead. Never again requiring the warmth of my thighs and the blanket of the ‘V’ between them. He stirs for a moment, and the pleasant thoughts scurry off, back to their little box in the half of me that is still Sarah. Amarya is unafraid. It is Amarya that will make an escape today. Tomorrow? I can’t say. Time is an ephemeral quantity, and it has held even less substance for me in my sojourn in the devil’s lair.
From somewhere far off in my mind, I catch the pitter-patter of Sarah’s feet on concrete. I can hear the faint thump of her heart; it’s nearly beating out of its cage. I hear the disturbance in the background; the groans of engines, the sound of wailing. There is ordered chaos all around her. Men are calling for compliance in indistinct voices. The responding cries, in shrill feminine notes, call for her attention, momentarily distracting her from her intent. It is a cacophony of noises in the air. She’s almost out of ear’s reach of the chatter before the men notice her and give chase.
They are hot on her heels, and she is running hard. The short wrought iron gate comes into view. It fills her with unreasonable hope. She picks up her pace. She knows not where freedom has pitched its tent, but she is sure that it lies behind the gate. It hits my chest hard—the leap of hope out of her as some men spring out of nowhere a short distance away, obscuring her view of salvation. They are clothed in the same camo as the men she is fleeing from, and they have on matching masks. On sighting their comrades, the men in pursuit halt and begin to jeer at her. A wild look fills her eyes, and she takes the decision to bury reason. The ones in front do not seem at all bothered by the sudden strength of purpose in her gait. There is a laziness to their stance, somewhat. Arms held to their chest, guns strapped around them. She makes to charge at them. Strong hands grab her from behind and lift her off the ground. She wrestles fiercely, and her assailant endures it for a minute. When he grows bored of the pathetic struggle, he renders a swift blow to her head, and she is silenced. She goes limp in his arms.
I shake my head sharply to dispel the dark memories. Sarah needs to stay within the shadows if my plan is to be well executed. Amarya needs to maintain her place at the wheels of the body which they both share but which is really neither of theirs. The body belongs to the beasts; that of the man beside her now and those of the slew of faceless, nameless men that have claimed it since Sarah’s capture. Amarya and Sarah are merely batteries that keep it powered on.
I pick at the okra soup in the tiny enamel bowl that he has brought in with him tonight. He always comes bearing gifts of food—mainly cold, stale soup—whenever he comes to be ‘serviced.’ I know it is not out of real concern for me or for the need to allay my obvious malnourishment, but so that I have no excuse not to stay powered on long enough for him to exert all of his pent-up energies on me. The green soup stares at me with what I imagine to be sad pallor. It has tired of sitting still in the cold bowl, I can tell. The putrid smell oozing out of it gives me an idea of how long it has been kept. It pleads with me to finally put it to bed.
It is green like the leaves of the Moringa trees that littered the compact school compound; the same shade as the leaves that whistled at Sarah from their perch on the low-hanging branch that always flirted with her from outside the louver-less window beside her seat. It is by that window that she sits when the militants come. She is sketching those leaves. She should be studying Physics. And it is the window’s pane that serves as the stool for Faith’s bare buttocks as masked man after masked man mounts her tiny frame and penetrates her, the dumbstruck audience watching aghast. It is done as a demonstration of the fate that will befall the defiant amongst them. Faith is only the unfortunate guinea pig.
And yet Sarah chooses to brave it still. They don’t make a public spectacle of her, however. She awakes to find herself in the back of a moving van, cramped in between two quietly sobbing girls whose faces she can vaguely recall seeing around in school. Two of the men are seated on a metal bench opposite them, still as granite, their guns cocked and trained at them. That is deterrent enough for the stubborn minds that have already begun to conceive ridiculous escape plans. The van is her conveyor to hell-fire, although she doesn’t know it then.
The camp she is brought to is unimposing, detached from the other camps, and indeed, it seems, from the rest of the world. It is tucked into a corner at the border of a quaint village she has never heard of before, surrounded by thick greenery all around. Just about thirty men are running it, a large removal from the hundred-plus that executed the raid. For the first few days, she and the other girls are left to themselves in a windowless thatch hut, seated on the bare floor, hands and feet bound. She offers up many prayers of thanks for the kind mercy, for so she thinks it to be. A different man comes in each day at noon bearing food for them—rice, soup, semolina. They are being treated like Christmas goats getting fattened up for the slaughter.
Slaughter day arrives with the noon of the sixth day. The man for the day marches in without the usual tray. He doesn’t try to make jokes about their situation as the others often do. He is someone important, they can tell from the moment he steps in. For one, he is decked out in full military uniform, an array of guns and ammunition strapped to him. The air around him screams of authority. He unbinds them wordlessly and leads them out of the cell in a straight file. They walk for miles until they come to a small clearing within the forest. There, they are ordered to halt. Many minutes go by in silence before anything happens. Loud gunshots suddenly slice through the air, upsetting the fragile peace. This signifies the commencement of the ritual they’ve been brought out to perform.
They are nudged into kneeling positions by the strange man, and in a blink, they are surrounded by a large group of men who seem to morph out of thin air. The militants observe them with a fearsome hunger in their eyes—like they are juicy pieces of meat at an abattoir. Initiation rites begin. Initiation into the Islamic sect that has kidnapped them from school and brutalized them for sport. They are all Christian girls. One of them dares to make it known, and she is jeered at. The man who has brought them there finally addresses them. He gives them a rundown of their situation. They are captives—basically slaves—of the sect now, and their laws require them to be initiated through marriage for complete integration.
The girls exchange queasy looks. The talk of marriage sours Sarah’s tongue with hot bile. She forces it back down. She is only sixteen. The oldest girl amongst them is barely eighteen, but they are to be married. The man is still speaking. He is saying that they must be Islamised before they can be married. He says infidels possess a lower status than dogs in the sight of their God, Allah, so they cannot be allowed to remain in their midst without conversion. However, he makes it known that they are not to be converted by forceful means. Each girl is to choose for herself. He does not speak of the consequence of choosing wrong, but from the disdain in his tone as he tags their Christianity ‘blasphemous,’ they can all guess it.
One by one, the girls are called up to the centre of the ring and asked to declare their switch of loyalties. Each girl does so quickly and scurries back to the line-up. They are fifteen in all. The last girl hesitates for a moment when she is called up, and then with a startling boldness, she says, ‘I do not agree.’ She has her eyes trained on the patch of grass beneath her. She doesn’t get up.
There is a tense silence for a while after she has spoken. The men appraise her with new eyes. The hunger has now been replaced by contempt. The man they’ve all assumed to be the leader calls her up again in an eerily calm voice. There is a dark gleam in his eyes—excitement that can almost be termed arousal. She repeats her statement, loud and clear, and remains kneeling. In a flash, a militant is by her side, and she is hoisted off the ground. He asks for her name, and she says it.
Leah.
Without much ado, he drags her further into the bush, away from sight, and three other men follow after them. The screaming begins soon after. Loud and clear, just like her defiant words, and interspersed by animalistic grunts and the repetitive slap of skin against skin. The bile resurfaces in Sarah’s throat. Minutes after, Leah is brought back—hair matted with sweat and dirt, and a trail of blood shadowing her. The men dump her on the ground like a piece of rotten meat. Leah’s screams still haunt Sarah’s dreams.
Soft light illuminates the bowl, drawing my attention back to the forlorn soup, and to the fact that it is already sunrise. The time has come. I call out to him once. There is no reply. I call again—still nothing. I lean into his face and exhale softly. He returns the action with sound snores. He is fast asleep. My heart quickens in my chest as I slip out of the door and turn the key in the lock. I don’t let myself dwell too much on the reality of what I am attempting to do, or let my heart fill up with hope. It is always the hope that kills. I summon the blank face and clinical mind of Amarya and make for the bath stalls with confident strides. On my way, I come across  a militant taking a piss beside a holding hut. It is apparent that he is still half-asleep.
He doesn’t notice me, or he does but doesn’t pay much attention. It is unusual to have a girl walking around unbound and unguarded, but he is probably too disoriented to notice the first. As for the latter, there is nothing in my poise that raises alarm, so he probably doesn’t give it too much thought. I take a left a little way from the stalls—onto the path that leads from the camp into the surrounding forest. It takes all of my willpower to maintain my even pace until I am completely out of sight of the camp, and then I break into a jog. Soon I am running, fast, with every last drop of blood in me.
I sail past trees that all look the same, unsure of what direction I am going in or where it is I am headed. All I know is that each leap brings me a few steps closer to heaven, or wherever it is that is the opposite of hell. Just as I make it past the initiation clearing, my foot gets caught in a shallow ditch. The jagged end of a stick cuts into it, and it begins to bleed. I swear under my breath and bend to inspect the wound. I am still doing this when, out of the corner of my eye, I catch slight movement to my left. My head shoots up sharply, and I freeze.
He sees me at the exact same time.
His is a face I remember well. He has brought me food several times since I’ve been here and he always makes extra effort to be funny with his jokes, perhaps in the hopes of getting me genuinely amused. He is a kind man, kinder than any I’ve encountered in the last five months, or at least as kind as a murderous kidnapper gets. Within me, Sarah offers up a prayer to her God for a miracle, for him to be far kinder than I’ve already judged him to be.
An answer to the prayer arrives promptly. I notice that his zipper is half-way undone and he has a hand shoved down the gap, and blood seeps into my cheeks at the realization of what I have just interrupted. He lets out a loud hiss and begins to speak rapidly in the local tongue. From the little I can make out from the jumbled speech, I can tell that he is outraged. But not at me. He is angry at his superiors who, for whatever reason, have thought it wise to kidnap some useless schoolgirls. And a bunch of infidels at that! He says that Allah has rejected all those who have rejected him, and they shall suffer for eternity. He says he believes our suffering shall be shared upon his head and the heads of his sect brothers if we remain with them, so we should all be sent away or leave of our own accord as I am doing. When he is done with his rant, he turns away from me and goes on with his business.
For a full minute afterwards, I am still rooted to the spot, petrified. I am dumbfounded. It is a real-life miracle! Freedom is no longer leaps away, it is right there in the palm of my hand. The joy hits me hard and spurs my feet onward. I run, and I don’t look back, for fear that Sarah’s God who has shown me this unimaginable mercy will retract it if I display the scepticism of the biblical Lot’s wife. My heart is singing as I leap over logs and brush off branches. It is singing a dirge for Amarya. Across the border, I will be Sarah again.

