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ThisCrownisaThornofSilence

Abuwaslyingonthesackspreadonthefloorinourtarpaulinshack.Hislegsandhands

wereshakinglikesomeoneconvulsing.Jibrilandtwootherboysstoodbesidehim,

mutteringprayers.‘Wallahi,don’tdie!Abu,stopthis!’Iheldhishands.Soontheycalled

him tostopshaking,tostopdying.

Becausethisplacesmeltofdeath,almosteveryonewasdyingorlivingtodie.

Abuwasabouttodie.Thethoughtknockedonmymindagainandagain.ButIcouldn't

sayit.Mymotheroncetold meto notsaythingsanyhow.‘Myson,wordshave

consequences,'shesaid.AndsinceAbuandIcamehere,fifteenpeoplehaddied.But

nobodydiedunlessitwasthewillofAllah.MaybeAllahhaddecided.

MaybeitwasAbu’sturn.MaybeAllahhaddecided.

Abuwasstillshaking,alreadyfoaming.Hiseyesrolledroundlikeaspinning

ceilingfan.I'dneverseensomeonedying.I'dneverheldthehandsofadyingperson.

TheonlytimeIcameclosetoseesomeonedyingwasinMaiduguri.Itwasthenight

beforeAbuandIranaway.Wewereinourhousetogetherwithourparents.Andwe

heardafearfulsoundatthegate.Itriedhidingunderthesofa.Butmyfatherstoodup,

tiedhisamuletaroundhiswaistandreachedoutforhisgun.

‘Theyarecomingforus,Banda,’mymothersaidinlowtones.

Sheheldusclosetoherself;ourfacespressedagainstherwrapperasthoughtostop

usfrom seeingthefacesofgriefthatthreatenedus,thevoiceoffearthattightenedour

throats.
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Beforethatnight,whenthesunsmiledbrightlyovertheearth,wewereatschool.

Motherhadcometocarryushometooearly.MaybeshethoughtIwouldnotbringAbu

homeorwewouldnotcomehomeearly.Butthiswasn'tit.Panicandfearsettledinher

eyes.Shedidn'twearherhijab.Herlong,darkhairrestedonhershoulders.Without

talkingtomyteacher,shecalledmeout.She’dtiedAbuonherbackandheldmyhand.

Asweraced,asweapproachedthemainroad,violencehadturnedtheareaintoapool

ofredwater.Peopleranhereandthere,screaming.Peoplelayontheground,unmoved.

Wejumpedoverdeadbodies.Weranpastpeoplebleedingfrom theirheadsorhands,

theirbelliesorlegs.Bulletswheezedintheair.Thepolicemenwerefarawayfrom their

burningvehicles.Peoplewerescreaming.Someofthem saidbadpeoplehadentered

ourcommunity.SomesaidtheywereJihadists.No,somesaidtheywerepolitical

fighters.Peoplecalledthem severalnames,butthey'dscream,'Run,theyareBoko

Haram'eachtimeabullethissedintheairorhousesburntbyfire.

Motherpanickedthatnight.Sadnesscoveredherface.Tearsrolleddownher

cheeks.Abu stayed atherfeet.Helooked atherwith shining eyes.Hedid not

understandwhatwashappening.Hedidnotunderstandwhyshecriedinlowtones.As

wecurledourselvesupinthefaceofanxiety,weheardthestompingbootsofpeople

approaching.MymothercarriedAbuandmeandrantothebackyard,closetothesmall

bushbehindourhouse.Shewasabouttohideusthere,tocoveruswithleaveswhenwe

heardgunshotsinside.Motherfroze.Itwasasiftheyshothertoo,becauseshewas

still.

Afterawhile,weheardtheheavysoundofthebootsofthemenapproachingour

backyard.Motherlookedatme,openedhermouthbutnowordsroseoffhertongue.
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Shedidn’twanttodropanytraceforthementofindus.Butshefixedhergazeonme.

Herpurplesilkhijabwastiedlooselyaroundherhead.Hereyebrowsquiveredupand

down.She spoke to me with herquivering eyebrows.To run.She wagged her

forefingers,urgingustorun.IheldAbu’shandstightlyandweran.Butwestopped.I

turnedbackandsawherstandingthere.Maybeshewaswaitingforthementoscatter

herwithbullets.MaybeshewasprayingtoAllahtoaccepthersoul.Wedidn’twaitto

watchher.Rather,IheldAbu’shands.Andasweran,ourheelstouchedourbum-bum.

Wefellandgotup,andcontinuedtorun.Wedidn’tknowwhereweweregoing.Oureyes

couldnotseethroughthethicknessofthenight.Thegrassandshrubgatheredaround

ourlegs.Thewetsoilclungtoourfeet.Wespentsevendaysinthebush,fedon

orangesandguava.Andsomedayswefedonnothing.ButitwasAllah’swillthatwedid

notdie.ItwasAllah’swillthatwefoundhere.

Now,Abuwasstillshaking;foamingatthecornerofhismouth.

‘You,stopcrying,’someonesaidbehindme.Ididn’tknowthevoice.Itwasoneof

theboyswhogatheredaroundus,whohadcometowatchAbudie.

‘Butcan’tyouseehe’sdying?’Isniffedbetweentears.Snotsdroppedfrom my

nosetothesidesofmymouth.

‘Allahforbids!Hewon’tdie.Ibrahim iscoming,’Jibrilsaid.‘OhAllah,hastenthe

stepsofIbrahim,’heintoned.Buttearsgatheredinhiseyes.

Ikneltforward,heldAbu’shands.Ireachedoutformybabbanriga,torethehem,

cleanedhismouth.Hisfacewasswollen;hishandswereleanlikedriedstockfish.

Afewminuteslater,amotorcyclehonkedoutside.Theotherboysranout.They
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screamed Ibrahim’sname.Iran outoftheshacktoward Ibrahim.Theboyshad

gatheredaroundhim,sometriedtopullthelittlesack-baginhishand;othersheldonto

hishandorkaftan.Isqueezedmyselfthroughthetinyspacesofthepeoplearoundhim.

Igottohim,felltotheparchedground,crying.

‘What’sthat?’Heheldmyhand,andpulledmeup.

‘Mybrother.Mybrother…is…’Ipointedtowardourshack.Ibreathedfastandthe

noisyrushofairthroughmymouthbrokethewordsbeforeIcouldsaythem.

‘Wallahi.What?Whathappenedtohim?’

‘He’sdying!’Isaid.Myvoicebecamethroaty.LikeI'deatenlotsoftoads.The

otherboysweresilent.Theyheldtheirhandsacrosstheirchest.Theywatchedwiththeir

mouthsopened.Theireyeswereteary.TheyhadstartedtocryforAbu.Withthe

sadnessontheirfacesandsilenceontheirlips,theylookedsorryforAbualready.

Ibrahim walkedtowardourshack,movingfast.Ifollowedhim.Someoftheboys

followed,too.Hisshoeshadpointedscrappysolesthatatedeepintotheground.His

kaftandancedtothemovementofthebreeze.Abuwasstilllyingdownwhenwe

entered.Abuwasshaking.Hiswhiteeyeshadturnedtoyellowishcolour.Hesuckedin

airthroughhisclenchedteeth.Ibrahim kneltonhisleftknee,touchedhisbodyand

shouted.Ishivered.Somethingburntundermybelly.Ididn'tknow whatIfelt.Ididn't

knowifAbuwasgoingtodie.Wallahi,floodsoftearscoveredmyface.

'Hisbodyistoohot,’Ibrahim said.

Hemutteredthatthereweren'tenoughdrugs.Hefoughtwitheverywordthatjumped

offhistongue.Hesighed.Andsaid,underhisbreath,thatit'dbefeverorcholera?He

tightenedhisface;themarksacrosshischeeksshowed.
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‘Anything?Whatisit?’Iasked,sobbing.

HeansweredmewithsilencewhileheprisedAbu’seyes.Iaskedhim again.

‘It’sfever,’hesaid.

‘Willhedie?’

Ibrahim hurriedoutoftheshack.Iranafterhim,crying;begginghim todosomething.

Buthowcouldhedosomething?Heaskedme.Andheremindedmethelasttimethe

governmentsentdrugsorbroughtmedicalexpertsto thecamp wasovereleven

months.Herubbedmyhead,askedmetocleanmyeyesbecauseAbuwouldnotdie.He

saidAllahwouldnotallowhim todie.

Wecameback.Ibrahim pulledoutsomemedicinesfrom asmallcontainer.

Yellow,white,greenandredwerethecoloursofthemedicines.Theywererounding,

sphericalandrectangular.Themedicineswerethreeormaybefour.Ididn'tcount.

‘Abu,canyouhearme?Abu?’Iheldhishand,tightly.‘Abu,youwillnotdie.You

willnot…die.’Ibrokeintotears.Theotherboysheldme.AndJibrilheldupAbu’shead;

Ibrahim pouredthemedicinesintohismouth.AndheforcedsomewaterdownAbu’s

throat.

Thenextday,wesatonoursacksspreadonthegroundunderthemoringatree.The

sunhadgraduallyhiddenbehindthecloudandonlysmallorangelightslightedthesky.

Theeveningprayerwasover.Abu’sheadwasonmyshoulder.Hewasgettingnobetter.

Hestillshivered,histeethclinking.Weallfoldedourlegsintoeachother.Welooked

intotheroadleadingtoIbrahim’sunpaintedhouse.Wewerewaitingforhim.Danladisat

infrontofme.Hewasnineteenyearsandtalkedtoomuchabouthowhewastheoldest;



6

howheshouldberespected.Indeedtheageshoneonhisface:littlebeardscoveredhis

jaw,bigballsofpimplestoodonhisforeheadandoneachsideofhischeeks.Hecame

from Adamawa.OrsodidIhear.AhmadwassittingclosetoDanladi.Jibrilhadtoldme

Ahmadwasthirteen,justlikeme.Heworealong,straightenedface.Hisbabbanriga

wastornattheankleandknee.Hesqueezedhisclotheswhenhetalked.Hewouldsit

anywhere,onanything,evenoncowshit.Hedirtiedhimself.Andhe'dwalkaroundthe

camp,talkingtohimself.Sometimesloudly.I'dthoughthewasmad.No.Jibrilsaidthe

deathofhismother,fatherandlittlesisterhadgottenintohishead.Ahmadwasfrom

Baga,hereinMaiduguri.

JibrilperchedclosetoAbu.HewasthefirstfriendImade,thefirstpersonwho

askedmemynameandgavemeasmallwrappedkosaithefirstnightIcamehere.He

wastallandslim withasquarejaw thatlookedfineforafifteen-year-oldlikehim.He

camefrom Maiduguritoo.IlikedthewayhespokeEnglishandArabic.Itwasnot

perfectbutthesoundcameofflikearichmanchewingkilishi.I’dheardotherchildren

whoknewhim before,talkingabouthowwealthyJibril’sparentswere,howalmostallhe

neededwasservedtohim.Butnow,inthiscamp,hebecamelikeuswhohadnever

smeltofgoodmoney;whoseparentshadnevergonetoMecca.Henowstruggledwith

usinthelinetogetkosai.SometimesIpitiedhim.ButAllahknewwhywewerehere.

Abuwasstillshivering.Hisbodywasstillhot.Ilookedathim andthenatJibril.

Thewhitesofhiseyeswerecolouredred.Likeblood.Ipulledoutthecontainerof

medicineIbrahim hadgivenmefrom mypocket.Ishookitandopeneditandemptiedit

inmypalm.Twotinywhitedrugssettledinmypalm.Iforcedthem intoAbu'smouth.He

widenedhiseyes,thenclosedthem.Ibreathedinandout.Abuwasgrowingthinerand
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thiner.

'Hewillbefine,'Jibrilsaid,touchingAbu'sforehead.

'Areyousure?'

Henodded.'Heremindsmeofmysmallsister.'

‘Yoursmallsister?’

Henodded.‘Yesterdaywasherbirthday.Shewouldhavebeeneleven.’

‘Whereisshe?’

‘YoumeanHauwa?’heaskedme,staringatmeasthoughI'dknownhername.‘I

don’tknowifshe’sstillalive,’hesaid.Atearysoundechoedbehindhisthroat.Maybe

somethingelsestoodbehindhisthroat,somethingtoodifficulttopushaway.

'Whathappened?'

‘Becausetheytookher.’Hemanagedtofightbacktears.'Hauwahadgoneback

toschoolthepreviousday.She'dexam thenextdayandyousee?Allahwantedtosave

her.Allahmadehertocomeback.Forherfriend’sbirthdayparty.Istillrememberher

smilewhenshewavedmegoodbyeinfrontofourhouse.ThatwasthelasttimeIever

sawher.Wedidn'tknowshe'dbekidnappedthenextday.Wedidn'tknow.’

‘Wallahi,Jibril.I’m sosorry.’

Iheldhisshoulder.Someboysarounduslookedatus;theireyesheldpitiablewords.

‘Iheardthenewsonmyfather’sradiothatmorning,'Isaid.Thatmorningcame

backtomenow.Thesadnessinthevoiceofthereporterthathummedagainstthecries

ofpeoplewho'dgonetotheschooltoseethattheirchildrenandsistershadbeentaken

away.IrememberedmymotherscreamingandcursingtheBokoHaram people.Ifelt

sad,too.276schoolgirls?Kidnapped?Throughoutthatweek,andtheweekafter,Abu
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andIdidn'tgotoschool.Motherfearedwe'dbekidnappedorevenkilled.

‘HauwaisnowrestingbesideAllah,'Isaid.ButJibrildidn'tturnhishead.Myown

wordsbrokeme,too.Thesamewordspeoplehadtoldme,'YourparentsarewithAllah.'

ThesamewordsthatwouldhavebeenpouredintomyearsifAbuhaddied.

'Idon'twanthertorest,'Jibrilsaid.'Iwantherback.Here.'

'I'm sorry,Jibril,Hauwawillcomeback,'Iwhispered.Henodded,asthoughI'd

saidtherightwords,asthoughhepreferredthesewords.

IwonderedifAllahknew whyallthiswashappening.Iwonderedifmymother

would comeback,ifsheknew Abuwassick.Ifsheknew lifehad moulded and

hammeredmeintoamanwithbaggyshirtsofgrieftowear.Iaskedherseveraltimes

shecametomeinthedream.IaskedherwhenAbuandIwouldleavehere,whenwe’d

meether.Buteachtimeshedidn’ttalktome.Eachtimeshewatchedmewithher

handsclaspedaroundherbreasts.Eachtimetearscoveredherface.Andblooddripped

downfrom hermouth.Eachtimenowordroseoffhertongue.Iwhisperedhernamein

thebreezethechilledmyface.‘We’rebroken,mother.Oursoulislikedustwaitingtobe

carriedawaybywind.’

‘Mother?’Abugrunted,lookedatme,unabletosteadyhiseyes.‘Didyou…see

her?’heasked.

Istrokedhishair.

'Issssheco...ming?'

‘Abu,getwellsoon,youhear?Sothatwe’llseemother.’Hesmiledafaintsmile

andclosedhiseyes.Itouchedmyforehead.Becauseinsideofmyheadburnedwith

ache,Ishookitagainandagain,hopingthatthecrownofpainwouldfalloff.
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