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Prologue

My husband’s corpse lies on the beaten-earth floor of our shop. The air is full of the metallic smell of blood, which I know only from the few occasions when rich neighbours have slaughtered a cow.

They came on motorbikes, killed him and disappeared as quickly as they came. I watch the last of the blood seeping into the dirt, but I can hardly understand what’s just happened: Islamist Boko Haram fighters have murdered my husband, just like that. Just because he was a Christian.

At that point I had no idea just how merciful his death was. At that time I would never have been able to imagine, when I lamented the loss of my husband in that modest board shack, that I would one day envy him his quick end. I didn’t know my real martyrdom was yet to come.


Journey into the unknown

I’ve only ever confided my plans to a few people. But now things are out in the open and I have to speak plainly, at least to my travel agent. ‘I want to go to Maiduguri,’ I say, as nonchalantly as possible.

‘Where?’

‘Maiduguri in Nigeria,’ I say, hoping faintly that the poor phone connection is the reason for her question.

‘You’re not serious, are you?’

Sabine, the owner of the little agency in Munich, is used to me by now. She’s been booking my flights for years. And they have regularly taken me, as a journalist and an expert on Muslim terrorism and victim traumatisation, to troubled regions of the world that no one would normally visit if they didn’t have to. Sabine has organised my frequent trips to Afghanistan, Iraq or Africa without batting an eyelid. But she’s unhappy about today’s request.

‘Maiduguri airport’s been bombed,’ she informs me. ‘As far as I know nobody flies there any more.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t know that. ‘Is there a northbound bus connection?’

‘Are you crazy? It’s about a thousand kilometres away from Abuja. And anyway …’

‘Yes, you’re right,’ I cut in. Sabine doesn’t need to say any more. It would be too dangerous to drive through Nigeria by car. The A13, the main connection with the northern cities of the state of Borno, also lies on the road on which the terrorist group Boko Haram is active. It leads straight by the notorious Sambisa Forest. This swampland is where they have been holding the schoolgirls they abducted from Chibok, just over a hundred kilometres south of Maiduguri, in the spring of 2014, in an act that brought the terrorist militia into the world’s eye. Michelle Obama, then the First Lady of the USA, put herself at the head of the ‘Bring Back Our Girls’ movement, with which parents are trying to free their children from the clutches of the terrorists. Am I going to have to forget my travel plans?

‘Let me just check,’ Sabine says. I hear her keyboard clicking. ‘Hm, you might be in luck: the Nigerian company Medview recently started flying into Maiduguri again, but quite irregularly. The flight might be cancelled or postponed at short notice if the security situation gets worse.’

‘OK, great!’ I hear myself saying. ‘Can you book them from here?’

‘I can try.’ More clicking at the other end. ‘It seems to be working,’ Sabine says. ‘Do you want me to book it? Or just reserve it for now?’

‘No,’ I say firmly. I’ve been dithering for long enough. For over a year I’ve been considering travelling to northern Nigeria. Since the Islamists of the Boko Haram sect in the north of the country began wreaking their havoc, and particularly since the kidnap of the Chibok schoolgirls, I’ve thought more and more about interviewing the female victims of the terrorist group. For a foreigner, and a white-skinned woman, such a journey is an incredibly risky undertaking. But recently I’ve found someone who knows the area to come with me: I can travel with Renate Ellmenreich, a retired Protestant vicar who lived there as a missionary years ago, and who still has good connections.

‘I’m quite sure,’ I say to Sabine. ‘Book two tickets for me.’

About a month before this I met Renate for the first time at Berlin’s Central Station. Even though we’d only previously spoken on the phone, I recognised her straight away. She was wearing a tweed jacket and a huge pair of purple sunglasses. The sixty-five-year-old strode energetically towards me, her freshly blow-dried pageboy cut bouncing in rhythm. ‘I’m Renate,’ she said in her sonorous vicar’s voice.

When we’re sitting in a café a few minutes later she tells me about her time in Nigeria. Around the turn of the millennium she and her husband were sent there by the mission in Basle. Renate was assigned to the station in Gavva, a small town at the foot of the Mandara Mountains, seventy kilometres south-west of Maiduguri. Her husband Gunnar took a similar job in Mubi, a little further to the south.

With a pencil, Renate does me a quick sketch of the area on a paper napkin. ‘Gavva’s here,’ she explains, and draws a rectangle towards the top left-hand side of the district. ‘And this is the Sambisa Forest, less than twenty kilometres away as the crow flies.’ I’m startled by the small distance between the two places. Renate’s chosen home in Africa is in the middle of the territory where the Islamic sect is terrorising the population.

‘We would never have expected anything like this,’ admits Renate, who was doing Christian development work. ‘Even then there were sporadic tensions between the Christians and the Muslims. But terrorism, and on this scale, was completely unimaginable.’

At that moment a group of football fans drifts past us, shouting, waving the red and white flags that identify them as Bayern Munich supporters, and roaring their slogans. We have to interrupt our conversation. But Renate just smiles mildly. ‘Football is mostly harmless,’ she says. ‘But it’s a different story if you give those young men a gun. In Nigeria, sadly, there are far too many men with guns. And it’s always the women who pay in the end.’

Renate lost her husband in Nigeria back then. He died in 2004 of a brief but violent fever, caused by a tropical virus. After that she set up an aid organisation for widows. Now that organisation looks after women victims of Boko Haram terrorism. ‘I urgently need to get back to Maiduguri to find out what the women there need most urgently,’ she tells me, deeply concerned.

‘Then let’s go together,’ I suggest. The fact that Renate has a local infrastructure of private contacts also brings the journey into the realms of the feasible as far as I’m concerned. ‘We can depend on your people there, can’t we?’

‘A hundred per cent,’ she says, without hesitation. ‘But let’s be clear about one thing: churches and vicars are high on the list of the terrorists’ targets. And foreign journalists come next.’

Even though I knew that, of course, Renate’s words from our first conversation go on echoing in my head for a long time. But they won’t put me off. Now we both have our tickets and our visas. She’s given me precise instructions about what I need to pack: nuts, dried fruit, muesli bars, multivitamin tablets, protein shakes, bedsheets, towels, disinfectant spray, bandages, antibiotics, a mosquito net and – very important – instant coffee for our breakfast.

The food supply situation in the north-east of Nigeria is extremely poor. Since Boko Haram occupied large stretches of the terrain in 2014, the farmers haven’t been able to work their fields, and harvests have failed. Food from the rich south comes to the north very rarely. First of all because there are road blocks and many attacks on transports. And also because there are hardly any solvent customers in the corrugated-iron metropolis of Maiduguri. The city is full of refugees who depend on government handouts.

In November 2015 we meet at Frankfurt airport. I’ve just come from Berlin, and as always I’ve allowed a very short transfer time. Breathlessly I dash into the departure lounge and look out for Renate. She hobbles towards me on crutches. She sprained her ankle the previous day. But clearly it didn’t occur to her to cancel the trip. ‘The swelling’s already going down,’ she reassures me, and cheerfully waves her crutches in the air. ‘I don’t really need these things. But somebody in Nigeria is bound to have a use for them.’

I grin. Now I’m quite sure that Renate’s exactly the right travelling companion for me.

It takes our Lufthansa plane only six hours to get to Abuja, the seat of government and the second largest city in Nigeria. We get there at four o’clock in the afternoon local time. Hard to believe there is not even a time difference with Germany.

I step on to the escalator behind Renate and her crutches, and crash into a wall of tropical heat and high humidity. In the hall with the luggage carousels helpers run about busily to take our luggage outside on their trolleys in exchange for a few cents. They make an enormous racket. The only problem is: Renate’s suitcase hasn’t arrived. The big one, stuffed with the things that she needs for the job-finding workshops that she wants to do with the women in Maiduguri. Now we lack both the ingredients for soap production and the moulds for muffin baking; these two skills were intended to enable the women to earn some money. Renate is in despair. ‘I can’t travel on without my suitcase,’ she tells me.

We hastily fill out a series of very complicated forms to report the loss. A young woman in a pretty straight-hair wig is very helpful to us. ‘You might get your suitcase tomorrow, ma’am,’ she says, looking as if she doesn’t believe it herself. ‘If you like, I can keep your claim slip and pursue the matter for you at the airport. Just write your phone number on it.’

‘My phone number?’ Renate thinks for a moment. ‘Yes, OK.’ She writes down the phone number of her German friend Annegret, who lives on a farm near Abuja. We will spend the first night at her place. The sixty-year-old South German is waiting for us in the arrivals hall.

A little later we are sitting in Annegret’s rickety Fiat. It’s already getting dark. The road to the farm is quite heavily used. It leads through several small villages whose centres are recognisable by the gatherings of people and the proliferation of stalls. They are selling groceries, warm food and all kinds of paraphernalia. We buy a SIM card for Renate’s phone. Then we turn on to a gravel track. From now on there are no villages; the bush used as pasture by the Fulani nomads stretches out on either side of the road.

Nigeria’s population consists of a great variety of ethnic groups who speak a total of 514 different languages. The Fulani and Hausa in the north, who constitute about a third of the population, are among the biggest and most politically influential. They are Muslim. The south is dominated by the Christian Yoruba and Igbo, who each constitute about 20 per cent of the overall population. About 180 million people in all live in Nigeria. Around half of them are Muslims, 45 per cent Christian, the rest follow traditional African religions. In many places, however, widespread animist thinking mixes with the ideas of other religions.

We reach a grove of palm trees – and the road becomes even bumpier. Annegret skilfully drives around the potholes. When she stops somewhere in the darkness at last, I curiously open the door and step outside. A sweetish fragrance hits me with the warm evening air. It is very quiet. The only sound is the quiet rustle of the palms.

‘Welcome to Hope Eden,’ she says.

Annegret leads us to one of the round huts that she and her husband Shekar rent to guests. It’s made of red bricks that they bake themselves on the farm. Mosquito nets are stretched over the windows. There is no running water, but there’s a big barrel from which water can be drawn, including the water for the toilet flush. Electricity comes from a solar cell on the roof.

At dinner in the main house lots of children join us at the table. They’re all little relatives of Shekar that the couple have taken in so that they can go to school. Their own parents wouldn’t be able to afford it. There is cassava with beans from the farm’s fields. ‘And you just left the receipt with that woman? Even though you don’t even know her?’ she asks. ‘How is she even going to get in contact with you? We have no phone reception here on the farm.’

‘Oh my. And internet?’ Just in case we don’t get the suitcase in time I need to rebook our onward flights at midday tomorrow with an email to Sabine. That would definitely be easier than trying to find the relevant office somewhere around here.

Annegret smiles. ‘No, there’s no internet. For that you’d need to go into Abuja. It’s in the opposite direction from the airport. It’s about an hour to the centre.’

Renate shakes her head. ‘Let’s just try our chances at the airport.’

The next morning we are woken at dawn by all kinds of noises that sound like a jungle: the grove of palm trees coos, buzzes and chirrups. Annegret, who is already feeding her schoolchildren, helps us to our feet with freshly brewed coffee. It tastes delicious. ‘Enjoy it,’ Renate advises me, ‘we won’t be getting anything like that in Maiduguri.’

We set off immediately after breakfast. There is no public transport, such as an airport bus. So to avoid being a burden on our host we hire a car and driver from the village. ‘If it all goes wrong, just come back to me,’ Annegret says as we wave goodbye.

On the way, Renate keeps trying to get through to the woman at the airport, on her mobile phone with the new SIM card, but to no avail. ‘Maybe she hasn’t got up yet,’ I wonder after the fifth attempt, ‘or …’

‘Or she’s conned us,’ Renate says darkly. ‘We’ve been a bit naïve. With that form she could take legal possession of my suitcase whenever she liked. There’s not a thing we can do. Why didn’t we try her number yesterday?’

I can’t give her an answer to that one. ‘Maybe we’ll find her at the airport,’ I say, trying to reassure us both.

We get there a short time later. But there’s nothing going on at that time of day. Since no planes leave in the morning, the counters at the international terminal are all bolted shut. And of course there’s no one we can ask about the suitcase.

Renate and I are at a loss. She slumps exhausted on a bench and guards our luggage while I try to rebook our tickets in the national terminal. There are crowds of people at the Medview counter. I plunge into the crowd and fight my way to the front. It smells of sweat, perfume and deodorant.

‘The tickets!’ the man from the airline demands when I finally manage to attract his attention amidst all the competitive customers. Luckily the official language in Nigeria is English, so at least we’re able to communicate with one another.

‘We have e-tickets.’ I hand him my phone, on which the tickets are stored. He frowns. He definitely wants to see a piece of paper. But I haven’t got one. Then he passes my phone to one of his colleagues behind the counter. They chat together, looking rather sceptical. ‘Where did you book these?’ the first one asks.

‘In Germany.’

‘Paid for already?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘But the numbers don’t agree with our system.’

Oh, great, I think. What’s that supposed to mean? Is he trying to tell me that the tickets I bought in Germany are invalid? ‘That’s impossible,’ I protest helplessly. ‘Please look again!’

My phone wanders from hand to hand all around the airport, with me running after it. At least a dozen men stare at the document from abroad that’s stored on it. It feels like hours until at last they find someone who’s able to convert the international booking code into a local one – and who demands a healthy sum of money in return. I pay up.

But by now it’s almost half past ten. Do we even have time to postpone the flight for another day? Just as I want to ask this awkward question, Renate hobbles up on her crutches. She is beaming. ‘The lady from the luggage office came,’ she cries, ‘and the suitcase is there too!’

‘So I don’t need to rebook?’

‘No, it’s all fine!’

She points to a young man who’s come behind her to the counter with a trolley: all our luggage is stacked up on it. He zealously heaves our cases on to the scales, and wants to be rewarded accordingly. A hefty charge is also levelled on our excess baggage.

This is the first personal lesson that I learn about Nigeria, which enjoys the dubious reputation of being the most corrupt country in the world: there are lots of problems and there are lots of people who make money from solving those problems. Everything costs money. That’s how the system works.

Then we’re on the Medview plane. I haven’t a clue why the company should be called ‘Mediterranean view’. From the window I see the skyscrapers and the mosques of Abuja, whose domes gleam in the distance. And the vast outskirts of one-storey houses that twist around the metropolis and spill further and further into the bush. The houses become increasingly humble the further they are from the centre. The huts of the people who have moved from the country form the outermost ring around the city.

When we’ve left even those behind, the land is more sparsely populated. Near Abuja the soil is still fertile and many of the fields grow maize or cassava. But the further north we fly, the sparser the vegetation. Soon there are only very scattered trees in the steppe-like landscape, through which the Fulani nomads drive their herds of thin cattle. The lack of rain has dried the ground out – even though the dry season has only just started. Everything seems to have the same earth-coloured tone.

At last it becomes hazy. It looks as if a veil has settled over the earth. At first I think it must be clouds. But strangely they don’t part even when the plane begins its descent.

‘That’s bad luck, the harmattan has started already,’ Renate says.

‘The what?’

The desert storm.’

I look out the window again. What to European eyes looks like mist or fog is really very fine particles of dust. They give even the strongest African sun barely a chance to reveal its power. ‘And how long does it last?’

‘About a month. It’s a phenomenon that occurs all over Africa. During the dry season the wind stirs up sand from the Sahara, which is then suspended like this over large parts of the continent. But it also helps to fertilise the fields with good loessic soil,’ she explains. So the harmattan will come with us on our journey.

The plane judders as we approach the ground. A herd of goats on the edge of the runway flees. The asphalt is warped or burst in many places. Still the pilot manages to bring the plane down safely. Renate and I look at each other.

‘So, we’re there,’ she beams.

We climb down the gangway, Renate still on crutches. We look around curiously. The airport building is right in front of us: a charred structure scattered with bullet holes, all its windows gaping. These are the traces that Boko Haram left in December 2013 when the group tried to overrun the town. I’m shocked by the destructive frenzy revealed by the serious damage to the building. You can’t even get inside it. Instead we collect our luggage from a container that has been set up next to the demolished airport building.

While I trudge across the steaming airfield in the midday heat I become aware that Renate and I are actually the only foreign and white passengers who have strayed here: for that reason we are the only ones asked into a tent beside the container. Two Nigerian army officers want to see our passports. The officers ask us very seriously who we are, and what we plan to do here. Renate refers to her charity work in the EYN church, the ‘Church of the Brethren’ that the missionaries founded in 1923, and which now has around 350,000 members. The younger officer is clearly unimpressed. But the eyes of the older one begin to gleam. He assures us that we are most welcome.

Here in the north, where Muslims are in the majority, Christians form just fifteen per cent of the population. Most of them only gave up their traditional beliefs a few generations ago. They are members of smaller tribes, who were chased by the more influential Kanuri. The Kanuri, whose kingdom was formed in the ninth century, ruled the Lake Chad basin and the north of present-day Nigeria for almost a thousand years. The pious emirs, who celebrated public prayer and Qur’an readings in their empire in the eleventh century, did a brisk trade across the Sahara. Their most important commodity was people who belonged to different ethnic groups and worshipped other gods. The Kanuri felt superior to them, and sold them as slaves to rich tribes and the Middle East. So it wasn’t difficult for the Christian missionaries to persuade groups who had previously been hunted to adopt a different religion from their pursuers and oppressors when they came into contact with the modern world. In many places elements of traditional belief were preserved.

‘He’s probably a Christian himself,’ Renate whispers to me in German as our names are recorded by hand in a large book.

Then we step outside. Waiting behind a chicken-wire fence are Renate’s friends and their companion: two women in tight, brightly patterned dresses and a young man in a white shirt and well-ironed flannel trousers. They have come to the airport with the police to collect us.

The younger of the two women, small and plump, in her thirties, waves to Renate from a distance and starts crying when she sees her limping. ‘Mamiiii! What happened to you?’ Rebecca calls at the top of her voice.

‘Not to worry, I can walk just as well without crutches,’ the vicar says, trying to reassure her. But Rebecca, Renate’s closest colleague in Maiduguri, is inconsolable. And she gives free rein to her emotions. As we load the luggage on to the little bus, she sobs noisily. It’s only when Renate throws her crutches in the luggage space and skips around the car park unaided a couple of times that she stops. ‘I only brought them along because I thought they might be useful to you,’ Renate says with a smile. Rebecca stares at her in disbelief for a moment, then laughs as well.

We sit in the back of the bus, another security measure. Because the windows are darkened, no one can see us from the road. As few people as possible are to get wind of our stay in Maiduguri. Curious, I look outside as we drive into the city through a big concrete gate. WELCOME TO MAIDUGURI, it says at the top of the arch. It’s only at second glance that I see that it too is riddled with bullet holes. The frequent battles fought here between Boko Haram and the army have left their traces everywhere.

There’s not much happening in the streets. Curious for a city whose inhabitants have trebled in number over the past few years to around three million because of the internal flow of refugees. There are hardly any street vendors, and there’s very little traffic in the streets, but there are lots of military checkpoints: soldiers barricaded behind sandbags observe the traffic.

Occasionally they beckon a car out, demand to see the driver’s papers and examine the chassis for explosives with their detectors. They’re trying to filter out any possible suicide bombers. But in many cases they haven’t managed to do that: here, on the wide boulevard built by the British, the Islamists bombed their way into the city only a few months ago.

Apart from these wide roads, however, there’s little to remind you that the British, after their victory over the northern caliphates shortly after the end of the nineteenth century, extended their influence all the way here. Officially, in 1914 they united the protectorate of Northern Nigeria with the protectorate of Southern Nigeria into a single colony called Nigeria. Even so, until 1946 the north and south had separate de facto administrations. It was only in the last few years prior to independence in 1960 that the central administration became more heavily involved in the affairs of the north.

‘But Boko Haram could never hold Maiduguri for long,’ says the young man sitting beside the driver and holding a walkie-talkie: Daniel feels responsible for our safety. He’s an official of the Nigerian state and responsible for the refugees from the Christian villages.

We leave the boulevard and turn into a dusty side street. The road is uneven, and there is rubbish all over the place, plastic bags and bottles. The middle-class houses are behind high walls; they have carefully barricaded themselves in. A wall is going up around a school building, in front of which a group of little boys is playing football: parents and teachers want to protect their children from attacks. Boko Haram has particularly targeted churches and schools.

But then we pass by a school that hasn’t succumbed to fear. Boys with white embroidered praying-caps and old-fashioned slates sit under a tree. The Qur’an students are writing suras on their slates and trying to learn them by heart. Beside them a teacher in a white robe with a stick in his hand keeps an eye on their progress. If they don’t come up to scratch, it would seem that he probably sometimes resorts to the stick as well.

The boys are barefoot; their clothes are unwashed and threadbare. Many of them come from the countryside, from very poor conditions. Their families send them to the Qur’an school, but they aren’t fed there and have to beg for their own meagre subsistence. Some of them stand by the side of the road, pleadingly holding out their tin bowls. They ask for alms, something to eat. At first glance they look as harmless as all children. But it was here among the madrasas of Maiduguri that the Boko Haram movement formed and radicalised a few years ago, and it is here that it continues to enjoy its strongest support. Some of these boys in the threadbare shirts have, indoctrinated by their teachers or other radicals in the more extremist madrasas, already set off bombs in the market and killed all the bystanders. Their poverty makes them willing instruments of the Islamists.

The boys with the tin bowls look curiously after our bus as we continue on our way. At that moment I’m very glad that we’re sitting behind darkened windows. We don’t want word of our stay in the city to reach the Qur’an schools under any circumstances.

We pass by a residential estate for police officers and drive across an urban millet field piled high with rubbish. During the rainy season all of this land was under water. That was only a few weeks ago and may well explain why no one has built on the land.

Beyond the field begins the district known as Jerusalem, the Christian quarter. It’s a poor, run-down part of town. We drive over a dusty field where several families are camped under the open sky, and head towards a big wall. We stop by the barrier. Daniel talks to the guards, who eye us with interest. A man with a detector looks under the vehicle for explosives – luckily he finds nothing. Then he lifts the barrier. We drive into a square enclosed by walls on all sides, at the middle of which stands a big whitewashed building with a tall spire at the side. This is the EYN church, the biggest church in Maiduguri.

We are staying at the home of the vicar and his family. The one-storey building, with chickens and turkeys pecking in the sand in front of it, is right next to the church. Rebecca has arranged a room for us, one that the family doesn’t use: she has had it painted and has brought a second mattress for me to sleep on while I leave the bed to Renate. In the adjoining bedroom a bucket with a ladle stands ready for washing. If we need hot water we’re just to let them know in the kitchen.

‘Do you think you’ll be all right here?’ Rebecca asks anxiously.

‘Of course,’ we both reassure her. Inside the church compound we are guarded around the clock, which means that we’re quite well protected against kidnapping, our hosts say. That’s why they wanted us to stay here.

And for now we’re glad we’ve arrived. We slump exhaustedly on to the mattress, and for the time being ignore the fact that we’ve crept into the eye of the hurricane.

We have an early start the next day. Shortly after sunrise there’s a lot of activity outside the church. Goods are being unloaded, people are hurrying back and forth, and the women are busying themselves in the kitchen with big metal cauldrons. ‘It’s harvest festival,’ Renate tells me as we sort ourselves out in our room. ‘Here it’s celebrated after the end of the rainy season.’

At that moment there is a knock at the door. Without waiting for an answer Rebecca storms in. She has smartened herself up and is wearing a bright orange dress. ‘Good morning, did you sleep well?’ she says and sets a plastic thermos bowl down on the table. ‘Breakfast,’ she says, and opens the container, revealing a steaming white liquid with an aroma that is both sweetish and sour.

‘Thank you!’ Renate says, delighted. ‘This is kunnu, the breakfast here,’ she explains to me. ‘You really must try it.’

‘What is it?’

‘A kind of porridge made of peanut butter, sugar and millet.’

‘Hm.’ I try not to pull a face when Rebecca holds the bowl under my nose and gives me a challenging look.

I hesitantly take a spoon. ‘It’s good!’ I lie.

‘It gives you strength and keeps for ages.’

‘Hm.’ I’m secretly wondering how I can avoid having to eat it all. Renate guesses my thoughts.

‘At least have a few spoonfuls,’ she commands. ‘Rebecca got up specially this morning to cook for us.’

I nod. I bravely continue devouring the indigestible meal. My friend the old Africa hand seems to have no trouble eating this breakfast. ‘Hm,’ says Renate, but in a different tone to the one I just used. She actually enjoys this mush.

Then the celebrations begin. I’m wearing jeans and a T-shirt, just like yesterday, and I notice I’m getting disapproving looks. ‘Are you going to go to church like that?’ Rebecca asks.

‘Normally you would dress a bit smarter,’ Renate explains. She herself is wearing a colourful African dress that emphasises her cleavage and her figure. ‘And you may have noticed that women here always wear dresses. Only prostitutes wear trousers.’

‘What?’

Rebecca starts laughing. ‘I’ll have an African dress made for you,’ she suggests.

‘Good idea,’ says Renate. She rummages around in one of her two enormous suitcases and takes out a beige and brown patterned top with a matching skirt. ‘And today you can wear this.’

‘Oh, that’s lovely.’ I put the clothes on and the two women applaud.

‘Properly African,’ says Rebecca. ‘Now you just need to have your hair done.’ She insists on plaiting my hair. Soon I’m wearing my hair in the kind of braids that would have been considered the height of modernity in Germany about eighty years ago. And we’re ready to go, as far as she’s concerned: we stroll across the yard in our party frocks to the church, from which the sound of rhythmical pop music is already emerging. The room is full to the rafters. People are even sitting outside the doors.

Some of the women recognise Renate from her time in Africa and wave to her. They clearly come from the villages that she looked after as a missionary. Now I understand why she chose this place as the base for her work with the Boko Haram widows: the EYN church in Maiduguri is the most important meeting point for Christian refugees from the whole region.

The service begins with the ringing of bells. When you bear in mind that the building is surrounded by mosques and Qur’an schools, the sound of the bells over the city is particularly loud and penetrating. The service lasts a whole four hours – and puts my patience sorely to the test. But the congregation shows no sign of tiring. People sing, pray and dance with an abandon that would hardly make you think many of them had recently lost family members, and had had to flee their villages to get away from the murderous gangs of Boko Haram. Even if many of them completely lost this year’s vital harvest, worship still seems very important to these people.

Afterwards the members of the congregation group together in the yard. Long queues form outside the kitchen. I recognise this morning’s sweetish smell: the women of the congregation have made nourishing kunnu, a big bowl of which is handed out free to everyone as part of the day’s celebrations. For many it will be the only meal they have today.

I notice a tall, very slender woman who is sitting all by herself on the vicarage steps and daintily eating her portion of kunnu. It’s almost as if she has to force herself to eat. She wears a green floral dress and a headscarf in the same fabric. In a cloth tied closely to her back a baby sleeps. Rebecca calls to her in her language.

‘That’s Patience,’ she says, introducing the young mother. ‘She’s a refugee and comes from the same region as I do: her village, Ngoshe, is only a few kilometres away from Gavva.’

‘Did they drive you out?’ Renate asks.

‘Worse than that. She was kidnapped,’ Rebecca answers for her. ‘Patience has seen terrible things.’

The girl looks at the ground. ‘No good English,’ she murmurs apologetically.

‘But now it’s over. I’ve told her she must eat well,’ Rebecca says. She signals the women in the kitchen to give Patience an extra portion of kunnu. ‘That’s important. Otherwise the breast won’t produce enough milk to feed the child. Last week we had to take them both to the hospital because they were so weak.’

‘For heaven’s sake,’ I say. ‘Does Patience have no relatives?’

Rebecca shakes her head. ‘No,’ she says. ‘She has no one now. No one but her little daughter.’

The baby on the woman’s back begins to giggle. She loosens the cloth and draws the little one tenderly to her. Two little hands reach hungrily for her breast – and for the first time I see the mother smiling.

At that moment I understand. Patience has survived for this little creature – an impression that her account of her experiences will confirm over the next few days. I ask her to tell me her story …


Back to the beginning

No one in my village had expected to see me again so soon. In my parents’ round hut they were anything but delighted when I was suddenly standing in the doorway.

‘What are you doing here?’ my father asked; he had assumed I was in Damaturu, where my husband’s shop was. The town was more than five hours away from Ngoshe by bush taxi. After my wedding ten months ago I had moved there with my new husband. I still remember the day when we had a big celebration in the church of Ngoshe and I – dressed all in white – was entrusted to the hands of his family. After that I hadn’t seen my parents again.

‘Have you had a fight with Yousef?’ my father said suspiciously. ‘Has he been unfaithful to you? All men do that! If you think you can come back to us, you’re wrong. Your place is now in his house. I can’t feed any more hungry mouths here, you know that …’

‘But, Father!’ I said at last, finding the strength to interrupt him. ‘I have no home any more. Yousef is dead.’

‘What’s that you say?’ My father looked at me in disbelief.

‘He was murdered yesterday. My parents-in-law sent me back to you.’

My father was speechless. He ran frantically past me into the yard between our huts. The idea of a daughter he had already married off coming back home drove him out of his mind. It was also unusual for my parents-in-law not even to invite me into their house during the mourning period. My mother understood very quickly, and began weeping quietly inside the hut. ‘My poor child,’ she murmured. ‘What will become of you now?’

I had no answer for that.

‘Will you take me back?’ I begged my father.

‘You haven’t even given him a child,’ he grumbled. ‘No wonder your in-laws didn’t want to have you.’

‘A child wouldn’t change the situation very much,’ my mother said. And she was right: no one would have been very interested in a girl. But my in-laws would have taken a boy away from me as soon as he didn’t need me any more. Because a male child assumes the task of overseeing the conversation between future generations and the family ancestors. And that is extremely important.

Maybe I need to explain that in greater detail: here in Africa time goes backwards. By that I mean that we don’t live in expectation of the future, we want to go to the ones who lived before us: to our ancestors. We are descended from them and we move towards them in the course of our lives. We return to them when the earth takes us back. But someone who dies and enters the Zamani, generally understood as the past, goes on existing in the now-time for as long as there are relatives who remember him – male relatives, of course. That’s why it’s so important for a man to leave a descendant. Because without him communication with the ancestors is severed, they fall into oblivion and eventually become ghosts of the Zamani: they can no longer move back and forth between the worlds. This was the fate that now seemed to present itself to my parents-in-law and all their ancestors. And for that very reason it was a disaster for my husband’s family that he had died without issue. They couldn’t console themselves with the Christian promise of heaven either.

‘Be glad that she hasn’t brought a baby,’ my mother said to my father. ‘That would cost even more money.’

‘That would have been the last straw, her turning up with a hungry brat,’ he said irritably. But I knew that for my parents the question of a child was only a sideshow. What worried them most of all was that in our culture widows have a terrible reputation: they are generally suspected of yielding to the attentions of men in return for financial rewards. I had heard that often, even though the subject hadn’t affected me. People said bad things about them, even though I’m sure that many of them had no choice but to seek a lover if they didn’t want to starve. Of course I wouldn’t do that.

‘Let’s pray that she doesn’t bring shame on us,’ my father said to my mother as if I wasn’t there.
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