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To my mum

And to Temilorun, Fola, and Feri, the bright future of Nigeria




What you’ve got to remember is what you’re looking at is also you.

—JAMES BALDWIN








1
Searching for My Mother’s Scammer



Shit, here we go again, Biggy thought when he saw two police officers heading toward him.

He was picking his way through Igando Market’s din of generators, the beep-beep-beep of bright yellow kekes and sun-peeled okadas, the shrill calls from loudspeakers advertising phone data plans or a free health check. People hurried past him from every direction, and hawkers zigzagged through the blinding swirl of color with bulging plastic baggies, calling out “Pure water! Pure water!” Dust mixed in the air with the sweet smell of freshly boiled corn. It was 10:00 a.m. on a Saturday in Lagos. But Biggy’s phone, set to New York time, read 5:00 a.m., and his head was running a little slow too.

The night before, he had stayed up late at a friend’s place chatting on the phone, smoking Colorado, and listening to Nigerian rap. Now, heading to the bus stop to return home to Ikotun, he realized he was exhausted. He passed the police station next to the market. Two officers were lounging outside its entrance, wearing their usual black uniforms and menacing looks. They saw a stout young man moving slowly, his bloodshot eyes betraying a sleepless night, and decided to frisk him.

This wasn’t his first run-in with the police. On previous occasions when they found drugs—usually no more than a couple of joints—they made him pay. That wasn’t necessarily the worst news. Another time, a few hundred meters away on Liasu Road, he had seen them clock him the same way. Biggy, his mind told him, the po-po is coming for you, and he quickly hid the weed in his underwear. “Where’re you coming from?” they’d asked him. “Where are you going to?” Biggy stayed calm. He said he was going to his family’s house. They forced him to unlock his BlackBerry Q5. When they didn’t see anything incriminating, they frisked him and found three thousand naira. “Sir, this is for my mom’s medicine,” Biggy said. A lie, but he didn’t want to give the police an excuse to take his money. When they couldn’t find any drugs on him, they slapped him, handcuffed him, took him to another Lagos neighborhood, and abandoned him there.

This Saturday he didn’t have time to hide the drugs, but didn’t overreact when they found them. He knew the drill. The police threatened to take him to the station and demanded a hefty bribe: thirty thousand naira (about thirty dollars at the time). He bargained them down to a third of that, which was still ten thousand naira more than he had. He started making calls. An old friend agreed to transfer the money. Once it landed in their account, the officers let him go. They didn’t bother to send him off with a warning.

When he got home to the bright, peaceful three-bedroom apartment he shared with his parents, his mum had already left. Olu, a mother of four, sold spices from a stall at the Irepodun market in Ikotun. Lately, she had been complaining about the weather. The rainy season was coming later each year, in July or even August. For some reason, this meant less frequent but more devastating storms. Muddy water inundated the streets and filled roads with impatient cars that were part of Lagos’s horn-honk orchestra. Fewer people were willing to shop in the open air. In the meantime, the removal of a fuel subsidy was forcing prices up. Some Lagosians hoped the new president would tackle inflation. If forty years in the local markets had taught Olu anything, it was that what went up rarely came down.

Biggy was also feeling the strain. Now twenty-nine years old, he had, he often told people, a lot of debts on his neck. He couldn’t wait to get his own place—his parents still checked on him whenever he was out for even a couple of hours. But that, for the moment, was impossible.

After his encounter with the police, Biggy told his parents nothing about his newest debt and spent most of the next week confined to his room, sleeping until noon and then watching TV or playing Candy Crush and scrolling through a TikTok-like app called Viva. Beside his mattress lay an unopened book from the Jehovah’s Witnesses titled Questions Young People Ask: Answers That Work (volume 1). The book was a guide for teenagers to help them become “responsible adults,” with chapters including “Am I Ready to Leave Home?,” “How Can I Conquer the Habit of Masturbation?,” and “How Can I Earn More Freedom?” When night closed in, during the few hours that silence settled over Ikotun, Biggy lay on his bed, glued to his iPhone 11. He would spend the night chatting with dozens of American men with names like LeRoy and Toby, Ronald and Skyler, Nathan and Jason, hoping to get what he called a “cash-out,” so that he could pay off his debt.

One of his online alter egos was an attractive and slim white woman named Emily. Her striking yellow-green eyes, full lips, and attractive figure made her, he found, irresistible to his victims. Biggy had stolen the pictures from Wanda Nara, an Argentine model and TV presenter with more than seventeen million followers on Instagram. Her husband was the Argentine footballer Mauro Icardi, something Biggy was somehow proud of. The fake Facebook profile read: “Live and let live. Love and let love. The world is a very small place. I love my daughter.”

You could scroll down and see dozens of friend requests, but “Emily Lauren” had only around fifty friends. Biggy only accepted men who were willing to send money, Americans mostly but also Europeans, Australians, and a few South Americans. If they weren’t willing to pay, he unfriended them. He believed lousy scammers betrayed themselves by having hundreds and hundreds of friends—normal people didn’t have that many acquaintances. He also shared posts about dogs to make Emily’s profile look more real because Americans, he knew, loved dogs.

Every day, Biggy told different men—whom he called his “clients”—that it was Emily’s birthday. “Would you gift me something?” he asked. If someone showed interest, he told them Emily would do something “naughty” for them. One of Biggy’s most recent profitable targets had been John, a middle-aged white American lawyer. It had happened two months before. Initially, John was cautious, aware of online scams and reluctant to send money to strangers. But Biggy won him over with risqué messages. John, apparently swayed, transferred $250 to Emily after learning that she hadn’t had any “chocolate eggs” for Easter. Biggy couldn’t believe that someone would send money for such a stupid reason. But as he liked to say, some white people were “craaaazy.” Later, Biggy claimed Emily’s daughter was ill, leading to another $250 transfer. After one month, the lawyer stopped replying to Emily’s messages, only to come back again to ask Emily if she had any other “friends” who could get even “naughtier.” Biggy introduced him to Natasha, another profile he managed himself. In two months, Biggy got $1,500 from the American lawyer before he blocked Emily and Natasha.

Biggy’s earnings from his most recent scam, though, had dwindled away. According to him, 30 percent went to his parents for the apartment’s annual rent—around five hundred thousand naira. A portion was spent on a fake Gucci bag and a flashy knockoff Fendi set: bright yellow pants paired with a psychedelic shirt—a kaleidoscope of yellow, blue, and red—recently acquired from his favorite boutique. He’d also spent a significant amount on drugs. Now broke again, he was getting desperate, because his clients were not sending money, and his friend had sent him a reminder a few days after lending him the ten thousand naira: “When are u giving me the money back bru?”

That week, the contrast between Biggy’s plight and Lagos’s festive atmosphere was stark. One of his Muslim neighbors slaughtered a cow in his backyard for Eid al-Adha, a three-day religious celebration that brought Lagos’s usual hustle to a halt. While affluent Muslim families in Ikotun distributed meat from their sacrifices among family, friends, and less fortunate neighbors, Biggy, who was a devout Christian, found himself wrestling with a dilemma: Should he sell his worn-out Dell laptop to pay off his debt? He disliked owing money to anyone, because that made him look weak on the street, but the computer was a precious object to him. He loved playing Pro Evolution Soccer 2017 on his laptop with a PlayStation joystick. What could he do? The only other avenue open to him was to hang on to the hustle, be patient, and hope to get another cash-out.

“The debtor is choking me,” Biggy told me a few days later. “He needs the money.” When I asked him what would happen if he didn’t pay off his friend soon, he replied, “Nothing happens. We can’t fight; he can’t beat me or kill me. Highest thing, he will just get angry.” But then he added: “Who wants to have debts, bro? Is debt a good thing? I might need his help in the future. To be on the safer side, I need to pay him.” He then burst into a cascade of laughter.



When I first came to Nigeria, I wasn’t there to write a book about romance fraudsters. I wasn’t even there to meet Biggy. I was looking for the man who had scammed my own mother, in what seemed like an impossible attempt to understand why she had fallen in love with someone who didn’t exist.

By a lot of metrics, my mother, Silvia, is a successful woman. She opened her own dental clinic in Spain before she was thirty, and over the next two decades she served some ten thousand patients. She got married and gave birth to three boys, of whom I am the youngest. But her divorce from my father in 2003, when she was forty-four, was turbulent and costly. After the split, my brothers and I lived mostly with our single mom in various rented apartments around Madrid. For a long time, her only asset was an old Citroën C1. The bulk of her income was spent on food, our educations, and yearly vacations with us. “Books and travel—no matter what, there’s always going to be money for that in my house,” she said.

One day in December 2015, my mother’s face seemed brighter than usual. She told my brothers and me at Sunday lunch that she’d met someone on Tinder, an app I’d encouraged her to download. The man was named Brian, and he was a handsome, divorced fifty-two-year-old American soldier. My mother said that her feelings were real, and that Brian’s were too.

At first, my brothers and I didn’t pay much attention to Brian. Jaime and Miguel were in their twenties, focused on launching their careers. I was nineteen, the only one of us still living at home, but I was busy studying at university. For us, it was the same old story with our mother: big dreams and then the sudden letdowns, always followed by a quick recovery. But when she later told us that Brian was on a mission in Syria, Miguel, a pilot in the Spanish air force, scoffed. “Come on, you really believe that?” he said.

After that my mother shared updates about her new love more sparingly, and mostly with me. She showed me some of the long, passionate emails she and Brian exchanged. She’d studied English in high school but used Google Translate to better express herself. Brian’s messages had grammatical mistakes too—but I thought, So what? Maybe he just rushes through them.

“Sometimes I tell Brian, ‘You’re going too fast!’” my mother confided in me. She’d said as much in one of her messages to him:


I hope there will be many ends of the year together. I think the love of a couple is a way to go, I am sure our beginning is good and I like it. We are in different situation, my life is very comfortable, yours not, I am surrounded of friends and family, you are only with other men fed up like you. And so … and so. I understand you hang on me and in some way I appreciate it very much, but in other way it makes me feel a little bit anxious about responsibility of being what you expect of me.



Whatever doubts she had, the joy she felt overrode them. One day she came home with two rings: one for her and one for Brian. “He’s coming to Spain,” she said, grinning. He’d told her that he wanted to leave the military and be with her in Madrid. Now my brothers and I were concerned. We asked her if she’d ever had a video call with Brian; when she said no, we told her we found it shady that, apart from a few photos, she’d never even seen the guy who claimed to love her. We argued, and my mom, hurt that her sons weren’t more supportive, shut herself in her bedroom. “I’m going to talk to my boyfriend,” she said before closing the door.

A couple of weeks passed, and their conversations grew more intimate, filled with passionate words, dreams of the future, and the desire to bridge the physical distance between them. “How are you?” Brian asked my mom in another email in which he wished her Merry Christmas in advance. “I want you to be a happy wonderful woman, someone I would love to share more than my life with. At the end of the day I have this joy in my heart because I have found you. It is a beautiful feeling, I feel like I’ve not felt like this in a very long time. Do you also have that feeling like you were in high [school] again? Take care darling, I will write you in the morning.”

Their emails showed that a part of my mom was still skeptical. But as their conversations continued, she let her guard down and began to trust him, sharing her loneliness as a single mother. Her messages revealed a woman looking for a space to be vulnerable.


All my life, since I was a child, then as a wife, and then as a working mother, I’ve taken care of others, and now I want someone to take care of me.

I really want to hear your voice before year ends. I want this present from you. I told you if you would be able to tell me by email you are going to call me I could answer it is allright. I have seen WhatsApp is not a good idea. Anyway I have written I want the time passed very quickly and to be with you as soon as possible. Take care of yourself.

There is someone in Spain waiting for you!

Un beso, Silvia





In early January 2016, about five weeks after my mother first connected with Brian, Jaime sent me a message while I was studying at the library. “Carlos, we have to do something,” he wrote. I could sense his anxiety behind the “still typing” bubble on my phone’s screen. “This guy told mum he’s going to ship her some bars of solid gold he found in a terrorist stash,” Jaime continued. “It’s a scam.”

I put down my books and I googled “scams” and “American soldiers.” I first did it in Spanish and got few results. But when I switched to English, dozens of results appeared. Most were warnings about con artists, many of them in sub-Saharan Africa, professing to fall in love with their victims at warp speed, then asking for money. Some of these scammers told their targets that they could deliver gold, gems, or cash that would help them build a new life together, if only they helped cover shipping costs or customs fees. Once the victims delivered the money, the scammers either continued stringing them along or simply vanished.

My mom was being targeted. It didn’t make sense— I was sure that she was smarter than the people I heard about on the news, the people who would lose their life savings to online con artists. Still, realizing that it might take hard evidence to convince her that Brian wasn’t who he said he was, I did some research and found an app that could trace an email sender’s location through their IP address. Now I just needed to get into my mom’s Gmail account to pinpoint where Brian really was.

In the meantime, Jaime confronted her with the truth over lunch. My mother was confused: Brian had sent her so many emails and photos, confessed his feelings and fears. How could he not be real?

“Mom, I’m sorry, but there will be no gold,” Jaime told her. “End of story.”

When I arrived home that evening, my mom was alone and upset. She wasn’t ready to let go of the fantasy—she still wanted to believe it was all a misunderstanding. We sat on our sofa, and using the app I’d downloaded, I showed her how it could determine where an email came from. As an example, I used an email from my father, who was living in China back then. “You see? He sent me this email from Shanghai,” I told her. My mom then gave me her Gmail password, and I used the app to locate Brian. His emails weren’t coming from Syria; they were coming from Lagos, Nigeria.

My mother’s face went as white as the wall behind her. “What a fool I am,” she said.

Within days, she moved on. She deleted most of the emails from her scammer, as well as the dating apps on her phone. “I’m done with men for a while,” she told me, laughing. She kept busy at work, and a few months later was interviewed by a newspaper about her dental clinic. In the photo accompanying the article, she wore a uniform and a big smile. She told the reporter that she liked restoring people’s self-esteem.

Eventually, my mom dated again, but never seriously. Every once in a while she would tell me, half-jokingly, “I think another scammer contacted me.”



In February 2020, four years later, I moved into an apartment with my best friend in Madrid. I was twenty-four by then and working as a journalist. I knew that my leaving would be difficult for my mother—it was the first time she would live completely by herself. But then, just two weeks after I moved out, the prime minister declared an unprecedented state of emergency: Spain was one of the hardest-hit countries in the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic.

During the first three months of mandatory lockdown, when people in Spain couldn’t even go for a walk in the park, my mother became anxious and depressed, so I started violating the restrictions to stay with her. She was okay with us bending the rules, but I got very paranoid: in the early days, I even scolded her on the phone for walking the dog too much. Every four days, I drove through Madrid’s deserted streets, hoping to avoid the police, mad at my brothers for not being close enough to help, mad at the world for putting me in this position, and mad at myself for being mad. At dinner, my mom and I would watch the news—nine hundred people died today, the strict lockdowns will be extended, a police helicopter landed on an empty beach to fine a man walking alone—and she’d complain about feeling lonely. What about me? Am I invisible? I thought. I was swamped with twelve-hour work-from-home shifts at the Spanish newspaper El Confidencial, my long-distance relationship was falling apart, and the last thing I wanted was to listen to her complain after a couple of drinks. I called her selfish, and this led to arguments. “You don’t understand what it’s like when no one needs you,” she fought back. “You don’t understand what it means to be alone.”

Back then, I didn’t agree with her. I thought I knew perfectly well. Perhaps because my parents’ split had been messy, I had felt older than other kids my age, which made for a kind of loneliness. When I was thirteen, my dad moved to China for work, and stayed there for nearly a decade. Around that time, my mom entered a romantic relationship that lasted several years. Rather than be happy for her, my brothers and I were mostly annoyed. Where’s Mum? Who is this guy? We don’t like him! Meanwhile, to keep myself company, I made up stories in my head while riding the Madrid subway. I also spent countless hours alone at home in front of my PlayStation, pausing between games to look through the window and wonder if the world outside was getting away from me.

But my mother recognized my loneliness, and she made sacrifices to help me. Sometimes, instead of going out, she would invite her boyfriend and others over to the house on a Saturday evening, fix them drinks, and play Cat Stevens and Don McLean on a loop. There were other Saturdays when it was just the two of us, and we’d play Monopoly for hours, rolling the dice and buying properties late into the night.

Years later, when I started university, I became less solitary, but I still enjoyed spending time with my mom. She and her boyfriend had split up a long time before that. On weekend mornings, I would read novels and she would make jewelry, with classical music playing in the background. We’d have lunch and drinks later in the day. We talked, of course, but I was convinced that our relationship was built on a comfortable silence. “My last son,” she sometimes said, “what am I going to do when you leave?”

My mother never had another serious boyfriend. She was intelligent, funny, and pretty, with hypnotic eyes she inherited from her own mother. Privately, I began to wonder if her trouble finding a partner was due to her being too picky (He’s bald) or because she just preferred being alone (He can’t keep up with me). She believed men of her generation struggled to accept women who could outearn them or were independent, and often attributed her dating failures to sexism. Other times, she blamed fate. “Is this the price I have to pay for having three wonderful sons?” she would ask me.

At some point my mindset changed. I started spending time with my mom more out of pity than anything else. I told my friends that I felt bad for her, that I felt guilty leaving her alone. During those pandemic days, I realized there was a thin line between compassion and condescension when it came to one’s parents, and it was frighteningly easy to slip from one sentiment into the other. Maybe she was right: maybe I didn’t understand anything about her loneliness.

I went back to thinking about Brian, now four years gone from our lives. Why had my mom never suspected he was a scammer? She was capable and independent, our family’s anchor, the constant amid the ups and especially the downs, which could have put me or my brothers on a self-destructive path. So how did she become so oblivious to reality? What had I missed? I sometimes imagined a kind of magic mirror, and when I put my mother’s sadness and isolation in front of it, I saw the face of her scammer. Except, of course, I still had no idea what Brian looked like, what his real name was, or how he went about his criminal trade.

As I watched my mother struggle with loneliness, I became more and more fascinated by the type of romance scam she’d fallen for. I soon found out my mom wasn’t a unique case: between 2016 and 2021, Americans alone lost $1.3 billion to this specific type of fraud, according to the Federal Trade Commission. The pandemic further fueled this surge, with reported losses hitting a record $547 million in 2021. (By 2022, the reported losses would reach the staggering amount of $1.3 billion in a single year.)

Some of these scams originated in Southeast Asia, where organized criminal syndicates coerced hundreds of thousands of individuals—in a scheme described by the United Nations as “virtual slavery”—into creating fake social media profiles to target potential victims. The other major hot spot of romance scams is West Africa, especially Nigeria. In Lagos, however, the operation is much more informal: the majority of scammers are unemployed young men who operate independently, learning from friends on the street how to deceive people on Facebook.

A year and a half into the pandemic, I told my mom I wanted to travel to Lagos to find her scammer, with the idea of writing a story about it. She was in the kitchen, whipping up something for dinner, and I worried how she would react. “If not find him,” I quickly added, “at least try to understand why he did it.” My mother looked at me and smiled. She nodded enthusiastically. “Every time I hear John Legend’s ‘All of Me,’ I remember him,” she said. “He dedicated that song to me.”



There wasn’t much information about Yahoo Boys—so-called because of the email addresses they once used, though in recent years they’d largely switched to dating apps and social media—on the internet. Western newspapers usually referred to Nigerian scammers with stale, cartoonish tropes about the “Nigerian prince,” but they offered little insight into who these scammers really were and how they manipulated their victims. Determined to find out, I decided to quit my job as a reporter in Spain and travel to Nigeria on my own.

My fixer, Bukola Omoseni, was waiting for me at the Lagos airport when I arrived close to midnight in March 2022. My plan was to spend three weeks in Nigeria reporting about the romance scammers while trying to track Brian down. However, the only lead I had was the email address Brian had used to scam my mom more than six years earlier. I sent a message to it, pretending to be her, saying that I missed him. Unfortunately, the email bounced. With a great deal of naïveté, I also took along pictures of both “Brian” and my mom, thinking maybe, just maybe, one of the scammers I was going to interview would recognize them. Bukola, whom I’d met through a journalism acquaintance, was skeptical that we would be able to locate Brian. “It’s easier to find a needle in a haystack,” he’d told me over the phone before I left Madrid.

At the very least, he promised to connect me with other scammers, and he was true to his word from the start: he brought Biggy with him to the airport to pick me up. Biggy’s real name was Richard, but he had earned his nickname due to his admiration for Biggie Smalls. Standing at just five feet eight inches, he bore a slight resemblance to the rapper, whom he referred to as his mentor. “He’s the Notorious Biggie; I’m the Glorious Biggy,” he told me. Unlike Biggie, Biggy sported a thick, well-groomed beard, emulating another of his idols, the living legend Rick Ross. His WhatsApp profile picture was of Ross: he thought he looked even more like Ross. On social media, he sometimes reached out to Ross, posting videos of himself rapping and requesting a meetup to sing together. “Came from the streets. We live by it and die by it,” he wrote in one of his tweets mentioning the American artist.

That night we drove to our aparthotel in Ikeja, on the mainland. It was a two-story building with a patio, a nightclub, and an indoor swimming pool on the ground floor. When we got to our apartment, I could feel the walls shaking—the party downstairs was at its peak. A hotel waiter knocked at the door; he’d brought up a bottle of whiskey and some ice. “Let’s celebrate,” Bukola said. “Carlos is here!”

Drinking quickly set things in motion. After two glasses, we went down to the club, where dozens of women danced, a band played Afrobeats songs, and men were spraying cash on the floor, making it rain. Bukola joined in with a few Yoruba singers while I sat on a couch with Biggy, who was smoking silently. That night I learned his plan was to sleep on the living room sofa—he would stay with us to avoid Lagos’s traffic—while Bukola and I slept in separate rooms. I tried to start a conversation, but the music was too loud. Instead, I asked him for a cigarette, to have something to do as I watched the mesmerizing scene before me.

The next morning, Bukola started acting strangely. He went to the bank to deposit some money but couldn’t remember his PIN. When he got back, he looked unwell, and he kept repeating a single word: September. September. September. I wondered if he was still drunk from the night before or if he’d taken drugs. Biggy calmed me down. “He’s probably sick from malaria,” he explained. Later, Bukola fell into a fitful sleep. He woke up periodically and apologized to me; each time, I begged him to go to a doctor, only to have him say that he was feeling better before closing his eyes again. The cycle continued for several days, until we had to take Bukola to the hospital, where he was diagnosed with malaria and typhoid.

The following week, I began my reporting while Biggy, an internet fraudster who had never had a job in his life, became my unofficial guide to Lagos. Sitting in traffic and watching Biggy banter with the driver, my curiosity grew. Who was he, really? I had already talked with Biggy for hours about romance scams, but spending ten days under the same roof as him revealed sides of him he would never have admitted to in an interview: as an online fraudster, for example, he was spectacularly lazy, often delaying his conversations with victims to play Asian Cup matches on Pro Evolution Soccer 2017. He profligately gave money to homeless people on the street, even when he was flat broke. He’d smoke weed until his eyes turned bloodshot, then raid the fridge and eventually pass out, half naked, snoring loudly on the sofa.

Biggy was funny and could make a wall talk. He was also thoughtful; every morning, he made sure I had bread for breakfast, and before I left, he offered tips to help my mom avoid falling victim to scams. Yet he was deeply unreliable, and would often doze off at the most unexpected moments and interrupt my interviews to make a point he deemed important. During those days, I couldn’t help but wonder: How did a man like him end up spending his nights taking advantage of lonely, older people thousands of miles away?







2
Biggy (I)



One week after Biggy’s encounter with the police, and with his debt still unpaid, Biggy and a dozen men celebrated the birthday of identical twins Taiwo and Kehinde in the “Palace.” The building was a two-story red house with yellow arches that served as a communal space for many in the neighborhood. The sheltered terrace offered a sweeping view of Ikotun, a tapestry of tin roofs with the odor of diesel wafting from every corner. You could hear laughter and shouts from the street, where kids were playing soccer on the unpaved road. Whenever a car approached, the kids reluctantly removed the worn tires they used as makeshift goalposts and pressed themselves against the compound wall, waiting for the vehicle to pass before resuming their game.

Since the early 2000s, when Ikotun’s major road was paved, the area has transformed from a village-style settlement into an extension of Lagos’s urban sprawl. Closer to the main roads, there are signs of economic progress—a cinema, banks, supermarkets, local restaurants, and international chains like Pizza Hut and KFC. The market is also being renovated with sturdy brick stalls. But venture down the inner roads, in streets like the Palace’s, and you’ll encounter slum conditions. Houses lack potable water and proper sanitation. Electricity is unreliable. The unpaved roads flood frequently, turning the streets into rivers of mud. In this part of Lagos, the state is nowhere to be found.

That morning, I’d met the twins at Biggy’s house, a few blocks away, where they invited me to their birthday celebration. Initially, the other young men looked puzzled by the presence of an “oyinbo”—a term Nigerians use for light-skinned people—in the Palace, but their curiosity waned once they saw me talking with the twins and Biggy.

Kehinde unsealed a whiskey bottle and filled everybody’s metal and plastic cups, though only after offering a first splash to the ground as a tribute to the ancestors. He didn’t offer any to Biggy, knowing his friend usually abstained from alcohol. He was busy rolling his first joint of the day.

“OH MY GOD! Don’t get me started,” Biggy told me when I asked how he was coping with the rising inflation. The government had long subsidized petroleum, but when the new president scrapped the fuel subsidy in 2023, prices for basic goods skyrocketed. A loaf of bread that sold for 350 naira in 2020 cost 1,500 naira in 2023. Families stretch what little they have—some children can’t remember the last time they ate meat, and a single egg is split four ways for dinner. Biggy, a man with an endless appetite, felt the crisis in the pit of his stomach. But like many Lagosians, he knew that complaining wouldn’t solve the problem. “Lazy man no dey chop in Lagos,” he added in Pidgin.

Whenever a problem came up, Biggy followed the same routine. His first reaction was always an exasperated, raspy “OH MY GOD!” He’d calm himself by smoking a few joints, often followed by a reflective “I’m alive, by God’s grace.” Then he’d get quieter, his attention captured entirely by his phone. It wasn’t long before he’d rejoin the conversation—any conversation—eagerly arguing about the latest signing of a Chelsea player, the best Nigerian Afrobeats musician, or the trendiest upscale club in Lagos, the kind of place Biggy dreamed about but could never visit. True to the spirit of many Lagosians, Biggy was a man with strong opinions about the world, seldom passing up a chance to voice them.

Most of the guys hanging out that day at the Palace, some clad in knockoff Louis Vuitton or Prada tees, were Yahoo Boys like Biggy, each with different specialties. The twins’ income came from scamming Westerners too, but they stole money by cloning websites and hacking foreign accounts. “Every time I’m not working, I’m losing it!” they remarked. Kehinde used a photo of the woman he was impersonating—Linda Davidson—as his phone’s wallpaper to remember who she was. He was scamming several people, including John, a fifty-nine-year-old American man with stage III cancer. “Good Morning, my life and love!” Linda wrote. “I just had to let you know that loving you is the best and THE BEST THING that ever happened to me.” The victim answered, “Wish u were nxt to me.”

SmartBillion, a twenty-nine-year-old man sitting next to Biggy, preferred to scam American women. It was more time-consuming, but they would send more dollars once you earned their trust. “If you give them attention, you have their heart. If you have their heart, you have their money,” he told me. (Another Yahoo Boy I met put it more succinctly: “White men pay fast, white women pay longer.”) SmartBillion also smoked weed, but he said Biggy was in a different league—he could never keep up with Biggy’s smoking pace. Tall and slender, sporting a fashionable goatee, SmartBillion was also nicknamed “SoftChoice” by some of his friends. He talked about his victims in a soft voice, just above a whisper, as if he were sharing a secret.

A few months back, SmartBillion had been living with a friend in Lekki, an upper-class neighborhood in Lagos. But after he lost his phone, and with it his chat history and passwords, he stopped making money. Now he was back to scamming, but he had to start from zero and build his victims’ trust again. He was also working as a private driver, making fifty thousand naira (fifty dollars) a month. The job didn’t interfere with the hustle, because it gave him plenty of time to think about his victims. Back at his mother’s home, a couple of blocks away from the Palace, he shared a room with his younger sister. She was reading “Under Pressure,” a school-required essay warning young Nigerians about the dangers of falling prey to temptations “that might ruin their futures” and “the pitfalls of peer pressure.” The cover featured a group of young men glued to their laptop screens, an obvious reference to online fraud.

Some Yahoo Boys did bring their laptops to the Palace to work on their scams, especially when they needed to partner up to land a huge one, using different crypto accounts and contacts in America to launder the money. But most of them used their phones. The Palace, once owned by an oba and now by his family, was like a second home for many of them. One of the children, Emmé, was in charge of the place. He was proud of his father’s legacy, welcoming anyone who wished to enjoy the premises. The twins, for example, lived in one of the rooms on the upper floor, and Emmé didn’t charge them.

Outside the building, surrounded by fake flowers and small white stones, there was a grave where the oba and his wife were buried. An inscription marked his death ten years earlier, in 2013. Before dying, he had said he wished to maintain an open-door policy in the house, no questions asked, as long as everybody was respectful and complied with one rule: no crack or other hard substances. It was customary for anyone to share food and drinks, always offering a chair to a visitor who wished to join the conversation. At the Palace, trust was the norm. You could leave your phone plugged to the wall, step away for an hour, and return to find it exactly where you left it, untouched.

Taiwo stood up from his plastic chair, which was distinctively marked with bold letters: GOD BLESS YOU. He took off his shirt, revealing the waistband of his boxer shorts, and started dancing to “New Religion,” the latest hit from Asake and Olamide, which blasted out of a speaker. His friends applauded and cheered in a vibrant mix of Yoruba and Pidgin English. When the chorus came in during the second part of the song, several in the group raised their hands in sync, chanting “BALENCIAGA!” As the song’s final verses blended with laughter, Taiwo returned to his chair, amused with his own performance.



Biggy didn’t have a preferred spot from which to conduct his hustle; like almost every Yahoo Boy I met, he’d gotten used to working from anywhere. He began scamming in 2012, when he was nineteen. He noticed that some of his friends had nice clothes, watches, and phones. They were Yahoo Boys, so he became one too. “I started doing it for a better life, because the country itself is fucked up,” Biggy told me. “There’s no system set up to help anyone in Nigeria. You have to do whatever you can to survive, and rather than thinking about guns or some bullshit job, I did this.” Since then, he’s been doing it every single night of his life, lining his pockets with more than forty thousand dollars from people he conned.

The playbook for romance scamming starts with creating, buying, or hacking a social media account to pretend to be another person, usually an attractive white American. It’s better if a fake account has existed for a while, because that helps it appear legitimate. When Biggy created one of his profiles, he joined lots of American Facebook groups, prompting members to send friend requests, which in turn made it seem like “she” had a network. Then he left the account alone for two years before he started “bombing,” slang for sending messages to hundreds of strangers.

Biggy’s first identity was Frederick Bolten, a US soldier based in Afghanistan. Back then, he scammed American women. At first, he wasn’t sure what to do. How am I supposed to start a conversation? he remembered thinking. How can I build a relationship with this stranger? “You don’t expect that everything works out so quickly, you have to suffer a little bit to persevere,” he told me. In time he decided that he had a real gift for making people fall in love with him. He wasn’t the most outgoing man in Ikotun, but you could tell he was a sweet-talker the minute he opened his mouth. He even bragged about it.

“If you don’t wanna talk, I can force you,” he told me. “God gave me this gift.”

Some Yahoo Boys used what they called “formats,” copy-and-paste scripts, to talk to their victims, but Biggy dismissed them as “rubbish.” He kept his own formats in his mind. “I never do copy and paste. I want to talk to you. I know those words that will touch you. I’ll write you from the heart.” To him, the hustle was similar to playing a character in a movie. “The hustle is the same as real life, with just one difference,” he told me. “You have to pretend to be another person.”

Biggy quickly learned that to make money, he needed to juggle multiple conversations at once. He never knew who might end up “helping him” in life. However, he also realized that maintaining too many conversations could lead to mistakes. “Doing ten people at once, you’re gonna fuck up,” he said. In each interaction, he looked for clues about the victim’s financial situation and how likely they were to send him money.

But he also learned to wait. For Yahoo Boys, romance scams were all about patience. “If you don’t have patience, you can never make it,” he said. Sometimes it took days, weeks, or months for a victim to send money. “When you converse with a person, there’s a point where you know this person is interested, and you realize you can manipulate that aspect,” he said. “But the thing about human beings … you can never truly know a person. How are you gonna know about a person in a week? Not in a month. People can pretend for years and you don’t know about them. That’s why you use patience for this work.”

Biggy was also able to work in a range of emotional registers. He saw that a simple “How was your day, babe?” could mean a lot, and that making a client laugh kept them interested in a conversation. “You need to have a good sense of humor,” Biggy told me. “If they crack a joke, you should also crack a joke.” On the flip side, his game was all about intimacy. He invested time in building what seemed like a real relationship with his victims. He flattered them and asked deeply personal questions. He also had to be ready to handle depressed white men. Take this exchange, as Natasha, another one of his fake profiles, with a man called Brandon:


Natasha: Why were u afraid

Brandon: Well I just want you to be good all the time

Natasha: That’s not possible

Brandon: Yeah it’s probably not really possible for anybody but you still kind of hope for it especially for somebody you like

Natasha: babe look you can’t always be happy

Brandon: I don’t know if I’ll ever be truly happy again. I think the only chance I have is if I had a special woman with me.

You know I mentioned it a couple of days ago. But I haven’t seen you for a very long time. Would you please send me a few of your pictures? I would really like to see you.



Two months had passed since Biggy’s cash-out from the American lawyer who wanted Emily to be able to buy some chocolate eggs. Since then, he hadn’t managed to replicate that success. Biggy often remarked that “Yahoo money” was unpredictable, coming and going without warning, and he could never be sure when a client might turn out to be “generous.” This idea was echoed by the young men at the Palace. They believed that success in their line of work hinged on a combination of patience and luck. Biggy lived his life one day at a time, trapped in a cycle of scamming and hustling, followed by quickly spending his earnings on drugs, always in anticipation of more money arriving soon. It was only when he found himself broke that he would truly focus on his victims.

That day at the Palace, Biggy reopened his Facebook chat and, as Emily, dove directly into his conversation with Mark, whom he had been working on for a few months. Superficially, their exchange revolved around sex, but at its core, both men were seeking something from the other: Biggy yearned for money; Mark, a middle-aged American doctor, longed for companionship. “Hi honey, what’s up,” Biggy said to kick off the conversation. Mark replied with a picture of his semi-rigid penis. Biggy promised to send him a video in exchange for money. Mark offered fifty dollars.

“Baby come on just do the 100 let’s go,” Biggy replied. “Don’t kill the vibe.”

As the erotic videos Biggy had downloaded from a pornographic website uploaded and the payment was processed, Mark started asking personal questions. Emily explained that she grew up in Texas but now lived in a town one hour away from the major North American city where Mark lived. Mark was a critical-care physician working with patients in the ICU. “Oh wow, that must be awesome,” Biggy responded.

“It’s exciting. Lots of death though,” Mark said, emphasizing how during the pandemic he had to decide who lived and who died. He still seemed traumatized by it.

“Death can never be easy,” Biggy replied.

For hours, apart from the endless sex talk, they chatted about, among other things, the Porsche that Mark usually drove (“He drives a Porsche, bro. He’s fucking rich. I thought I was gonna have him for long!” Biggy told me later, when he showed me the conversations), how “she” was fluent in Spanish and German (“Come on, man. You can always use the translator”), and how “her” husband had tragically died in an accident a few years back, leaving “her” and “her kid” alone (“You need to fabricate a story explaining that you’re lonely. If you don’t share their problem, how are you going to convince them?”). Biggy also knew how to gracefully accept a compliment.


Emily: What do you like about me babe??

Mark: Have a good head on your shoulders

Emily: Thanks for the compliment

I try my best I’m not perfect I’m human also but I live by the standards I set for myself

Mark: Same here

Emily: I’m not a bad person I’m just a woman who needs a man who can love and care for her needs and her kids own



A couple of hours in, Mark told Emily that he made forty thousand dollars a month. He then asked her if she minded dating someone eight years older. “I’m trying to be a better human being,” Mark said. Biggy had developed a sixth sense to know when a client was ready to send more money. This was it. Confident that Mark was falling into his trap, Biggy said that Emily and her daughter needed help. “Well I may help you out in the future but please don’t try to take advantage of me now. It will just make me go away,” Mark replied. By the end of that conversation, he invited Emily to stay in his house. “I have a 5 bed, 5 bath, 5000 square foot home that is pretty empty with one person living in it.”

At 5:00 a.m., after hours of conversations, Mark said good night. He needed to get ready and do his rounds on the patients in the hospital without getting any sleep. He was hoping to talk to Emily later.


Emily: I really had fun baby

It was amazing

Thanks for everything

Kisses

Love you

Mark: ♥

A bit early for me to say that but I’ll get there quickly I bet



A few minutes later, Mark texted Emily again. He had a pressing question.


Mark: Why does tinder say your 6000 miles away from me?

Hahahaha

You’re in ——— right now, right?

Emily: The app has a glitch.

Babe

I don’t use the app like that



Mark believed Biggy. Over the next few weeks, their conversations hovered around her eventual visit. For one reason or another—whether it was a flat tire or the nanny not showing up—Emily never made it. Biggy extracted six hundred dollars from Mark in Bitcoin. However, the money was stuck in a crypto account that had been frozen, and Biggy couldn’t access the funds.

That day at the Palace, Biggy could follow his own script and be patient, maintain his narrative, and try to reassure Mark that Emily was going to come in a few days. But Biggy needed the money now, so he sent dozens of messages to him. He didn’t care that it was barely 8:00 a.m. on the East Coast. Emily, Biggy said, was finally ready to visit him that day.

After a few hours, Mark finally replied, confessing he was going through one of the worst periods in his life.


Mark: I’m just super depressed because all my close friends move away and it feels like I’m drowning trying to stay afloat in life.

Emily: My love please stop

It’s ok

I hate when you are depressed

Just try to cheer up

I have really missed u



Biggy then included a few pictures of her in her lingerie, telling him she wanted to visit him.


Mark: Yeah I want you to

Emily: But baby I need help with two things and how long would I be spending with u baby??

A day

Or two

Mark: However long you like

Emily: I’m coming with my kid baby?

Mark: I don’t care if your kid comes

But my bank account just got cleaned out by my ex so …

Emily: Wow baby so does that mean you can’t help baby

Mark: Not at this point unfortunately

Emily: Wow what I needed was a 100 to come over to get gas and some stuff

I wanted to come today

And bring you back to happiness

Mark: You would come today?



At 6:00 p.m., droplets of water began timidly tapping on the roof of the Palace. Some of the guys were becoming increasingly high, though they remained relatively quiet. A few shifted their attention to their phones. SmartBillion asked for another joint from a friend, and one of the twins flirted with his girlfriend in a corner—she was one of the few women present at the Palace.

Mark transferred one hundred dollars to a different crypto exchange, one accessible to Biggy. Emily never showed up at Mark’s luxurious five-room house. Mark blocked Emily, and Biggy lost one of his most promising clients, a loss that would take weeks, if not months, to recover from. Biggy texted his friend, promising to repay the ten thousand naira the next day. He wouldn’t have to sell his laptop—yet.

Days later, when he showed me these conversations, I asked Biggy if he was happy with his last-minute performance. He appeared ambivalent. He could boast about his skills to the point where he bristled when I used the word “scammer.” “We are brainers, not scammers. We’re bringing money to the country,” he snapped back every time I asked if he worried about tarnishing Nigeria’s image abroad. “Would you be able to cook up a story and convince a person that has never seen you in real life to send money to you?” But he also emphasized that Yahoo was not a matter of pride. He didn’t like to brag about his success as a scammer. “I don’t do it. Because this is fraud. This is scam. You can’t brag about scam. It’s not a job.”

Sometimes, when talking about Yahoo, Biggy sounded like he hated it. After more than ten years scamming Westerners, Biggy knew that all the hustle’s downsides—always on the verge of being broke, sleepless nights chatting with too many stubborn white people, synchronizing your life to the rhythm of the occasional cash-out followed by weeks when nobody answers—were part of the game. But it was fucking frustrating. At times, when he spent months talking to someone and they didn’t send a single dime, he considered quitting. But then he thought, How the fuck are you gonna quit? You don’t have money. Come on, man. You’re gonna get the shit done no matter what.

Biggy was about to turn thirty. Used to the lure of quick money, he had never learned a trade. When he tried to think of a legitimate job in Lagos, one that would pay comparably to his earnings from scamming, he came up empty. It seemed impossible. What could he do? He wasn’t going to be one of those guys earning thirty thousand naira a month for holding the doors at Chicken Republic. Biggy believed in destiny, and he saw great things ahead for him. He imagined himself working in an office in Germany. Or maybe as a rap star in America. He would definitely be a millionaire. In fact, when I asked where he saw himself in five years, he would respond confidently, a brashness in his voice, “A rich-ass motherfucker.”

However, on his darker and more introspective days, when he was broke and his mood soured, he would cryptically confess to me, “Bro, I need to step up my game. I can’t keep going on like this.”

To me, Biggy seemed like any depressed young man facing the possibility that his life would amount to nothing.







3
Chibuike (I)



I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It was my first time meeting Chibuike, a guy my age, and everything he said sounded absurd. How could this twenty-eight-year-old man sitting across from me in dirty clothes that smelled of sour sweat and with grime under his long fingernails have scammed tens of thousands of dollars but now was not even able to afford a loaf of bread?

I studied him more closely, wondering if he was lying. Chibuike’s face was stretched out, marked by a prominent forehead scar and two deep, elongated eyes that, in another time, in another circumstance, might have been beautiful. His skin was tense and weathered, like a drum played too long under the Lagos sun. He answered my questions without hesitation. Sometimes he half smiled when recounting something that sounded preposterous, as if he knew how his response might land but felt no need to sell it. No, he wasn’t boasting; there was a distracted, almost absent-minded quality to his speech, like someone remembering rather than making something up. He didn’t seem proud of his exploits, or even particularly interested in how I might react. Just matter-of-fact.

Over the next three hours, and in dozens of interviews over the following year, I tried to reconcile the man slumped in front of me with the stories he told. Whenever I pointed out the gulf between what he’d done and what he’d become, he just shrugged, his bones lifting the long frame of his wire-thin body. Sometimes he blamed drugs. Other times, people in Ikotun: fake friends, a betraying girlfriend. And sometimes he’d say, “I showed you the stack of gift cards. I showed you the conversations,” as if the memory of that money was the last thing he had left to prove his worth.

But Chibuike always rationalized his choices by making reference to the same thing: a loveless childhood. He said he had felt completely alone in the world for as long as he could remember, and spending money on people was his way of filling that void. “I used my money to draw friends around because I was lonely. I never had someone to keep me company,” he told me. Chibuike settled his friends’ bills for the illusion of companionship, just as his victims had paid him for the illusion of love.



Chibuike was raised in Lagos by his grandfather, a pastor in the Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries. He believed his grandfather was his father until the pastor revealed the truth: his real father had abandoned him at birth. His childhood was spent between school and church. Everything changed at fourteen, when he was sent to live with his biological mother in Ikotun. Chibuike quickly sensed that she resented him for being born when she was only a teenager—she wouldn’t let him call her “Mom,” only “Auntie Peace.”

In Ikotun, Chibuike’s family lived in a three-bedroom flat in one of the best buildings on the street: a faded maroon and yellow three-story house behind two black iron gates. A few palm trees inside the compound stood out against the dry surroundings. Outside, open drainage canals lined the unpaved road, with small wooden bridges connecting the houses to the street. Chickens roamed freely, and people hung their clothes on the concrete dividers when the sun was out.

At home, Chibuike often smelled the unmistakable aroma of chicken-flavored Indomie-brand noodles made by his mother. He shared the ground-floor apartment with his mom, his stepfather, his stepfather’s daughters, his aunt, and a couple of other relatives. Everyone slept in bedrooms except him; he had to sleep on the living room floor, often disturbed by people turning on lights or watching TV. He hated it.

After finishing secondary school, Chibuike realized there was no money to pursue his childhood dream of enlisting in the Nigerian navy—education cost naira, and then there were the bribes that would likely be required to have his application promoted to the top of the pile. His stepfather, a trader, scolded him for living at home “for free” and found him a job as a bagger at a “pure water” factory. The rise of the sachet water industry in Nigeria—locally known as “pure water”—stems from the lack of access to clean drinking water and the high cost of bottled water. These half-liter sachets are a staple of Lagos life: affordable, easy to transport, and available on every corner. However, they can also become a problem. Discarded sachets frequently clog drains, contributing to street flooding and prompting politicians to promise a ban on single-use plastics every time there’s a heavy rain.

On good days, Chibuike could bag over six hundred thin polyethylene sachets, earning a small commission for each one. To earn more, Chibuike sometimes worked day and night, fueled by black-market tramadol. “When you take a lot of tramadol, you don’t feel tired,” he said. “You don’t need to eat anything all day; water just tastes good.” Despite his efforts, the work was grueling. He stood for hours in a deafeningly noisy room, and sometimes he had to sleep there. The manager often complained about leaky sachets and refused to count some of them. Even in his best months, Chibuike couldn’t earn more than thirteen thousand naira (twenty-one dollars). After a year, the factory shut down, leaving him jobless again.

For a while, Chibuike did nothing, which only worsened things at home. He constantly clashed with his stepfather. “I’m not your father,” he reminded him, “so don’t expect me to take care of you.” Chibuike began spending more and more time away from the house. His mother begged him not to stay out late with street boys, but he ignored her. He’d never felt at home, so he started sleeping at friends’ houses. Looking back, he would sum up his childhood and teenage years in one word: loneliness.

“I felt like I had no sisters, no brothers, no father, no mother,” he told me. “They didn’t take me as their own blood, so I had to look elsewhere.”

Chibuike spent most nights dancing. He loved Afrobeats, breakdancing, and hip-hop, always impressing everyone with his backflips. Initially, he danced just for fun, but soon nightclub managers in Ikotun began paying him and his friends. It wasn’t much, just enough to survive until the next party. The real generosity came from the clientele, young men who spent money freely, almost recklessly. Some of them did “dorime”—Nigerian slang for lavish spending, particularly ordering bottles of alcohol and having them delivered with sparklers, all to the tune of the song “Ameno,” whose main lyrical hook is the fake Latin word “dorime.” Chibuike also witnessed some of them doing dorime with bottles of water: they would pay fifty times its value just to show off.

Chibuike had always known about Yahoo Boys. In a place like Ikotun, you had to be blind not to see them. But it was during those nights spent dancing that he decided to become one.

He first asked a friend for help. The friend taught him the basics, but left the neighborhood after a couple of months. To keep learning, Chibuike listened carefully to the guys on the street talking about terms like “formats,” “billings,” and “updates,” and what to do when the client asked for a video call. Meanwhile, Chibuike tried all sorts of “jobs”: man to woman, woman to man, hookup, buying and selling fake goods on Facebook Marketplace … without success. He sometimes got ten dollars, but he normally failed. No matter what he did, white clients stopped replying to his messages at some point. God, should I leave this hustle? Chibuike thought. For two years, he made barely any money.

“I was always getting promises,” Chibuike remembered years later. “Clients would say, ‘I will send you the money today.’ But I got nothing.”

Instead of quitting, Chibuike changed his strategy: he began impersonating the world champion wrestler Cody Rhodes. “Celeb” scams were becoming increasingly popular. In Lagos, you could bump into young guys who pretended to be Elon Musk, Donald Trump, or Johnny Depp online. Chibuike chose Cody Rhodes because he knew all about the wrestler’s background. His stepdad was a big fan of WWE—he always rooted for John Cena—and watched the fights with Chibuike on an LG plasma TV. The matches were one of the few times they didn’t argue, and Chibuike got used to watching the fights live on YouTube. It was important for him to know when Rhodes was in the ring, so his victims wouldn’t find out that they weren’t speaking to the real wrestler.

Choosing to impersonate Cody Rhodes turned out to be a smart move for Chibuike’s scamming career. Little did Chibuike know, though, how drastically his life was about to change.



One Monday in 2018, Chibuike woke up in Ikotun with only one hundred naira in his pocket. Feeling hungry, he spent it all on sugar, garri, and water. As he mixed the cold water with the starchy cassava flour, the twenty-two-year-old was already wondering what he would eat next.

A couple of hours later, he received a Facebook notification on his phone: a white woman in Ireland named Theresa had accepted his friend request. “How do I know you’re the real Cody Rhodes?” Theresa texted him. She had encountered many people calling themselves “Cody Rhodes” on Facebook, all asking for money. To convince her that he was indeed Cody Garrett Runnels Rhodes, Cody’s real name, Chibuike did three things. First, he sent her a driver’s license he had edited with a friend’s iPhone a few weeks earlier. Then he used reverse psychology, asking her if she was being real with him. “I don’t want someone who’s gonna play around me,” he said, insisting that he lived in Florida with his daughter while secretly in the process of divorcing his wife, Brandi.

Last, he called her. “This is WWE Cody, aka Cody Rhodes,” Chibuike said, deepening his voice to imitate the wrestler’s. They talked for almost two hours. Initially, Theresa was afraid of heartbreak. Her husband had left her a year earlier, and she was still processing the trauma. But Chibuike convinced her quickly. “How long have you been watching my matches?” he asked. “A couple of years,” she replied. She was obsessed with Cody Rhodes’s “shiny” hair. “I would love to meet you,” he said, “but being a WWE wrestler, we have to go through some processes to meet each other.” He told her about filling out a “vacation form.” If she paid some money, they could meet up in person.

Several hours after their phone conversation, Theresa sent him three gift cards worth one hundred euros each. It was Chibuike’s first big cash-out. To celebrate it, he treated himself to a big meal, bought a better phone (thirty-five thousand naira), and gold earrings (fifty thousand naira). The rest he “flexed” on drinks for his friends. He had earned more from her in a single day than he had in eighteen months at the water factory.

Despite sending the first three hundred euros and not meeting Cody Rhodes in person, Theresa continued chatting with him anyway. Her interest quickly deepened into an obsession, and soon, they were talking constantly—every day, almost every hour. Theresa was a mother of one in her late fifties, working in a mail-sorting facility in Dublin, or so Chibuike thought. She sometimes talked to him on the phone even while at work. They spoke so much that Chibuike used to run out of data and had to hang up, buy more, and call her back. They also sang songs together.

“She had an Alexa. When she was bored, she’d say: ‘Alexa, play “All of Me,”’ and we’d sing together,” Chibuike said.

After her husband’s departure, she felt nobody understood her. “Theresa was lonely,” Chibuike said. “She would always tell me, ‘No one has time for me,’ ‘I haven’t smiled in a long time,’ ‘I want someone who’s going to be with me until my last breath.’”

At first, Chibuike sent her messages by copying and pasting formats. These pre-written scripts were widely available online—on Scribd, TikTok, Pinterest, Telegram, Facebook—but most scammers, including Chibuike, got them from the street. After a few months, he realized it was more effective to use his own words rather than rely on scripted love messages, and so he used them only for inspiration. One such format, saved on his phone during that time, read:


I know there’s an ocean between us and I wish that it weren’t true for every day when I arise I yearn to be with you. Though a lot of distance lies between us, you’ll always be in my mind and my heart, And every night beneath the stars, I pray for the day we’ll never be part. Every day I will be thinking about you.

When my eyes are closed, when I sing and dance to a love song, when I am checking my email, I will be thinking about you. When I go to sleep in the loneliness of my room and give in to wonderful dreams, I will definitely be thinking about you. I know someday we will meet and spend our lives with each other.

Love is like a beautiful garden. It brings zest and enthusiasm into our lives. It fills our lives with bliss. Life without love feels incomplete. I am so lucky to be in love. I love you my sweetheart. To me, you are no less than a dream come true. I love you so much



Chibuike overwhelmed Theresa with affectionate words, and it worked. During those early days, he learned the key to being a successful romance scammer. “You just need to find time to give them attention,” he said. “If you can give them attention, you will get the money. The game is all about … just making her happy.” A few weeks into their relationship, Chibuike even bought her a ring for eighteen euros and sent it to her house in Dublin. She had it inscribed with the words “Cody & Theresa.” Chibuike quickly realized she would accept any excuse he gave, and he kept asking for hundreds of euros under different pretexts. “Theresa will go an extra mile to show how much she loves you,” he said.

In Yahoo Boys slang, the various excuses to ask for money from a victim are called “billing.” One example is promising to send gold to a new love interest, as Brian did with my mum, and then asking for customs fees. Another is the hookup billing, the one Biggy used with his doctor victim, which often involves asking for money to fix a flat tire (some Yahoo Boys literally google “flat tire” and send the first picture to their victims). There were also excuses about menstruation, makeup bills, and surgeries. Chibuike’s scam was based on the story that Cody Rhodes’s bank account was frozen due to his divorce. From there, he would invent different needs, asking Theresa to cover his treatments for back pain or the expenses of his fictitious daughter named Helen, whom he claimed to have kept a secret to protect her privacy (Cody Rhodes isn’t divorced and at that time had no children, but Chibuike had learned how useful for the scam it could be to have a child after seeing friends using this strategy).

Another excuse was Cody Rhodes’s fights. Every time Rhodes had a match against other wrestlers like Shawn Spears or MJF, they would watch it on their respective phones. Theresa was concerned about her new lover, and each time Rhodes appeared injured in the ring, she sent money for his “recovery.” “She got very worried when someone hit me,” Chibuike said. “She sent me screenshots of the fights, saying, ‘Did it hurt?’ ‘I hope you aren’t feeling pain in this particular place.’”

In Lagos, Chibuike was hoping for the opposite. “I watched the fights thinking, Please, just get beaten. Let them beat you very well!” he said.

However, Chibuike’s most successful tactic was the “come over” billing—persuading Theresa to send money for Cody Rhodes’s trip to Ireland. This strategy was both highly lucrative and especially cruel, as victims were willing to send large sums for flights to finally end the long wait. During the first three years of the relationship, Theresa endured twenty-five failed visits from Cody Rhodes. Each time something different went wrong. Sometimes Rhodes missed his flight; other times there was an issue involving his daughter. When Chibuike felt especially dark and creative, he’d create a new Gmail account, posing as an Uber driver, and send her messages.


I’m the Uber driver bringing Cody Rhodes to the airport. I’m charging him 300 dollars. He can’t pay with his card. I’m into crypto exchange, and I also accept gift card, Zelle, or PayPal.



Theresa, desperate and in love with Cody Rhodes, kept sending money. Chibuike, growing more and more manipulative over time, controlled every move. He isolated her. “Sometimes she wanted to go somewhere for two days. She’d ask me to give her permission before she went. ‘Do you mind if I go, Cody?’ ‘Okay, you can go,’” Chibuike remembered. Other times, Theresa sent screenshots of other fake Cody Rhodeses contacting her on Facebook. “Do you know this person?” she asked. Chibuike would immediately tell her to block them.

Occasionally, Chibuike had to refine his con. When his Google account was blocked—something that happened quite often—and he created a new one, he had to prove it was really him. “It’s me, the real Cody,” he said. But how could he convince her he wasn’t just another fake Cody Rhodes? To reassure her, Chibuike came up with a private code they could use each time: 1-4-3, representing the number of letters in “I love you.”

Over the next four years, Chibuike scammed around seventy-eight thousand euros from Theresa. To put this in perspective, it would take several years for a highly skilled Nigerian doctor with decades of experience working in a top hospital in Lagos to earn that amount. Yet most of the money came, as Chibuike liked to say, bit by bit, gift card by gift card—fifty euros here, two hundred euros there. He never received a payment larger than six hundred euros, but nearly every day Theresa sent him gift cards. Chibuike had found a website where he could exchange them for Bitcoin, which he then sold for naira, transferred directly to his bank account.

In pictures from that time, Chibuike stares defiantly at the camera, biting his lower lip. He’s tall, more wiry than athletic, like a palm tree that’s shot up too quickly. (As a teenager, he resented not “having a body” and began eating as much as he could while lifting weights—“gymming, gymming, gymming”—but when he saw that his body stayed the same, he called it quits.) His face is framed by stubble, thick eyebrows, and intense, dark brown eyes. Chibuike appears in some photos with a half smile, showing the confidence of a boy who’s suddenly made stupid money.

The windfall dramatically transformed Chibuike’s life. He changed his group of friends and adjusted his sleep pattern; previously an early bird, he stayed up late to maintain the illusion of living in America. Most days, he wouldn’t sleep until 6:00 a.m. Lagos time, only to wake up a couple of hours later due to street noise and calls from Theresa. He moved from using drugs socially to using them constantly to stay awake. He started with the weed that many young people smoked in Lagos, joints that barely cost a hundred naira, then moved to Canadian Loud and Colorado, powerful and expensive synthetic cannabinoids. Increasingly, he spent tens of thousands of naira on “ice” (crystal meth) and crack.

Flush with cash, Chibuike started living lavishly in Ikotun. He moved from one hotel to another in the area, staying at places like Aso Rock, Solo Chus Palace, 5Point, Treasure Palace, Jovetta Royal, and Tom Hotel. His friends took over the local bars, with Chibuike always footing the bill. He didn’t drink, but he could easily spend over two hundred dollars a day. “He paid for everything. Drugs, hotels, girls, a-ny-thing!” remembered David, one of his friends who referred to him as “the boss.” Biggy, who had first met Chibuike at the “PlayStation Center” when they were teenagers, called him the “real gangster.”

Chibuike got a Bitcoin tattoo on his left elbow and a Mickey Mouse tattoo on his right. One of his friends gave him dreadlocks, dyeing them a cream color. He also bought silver necklaces and designer clothes from neighborhood boutiques, stores that had sprung up to meet the rising demand from young men. After all, Chibuike wasn’t an exception in Ikotun. From time to time, locals would spot twentysomethings from poor families suddenly surrounded by new friends and eager girlfriends, dressed in knockoff Balenciaga, Louis Vuitton, or Fendi—clothes so crisp they looked like they were straight from the shop.

Then everyone knew: that boy just cashed out big from a “maga,” a term used to describe the victims of Yahoo Boys or anyone else seen as a gullible fool.



You just have to mention the words “Yahoo Boys” to a Nigerian and watch their reaction to understand how deeply embedded scammers have become in the national discourse. A lot of people see them as young men who’ve chosen a life of crime, preying on foreigners and marring Nigeria’s reputation. “They are blinded by greed and the desire to make fast money,” Ademola Adeeko, a political writer based in Abuja, told me. For him, Yahoo is nothing other than a choice. “If someone tells you that there’s nothing they can do apart from going into internet fraud, they’re lying. Nigeria is a very dysfunctional country, but dysfunction also means lots of opportunities. They’re criminals who want to take the easy way out.”

Many workers in Ikotun shared this view. “I can tell a Yahoo Boy, face-to-face, that I’m better than him,” said Paul, a young waiter who made thirty-five thousand naira a month at a hotel. “I’m not a thief. I’m not a scammer. I can explain freely, ‘This is my job.’ One day, they will question them, and they will have to explain what they’ve done.” Paul was tired of their smugness, the way they’d flaunt their money in front of him, treat him like trash, or pressure him into crime. They’d often taunt him, saying, “What’s wrong with you?” But he held firm. For Paul, his parents kept him on the right path. “If I bring home an iPhone 15, the first thing I see is a slap. My parents wouldn’t accept it. They’d call me a criminal or a killer.”

There’s another side to public opinion, however, one that sees Yahoo Boys as young men pushed to the brink by their circumstances. Youth unemployment in Nigeria is through the roof, and the average monthly income is lower in real terms than what it was in 1980. Even in wealthier parts of Lagos, young people struggle to find decent work. Booming industries like the tech sector, Nollywood, and music offer hope just to a few; many middle-class doctors and nurses do “japa,” emigrating to greener pastures (in 2023 alone, 114,000 Nigerians arrived in the UK). Poorer Nigerians, lacking the funds or connections to emigrate, are often stuck juggling multiple low-paying jobs. The deeper the economic crisis gets, the more that young people on the street see Yahoo as an opportunity to escape poverty.

“Are you going to apply for a job that will pay you twenty-five thousand naira when a [fifty-kilogram] bag of rice in Nigeria is thirty thousand naira?” one scammer told me. “Inflation is crazy. Prices are skyrocketing. The only thing in Nigeria young people can do to survive is joining Yahoo. No office work can give you the kind of money that Yahoo will give you.” He told me that in March 2022. Two years later that same bag of rice was over seventy-five thousand naira.

Some Nigerians justify the actions of Yahoo Boys by pointing to the pervasive inequality and systemic corruption in the country. They complain that the Nigerian government is riddled with corruption far worse than anything the Yahoo Boys are doing. The real Yahoo Men are the politicians. “Scammers steal from foreigners and spend the money here,” a Lagosian musician told me. “Politicians steal from us and spend the money abroad.” A few fraudsters even compared themselves to militants in the Niger Delta, armed groups that resort to violence, kidnappings, and sabotage, often targeting oil infrastructure and Western petroleum workers to demand fairer oil wealth distribution and compensation for environmental destruction in the region.



Chibuike’s scam, compared with those of most Yahoo Boys, was unusually intimate. Over time, he even started talking with Theresa’s son, Michael. He was worried about his mum, who was spending more and more time on the phone. “Are you sure you’re dating the real Cody Rhodes?” he asked her. “I’m sure of this person, he’s done me a video,” Chibuike recalled her saying. The video, however, was a setup—Chibuike had placed two phones together, playing a clip of Cody Rhodes while speaking over it. After ten seconds, he hung up.

By then, Theresa was already deeply entangled in Chibuike’s intricate web of lies. Months later, when Michael finally started accusing Chibuike of not being the real Cody Rhodes, his mum scolded him: “Don’t call my husband a scam!”

During this period, Theresa’s health was deteriorating. Years later, Chibuike didn’t really remember what was wrong with her. His explanations ranged unconvincingly from “cancer” to “panic attacks” to “COVID” on later occasions. But certainly she was ill. “Sometimes I called her on the phone and she was having a panic attack,” Chibuike told me. “She couldn’t talk. I’d be like, ‘Sit down, get something to drink.’ Then, when she’s calmed down, we talk, and all of a sudden she gets herself back.”

Every week, Chibuike kept pressuring Theresa to go to the store to buy more gift cards, which worsened some of her health problems. Sometimes her son, before wising up, would buy them for her. Other times, after going out late at night to get a card, she ended up in the hospital.

“Cody?” Michael messaged him on Google Hangouts from the hospital in early 2019. “Yeah, am here. Mom’s got your cards shes had to travel to get them.”


Chibuike: Read this to her

Chibuike: I dream of holding you close, taking your hand, hugging you tightly, kissing you slowly, and letting you rest on my chest so you can hear my heart beating, like it always does when you are with me. I miss you so much, darling.

Michael: Cody

Michael: Just been reading it to my mom she says she looks forward to it and cant wait. She loves you so much and misses you.



Chibuike focused on Theresa as his most profitable victim, but he was also fishing for other clients. He would search for fake Cody Rhodes profiles on Instagram and Facebook and follow their fans. He told me there were “hundreds, thousands, millions” of fake Cody Rhodes accounts on Facebook and Instagram. Sometimes, their followers messaged him: “Where have you been? You don’t reply to my messages.” These were Western victims already being scammed by other Cody Rhodeses. Chibuike seized the opportunity—the easiest way to make a quick buck was to steal another scammer’s clients.

It was more lucrative, however, to follow the real Cody Rhodes’s followers, hoping one would mistake him for the genuine one. “I prefer scamming someone who has not been scammed,” he said. “I’ve seen many who had been scammed a lot. It’s fucked up.” He didn’t say this out of guilt; he just thought it was getting harder to extract money from them.

These “celebrity scams” became so widespread that some American and British newspapers began calling them the “Keanu Reeves scam” due to the number of women duped by scammers posing as the Canadian actor. During one of my reporting trips to Nigeria, news broke in Spain: a woman had lost nearly 170,000 euros to a man she believed was Brad Pitt. Her lawyer shared one of the images the scammer had sent—a poorly photoshopped picture of Brad Pitt holding a sign that read in broken Spanish, “Honey seriously I love you I promise I’ll pay for everything look honey, I still love you and I am still here for you.” (A year later, a French woman lost more than 830,000 euros to another fake Brad Pitt.)

The internet is flooded with stories from victims of these scams. Just search for your favorite celebrity. “I have been getting texts from Roman Reigns. Something tells me it’s a scam. What should I do?” one person asked on Quora, referring to another professional wrestler. In another blog post, a woman described how her mother believed she was in contact with Roman Reigns on Facebook Messenger, despite having little previous interest in WWE. “She is naive and does not understand how the internet works, does not understand how someone can pretend to be someone they are not. When I explained she is not in contact with the actual Roman Reigns, this is a fake account, she told me to watch him on the tv Friday night and I’ll see that he is real.”

These scams have become so rampant in the wrestling world that WWE on-screen official and backstage producer Adam Pearce posted a blunt statement on Twitter in August 2023: “If you’ve been persuaded to give money to a purported WWE Superstar,” he said,


	I’m very sorry.

	Screen names with misspellings or formatted like “wwesuperstar7638291” are not the actual person.

	I cannot remedy your situation and suggest you contact law enforcement.



A year later, The New York Times reported on Alfred Mancinelli, a man who sent nearly a million dollars of his retirement savings—and his granddaughter’s college fund—over several years to an impostor posing as WWE’s Alexa Bliss. Convinced he was in a relationship with her, he continued sending money despite his son’s warnings. It was only after Mancinelli’s death, at age seventy-nine, that his son discovered his Google account was connected to two devices with Nigerian IP addresses.



In 2019, Chibuike was making so much money from Theresa that he moved permanently into Tom Hotel, a sprawling three-story building with a red-and-white-checkered façade. Like many others, Tom Hotel was designed to keep guests within its walls: it had a swimming pool, a club, and a bar. Chibuike moved to room 47, a spacious ground-floor suite where he paid twenty-five thousand naira a day, over fifty dollars at the time.

This marked a significant shift in Chibuike’s life, but it was a typical move for a Yahoo Boy with cash to spare. For them, living in a hotel isn’t just about a comfortable bed, constant electricity, and air-conditioning; after all, they could rent a decent apartment for a year in Ikotun for the cost of a few weeks’ stay and buy a generator. Moving into a hotel room for nearly a year, as Chibuike did, became a status symbol—a way to flaunt success to everyone in the neighborhood.

I saw them countless times in different hotels in Ikotun, sometimes as young as eighteen, strutting through hotel halls with the swagger of football stars. They behave as if they were in their own homes, treating the staff with a noticeable air of superiority. The irony is hard to miss: many of the hotel workers are the same age, come from the same neighborhood, and went to the same schools. The difference? One chose to stick to a legal path, while the other embraced scamming. One serves, while the other throws his money onto the floor.

Chibuike moved to Tom Hotel with his girlfriend. He’d met her a few months before. Back then, he was still broke, and things at his family home were fraught. Those days, he kept fighting with his stepfather, while his mother tried to broker peace between them. On one occasion, after his stepfather threatened him in the street with the help of some friends, Chibuike grabbed a bottle and scared them off. This incident forced him to live elsewhere for a few months. Eventually, his mother intervened, telling his stepfather, “He’s my son. Let him stay.” Chibuike came back and apologized.

A few weeks later, when his stepfather returned home from work and Chibuike went to open the compound gate, the man nearly hit him with the car. “Sir, you almost hit me!” Chibuike said. His stepfather stepped out of the vehicle, shouting, “Are you mad? Why would you talk to me like that?” He reminded Chibuike that he wasn’t his real son and kicked him out of the house for good.

It was midnight, and Chibuike didn’t know where to go. While wandering the dusty streets of Ikotun, he ran into an old friend out with a girl. When she asked about him, the friend chuckled in front of Chibuike: “This guy? He has nothing.” But she felt sorry for him. She put him up at Mosaic, another hotel nearby, and they slept together. (She didn’t have money either, but another Yahoo Boy had gotten her a room for a few days.) The next day, she became his girlfriend.

Chibuike was immediately drawn to her. He told her about his stepfather, his mother’s neglect, and the profound loneliness he had felt his whole life—things he had never shared with anyone before. She listened to him empathetically. When he started making money from Theresa, he started showering her with all sorts of gifts. They also had fun together. “We laughed whenever she was high and pretended she wasn’t,” he remembered years later.

Chibuike’s days at Tom Hotel settled into a routine: he’d wake up early, withdraw fifty thousand naira, buy drugs, and head over to his best friend Shoko’s house to smoke with a group of young guys. He had hired a guy who worked as his personal bike driver and took him there every morning. Just a few blocks from his hotel, the place offered a familiar, laid-back vibe, so Chibuike felt at home. It was a half-finished house on an unpaved road where several families lived in cramped rooms; Shoko’s family owned the building. Chibuike had spent many nights there before he started making money. Unlike other Yahoo Boys, he never thought about the flashy nightclubs on the Island—what would he even do there?



Lagos, a coastal city set on a lagoon with more than twenty million people, is often seen as two distinct worlds: the Island and the Mainland. “The Island” refers to a small group of islands and peninsulas that make up the city’s most affluent areas, home to skyscrapers, embassies, and luxury buildings. Prices for housing or a cocktail make you wonder if you’re in New York. Only the wealthiest Nigerians and a shrinking group of expats live there.

The Mainland is more diverse. In Ikeja, next to the international airport, former military officials live in well-guarded villas. The Government Reserve Area (GRA) is home to the dwindling Nigerian middle class. Farther inland is Alimosho, the largest and most populated area in Lagos State, with Ikotun at its heart. Many in Ikotun have never set foot on the Island, and just as many on the Island couldn’t tell you where Ikotun is on the map. For many young boys in Ikotun, the dream is to make enough money to move to the Island and tell the world about it.

But for Chibuike, the real fun was in Ikotun, with his own friends. At Shoko’s he got into the habit of doling out money to almost anyone who asked. He would hand out one-thousand-naira notes to children for food or school fees, pay for baby-naming ceremonies, and even settle debts for acquaintances.

Later in the day, after a few spliffs, Chibuike would head back to Tom Hotel. There, he hung out by the swimming pool, settling into his usual corner with another group of friends. The pool area had tiled walls, decorated with a fake landscape of green trees and a river, an awkward attempt to create a serene atmosphere amid the city’s constant bustle. Chibuike did nothing other than smoke, hustle, and pay for whatever his friends were having.

At night, Chibuike spent most of his time with his girlfriend. Sometimes, they did meth or crack together in their suite while chatting with white people. She, too, had become a scammer. She dabbled in celeb scams but eventually preferred “old coins,” where she pretended to sell nineteenth-century coins online (though she didn’t make nearly as much money as he did). They would order rice and beef, but they often got so high that they wouldn’t touch the food, eventually throwing it away.

On some nights, Chibuike partied with his friends at the hotel bar. A “hype man” moved from table to table, looking for guys like Chibuike in order to sing their praises and push them to buy more drinks. Each table held five or six young men, dressed in oversized fake designer gear.

Chibuike saw hype men as the quickest way to a Yahoo Boy’s wallet. “The hype man speaks to your pocket,” he said. At 5Point—another hotel with a club—one hype man had called him “Chibuike BTC,” a nickname referencing Bitcoin. It made him smile.

Surrounded by friends, a girlfriend, and the recognition of people from the same neighborhood where he had once felt invisible, he finally experienced a sense of belonging. But some people, seeing how freely Chibuike gave away his money, were already trying to take advantage of him.

“The owner of one hotel always planted his brother in the lounge to scour for and make Yahoo Boys spend a lot of money,” Shoko, Chibuike’s best friend at the time, told me. The brother, he explained, would order expensive drinks, and because Yahoo Boys like Chibuike always wanted to be recognized as big spenders, he would order drinks more expensive than what the hotel owner’s brother bought, in a bid to outspend him. “It’s just like an auction. The brother is not paying for his drinks … they could be imitation of the original drink,” Shoko said.

Chibuike didn’t remember it, but a hotel owner from the area confirmed this was a common trick. “Some sell empty bottles or fill them with water,” he told me. “The Yahoo Boy thinks the others are drinking alcohol, but it’s just water inside.”



If you search Twitter using the keywords “money,” “Nigeria,” and “Yahoo,” you’ll find hundreds of tweets like “Money from Yahoo is keeping most businesses afloat in Nigeria,” “Yahoo is bad, very bad. But yahoo money dey sustain economy to a point,” and “Yahoo money is the bedrock of the Nigerian formal economy after oil.”

These statements are exaggerations. Yet the perception that Yahoo Boys are contributing to the economy was very real on the street. In places like Ikotun, hotels catered to them, boutiques were springing up because of them, drug dealers profited from them, and young women preferred “hustlers” to civil servants or bankers. Even the police found ways to extort them. Ask anyone what would happen if all the Yahoo Boys in Ikotun stopped making money, and their responses are blunt: armed robbers and kidnappers would flourish again.

“Everybody always says it’s Yahoo Boys that make things more expensive,” Modupe, a young woman who owned a boutique near Ikotun roundabout, told me. She estimated that around 80 percent of her clients were Yahoo Boys. Without them, she believed many boutiques in Lagos—and their ever-present white mannequins outside the stores—would disappear. The reason is simple: regular Nigerians bargain; Yahoo Boys don’t. The practice of overcharging Yahoo Boys was common among car dealers, club owners, boutique workers, drug dealers, and wig sellers. They all knew that once a young man made money, he was likely to waste it.

Modupe’s boss on the Island had told her to raise prices for designs popular with Yahoo Boys. If she saw a scammer with deep pockets entering her store, she would charge him more herself too. “Some people will come to my store and say, ‘This price is too high! I’m not a Yahoo Boy o,’” Modupe said.

Drugs and nightlife siphoned off most of the Yahoo money. Clubs, bars, dealers—all knew how to prey on a boy with too many digits in his account. “I’ve seen Yahoo Boys buy thirteen bottles of Hennessy in one night,” a hype man named Ability told me. “Everybody wants to write his name.”

Ability was a well-known hype man in Ikotun. Already in his thirties, he had a gift for reading a crowd and knowing exactly how to make someone feel important. Yahoo Boys would pay him forty thousand naira just to hear their names shouted in front of their friends at concerts and parties. He made them feel as if they were celebrities in their own neighborhood.

He also spoke with the political fire of Fela Kuti. “I don’t judge anyone for doing Yahoo,” he told me one afternoon. “People are hungry. Go to a grammar school and ask a boy what gives him joy. He’ll say Yahoo.” He urged me to write not only about scams, but about why people scam. About the aftershocks of the slave trade and the millions of West Africans shipped to the Americas by the white man. About Western oil companies poisoning the Niger Delta. About Britain plundering and destabilizing African countries. About European banks keeping safe the billions stolen by Nigeria’s corrupt elites. He believed Yahoo was a consequence not only of deep poverty, but of historical wrongs that had never been addressed. He told me to read Athol Fugard’s play Sizwe Bansi Is Dead.

Unlike many of the people around him, Ability had a vivid sense of what was happening on the other side of the world. Like a good bard, he had an eye for paradox and contradiction.

“It’s sickening,” he said. “The higher the poverty, the higher the scammers, and the higher the fuck-up Western world. Americans have no shoulder to cry on, but have everything. On this side of the world, we have everybody to take care of us, but we have nothing.”

One evening, Ability took me to a nightclub deep in the neighborhood. Sleek Lexuses and Toyota pickups were parked out front, while food vendors lingered nearby, waiting for the clubbers to spill out. The bouncers waved us in and shook hands with Ability. Inside, lights pulsed—purple strobes, red floods, green lasers all syncing with the amapiano beat. The air was thick with perfume and sweat, smoke and ambition.

“Everybody here is a fraudster,” Ability said, his voice cutting through the Afrobeats, “or is trying to become one.”

Just to get in, we had to buy the cheapest bottle—one hundred thousand naira, about seventy euros. That’s one fifth of a bank manager’s monthly salary in Ikotun. But some Yahoo Boys spent over a million in a single night. There were always a few young men in these clubs who each footed the bill for a dozen others. They were like giant planets, pulling friends and women into their orbit. People hovered nearby, waiting in case a Yahoo Boy started spraying cash or bought another bottle. These boys—baby-faced teenagers with whispers of mustaches above their lips—radiated an aura of reckless success, with their golden chains and steely stares and fur-clad girlfriends and arrogant orders to the waiters, who, in return, treated them like demigods.

The club was packed, maybe a hundred people dancing, smoking, adjusting their sunglasses. Mirrored walls stretched the room into endless reflections, warped by flashes of red and blue lights. The hype man shouted over the music, layering his voice onto the beat like a hallucination. Women showed off freshly done braids, long and glistening, styled like the latest TikTok Lagos Mainland trends. People sipped from American-college-party red plastic cups. Some wore bold West African prints; others dressed like hip-hop stars from Atlanta.

A short man played a talking drum, weaving between tables until someone sprayed him with cash. He blended his rhythm seamlessly with the song in the background. It was hypnotic. He usually kept playing until his audience got bored and looked elsewhere; then he picked up the fallen naira notes and started all over again at a nearby table, always with a broad smile. A woman moved through the crowd selling bundles of crisp, newly printed notes worth twenty thousand naira for thirty thousand naira, so people could make it rain.

Clean money always costs more.



By late 2019, Chibuike was doing an incredible amount of drugs. One day, while joking with his friends, he boasted that no one could smoke as much weed as he could. Sitting on a plastic chair, he began chain-smoking razor-thin brown paper joints, one after another, as his amused friends kept bringing him more. By the end of the day, he claimed to have smoked fifty-three “sticks” without standing up.

He would also do methamphetamine almost every day, combining it with Colorado and Canadian Loud. Any Yahoo Boy will tell you that drugs are an essential part of the hustle, helping them stay up all night to chat with Americans. They never said as much, but I had the sense that they also did drugs all the time to avoid thinking too much about what they were doing.

“When I do ice, all I think is money, money, money, money, money!” Biggy told me.

Chibuike agreed. “When I’m high, I’m greedy,” he said. For him, taking crack was a sure way to double or triple the money he invested in drugs.

Chibuike was introduced to meth by scammer friends. They would all gather in a hotel room with their phones and spend hours smoking drugs. Then he began smoking with his girlfriend, and finally alone. Some days he would open the wardrobe of their suite at Tom Hotel and smoke a bowl inside to avoid waking her up.

His relationship with his girlfriend was deteriorating rapidly. He was spending the equivalent of the national monthly minimum salary in just one day. The financial strain led them to move to room 36, for ten thousand naira per night, at the same hotel. This adjustment did little to ease the tension between them. In fact, it got worse—the room was so small that someone had to climb over the bed to go to the bathroom if the other was using the wardrobe.

Chibuike’s girlfriend grew increasingly frustrated with the amount of attention he was devoting to his “Irish woman,” as Chibuike sometimes called her. She got particularly mad when they had phone sex and he spent hours on the phone with her. But Chibuike couldn’t understand his own girlfriend. He was making her look and feel rich. How was he going to pay for everything if he didn’t talk to his client?

“My girlfriend was always jealous of that woman,” Chibuike told me. “She said, ‘You don’t have my time,’ ‘You’re always talking to this woman,’ ‘You tell her “I love you” right in front of me,’ ‘You have to give me attention, give me more time than her.’ I said, ‘This is the woman giving us money! Without her, I wouldn’t have money to take care of you.’ But she didn’t understand. Most of our problems were based on that woman. She also told me, ‘You can make a lot of money from her and then move to another one.’ ‘You better come and sleep with me, you better come and touch me.’ She was always mentioning her: ‘Theresa, Theresa, Theresa.’”

Another point of conflict was Chibuike’s reckless spending. His profligacy had made him popular in the area, but it also drained his finances quickly. “She thought I was spending too much,” he said of his girlfriend. “She was always telling me, ‘Chibuike, get an apartment. Your clients won’t pay forever.’ She would caution me about those things. But for me it’s normal to give money to others who don’t have.”

By August 2019, Theresa was struggling to find a way out of the maze Chibuike had built. He was pressuring her more and more, each time with more outlandish and sinister demands. Sometimes he would remind her about his back pain, saying he didn’t have money for his treatment. “I’m waiting on you,” he said, asking for more gift cards. “I won’t reply to any text.”

Theresa told him she was doing everything he had asked her to do. She promised to send 150 euros, but after that there would be no more. She begged him: “Get in touch with your solicitor and get him to free you some money.”

“Yes I love you. Yes I want to be with you. Yes I want to be your wife,” she said. “It’s nearly a year we’ve been talking and a divorce and frozen bank account don’t take this long.”

But Chibuike was uncompromising: “Them send the fucking card gosh his leaving now.”



On the unusually hot and humid morning of February 25, 2020, Chibuike woke up in Tom Hotel’s room 36 beside his girlfriend. Days earlier, he had smelled she was pregnant. Chibuike claimed he could tell when a woman was carrying a child. It was another of his gifts, like predicting rain.

The pregnancy had made him extremely happy: some sleepless nights he wondered how the baby was growing inside her. His girlfriend hadn’t told him anything yet—their relationship wasn’t at its best—but he believed a child would bring them closer again. He felt ready to be a father. She disagreed, saying that he wasn’t a serious man, but Chibuike thought he could convince her with time.

It was the dry season, a time of intense heat, but even by Lagos standards, this was extreme. Later that day, temperatures soared to thirty-four degrees Celsius, though it felt much hotter owing to the heat-island effect. Nigerian social media buzzed with jokes. Video clips showed people dousing themselves with water as they walked or even while driving. “Lagos heat is so crazy people are sweating in photographs,” one Twitter user commented, sharing a passport photo of someone visibly sweating.

These near-infernal temperatures could only be avoided under the ever-running air conditioner of his hotel room, but Chibuike needed to buy more drugs. Since he started smoking, sleep had become elusive. Whenever he felt dizzy, he told his friends, “I need to wash my eyes.” This was his twist on the local slang, where boys would say, “I need to get my eyes dirty,” whenever they wanted to get drunk.

Chibuike made his usual trip to the woman at the POS (a “point of sale” is a manual ATM where Nigerians can make payments and withdraw money from a person behind a stall) in front of Tom Hotel, withdrew fifty thousand naira, and headed to an alley near Ikotun roundabout to buy Colorado. Once he had the drugs, he went to Shoko’s place. Chibuike hung out there with his friends, smoked a few joints, and left when he grew tired of handing out cash.

Back at Tom Hotel, around 11:45 a.m., Chibuike ascended the stairs to the second floor and walked to the end of the corridor. He found his door ajar and immediately had a bad feeling. Inside, he went to check the wardrobe. Where’s my box? he thought.

Immediately, he understood. There’s no box. There’s no bae. He presumed his girlfriend, the love of his life, had stolen millions of naira, including his credit card, his crypto wallet, rings, bracelets, and the two-thousand-dollar silver necklace he had bought a year earlier.

Chibuike decided to kill himself. He went to the bathroom, grabbed a bottle of body cream and another of Jovan perfume, and drank them. It was a strange mix of a nice smell and a horrible taste. Then he sat on the edge of the bed and wept.

He took drags from his Colorado spliff like a cigarette. The oppressive maroon-colored room 36 looked like a prison, with bars on the window despite facing another hotel room less than a meter away. Chibuike smoked and smoked, waiting to die. But he just fell asleep.

When he woke up, it was evening in Ikotun. He realized he was alive, and thought, Oh God. He cried again. After a while, he wiped his tears and called his friends to find out where they were. He wanted to keep smoking drugs.







4
Azeez (I)



On a fateful day in September 2022, Azeez boarded a bus with his grandmother, heading to Lagos to visit his mum. They could pay for only one ticket, so Azeez sat on her legs. The four-hour journey from his village felt like it took a year. They changed buses several times; the air was damp, and the heat inside the battered vehicles, stuffed with perspiring human bodies, was suffocating. His face stayed slick with sweat the whole trip—he couldn’t stop thinking about getting a bath as soon as they arrived.

As the vehicle entered the city, the fourteen-year-old boy saw the streets teeming with life. People from every tribe, dressed in a full palette of colors, speaking all sorts of languages, praying to different gods. Lagos was madness, Azeez thought. He had been there as a kid a long time ago, but this was his first time as a teenager. Through the window, stuck in traffic, he watched two drivers fighting while most Lagosians went about their business.

In Lagos, everyone’s life is governed by traffic. A one-hour trip to the other side of the city early in the morning could be three times longer a few hours later. By then, the roads, blanketed with the yellow of buses and kekes, will be clogged with all kinds of vehicles. Horns blare. Engines rattle. Hawkers smack their lips. Drivers grumble—or laugh at this maddening, fascinating mess. The passengers find a consolation in the different signs on the backs of the buses. GOD IS IN CONTROL; NO GREE FOR ANYBODY; or THE EVIL THAT MEN DO LIVES AFTER THEM.

Azeez would later discover that he loved looking at people’s clothes while riding a keke. But that day he was too nervous to notice anything else. After hours on the road, he and his grandmother arrived at Ikotun roundabout, a crowded local hub where conductors, keke drivers, and okada riders jostled for space while unemployed young men acted as self-appointed traffic controllers, always arguing with intensity for a patch of the road. As they stepped off the bus, a man bumped into Azeez’s elbow without apologizing.

Azeez’s mother was renting a small room in a “face-me-I-face-you” building a few blocks from Ikotun roundabout. A face-me-I-face-you is a type of low-income housing common in Nigeria’s most densely packed urban slums, where multiple families squeeze in single rooms lined along a narrow corridor. Azeez’s mother’s room was just big enough for a bed and a wardrobe. The floor was dirt, and the ceiling constantly leaked, muddying the ground on rainy days. It cost four thousand naira a month (around six dollars). Azeez’s mother shared an outhouse—a shed with a hole in the ground—with nine other families. Most of the surrounding buildings were modest concrete houses with copper-colored corrugated roofs, and occasionally water tanks on top, while the sturdiest structures were often Christian churches.

The next morning, they broke the news: his grandmother would return to the village, while Azeez would stay in Ikotun with his mother and baby sister. He immediately burst into tears. He wanted to go home. What about his friends? What about his grandmother? She had raised him; Azeez loved her more than anything. They explained she was getting too old to care for him. Besides, he would have better opportunities in Lagos. His grandmother often reminded Azeez in Yoruba: “Iran meta ko n t’ oshi” (three generations should not be poor). Both women were hawkers and didn’t know how to write. Now, all hopes were on the only man of the family, who had just joined the ranks of the two thousand people arriving in Lagos every day.

In his first few days in Ikotun, Azeez couldn’t stop crying, he missed his grandmother so much. She tried to cheer him up over her daughter’s phone, assuring him that everything would be fine. His mother, less patient, urged him to wash the dishes, sweep the room, and care for his baby sister. He had shared a bed with his grandma, but in Ikotun Azeez had to sleep on the floor. His mother would spank him if she saw him with his “dirty feet” lying on the bed.

It took a while before Azeez made any friends. There’s nobody to play with here, he told his grandma on the phone. For months, he couldn’t join a school—there wasn’t money for a private one, and the public schools had no spots yet. Most of his days were spent at home. He slept through the mornings, and in the afternoons, he sat alone at the entrance of the building, in front of the water taps, watching people pass by.

But one day in December, tired of sitting outside, Azeez decided to go for a walk. After some minutes of wandering, he spotted some boys his age playing with rubber bands and asked if he could join. “Who are you?” one of them replied with suspicion. But a boy named Bilal spoke up. “Let him stay, everybody should play with us,” he said, and handed Azeez one of his rubber bands.

Just like that, Azeez made his first friend in Ikotun.

Over time, Azeez was smiling again, his magnetic grin lighting up his whole face. He looked way younger than his fourteen years, a giggling, slender frame with pointed eyebrows and a buzz cut. His nearly black eyes, two shades darker than his skin, absorbed everything with quiet intensity. When he spoke, he did so with lively gestures and sounds, clicking his tongue against the roof of his mouth. If something excited him, he’d bite his nails and flash a radiant smile. Azeez, as his grandmother said, was a true son of joy.

After a few months, Azeez got used to Ikotun but still avoided walking in the dark. Certain streets made his chest tighten, especially the crowded and “rough” roundabout. As night falls in Ikotun, the roundabout takes on an ominous energy, one Azeez was not used to in the village. A line of beggars from northern Nigeria sits in the middle of the road while street criminals roam the area, positioning themselves in front of expensive cars to extort a few naira. People hide their money in their socks or underwear. If you go out at night, locals tell newcomers, you better shine your eyes. “Don’t listen to strangers calling your attention. Be wise and smart.” “This is a place where civility died.” “Too busy in the evening, much hullabaloo, touts and freelancers always lingering around.”

Azeez wised up fast, but there were a few unexpected scares and hard lessons. One night, he woke up and went to the shared outhouse only to find a big black cat staring directly at him. Terrified, he ran off without finishing his business. Another day, his mum, who was gradually letting the boy adjust to the new surroundings, ordered him to buy KD bread near the roundabout. She didn’t give him money for transportation, so he legged it and bought the loaf for 750 naira. On his way back, next to the petrol station, a man jostled him, causing the bread to slip from his hands and land in a large puddle. He started crying. People passed by without offering any help, and someone called him “maga.” But a woman recognized him and reassured him that she would explain the situation to his mother. She walked him home and did just that. His mother nodded in gratitude, but later that night, she spanked Azeez while forcing him to stand on one leg. Neighbors from other rooms, hearing his cries, came and begged her to stop. But she was uncompromising. When she was done, she denied him dinner. “That way, you won’t be so distracted next time,” she said. The bread had cost her almost half a day’s work.

Hungry and sore, Azeez learned a hard truth: the streets in Ikotun are unforgiving. From then on, he held the bread tightly, making sure it wouldn’t fall again.



While waiting for his school paperwork to be processed, Azeez’s mother asked a neighborhood tailor if he would take on her son as an apprentice. This was a common path in Lagos, where teenagers—future tailors, plumbers, stylists, carpenters, barbers, bakers, and welders—learned their trades through unpaid apprenticeships. In the city’s sprawling informal economy, this was often a more reliable route to employment than waiting for school to pay off. It wasn’t just about mastering one craft; these practical skills could lead to other opportunities, allowing workers to switch trades. In exchange for three years of unpaid labor, Azeez would learn how to sew, cut, and deal with customers. The tailor agreed.

The next day, Azeez’s mother sent him with malt, biscuits, and some money as a gesture of appreciation. For two days, the boss’s son tried to teach him how to use the sewing machine, but Azeez struggled to grasp the mechanics of it. Then Ayo, another apprentice, a year older than Azeez, watched for a moment before turning to the other boy. “Is this how you teach someone new? He won’t learn like that.” Ayo took over, and suddenly, everything clicked. The sewing machine’s metallic hum became the soundtrack to their friendship.

Since he didn’t have a spot in school yet, Azeez arrived at the workshop early. Every day he swept, dusted all the machines, and collected the clothes. Then he sewed or cut tops and trousers with the other boys. Azeez was captivated by Lagosians’ sense of style and the local tailors’ dexterity, constantly looking at people’s traditional attire on the street and wondering, How did they cut it? How did they sew it?

When they didn’t have any work, Ayo and Azeez played games together. One of their favorites was zlatan, where they filled a bottle with water, threw it, and tried to make it land standing upright. The first one to reach twenty points won the game. They also played football with Bilal in front of the Palace, using some old tires as goalposts. Occasionally, they told their oga, the tailor boss, they were going to buy food, only to spend their lunch money on snooker or PlayStation—with Ayo always winning, much to Azeez’s frustration. Those days, with their stomachs growling, they survived on pure water and fifty-naira biscuits.

After a few months in the workshop, Azeez got his first phone. His friend Bilal, the one who had shared his rubber band, gave him four thousand naira, and Azeez added one thousand of his own to buy an old ZTE phone. Azeez’s mum warned him, “Don’t waste your time. Be serious.” But Azeez couldn’t resist. When she was hawking on the street, he spent hours playing car and “motto”—motorcycle racing—games. He also loved Truck Simulator, a game where he had to drive a truck, pick up cargo from a location, and deliver it to specific destinations in America while adhering to traffic rules and managing delivery times. He played everywhere: at home, in the workshop, on the street.

One day, Alex, an older friend and senior apprentice in the workshop, saw him playing on his phone and teased him, saying that he was still a kid who had no idea what was happening. If he wanted to be a big man, he should stop wasting his time and make some money like them.

That day, Azeez became a Yahoo Boy.



Azeez had already heard about Yahoo back in the village. When he was eleven, he hung out with older boys, feeling there was nothing to learn from kids his own age. These teenagers were finishing secondary school, and some of them were already Yahoo Boys. Azeez followed them everywhere; when one of them cashed out, they would “lolo”—local slang for staying in a hotel. He would stay with them until 8:00 p.m., when his grandmother started to worry.

It was the first time in his life that Azeez saw so many white faces. One of the first ones was someone called “James Lee.” That man was very hard to scam. But then the boys got nudes from him and decided to blackmail him. If he didn’t transfer money, they would send those pictures to his family and friends. James bought Steam gift cards for them. Sometimes the teenagers would give a phone to Azeez to bomb white clients on Instagram, but he didn’t know how to do it. He always thought, How do they get money from these people? They mocked him, calling him a dullard, but they also indulged him with one-hundred-naira bills. With the money, Azeez bought biscuits before his grandma found out.

Two years later, Azeez felt ready. He had a personal Facebook account himself; he just had to edit it and change the profile name. Alex shared internet data and helped him set up the fake account. He shared a picture of a white woman with him, but Azeez didn’t like her—he thought she wasn’t “beautiful” enough—and found another one. He decided he would be “Vanessa,” a white “hookup” girl from America, and he used the stolen pictures of the American porn actress Lexi Belle, an “extremely cute, bubbly, and sexy 5'3" blonde bombshell,” according to her IMDb page.



Impersonation scams have a long history in Nigeria. As early as 1901, the British colonial administrator Frederick Lugard noted the prevalence of extortion through impersonation, particularly in the southern provinces. In one of his annual reports as high commissioner, Lugard described how some locals would visit villages disguised as colonial envoys—wearing a fez and a pair of trousers or a soldier’s uniform—staying for extended periods and deceiving “ignorant natives” into giving them money, cattle, or grain. But what Lugard saw as a worrying trend was, in fact, a deeper reflection of the unnatural power dynamics of colonialism.

“British rule radically changed Nigeria’s cultural, educational, and religious identity,” wrote Max Siollun in his seminal book What Britain Did to Nigeria. Siollun explained how British officials used deceit to solidify their control over Nigeria, especially in the resource-rich Niger Delta. In the late nineteenth century, many local chiefs were led to believe they were entering mutually beneficial trade agreements when, in reality, they were ceding control of their land and resources to the British. These treaties were often enforced with deceptive documents that some local leaders couldn’t fully understand.

There are also more colorful—yet no less frightening for the locals—stories of a British officer with a glass eye who would leave it on his desk when absent, leading Nigerian workers to believe he was always watching. In southeastern Nigeria, a commissioner used sleight of hand and ventriloquism to convince locals he possessed supernatural powers. This atmosphere of manipulation and fear enabled local scammers to impersonate colonial authorities. “Some Nigerians realized they could exploit the terrifying power and reputation of the white man and his symbols of authority to extort their fellow Nigerians,” Siollun wrote.

In the following decades, impersonation scams started to catch on. In 1949, the US consul in Lagos was already alerting American citizens to the existence of a “Prince Bil Morrison,” a fourteen-year-old boy who specialized in soliciting funds from Westerners. The police thought this was a case where “generous, but possibly gullible, American citizens allowed themselves to be taken in by African schoolboys.” The consul noted that the practice of soliciting money from Americans and Canadians was becoming widespread. “These young Nigerians are stated by the Police to be excellent psychologists,” he said.

However, the scamming industry in Nigeria only truly took off after the boom and bust of the oil years. In the sixties and seventies, newly discovered oil transformed Nigeria almost overnight. When OPEC imposed an oil embargo in 1973, oil prices quadrupled, making Nigeria suddenly wealthy. The country became the world’s largest importer of champagne. “Money is not Nigeria’s problem, but how to spend it,” famously remarked the head of state at the time, General Yakubu Gowon.

This rapid increase in GDP had its consequences. Mismanagement and rampant corruption took hold as local elites and international companies exploited the country’s resources. “Many foreign companies dey Africa carry all our money go,” sang Fela Kuti in “International Thief Thief,” a searing twenty-four-minute critique of collusion between Western corporations and Nigerian politicians. “Them go dey cause confusion, cause corruption, cause oppression, cause inflation.” Military juntas that once vowed to end corruption became deeply corrupt themselves. Some joked that General Ibrahim Babangida’s regime in the late eighties effectively legalized corruption. (By some estimates, corruption has cost the Nigerian economy more than $550 billion in the sixty-five years since independence.)

When oil prices dropped in the 1980s, Nigeria’s economy collapsed, triggering soaring unemployment and inflation. Meanwhile, the government kept spending as if the oil-soaked party would never end: Nigeria’s debt ballooned in a few years from $3.4 billion in 1980 to $32.9 billion by 1990. Millions of college graduates were left jobless, with many emigrating to work as nurses, doctors, bankers, or taxi drivers in the United States and United Kingdom. The years of sudden abundance followed by economic ruin fueled a get-rich-quick mentality that swept the country.

In the era of scarcity, money was everything.

“Nigerian society became monetized to the extent that power and respect were accorded to those with money—whether legitimately or dishonestly acquired,” Max Siollun wrote in Soldiers of Fortune, his study of Nigerian politics in the 1980s and ’90s. “Thus in order to gain respect and prestige, the citizenry engaged in dishonest ‘get-rich-quick’ schemes that usually deployed a subterfuge to defraud others. This association of money with power and prestige goes some way toward explaining the popularity and rapid emergence of modern prosperity churches—whose prayer and worship is centered on immediate financial advancement.”

At that time, Nigerians were already scamming other Nigerians. Walk through any major city and you’ll see signs painted on walls and gates: THIS HOUSE IS NOT FOR SALE: BEWARE 419! Since Nigerian independence it has been common for someone to show up at your door claiming they now own your house. Strangers, or even estranged relatives, had sold the property without having any legal right to it. This domestic industry of deceit—popularly known as 419 scams, after the section of the Nigerian Criminal Code dealing with fraud—soon expanded to include counterfeit goods, fake visa services, and bogus cures for every imaginable illness.

When these tactics turned outward amid a surge of newly unemployed young men, the formula of the infamous Nigerian prince became standardized. These cons typically involved the promise of a large sum of money in exchange for a small up-front fee, with the scammer disappearing once the fee was paid. Letters purportedly written by Nigerian princes or petroleum executives were sent around the world, becoming such a problem for the country’s image that Nigerian embassies bought full-page ads in European newspapers to warn readers about these too-good-to-be-true offers. Many of these scams leaned on a familiar colonial fantasy: the myth of African incompetence or naïveté. According to these stereotypes, it seemed plausible that a Nigerian with millions in his bank account would need a white man’s help to access it. The Nigerian musician Nkem Owoh captured this sentiment, singing about how white people were greedy:


White men, I will eat your dollars, will take your money and disappear

419 is just a game, we are the masters, you are the losers.



When the internet was born, scammers went paperless. Many fraudsters had worked for organized syndicates with contacts in banks, government, and the police. Now, anyone could be their own boss—all they needed was an internet connection, which was readily available in Lagos’s proliferating cybercafes. “In Festac Town, an entire community of scammers overnights on the Internet,” the Associated Press reported in 2005, three years before Azeez was born. “By day they flaunt their smart clothes and cars and hang around the Internet cafes, trading stories about successful cons and near misses, and hatching plots.”

In the early 2010s, as social media, dating apps, and Android smartphones became widespread, romance scams began to eclipse the old Nigerian prince con. The local fraudsters, once referred to as 419ers, were now Yahoo Boys. Although these scams were becoming more and more common, they were still viewed by many Nigerians as a shameful last resort for young men in their twenties who struggled to find employment. They were part of the country’s dark underbelly.

But the turbulent decade that followed, and especially the devastating economic crisis triggered by the pandemic, normalized the crime. Cases like Azeez’s became increasingly common in Lagos: videos began surfacing online of children with milk teeth aspiring to become Yahoo Boys; rumors circulated about a “Yahoo Boys Mother Association” protesting the arrests of their sons; and some parents even actively encouraged their teens to pursue fraud.

“We’ve reached a point where parents take their children to well-established Yahoo Boys, saying, ‘Teach him how to hustle,’” said the political writer Ademola Adeeko. I heard similar comments from workers in Ikotun. “I have a friend who just had one child. She says, ‘Go fast o, once you have age, you start Yahoo,’” Modupe, the young boutique owner, told me.

Inflation played a key role. For example, if a worker earned 50,000 naira in 2020, a Yahoo Boy needed to scam $100 every month to equal the worker’s economic power. Four years later, that same $100 would bring in 150,000 naira on the black market, while the worker’s wages had stagnated in the face of inflation.



Azeez soon became obsessed with his white clients. He enjoyed chatting with them, always learning something new from each conversation. His curiosity drew him to seek out clients on Facebook mainly from California, an exotic place that sounded “very interesting” to him. Whenever someone wanted to know about Vanessa’s location in the United States, Azeez would simply google their town’s name followed by “30 minutes away,” and choose a random result to provide an answer.

“Yahoo is not about age, Yahoo is about brain,” Alex, Azeez’s older friend who introduced him to the scams, told me. When I asked him to describe Azeez, he said, “Stubborn. He doesn’t give up. He comes from a poor background, but he will get whatever he wants.”

In the West, fraud experts often imagine Nigerian scammers being trained by sophisticated international crime syndicates. In truth, many teenagers like Azeez, some still struggling with basic English, start scamming under peer pressure from older friends on the street. These boys have little understanding of what white people thousands of miles away are looking for. To bridge that gap, they rely on pre-written formats passed from one Yahoo Boy to another and their ability to wise up quickly.

Azeez gathered as many formats as he could. He had heard of a guy named Chibuike—someone he often saw just a street away from his house—who had made a lot of money from Yahoo. Determined to improve his own game, Azeez got Chibuike’s number and texted him. Chibuike agreed to share his formats, but only if Azeez paid him first. Azeez immediately blocked his number and deleted it. Did Chibuike think he was stupid? They were on the same level; both of them were scamming the white man. Besides, Azeez knew he could also find those formats elsewhere. A quick Google search for “dating maga format” turned up plenty, and he saved a few.

The formats are written documents with step-by-step information on what to say to the romance scam victims. It’s unclear who wrote them in the first place, but in some cases they’re incredibly detailed, revealing a knowledge of Western life that most kids who start the scam like Azeez lack. These are three examples from the document-sharing website Scribd:


	“Dating Format 1,” uploaded by Silent Exchange (189,000 views): Nineteen pages. First paragraph: “I have been married for the last 27 years and am now finding myself single again. I am so new at this. I have no idea exactly what it is am looking for but can share with you some of the things I would hope for and that you should know about me.”

	“List of Pages to Bomb on Facebook to Get Sure Clients,” uploaded by Anakpulu Victor (21,000 views): Two pages. Sample advice: “No dey sleep on top of bicycle, bomb clients.” (A rough translation from Pidgin English would be “Don’t waste your time, go after clients aggressively.”) The list includes Facebook groups like “National Rifle Association,” “Missing Truck Driver Alert Network,” “CARS-MY-DRUG,” “NASCAR on FOX,” “The Silent Majority,” and “1 Million People to Defeat Barack Obama.”

	“Hook Up Format PDF,” uploaded by Lanre (91,000 views): Seventeen pages. This format includes lines used in scams like the one Azeez was learning. “I won’t come over if I don’t confirm payment you have to accept to my terms and conditions.” “I have to confirm half of your payment and after fucking the rest.” “I don’t accept cash for the first time payment I only accept gift cards for the first time payment due to rape and harassment issues you fuck alone no friend involved.”



Azeez memorized some of these responses. Whenever he talked on Facebook to one of his clients, he’d ask, “Are you interested in me?” “I’m down for a hookup, what are you here for?” “I’m not here to play, are you?” “I’m real. What about you?” “I’m looking for a man who will take care of me.” “Are you sure you’re going to take care of me?” If the client said yes, he would then ask them for money.

For Azeez, the hustle looked more like a game than a crime, a challenge that could be solved if he outsmarted the client. Back then, he didn’t have a girlfriend and had just a vague idea of what sex was, but he only had to tell his clients that she, Vanessa, a white woman with blond hair and a Kim Kardashian butt, wanted to fuck them.

“U like sex on both sides?” a seventy-year-old man from Texas would later text Azeez.

“Of course Hun,” Azeez replied.

In his first few months as a scammer, Azeez didn’t get any money. He either asked for it too soon or replied with the wrong answers. But he was learning fast. When he didn’t know what his male clients were saying, he would ask an older friend what “doing a 69” meant. Americans, Azeez soon learned, love sex—his friend Ayo, who was also becoming a Yahoo Boy, put it more bluntly: “Americans love pussy.”



In May 2023, as Lagos approached the rainy season, Azeez’s mother still had no idea what her son was up to. She assumed he was just playing games. She had already threatened to confiscate his phone, so Azeez mostly used it at night.

One Thursday night, while his mother slept on the bed and his two-year-old sister dozed beside her, Azeez met an Englishman named Pete on Facebook. As usual, Azeez sent nude pictures, and promised Pete that Vanessa would visit him as soon as he sent money. In those first messages, Pete shared details about his life—his job, his friends, his dog. He said that he spent fifty pounds just to feed his dog every day. How could someone spend so much on a dog? Azeez wondered. He imagined what he could do with those fifty pounds: food, new slippers, maybe some clothes. He was already dreaming of riches, perhaps even building a house for his mum, if he could get as much money as some older guys did in Ikotun. He saw firsthand how hard his mum worked, waking up around four in the morning to prepare the food she sold at the market.

A couple of hours later, Pete promised to send a ten-dollar gift card for gas so Vanessa could visit him. Azeez could hardly believe it, but the Englishman followed through, sending a picture of the card. The next morning, Azeez turned to his older cousin, who was also into scamming, to help him exchange the gift card for naira. Although he only got five thousand naira—far less than the card’s actual value—Azeez didn’t mind. It was his first cash-out, and he was over the moon.

That Friday, the fourteen-year-old boy arrived at the workshop late. Luckily for him, his oga wasn’t around. His friends saw him and immediately knew something was off. They started asking him questions. Azeez hadn’t planned on telling them, but the words slipped out. “I cashed out!” he told the tailor apprentices. They erupted in cheers, hailing him and calling him “chief.” He showed them the conversations with the white man and the ten-dollar gift card.

“That maga,” Azeez said, grinning, “is a madman!”

Predictably, his friends then started asking him for money. He handed out four five-hundred-naira bills, and the boys kept shouting, “More cash-out!” Azeez was proud of himself. He hated when one of the older apprentices bragged about “killing one maga” (scamming a white person) without sharing. That day, Azeez would later realize, was when his older friends began to respect him. But when they pressed him for more, he made an excuse. He had chores to do for his mum.

Behind their backs, Azeez decided to spend the remaining three thousand naira on himself. If he had told them about it, they would have tried to convince him to stay there and buy bread and beans for all of them.

Around four in the afternoon, he set off on a long walk from the workshop. Azeez crisscrossed the bustling streets, dodging honking kekes and okadas and weaving through the snaking crowds dressed in every imaginable pattern, like a moving mural containing all the colors in the world. His legs ached, but he pushed on. After crossing Ikotun round- about, he passed the white mannequins lining the entrance of the Ikotun market, where his mother spent her days balancing a heavy tray on her head.

Finally, he reached his destination: Foodcity.

The two-story restaurant stood impressively on the side of the main road, painted in red and white, with bold letters spelling out its name. He had passed by Foodcity many times, imagining the relief of its cool air against the sweltering heat outside. The first time he was with Bilal and some friends, on their way to a nearby swimming pool. (Bilal had promised to cover Azeez’s five-hundred-naira ticket.) When Azeez first laid eyes on the building, he was struck by it. It looked veeeeery fine. His friends teased him, laughing as they asked if he wanted to eat there and pay for their meals. But in that moment, Azeez made up his mind: one day, he would earn enough money to dine there.

Now, standing at the entrance, his dream had finally come true.

Inside the restaurant, a cool blast of air-conditioning washed over him. A security guard eyed Azeez—a small boy in a modest dark blue and white Ankara top and shorts—and demanded, rudely, what a boy like him was doing in a place like Foodcity. Azeez hesitated, unsure of what to say, but before he had to, another guard intervened. “Leave him,” he said. “He’s here to spend his money.” Without a word, Azeez walked past them. At the cashier’s station, just tall enough to peer over the glass counter, Azeez saw trays piled high with meats, fish, rice, noodles, shawarma, plantain, semo, amala, egusi soup, okra soup, and ogbono soup. For a newcomer, amid the warm smell of reheated broths and familiar and comforting spices, the choices might be overwhelming, but Azeez had already made up his mind: two portions of jollof rice and a large chicken wing. He spent all three thousand naira—fifteen times what his mother had given him that morning for garri and beans.

Once his food was microwaved and served, Azeez found an empty table near an air-conditioning tower and sat down facing the door. Around him, the red-and-white theme was everywhere: red plastic chairs, white tables, red plush sofas. The walls were adorned with Foodcity’s cheerful, Coca-Cola-esque ads, featuring smiling people of different ethnicities: FAMILY. FRIENDSHIP. SHARING.

The restaurant was fairly crowded. Older men—“big men,” as Azeez called them—sat at nearby tables, eating and chatting. Surrounded by them, he felt a quiet sense of pride. Normally, he would have wolfed down his meal in five minutes. But today, sitting in air-conditioning for the first time in his life, he wanted to take it all in. He ate slowly, savoring each bite, letting the cool air wash over him while the boiling city beyond the tinted glass ran endlessly on. Between mouthfuls, Azeez snapped selfies with his chicken and posted them on Snapchat and WhatsApp.

After lunch, as he walked back to the workshop, his legs no longer ached, and the roughness of Ikotun roundabout didn’t bother him anymore. Later, he would try to remember what he was thinking at that moment—but he couldn’t. Life felt pure and simple, his belly was full, and he was happy. He wasn’t thinking of anything at all.

Only the next morning did Azeez wake up with a new determination: to keep bombing and collecting money from other magas, just so he could eat at Foodcity again.







5
Richie and Trisha



The hotel ceiling fan spun lazily at first, then picked up speed, slicing through the air with a faintly unsettling rhythm. It was Lagos hot, sticky and sweltering, but I’d chosen the fan over the rattling air conditioner because I couldn’t hear Richie otherwise, even though he was sitting less than a meter away. He didn’t seem particularly interested in our conversation. He spoke in half sentences, his voice coming in soft whispers, and his energy was low, like a phone in battery-saver mode.

I’d already interviewed dozens of Yahoo Boys in unremarkable hotel rooms like this one, with yellowed sheets on a double bed, a wobbly chair, a Bible, and the casual Fela Kuti picture on the wall. At first, many scammers were hesitant to discuss their criminal activities with me, offering the usual tropes about how poverty drove them to scams, and how the hustle was only getting harder. It often took a few minutes to gauge whether they’d open up or shut down. This time, sitting on the edge of the bed, I guessed it would be the latter.

But I was wrong. Fifteen minutes in, the energy in the room shifted; Richie’s answers grew longer, as if he’d overcome his initial nervousness. Timid as he was, Richie wanted to talk. The twenty-four-year-old man pulled out his phone and showed me photos of different victims. I pointed to one of them and asked if she was the woman he’d been referring to as “Trisha.”

“No, she’s not…” he replied, initially trailing off. Then he added, “Trisha is dead now.”

For the next two hours, Richie—a wiry, tawny-skinned man with piercing, darting eyes and impeccably spotless black clothes—told me the story of a white woman from Kentucky who had died while he scammed her. He didn’t know exactly how, but he suspected her husband had killed her: Trisha had confided bad things about the man, who resented how much time she spent on the phone with Richie. But maybe she’d died of cancer. Or perhaps she’d taken her own life. He wasn’t sure. The only certainty, Richie said, was that Trisha was dead. He’d seen it.

In 2022, he received a text from Trisha’s husband, with a photo of her body in a coffin. “Are you happy now?” the husband asked him. Scared, Richie deleted the picture immediately. But even now, he told me, the image was vivid in his mind: the open coffin, Trisha’s lifeless body, cotton plugging her nostrils. He didn’t entirely blame himself, though he admitted that without him, Trisha might still be alive.

“I wish,” he said somewhat cryptically, “that Trisha wasn’t haunted by love.”



Richie was born in Ikotun. When his parents divorced, his dad took him to Badagry, a town that once served as a hub of the slave trade, about an hour and a half from Lagos. He remembered those years fondly, a happy kid playing with friends on the beach. But one day, his mum came to Badagry and told him she wanted to buy him clothes. They took one bus, then another, and another. After an hour, he realized they weren’t buying clothes—they’d left Badagry for good. When they reached her house in Ikotun, his mum told Richie his dad had agreed he’d be living with her from then on.

Richie never saw his dad again, and he always resented his mum for it. He hated living with her in Ikotun, especially when she remarried. One day, years later, his stepfather said that Richie’s dad deserved to be dead. “From then on, I decided I was never going to respect him again,” Richie told me. “I wasn’t even going to greet him.”

Richie quickly sought independence. His first job came at sixteen, right after finishing secondary school. A friend brought him to a bakery in need of workers. Richie approached the baker and said, “Sir, I’m ready to work.” It was more like an apprenticeship, similar to Azeez’s tailoring job. They promised a monthly salary of four thousand naira, but he rarely received more than fifteen hundred naira. In the bakery, Richie understood the importance of cleanliness and organization. He also learned to make bread: combining flour, water, yeast, sugar, and salt; mixing until smooth; kneading the dough until it was soft and elastic; letting it rise; shaping it into loaves; and baking them until golden brown.

But Richie’s career as a baker came to an end two years later. One night, he worked until 11:00 p.m. and said goodbye to his boss. The owner insisted he stay until all the bread was finished, maybe even spend the night. When Richie refused, the owner warned him that if he left, he shouldn’t come back. Richie walked out.

By then, he was living with his mum in Abaranje, a neighborhood near Ikotun. Across his street was a Bet9ja shop, a sports betting center found on nearly every corner in Lagos. One day, Richie entered the store and opened up to the owner. “Sir, I want to work.” They already knew each other; sometimes, the owner bought drinks for the young men in the area. He decided to take Richie under his wing.

The shop was a modest concrete building with a few antennas perched on top. Inside, six monitors displayed bets and scores, with cables tangled across the pastel-red walls and a bare, sagging ceiling overhead. The floor was usually littered with crumpled receipts, evidence of customers’ losses. On either side of the shop was an electric-green counter, where two cashiers took bets from the young customers who frequented the place. Even with just ten people inside, the shop felt crowded.

For the next year and a half, Richie earned ten thousand naira a month—less than twenty-five dollars at the time—working as cashier. He also made some naira by conning customers in what he called “seeing game.” Punters could place bets on either real sports events or “virtual” games, where outcomes were simulated. Richie learned from an older cashier that he could gamble on virtual games on the computer screen without customers noticing, using their money to make a profit. The owner didn’t know about the scheme, which likely explained why he never understood the daily scuffles between workers for the virtual cashier seat, the only place where they could run the scam. “It’s not something you do every time,” Richie said, “only with people who don’t really watch the game they’re playing.”

The Bet9ja job hardened him, especially in dealing with angry customers. Whenever someone owed him money—even one thousand naira—he’d grab their phone. One day, a customer punched Richie in the nose, knocking him to the ground. Blood was everywhere. Later, the boss arrived, calmed things down, and got Richie medical treatment. Another time, a customer asked Richie to place a bet for him without paying up front. The bet won, and the customer demanded his payout. “We don’t play like that,” Richie told him. “You give me the money first, then I place the bet.” Later that night, as Richie was heading home after closing the store, that customer struck him from behind.

Richie aspired to something better. At nineteen, he wanted to keep studying: he dreamed of becoming a journalist, fascinated by the idea of talking to people from diverse backgrounds and cultures. But his grades weren’t good enough for university. Unable to study mass communications in the city of Ilorin, he applied for a two-year course in purchasing and supply at the Polytechnic Ibadan. He received the acceptance notification while at Bet9ja with friends. They were all thrilled for him—few people in Ikotun could afford tertiary education. The full tuition was ninety thousand naira. His mother had saved fifty thousand, and Richie had been setting aside the rest.

Under pressure to save money for the Polytechnic, Richie turned to Yahoo. He’d been exposed to it at the shop, where boys gathered every day to charge their phones. Sometimes Richie overheard their conversations and watched them interact with clients. If he had to pinpoint the moment he decided to become a Yahoo Boy, it would likely be the evening a friend showed up with a new Tecno Spark phone and a fake Patek wristwatch. Not long after, that same person treated him to drinks in Igando. Richie wanted in.

His friend was doing the “BDSM” or “Mistress and Slave” scam, targeting white men online who sought domination by white women. The cycle of ever-evolving scams was a common feature of the industry. As Westerners became wise to certain schemes, outdated cons—like the Nigerian prince or the distressed soldier abroad—became less profitable. In response, scammers adapted quickly, trying new angles and strategies. When one tactic proved successful, it spread like wildfire.

But Richie quickly realized the BDSM scam wasn’t for him. He didn’t make any money, and the whole scheme felt strange. He then moved to hookup, pretending to be a white woman wooing white men. After a few weeks chatting with Westerners, he received twenty-five dollars from an American man. “I remember thinking, Damn, someone would pay this much for a nude?” he told me. “I knew I had to commit more time.” Richie thought he didn’t want to work at Bet9ja again, so he left the job two months before heading to Ibadan.



On his way to Ibadan, a two-hour journey from Lagos, Richie was beaming. It was the first time he traveled to another big city as an adult. He felt like this was the start of a new chapter, full of new friends and experiences. “I wanted to study and live a better life,” he told me.

But the first days in Ibadan weren’t easy. A group of “cult boys” broke into his room, spread food on his bed, and stole all his clothes. “They even took my native wear,” he said. For days, he only had the hoodie and jeans he was wearing. The cult boys wanted to recruit him, but Richie held a deep disdain for them. “To me, cultists only cause trouble,” he said. In Nigeria, cult groups operate as secret, illegal societies, often shrouded in violence and mystery. They stem from confraternities, which were originally founded on the cusp of Nigerian independence as student brotherhoods promoting camaraderie and academic achievement. But some confraternities evolved into dangerous organizations embroiled in crime, power struggles, and campus violence. In hotels across Ikotun and throughout the city, it’s common to see signs reading:


SAY NO TO CULTISM AND CULT KILLINGS: CULT GATHERINGS NOT ALLOWED WITHIN THIS PREMISES



Richie sought help from an older friend at the university, who spoke to the cult boys and convinced them to leave Richie in peace. From then on, Richie focused on adjusting to university, a world far more complex than Ikotun. Back home, he knew everyone; here, he had to be more reserved. “Those years, I learned a lot,” he told me. “Whatever you’re doing, do it carefully. When someone calls himself your friend, you need to know where he’s coming from. You gotta know his footsteps. Don’t take any nonsense. The best thing is to be yourself.”

Once at the Polytechnic, Richie tried not to miss a single class. He loved meeting new people and making new friends. He gave himself the nickname “Xavage.” “I was the kind of person who sits at the back where you surely are gonna laugh.” When I asked him what he remembered learning, he didn’t go into specifics. “Yeah, my lectures … some things about purchasing and supply.” He soon realized the course wasn’t for him—too many numbers and calculations. He kept going to classes, but Richie’s focus shifted to scamming.

For some Yahoo Boys, the path toward scams begins shortly after entering university. They see that their degrees may offer little advantage in a bleak job market (“school na scam,” some Nigerians claim), while other students have iPhones, park their Lexuses next to their professors’ modest cars, and post pictures of their girlfriends. University professors know better than anybody how the situation has dramatically shifted. “We used to be role models for young undergraduates. But now things have changed,” one lecturer said. “Most of them don’t want to dress like professors or speak like professors or be reckoned with like professors. They just want to make money.”

Politicians are well aware of this dilemma too. In November 2021, former vice president Yemi Osinbajo addressed students at KolaDaisi University in Ibadan, only a half-hour drive from the Polytechnic: “Don’t be distracted by the Yahoo-Yahoo Boys that are coming up one day with fancy cars. Their days are always numbered. They will go to jail one day,” he warned. “What is the point of making money when you can’t sleep well at night?”

But Richie didn’t care about sleep; at twenty-one, all he cared about was money. Every day, he met other guys in class who traded scam formats and supported each other. Richie decided to move from hookup scams to dating scams, this time targeting American women while impersonating a white fitness instructor living in Dubai. He realized that mastering the hustle required daily practice: the more time he spent scamming, the better he understood his clients and the more money he made. Gradually, he stopped attending classes.

“If I have clients to talk to, I don’t go to lectures,” he told me. “The client helps cover my bills. I’d rather be on my phone from morning till night. There’s an urgency when you’re texting someone who promises you money. It makes you want to commit all your time.”

As the money started to roll in, Richie became obsessed with looking sharp. He believed that dressing well would earn his friends’ respect. He splurged on designer clothes and Nike shoes. Unlike many Yahoo Boys, he avoided flashy designs with big Dior and Dolce & Gabbana logos. He preferred a clean look—simple, high-quality clothes that set him apart from the crowd.

When I asked how many guys in his class were involved in scams, he sighed and let out a long “Daaaaaaamn.” This reaction took me off guard; Richie was the opposite of expressive.

“I’d say eighty percent of the guys,” he told me. “Everybody was doing it.”



The figure Richie offered was staggering, but it was a number I had already encountered multiple times.

In December 2023, controversy erupted on Twitter after Ola Olukoyede, director of Nigeria’s Economic and Financial Crimes Commission (EFCC), made a surprising remark during a meeting with a media organization: “It is worrisome that 7 out of 10 students today are involved in cybercrimes,” he said, according to a statement released on Twitter. “These are the youths we are preparing to be leaders of tomorrow. The media should not relent in enlightening them on the evils of such criminal practices.”

The reaction on social media was swift and intense. How could the director of the EFCC make such a claim? Where was the evidence? Many Nigerians condemned it as irresponsible, further damaging the country’s reputation. Shortly after, the EFCC released a messy follow-up statement clarifying that the director had been misquoted. “He did say that reports and intelligence available to him indicated that, unless this trajectory of youth involvement in internet fraud is addressed and reversed, the future of their leadership of our great nation may be threatened and if it continues in the next 10 years, 7 out 10 of our youths may be getting involved in cybercrimes. At no time did he say that ‘seven out of 10’ Nigerian students are criminals.” Despite this clarification, the EFCC didn’t delete the original statement.

The EFCC is officially tasked with prosecuting corruption, financial crimes, and cybercrimes in one of the most corrupt countries in the world. However, many Nigerians feel its efforts are overwhelmingly directed at Yahoo Boys rather than tackling more significant crimes like public embezzlement. On the EFCC website, most statements feature photos of young Nigerians arrested for scams. Each of them wears a shameful expression as they hold a sign detailing their alleged crimes. On the record, the agency arrests a few thousand Yahoo Boys each year. Sources within the EFCC, however, suggest these arrests are just a drop in the ocean. “There has been a serious increase in Yahoo Boys over the last few years,” a high-ranking agency source told me. “It wasn’t accepted before, but now it’s what most of the youths want to do.”

Estimating the current or future number of Yahoo Boys in Nigeria is next to impossible. With a population of over two hundred million, hundreds of different tribes, cultures, and languages, a median age under eighteen, and—perhaps most important—no reliable census since 2005, any figure is anecdotal at best. Still, rough estimates might give some idea of the scope of the problem.

In a recent survey of 435 students at a Nigerian university, only fourteen undergraduates admitted to having engaged in internet fraud. However, when asked if they believed internet fraud was prevalent among young people, 73 percent agreed it was widespread. When I asked dozens of scammers for their own estimates, most guessed that 60 to 80 percent of young men in Lagos are involved. At first, I found those numbers hard to believe. In many ways, I still do: these guys are more likely to know other Yahoo Boys, so their view is skewed, and their estimates likely include both people who tried once and stopped and those who are still doing it. But after hearing similar figures over and over from regular workers in Ikotun, I began to wonder if I was underestimating the scale of the problem. I kept asking the same question, and I kept getting the same answer.

“I would say seventy-five percent are into Yahoo. Even the one who is repairing a phone during the day is doing Yahoo at night. They’re working because they don’t want people to put eyes on them,” Toyin, a local nurse who worked in Ikotun, told me. Paul, the waiter who felt morally superior to Yahoo Boys, gave me a similar estimate. “Let’s say thirty percent are trying to hustle, work with their hands to feed themselves. Seventy percent don’t want to work. That’s why they are running after Yahoo now.”

A local police officer with years of experience in Ikotun estimated a lower figure: “In Ikotun now, out of one hundred … I’d say forty-five or fifty percent.”

This trend in Lagos isn’t limited to Ikotun. Similar patterns are visible in other impoverished communities, like Ikorodu. “If you randomly select 20 teenagers between the ages of 14 and 18 in Ikorudu, I can assure you that 80% are already into internet scams, and the remaining 20%, given the time, will eventually fall in to peer pressure,” said Tunde Onakoya, a Nigerian chess player who founded the organization Chess in Slums Africa. Onakoya was speaking from experience: he’d grown up in the slums of Ikorodu himself. “The only thing that prevented me from getting into Yahoo was because I couldn’t afford a laptop.”

To get a better sense of how widespread internet fraud is among Nigerian youth, I headed to Lagos State University one sunny day in May to meet with Adedeji Oyenuga, a top expert on cybercrime. He’s been doing research on Yahoo Boys for the last fifteen years. His office was crowded with pictures and medals from the United Nations and other international organizations. In 2017, Oyenuga published his PhD thesis, “Youth and Cybercrime Culture in Lagos State, Nigeria,” in which he explored the different ramifications of cybercrime in the Nigerian metropolis. He interviewed twenty Yahoo Boys, along with cybercafe owners and police officers. Like many researchers before him, he faced trust issues with his subjects. One of the Yahoo Boys even used a handkerchief to hold the pen he used to sign the informed consent form.

Oyenuga dismissed the idea that young people turn to cybercrime solely because of poverty. For him, the main driver was peer pressure. “Poverty is not a major driving force as majority of the youth involved in cybercrime identified access to the Internet and peer influence as major factors influencing involvement in cybercrime,” he wrote in his thesis. Dating scams, he observed, were almost a rite of passage into cybercrime, followed by specialization in different techniques.

The thesis was filled with fascinating insights. A police officer noted he could identify Yahoo Boys by the calluses on their fingers from heavy laptop use; a Yahoo Boy explained that “dating” is the safest cybercrime to perpetrate because “no one can arrest you for collecting money from your sweetheart.” Another scammer argued that Yahoo was a form of colonial reparations—an argument I rarely heard from the fraudsters I talked to: “A very long time ago, our parents were taken as slaves. They worked tirelessly for the development of the foreign lands. Some of them were lucky to come back, while many remained there. As far as I am concerned, this is a way of taking back what they took from us with lies and deceit.”

In his thesis and later publications, Oyenuga has never attempted to quantify the scale of the problem. So that day in his office, I asked him directly: How many Yahoo Boys are there? “It’s impossible to know exactly, but there are a lot,” he replied. I shared with him the responses I had received from Yahoo Boys and local people on the street, along with my skepticism. He smirked. “Of course, they’re exaggerating,” he said. Still, I pressed for an estimate. “Forty percent? Fifty percent?” he ventured.

Months later, before publishing an article on the topic, I sent him a WhatsApp message, asking if it would be reasonable to estimate the number of scammers in the “hundreds of thousands.” I emphasized that I didn’t want to overstate the problem. His reply was brief: “I’d say that’s an underestimation. There are just too many.”



Richie didn’t complete his two-year course in Ibadan. When final exams came at the Polytechnic, he didn’t even show up—he was making so much money that a degree felt pointless.

In 2021, he moved back to Lagos to scam full-time. Unlike Biggy or Chibuike, who worked solo, Richie teamed up with five other Yahoo Boys in a high-end two-bedroom apartment in Lekki, one of the most expensive neighborhoods in Lagos. They paid thirty thousand naira a day, an exorbitant amount for a regular Nigerian worker. But they had a new “update” that was working wonders. Besides, Richie and his friends, whom he had met at his church in Ikotun, could split the bill and help each other out when needed.

On their first night, one of Richie’s friends took them out to celebrate. This guy was practically a legend in their circle, known for “wiring” as much as six thousand dollars in a single day. He ordered three Ubers to the mall, treated everyone to food, splurged on designer clothes, and later took them all to the beach. “Since that day, I have so much respect for that guy,” Richie told me. “I’m sure he spent over two million naira.” That was more than three thousand dollars at the time.

At the apartment in Lekki, they passed most of the day scamming Westerners, each chatting with their own clients. Whenever one of them cashed out, he’d stir the others up with cheers, prayers, and words of encouragement, attributing the success to “grace.” (Unlike most of the Yahoo Boys I spoke to, Richie rejected the idea of God’s help, saying, “There’s no God intervention. You can’t expect God to have anything to do with scam.”) During the day, they’d share insights and oc- casionally have a laugh about their own clients. Late at night, after hours spent glued to their phones while smoking drugs, they’d eventually collapse onto one of the two king-sized beds spread across the two rooms.

In more than fifteen hours of interviews, I saw Richie smile only when he talked about this apartment. “It was cool. Back then, it was all cool,” he repeated with a hint of nostalgia.

There’s a common misconception about how Yahoo Boys operate. The narrative often portrayed by Western media suggests that most Nigerian scammers are part of well-organized, Mafia-like syndicates—likely confusing them with groups in places like Myanmar, Cambodia, and Laos. Gangsters there rely on forced labor, and their operations are far more sophisticated than those of the average Nigerian scammer, many of whom are under the age of eighteen. Some Nigerians do find their way into such groups and engage in business email compromise (BEC) scams, in which a network of scammers hacks or impersonates corporate email accounts to intercept invoices or redirect wire transfers to fraudulent accounts. These cases tend to make headlines, especially when police raid entire buildings or apartments filled with scammers.

But most of the Yahoo Boys I met in Lagos operated independently. When they needed help, they would find a friend of a friend who, for the right price, could launder money, forge a certificate, or build a fake website. Others, like Richie and his friends, simply teamed up and lived together.

Each of them specialized in a different aspect of the scam. Richie was the “picker”—the guy responsible for moving their money from the United States to Nigeria—which entailed running a meta-scam of sorts. He’d begin by finding American women on Facebook, introducing himself as “Richie,” a white American businessman working overseas, while trying to develop a romantic relationship with them. (He used his real name because he couldn’t think of another in that moment.) Eventually, he’d persuade them to accept money from his “associates,” who were actually just his friends’ victims, and convert the money to Bitcoin for him. Essentially, Richie turned his clients into unwitting money mules. Richie was very good at his job—so good that he ended up using one MacBook and four iPhones, all to juggle his dozens of Apple IDs. To avoid too many questions, he often gave a small percentage to the mules. “If I got one thousand dollars, they’d keep seventy-five dollars,” he told me. Over time, he laundered tens of thousands of dollars, earning a 30 percent cut from his friends’ transactions.

And it all happened thanks to Trisha.

Trisha was a middle-aged white woman from Kentucky with thin eyebrows, spidery fake eyelashes, and neon-pink lipstick. She’d had a work-related accident a few years before. As a result, she was unemployed, spending a lot of time at home. Her being married was a frustration for Richie, as she was initially reluctant to talk to him. “It was kind of stressful, because she wasn’t giving me that kind of attention,” he told me. But soon he found a solution. “We had this format to make the clients feel happy. I used it first, then I used my own words.”

For the first two weeks, he kept things light—he didn’t ask Trisha for money, didn’t bring up any transactions, and kept the conversations casual and friendly. It helped him gain Trisha’s trust. Richie learned that Trisha was married to a Californian man with a bad temper. Often, when they were on the phone, Richie would hear him in the background, yelling at her. He realized that if he asked her simple, caring questions when her husband wasn’t around—“How was your day?” “What did you eat for lunch?”—she would develop feelings for him, making the whole operation easier. Slowly, the businesslike conversations turned into something more personal. They moved from just talking about Bitcoin to singing Wiz Khalifa’s “See You Again” and Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect.” He called her “sweetheart” and “babe.” “Sometimes she cried happy tears,” Richie told me. “I made her happy.”

But Trisha’s husband wasn’t happy. His wife was spending so much time on the phone that he became jealous. One night, the husband called Richie to warn that he would track Richie down if the talks with Trisha continued. But the husband was behaving “hard” on her, and Richie, who supposedly was a former FBI agent, threatened him. If the husband kept abusing Trisha or complaining about their conversations, Richie told him, he would call his police friends.

“He was very scared about it,” Richie explained. “He told me: ‘I don’t want to lose my job. Please don’t do this.’”

It worked. For a while, Trisha’s husband didn’t interfere in their “business.” When Richie told her his bank account was frozen and he needed to move money in Bitcoin, Trisha complied. She happily accepted a portion of the funds herself, believing she was doing business with him. “She used the money for gas or medications,” Richie said.

With all of Trisha’s information—she had sent him her Social Security number, driver’s license, and pictures of her holding her license—Richie opened dozens of bank accounts. His friends in Lekki appreciated Trisha because she didn’t complain. “I used Trisha for everyone who tried to receive money,” he said. Some days, Richie moved so much money that Trisha had to go to a Bitcoin ATM at 2:00 a.m. in the United States, especially when he had reached his Cash App limit. “Trisha was a kind and understanding woman with a deep passion for true love,” Richie told me, with a sense of heaviness in his voice, avoiding eye contact. “She would sacrifice anything for love.”

With the money, Richie splurged on clothes and fancy hotels for his girlfriend in Ikeja, a wealthy part of Mainland Lagos. But he rarely went out to clubs or bars like other fraudsters. “Richie always kept to himself,” Jessica, his ex-girlfriend, recalled. “He didn’t go out. He preferred staying indoors all day, on his phone.”

Jessica, a slim, timid woman with lively eyes and a beautiful laugh, understood what her boyfriend did for a living, and she didn’t mind. Still, she sometimes wondered if all those hours Richie spent on his phone included flirting with other Nigerian women. She became suspicious when she noticed him frequently messaging someone saved as “Sugar (L).”

“I was jealous. I kept thinking, who is Sugar?” Jessica told me.

One night, Jessica waited until Richie was asleep, then unlocked his phone to check his WhatsApp. Only then, as she saw her photos, did she realize that “Sugar” was actually Trisha, Richie’s main client. Jessica couldn’t suppress a smile in the darkness of the hotel room.

Richie and Jessica mostly stayed in hotels and rarely ventured out. Richie only took her to Ikeja Mall, an upscale shopping center with Western clothing stores like Nike, Lacoste, and Levi’s. One day, Richie bought matching hoodies and trousers for both of them, spending forty thousand naira each—over a hundred dollars in total. Jessica couldn’t believe it. “I was annoyed with him,” she said. “I was like, ‘Why did you spend eighty thousand naira on those clothes? You could have bought them cheaper somewhere else.’ But he insisted they were unique.”

Despite all the money flowing in, Richie never invested the money or saved it. He considered setting up a POS business for Jessica, but the plans fizzled out. “There’s something about this Yahoo money,” he told me. “If you don’t invest it, you can’t keep it. You have to spend it.”

At just twenty-two, Richie had yet to realize how quickly life could spiral out of control. When they started living in the Lekki apartment, Richie’s friends had asked him how he managed to stay up all night, eyes wide open, texting clients. “There’s no reason to sleep if you haven’t made enough money for the next day,” he usually said. He introduced them to meth. They soon started smoking more than he did, ignoring his advice to balance it with something milder to stay grounded. “If you smoke it all the time … it’s not good. It can damage your body very fast,” he said.

Drugs took their toll. His best friend began smoking heavily from a bowl and eventually passed away after struggling with mental health issues. Another friend, high on meth, claimed he was “wiser than God.” Now everyone believed he’d lost his mind.

Meanwhile, in America, the scam began to unravel. Banks repeatedly closed Trisha’s accounts, tanking her credit score. “She had Wells Fargo; they had to close it down. She had Bank of America; they had to close it down—all because of Zelle and Venmo,” Richie said. Victims of his friends’ scams, who were unknowingly sending money to Trisha’s accounts, filed complaints with their banks, seeking to recover their lost funds. The banks traced the transactions back to Trisha, leading to foreclosures and mounting debt. This further eroded Richie’s relationship with Trisha.

Back in Lagos, Jessica was also losing patience. One day, she snapped at Richie, saying, “Why don’t you leave this Trisha alone? Come to bed!” Trisha overheard the argument over the phone. “It caused a big issue between me and Trisha,” Richie said. “From that day on, everything changed. Trisha’s very emotional and doesn’t like getting hurt.” Richie sometimes suspected Jessica was jealous of Trisha too, though Jessica denied it. A few months later, Richie and Jessica broke up. He was running out of money for hotels, Jessica had returned to her family’s home in Ogun State, and the distance strained their relationship beyond repair.

The story becomes impossibly murky at this point. No matter how many questions I asked, Richie always offered the same few fragmented details. Whether it was the drugs, feelings of trauma, or intentional vagueness, I could never be sure. All I could gather is that by early 2022, Trisha’s life—her marriage, her home, her health—was unraveling rapidly. Richie seemed to feel it too.

“I was scared. I knew that if something happened to her, I would be blamed for it,” Richie told me. “I suggested to Trisha that maybe if I leave her, if I stop talking to her, everything will be fine. She got mad. She said, ‘Fuck you, it’s going to be worse.’”

In our first interview, Richie claimed that Trisha had even thought about transferring the deed of her house in Kentucky to Richie’s name—a wild idea, given that “Richie,” the white fitness instructor in Dubai, was actually a Nigerian scammer living in Lagos. Yet Richie maintained that Trisha was serious about it. “That could be why her husband killed her,” Richie told me. “He’s a very wicked man. He tried to poison her.”

According to Richie’s story, Trisha was admitted to a hospital for treatment for poisoning. She kept saying Richie’s name while lying in bed. “The nurse told me on the phone that Trisha only wanted to talk to me.” Days later, she was discharged. Then Richie mentioned something about someone attempting to shoot Trisha from a bike, without recalling any more details.

By summer 2022, Richie stopped receiving messages from Trisha. Richie tried calling her dozens of times, texting numbers he thought were hers, and saw messages marked as “read” but never received a reply. He feared the worst. On his most optimistic days, he thought maybe Trisha was fine and she had just gotten tired of him.

There were multiple contradictions in Richie’s story. Sometimes he was vague, telling me that Trisha “had a cancer or something like that.” Other times, he sidestepped my questions altogether. Initially, Richie blamed Trisha’s husband for her death. But after a few more interviews, Richie gave me a different account of what had happened: Before disappearing, Trisha had tried to kill herself. Richie had called her “lazy” when she wasn’t buying as much Bitcoin, even saying she was “fat” and “useless.” He told her nobody would want her because of her appearance, which devastated her. “She did hurt herself at some point because of how I made her feel,” he told me much later.

In September 2022, after some days without hearing from the American woman, Richie received a message from Trisha’s husband. Attached was the picture of Trisha in a coffin. Richie froze when he saw it. He was in the hotel room in Ikeja, alone. He tried calling, wanting to say, “If you killed her, I’ll come after you,” but the husband never picked up. Terrified, Richie deleted the picture and confided in only one friend. “He told me to move on, find another woman,” Richie recalled.



Richie’s life would never be the same. Without Trisha, laundering money became much harder. Months earlier, his friends from the Lekki apartment had already scattered, each moving on to other places. Richie stayed at the Presken, a hotel in Ikeja that cost fifteen thousand naira a day. But after a few months, he was completely broke. He moved back to his mother’s house in Ikotun—a small, two-room face-me-I-face-you house inside a compound next to a primary school. Every morning, Richie woke up to the sound of children singing their daily prayers. He stopped scamming women and returned to targeting men, scraping together small sums where he could.

When I met Richie in January 2024, he seemed fragile and somber, as if bearing the weight of a curse. He recounted every detail of Trisha’s story he could remember, hoping I might uncover something about her death. Yet throughout our interviews, he remained cold and detached too. I gave him many chances to express regret or remorse, but Richie—still scamming men—always brushed them aside. If he could change anything, he said, it would be his choice of friends and the drugs, but not the hustle itself. In fact, he’d never seriously considered a life without scamming. What had happened, had happened.

Only once, months later, did he open up about Trisha with a rare hint of remorse. When I asked what he would say if she were alive, he replied, “If I could talk to Trisha, my first and last words would be ‘I’m sorry for all I’ve ever put you through.’”







6
Biggy (II)



To survive, Biggy’s grandfather had to disguise himself as a woman. It was 1966, the early days of the brutal Nigerian Civil War, and in Kano, a city in the north, Igbos were being massacred by the thousands. The night before, Hausas armed with machetes had stormed Biggy’s grandfather’s compound, hunting for Igbo men. They killed four, slashing their throats, but never found him. He was hiding in the rafters.

At dawn, the family began dressing him. They put him in a buba, a Yoruba-style outfit, smeared lipstick on his lips, traced his eyes with kohl, and covered his head with a wig before wrapping it in a scarf. Biggy’s mother, Olu, just seven years old, watched in terror—not just at what was happening, but at the fear in her father’s eyes. Then they squeezed into a cramped car filled with women and children, each one leaving behind their entire life.

The journey to Lagos was a blur of endless harrowing checkpoints. When they reached Abuja, a group of Hausa men stopped the car. Everyone knew that if they discovered Biggy’s grandfather, they might kill them all for trying to hide an Igbo man. When the Hausa demanded to know their destination, Biggy’s grandfather changed his voice, softening it, speaking like a woman.

Surprisingly, it worked. They were waved through.

After some time on the road, they arrived in Lagos, seeking shelter in a family house. But even there, they were not safe. Violence was spreading alongside rumors of fresh attacks on Igbo communities. After a few weeks in the coastal city, it became clear they had to leave. Once again, Biggy’s grandfather and the family boarded a vehicle, this time bound for the southeast, hoping to find refuge among their own people. They reached their ancestral village, Asaba, just in time. Soon after, soldiers destroyed the bridge connecting them to the rest of the country. By then, the southeast was becoming the fledgling Republic of Biafra, the last bastion of hope for the Igbo amid the storm of civil war.

It’s always difficult to pinpoint the exact origins of a civil war. In the case of Nigeria, the fact that the British decided to enclose a linguistically and culturally diverse region within a single national border at least laid a significant part of the groundwork. In 1914, the colonial administrator Lord Frederick Lugard described Nigeria as a forced marriage between the “poor husband” of the Northern Protectorate and the “rich wife” of the South. Lugard, a former British soldier himself, championed the idea of merging the distinct Northern and Southern Protectorates with the Lagos colony, uniting over three hundred different ethnic groups who spoke roughly five hundred languages. As Lugard pointed out, the unification was driven mainly by economic factors: London aimed to use southern Nigeria’s surpluses to offset northern Nigeria’s deficits, reducing the financial burden on the British Empire.

“A forced union of marriage between the two will undoubtedly result in peace, prosperity, and marital bliss for both husband and wife for many years to come,” Lugard wrote in a letter to the British government in 1914, weeks before Nigeria’s amalgamation. “It is my prayer that that union will last forever.”

Decades later, the Nigerian politician Femi Fani-Kayode saw in Lugard’s heavy-handed metaphor the foundations upon which Nigeria was built: northern Nigeria, the poorer region, as the “head of the household,” wielding the state’s power and resources, while southern Nigeria played “the role of a passive and subservient wife,” destined for perpetual subjugation and bondage.

Under British rule, Nigeria was divided into three regions aligned with its three primary ethnic groups: the Hausa in the north, the Yoruba in the southwest, and the Igbo in the southeast. Upon the country’s independence on October 1, 1960, Nigeria’s federal constitution preserved these three regions established by the British, who had exploited ethnic tensions for decades to maintain control. “It is debatable whether, at independence, Nigeria was a nation at all,” wrote the Nigerian novelist Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.

The three predominant ethnic political parties vied for control of the nation’s wealth, primarily derived from leasing oil production rights to foreign corporations. In the first democratic elections, in 1964, political parties used bribery, vote rigging, and violence to assert power. The Northern People’s Congress Party, representing mostly Hausa-Fulani Muslims, held a slight majority of seats in the parliament. They chose Abubakar Tafawa Balewa as prime minister, and he appointed government officials mostly from his Hausa-Fulani party.

Two years later, in January 1966, a group of Nigerian soldiers, mostly Marxist and young idealists, assassinated nearly thirty members of the government, including Prime Minister Balewa. Following the coup, retaliatory pogroms in the north resulted in the deaths of an estimated eight thousand to thirty thousand Igbos, half of them children. These tumultuous events culminated in the proclamation of the Republic of Biafra, sparking the Nigerian Civil War. Between five hundred thousand and two million people died, and millions of others were permanently displaced.

Biggy’s mum’s earliest memories were of displacement. As a refugee in the east, she vividly recalled gnawing hunger. They ate whatever they could find, their stomachs swelling like balloons, evidence of malnutrition. But Biafra’s starvation wasn’t merely a by-product of the conflict. “Starvation is a legitimate weapon of war, and we have every intention of using it,” a Nigerian government spokesperson said in 1967. The British government, which firmly backed the Nigerian blockade, had a different understanding of what was happening. London dismissed reports of Biafran famine as mere enemy propaganda. Some estimates suggest that at the peak of the conflict, as many as a thousand children died of hunger every day.

“Sometimes my mother would boil ordinary leaves … we would be eating like goats,” Olu told me, bursting into a warm laughter at the traumatic memory. “If they had allowed easterners to go their way with the Republic of Biafra, the east would be like America,” she told me. “Igbo men are very intelligent.”

It was a breezy Saturday during the rainy season, and Olu had taken a day off from the Ikotun market. After she welcomed me, we sat in her living room with a hearty breakfast of scrambled eggs, tomatoes, and tea. Olu, wearing a black do-rag and a sleeveless pink blouse, had the warmth and infectious laughter of a kind grandmother. She also spoke with the commanding authority of a family matriarch. Biggy called her “the G.O.A.T.”

The ample living room had two armchairs and two sofas arranged around a sturdy coffee table with fake flowers in the center. Rays of light filtered through the semi-drawn curtains, reflecting off the tiled floor. Paintings depicting village life adorned the walls. An air conditioner was mounted on the wall, while ceiling fans hung overhead. The most striking feature of the room was a sleek forty-inch television that seemed to be always on. Compared to most of the houses I had visited in Ikotun, Biggy’s house felt like a palace.

Biggy’s family spent half a million naira in annual rent, more than ten times what Azeez’s mom paid for their minuscule room just five hundred meters away. Olu was the only family member with a stable income. Biggy’s father, present during my visit, had been a sailor, but was now retired and received no state pension. He spent most days at home. Whenever someone knocked on the door—whether a friend bringing drinks or Biggy returning from a cigarette break—he would call out, “Who is this!” in a gruff but familiar tone. Apart from his Sunday visits to the Jehovah’s Witnesses church, he rarely ventured out.

The family occasionally received some financial support from Olu’s daughters. The youngest daughter was a nurse in Benin; the middle one had recently married and moved to northern Nigeria with her spouse. The eldest, living in Scotland, had just completed her microbiology degree, a feat that filled Olu with immense pride. Her son-in-law had supported her education, and this daughter was now part of the sizable diaspora of skilled Nigerians working in the United Kingdom and the United States.

Biggy was the only child still living at home. As the one boy among three sisters, he was his mom’s favorite. She talked about her thirty-year-old son as if he were still a teenager. She did this while Biggy was a few meters away, sprawled on a sofa like a heavy sack of sand, scrolling through his phone and occasionally glancing at the TV. He could have gone to his room, but he preferred to stay there while she reminisced about his childhood.

“Biggy was a normal child. But stubborn, very stubborn. Sometimes, when he didn’t want to do something, he would make a face,” she said, with a wry smile. Olu described Biggy as a boy who kept to himself, his character shaped by growing up in a household with four women and a distant father who was often away for a year or two at a time. Despite his stubborn streak, she spoke of Biggy with evident pride, emphasizing his humility and respect for others. “He doesn’t look down on anybody. He does not take things for granted. When you keep something here, and you tell him, ‘Don’t touch it,’ he doesn’t touch it.”

The conversation soon shifted to the economic crisis. Olu lamented how everything in Nigeria had suddenly become unbearably expensive: people were eating less but spending more, and clients who owed money were avoiding her. “We’ve been coping by the grace of God,” she said. She often reminded everyone that this wasn’t just a Nigerian problem, quoting 2 Timothy 3:1: “There will be terrible times in the last days.” I mentioned the increasing number of young people struggling to find work, and she let out a long sigh of frustration. “It’s affecting the parents. There are no jobs,” she said.

I hadn’t brought up Yahoo yet, but Olu wasn’t naïve: she knew why I was spending so much time with her son. Earlier that day, in the dining room, Biggy had told me about his latest male victims, lowering his voice, while she prepared breakfast and his father rested on the sofa. Like other Nigerian parents, they were aware of what their son was doing but chose to turn a blind eye. As one father had told me, “No parent wants their son involved in internet scams, but putting food on the table is the priority.”

Now, sitting with her, I hesitated. How does one ask a mother about her son’s criminal activities? But Olu, as if anticipating my thoughts, continued. “If a child comes out of school and gets a job, you keep his mind busy. He wouldn’t have time to be distracted by one thing or another. He would stay focused. But because there are no jobs, they fumble—let me use that word.”

At first, I didn’t catch the word “fumble,” so I asked her what she meant by it. She struggled to find a synonym, and Biggy chimed in from the other side of the room, his eyes still glued to his phone.

“It means ‘falling stray,’” he said, dragging his words like someone who would rather not participate in the conversation. Olu agreed, nodding her head and snapping her fingers. “Ahaaa…”

I seized the opportunity to ask her about it. “What do you think about your son doing Yahoo?”

“My son is not fully into Yahoo,” she responded curtly. “I still take care of him as a mother. I provide for him. He doesn’t provide for me. So he doesn’t live by Yahoo. You understand me?”

I did.

The air hung still. I could see specks of dust hovering in the living room in the morning sunlight. To break the uncomfortable silence, I began talking about my interviews—how I had met dozens of young people who, driven by desperate circumstances, had turned to scams. Olu relaxed. “They do things that they don’t like to do. Even though they don’t like it, they are forced to do it. With resources, he would do better things.” Seeing that she wasn’t inclined to say more about her son’s scamming activities, I asked what kind of things Biggy was interested in.

“Computer things,” she replied.

Biggy’s father, who had been silent the entire conversation, tapped my arm to get my attention. “That’s a question you should ask him: What do you want to do?”

Since he was a kid, Biggy had always thought about being a lawyer. But he was never a good student. “I would have done law if I was more serious about myself, but I just felt, Nahhh, law is too stressful,” Biggy told me one day. Instead, when he finished secondary school, he moved to Ibadan to study public administration. But he didn’t pay much attention. Biggy’s true passion was music and entertainment. It began when he played drums at school in Lagos every morning and deepened when he started rapping with friends. He even uploaded a few of his songs on a music platform that garnered a couple of dozen views. In a track he titled “The Last Days,” he raps:


Every day you turn on the fucking television you see different shit on the news. […] Men marry men; women marry women, what the fuck is all these fucking shit?



Biggy had never made a dime from it, but he identified himself as a songwriter and rapper (and poet and Chelsea fan) on his social media accounts. “Born to win, success is my only option.” He mostly posted stories about other people’s thoughts about music, Chelsea, and religion. On his mostly unused Twitter account, apart from mentioning the rapper Rick Ross, he would ask famous people for money and post videos of his raps. But he also made time for banter. “U know I love u,” he told a young Nigerian woman with thousands of followers. “How does love work?” she replied, with a laughing emoji. “Really well I rather show than say,” Biggy said. Similarly, he used his WhatsApp status to either beg for money to buy internet data (“WHO GO HELP ME SUB OOO NA 21 MB,” he wrote one day in 2023, attaching a screenshot of his bank account with only seventeen naira) or thank God for another day.

Every time we discussed his future, Biggy always told me that he didn’t want his future children to know that he was a fraudster. “That’s why I want to do music. ‘My dad is a musician’ is way better than ‘My dad is a 419 scam,’” he told me. In his songs, he used tropes to talk about growing up on the streets, his religious beliefs, and the struggles of hunger. But Biggy refused to sing about Yahoo. “It’s not something to be proud of,” he said.

Yet others were making a lot of money from it.



On October 14, 2008, a hapless Colin Powell joined the Nigerian singer Olu Maintain onstage at the Africa Rising Festival in London to dance to “Yahooze,” the song of the year at the Headies, Nigeria’s equivalent of the Grammys. According to The Guardian, “Yahooze” was also a celebration of the “country’s most infamous export, advance-fee email fraud.” In the song, Olu Maintain sings about how Yahoo Boys work hard from Monday to Friday and then shut down nightclubs on the weekends, buying expensive Moët for everyone. Nigerians would never forget such a striking scene. “I think the biggest flex in the history of Nigerian Music,” the Nigerian film director Oli Ekun said in 2019, “was when Olu Maintain brought out The US Secretary of State on stage to come and dance to a song about fraud.”

A year later, in 2009, Kelly Hansome’s “Maga Don Pay” further cemented the glamorization of internet fraud in Nigeria. Hansome, who named his label “Creamynal Records,” sang about the “problem” of having too much money after the maga has paid. In response, Nigerian grassroots organizations teamed up with Microsoft to produce a counter-song, “Maga No Need Pay,” promoting honesty over fraud. Predictably, it was far less successful. Fifteen years on, “Maga No Need Pay” had only managed fifteen thousand views on YouTube.

As one Nigerian scholar put it, when it comes to Yahoo Boys and hip-hop artists, “birds of a feather truly do flock together.” Following the success of “Yahooze” and “Maga Don Pay,” a whole subculture of Nigerian music centered on legitimizing cybercrime. Songs like “Yahoo Boyz” and “Am I a Yahoo Boy” racked up millions of views on YouTube, portraying fraudsters as symbols of wealth and luxury who have managed to hack an otherwise unyielding system rotted by corruption. Some musicians even paint Yahoo Boys as modern-day Robin Hoods, taking what they need from those who have more than enough, because their country won’t provide for them. “No job for street / No pay, no way, how boys eat / … Dem no go do Yahoo if dem get choice,” raps Xbusta.

These songs also provide a glimpse into how scammers morally justify their actions. Victims are often dehumanized, depicted as greedy or foolish (“maga” or “mugu”), or reduced to faceless, unidimensional characters. The harm caused is downplayed by framing the scam as a mere transactional service (“Caucasian client talks so much she makes me tired”). Meanwhile, the language is filled with euphemisms, making the “hustle” innocuous and socially acceptable—terms like “clients,” “formats,” and “wires” strip away any sense of wrongdoing. Nkem Owoh encapsulates this sentiment, singing, “You be the mugu … / When they fall into my trap o / I dey show them fire.”

On the streets, successful Yahoo Boys become heroes to emulate. In October 2021, the singer Steven Adeoye released a single titled “Ali.” The song draws on a familiar figure from a Macmillan English textbook, well known to many Nigerian primary school students. In Adeoye’s reimagining, Ali transitions from a struggling schoolboy to a kid who drops out, buys a laptop, starts Yahoo, and finds happiness. Yahoo becomes aspirational. “I wanna be like Ali,” Adeoye sings, “so the streets can hail me / Just wanna make this money, make my people happy.”

Many musicians have their own history with internet fraud, and view the Nigerian music industry as the perfect way to transition from crime to legitimacy. Biggy, for instance, dreamed of earning enough to produce a promotional video, believing it was key to advancing his music career (he’d never saved money for it). Others act as financial backers, supporting artists with their illicit earnings. In a 2017 interview, the veteran hip-hop star MI Abaga pointed out that no Nigerian bank had ever funded a music label, highlighting the lack of corporate financial support for the industry. Instead, fraudsters often stepped in to fill the gap. “Shout-out to Yahoo Boys. May God prosper your business,” he said.

“Nigeria is world-famous when it comes to cyber scamming,” wrote Joey Akan, a Nigerian journalist and Afrobeats expert. “What is less well understood is that internet fraudsters are also bankrolling some of the biggest stars in Nigerian music and that these stars, in turn, are using their platform to generate sympathy for the criminals.” Scammers have injected so much money into the music industry that Nigerian commentators have likened Yahoo Boys to the Italian Mafia, the Colombian drug cartels, and even the Medici family. “If this was 14th century Italy, Yahoo Boys are what the Medici family were to artists, grand patrons who pay for their works of art,” one Nigerian journalist wrote.

This symbiotic relationship between Yahoo Boys and Nigerian hip-hop artists contributes to a larger problem. On April 7, 2019, the Nigerian singer Simi spoke out against Yahoo Boys in an Instagram Live video, expressing frustration over the damage internet fraud had done to Nigeria’s global reputation. “Do you know how many Nigerians going to business meetings … leave with nothing because they are Nigerian?” she asked. “That’s the only excuse they get: sorry, we cannot work with Nigerians.”

Simi—one of the richest and most influential female artists in the country—was describing a scenario all too familiar for Nigerians who travel abroad. They encounter discrimination and racist stereotypes portraying them as fraudsters wherever they go, making it difficult to conduct business or obtain visas. Many Nigerians like Simi believed that if musicians stopped praising Yahoo Boys, perhaps the country might take a different path. But not everyone agreed.

“If U Know About Slavery You Go Know Say Yahoo No B Crime,” Naira Marley, a popular hip-hop artist, responded on Instagram. Marley saw nothing wrong with Yahoo. For him, it was the price the West had to pay for the legacies of transatlantic slavery. He believed that upper-class Nigerian artists like Simi who criticized Yahoo were out of touch with the realities of street life. Davido, another famous singer, echoed Marley’s sentiment. “Nobody holy,” he commented on Simi’s Instagram post.

Naira Marley’s statement stirred up considerable controversy, particularly after he was arrested on online fraud charges himself (he spent a month in prison). Afterward, he released a song with his friend the rapper Zlatan in response to the flak, called “Am I a Yahoo Boy.” In the song, Marley laughed at the accusations, compared himself to Fela Kuti and Nelson Mandela, and criticized Nigerian politicians. “Yahoo is what my friends do, my bragging is all about music,” he sang right before giving his actual Yahoo email address.

Unsurprisingly, the song soon became a national hit.



Unlike Naira Marley, Biggy didn’t invoke colonization or slavery to evade feelings of guilt. For him, Yahoo was a purely transactional relationship with his clients. He spent so much time talking to them—putting up with their “bullshit,” as he called it—that he felt he deserved to be paid for it. He reframed manipulation as care. “Their lives would be worse without me,” he told me. Another way he erased any sense of responsibility was by shifting the moral burden onto the victims. He thought that some of his clients were emotionally intelligent enough to recognize they were being scammed but chose to continue anyway.

“The thing is … whites are not dumb,” Biggy told me. “They fall in love with you real quick, but they’re not dumb. When they’re totally in love with you, they don’t give a fuck if you are a scam or not. I’ve seen it a lot of times. The po-po goes to their house and tells them, ‘This person you’re dating is a scam. He’s a liar.’ The police leaves the house, and they tell the scammer the po-po came. There are some whites that know you are a scam, but they will still pay you. They will tell you, ‘I know you are a scam, but I love you,’” he said, bursting into laughter.

“Imagine you’ve been single for ten years,” he told me when I asked why he thought people kept sending money for so long. “Then, all of a sudden, someone starts showing you attention. Would you want to let go of it so soon? You won’t. Even if someone tells you this is a scam, you won’t leave. This person gives you everything. So why would you want to leave them? And the funny thing is … when you’ve made the first payment, it’s hard for you to just let them go. You can’t. You’ve already committed yourself into that relationship. You want to see the end of it and keep paying. And the end … well, there is no end.”

In over a decade as a scammer, Biggy had mostly scammed white people from America, but he rarely discriminated: he’d targeted men and women, young and old, across a wide range of nationalities and ethnicities. “I’ve met crazy people from all over the world,” he said. “Don’t mess with the Indians. Don’t mess with the Pakistanis, the Afghanis … those dudes are crazy. Bogotanians? Crazy. Ecuadorians? Crazy.”

Biggy drew the line at targeting Nigerians or Black Americans. Sometimes he said it was because they were less gullible; other times, because they had less money to spare. Occasionally, a hint of Black pride surfaced. “To me, Black Americans are Nigerians. They are very strong. They don’t fall easily. I just prefer scamming the whites. Even the whites aren’t that easy—don’t you know?” he said.

Biggy had also come to prefer scamming men. He had spent most of the past few years pretending to be a woman—Jessica, Emily, Natasha—and he believed he had become an expert at it. Growing up with three sisters and a mother had taught him a lot, but he claimed his real skills came from his relationships with the women he had dated. “I studied their attitudes, their responses, their behavior,” he said. “I know how to get to a man. If I were a woman in real life, I’d be rich as hell right now.”

Scammers often recruited their real-life girlfriends to help, especially when a client wanted to speak on the phone. I met many young Nigerian women who, at some point, had a friend in university ask them to impersonate someone on the phone. MJ, a woman who runs a small shop in Ikotun, once regularly helped a friend in this way—until she spoke to an old white man who couldn’t stop crying. “Stop scamming him,” she told her friend, feeling sorry for the old man. But instead of stopping, the Yahoo Boy simply found someone else and never asked for her help again.

There were growing rumors that more and more “Yahoo Girls” were running scams themselves. Most women friends of Yahoo Boys didn’t need to do much—just being in their orbit meant access to free money, hotel stays, and gifts. But some began to wonder: Why play the supporting role when you could run the game yourself?

For a long time, I couldn’t manage to track down any Yahoo Girls. Only much later did I realize they were more discreet, more calculating, and, in many ways, smarter about their illegal activities than their male counterparts.

For Biggy, most American men were scammed because they were too interested in sex. “These motherfuckers love sex like crazy. I say, ‘Hi, baby,’ and the next thing I see is a dick,” he told me. “You know how many dicks I’ve seen in my life?” Unlike Azeez, Biggy didn’t think a dick picture always meant money. Whether it was sent by a Pakistani, a Peruvian, or an American, he usually ended the conversation there—just another horny man wasting my time. Still, he got a laugh out of it with his friends. When they were together, they’d show each other their clients’ dick pictures and compare sizes. “Sometimes a client sends a dick picture, and his dick is like an ant. What the fuck, man? How can you tell me you’re hot with that dick?” he said. “Other times, I’m like, How can a woman even take this?”

There were undeniable homoerotic overtones to the work of men like Biggy, who scammed other men with seductive messages. In our first interview, Biggy said he knew exactly which buttons to press to “make a man come.” When I asked him to explain, he burst out laughing. “Carlos…” he said, shaking his head, “I don’t want to talk about that with you.” I pushed, curious. The laughter vanished. “That would be homo,” he said, suddenly defensive. “Would you sleep under the same roof as a gay man? No fucking way.”

Same-sex relationships are criminalized in Nigeria, and queerness is socially stigmatized, especially in a world as hypermasculine as that of the Yahoo Boys. The irony was lost on many scammers seducing men for cash: in this macho, homophobic world of young grifters, sexual lines blurred all the time, even if Biggy refused to talk about it.

Apart from scamming American men, Biggy was also talking to Pamela, whom he’d been in contact with for almost three years. Pamela lived in Texas and was the mother of several children, one of whom had died in a car accident. She thought Biggy was a white American named Christopher. Despite being on welfare, Pamela began sending money to Biggy, eventually depositing about two thousand dollars into accounts he directed her to. In their conversations, Pamela came across as a vulnerable woman, battered by the relentless whirlwind of life. She suggested more than once that she might take her own life. In December 2021, Biggy replied to one such threat:


I swear to God I will help u baby

I don’t wanna lose u or let u die

I don’t know if u can open coinbase and binance baby

That’s the one going

Let’s do this fast my queen

You been out in the cold too much

I love u



A few weeks later, when Biggy wished her a happy new year, she replied bitterly:


Who cares that it’s a new year, another year the same fucken bullshit.



A few days later, she got drunk and sent him dozens of messages:


I might not show it I smile for everyone to see but inside I’m broken nobody knows cause I don’t talk about it.

The love I feel for you will never change.



Seeing these messages was like reading someone’s diary without their permission—I felt uncomfortable, even embarrassed, knowing what Pamela had said. I asked Biggy if he ever felt the same, or if he at least worried about her. “She’s not going to kill herself,” he said. “She just craves attention.” It sounded like he was convincing himself as much as me.

For a few months afterward, Biggy had stopped talking to her—his Google account had been blocked. But he managed to get her contact information again, and they were back to chatting. Pamela was angry and devastated by all the lies Christopher had been telling her. She suspected he was cheating on her with another lover. “You shattered me Christopher. I cried for you every night. I went through a lot just to stop thinking about you,” she said.

Now, Biggy was trying to convince Pamela that if she sent two hundred dollars, he could finally be released from the Canadian oil rig he was working on. The chats were even harder to read than the previous ones: they ranged from excruciatingly sad confessions to conversations about sex and nude pictures. Biggy occasionally even engaged in phone sex with her. “There’s a bathroom in between, bro,” Biggy told me when I asked him about his parents sleeping in the next room. Another day, while I was interviewing him, Biggy picked up his phone and called her. “I’m working, honey, what do you want?” she said. The conversation lasted just fifteen seconds, but Biggy wanted to brag to me about the power he held over this woman.

Pamela’s Facebook profile revealed she had fallen victim to multiple scams, with different fake profiles preying on her. She posted self-help quotes from lessonslearnedinlife.net and other websites: “I will always come out stronger than before. I will always sparkle,” “Most people are single not because they don’t want to be in love but because they are tired of likes and fake promises,” “Learn to be alone and like it.” A Facebook account, most likely another scammer, commented on this last quote: “100% agree but someone still care about you (L).”

Biggy used Google Chat instead of Facebook to communicate with Pamela, since they’d first connected on a dating app. Every time we talked about romance scams, Biggy kept going back to her. “If Pamela doesn’t use the F-word in a day, she might die,” Biggy told me when I asked him if his clients ever upset him. “She’s always ‘Fuck this, fuck that.’” In a sense, Biggy had assumed the role of her partner. “If you don’t talk to Pamela in a day, you are in serious problems,” Biggy told me. “Every time I don’t answer the phone, she’s always accusing me of being with another woman.”

“You seem quite frustrated with her,” I observed one day.

“Yeah!” Biggy responded. Then, with a hint of irony, he added, “Am I with a woman?”



The first time I met Biggy, I asked him if his parents didn’t care about Yahoo. He bristled. “It isn’t they don’t care, bro, but do you have a solution to unemployment? If you say I should stop this hustle I’ve been doing for years, would you give me a job? That will pay me more than I’m collecting? If you can’t answer the question, then you can’t judge me.” Biggy told me that whenever he pulls off a scam, he gives his parents 30 percent of the money. He does it separately, some to his dad, some to his mum. That’s probably why they can afford their relatively well-appointed apartment.

It’s hard to say if Biggy ever felt genuine remorse—probably not. After hundreds of conversations with different victims, he saw them as little more than clients who helped provide for him and his family. Ironically, his ability to understand and empathize with his victims didn’t deter him from exploiting them; if anything, it made him better at it. Survival always came first, and he consistently found ways to rationalize his actions. In his mind, nothing was worse than being broke: the clenching hunger that felt like a fist in his stomach, or the unnerving frustration of being unable to afford a joint when his body craved it.

One day, I asked Biggy what he would tell all his victims if he could gather them in a room. “Carlos … you are craaaaaaazy,” he said, laughing, brushing off the question with humor before offering an honest response. “Why? Because I did it to stay alive. What else? I can’t say anything more than that. I just did it to stay alive. If I don’t do it, how will I survive?”

The simplicity of this justification brought Pamela to mind, and I asked if he felt any guilt specifically toward her. After all, scamming a man out of twenty-five dollars with a nude picture isn’t the same as manipulating a woman for three years until she’s on the edge of suicide. Sometimes, I wondered if that was why he focused on scamming men instead of women. Other times, I thought he targeted men simply because it was easier, and he was lazy. But that wasn’t the reality. Biggy saw the world as a hostile place where morality was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

“A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do, you know?” he said. “If I feel sorry, how am I gonna get money?”

A couple of years ago, Biggy had a dream. He was alone in a park full of trees. This doesn’t look like Nigeria, he thought. He started moving around, trying to find a way out, and all of a sudden he saw a woman walking up to him. She stopped in front of him, her eyes scanning his face, and touched his well-trimmed black beard.

“Is this you?” she asked, looking slightly surprised.

Biggy froze. He recognized her instantly—it was Pamela. “Yes,” he said.

“You look different than in your pictures,” Pamela said with a calm voice.

Biggy wanted to reply, to explain why his skin was black, why his real self didn’t match the pictures of Christopher, but no words came out. Then things got blurry, and he woke up soon after in his room in Ikotun.







7
Chibuike (II)



After his girlfriend disappeared, Chibuike sought refuge in drugs. He left Tom Hotel, a place full of painful memories, and moved to Mosaic and 5Point, cramming up to ten friends into two rooms. They got high and hustled together.

Mornings were the hardest. He would wake at five, unable to sleep, while some of the boys dozed off with their phones still in hand and others stared blankly at the ceiling, lost in the lingering haze of drugs. That was when he missed his girlfriend the most.

Trying to fill the void, he had surrounded himself with street boys, covered their bills, and taught them the hustle. But it didn’t help. At twenty-four, he felt worthless. Worse, he had no one to talk to—none of his friends shared his “mindset.”

“If I told them how I felt, they might say I’m like a girl,” he told me. “On the street, if you share your feelings, they think you’re not okay. They say, ‘E no sabi wetin e want’ [this boy doesn’t know what he wants].”

Deep inside, Chibuike was overwhelmed by loneliness. The one person he had trusted had betrayed him. As a result, he developed a deep resentment toward Nigerian women. He couldn’t even be in a room with them. Meanwhile, his day-to-day in Ikotun became a methamphetamine blur, an attempt to alleviate the pain and forget the betrayal. Years later, when he reflected on that time, he summed it up in three words: smoke, smoke, smoke. When the ice ran out, he would remember everything and start having “horrible thoughts.”

“I never imagined she could steal from me. I was giving her everything she wanted,” he told me later. “I lost a life—I’ll give you that.”

Meanwhile, Chibuike kept scamming Theresa. He capitalized on her vulnerabilities to the extreme. This was a common pattern among the most successful Yahoo Boys: Only the smartest fraudsters with no scruples could keep a scam alive for years, prolonging the lie, indifferent to the damage they were causing. Between March and May 2020, two years after they first connected, their relationship spiraled downward. More and more often, Chibuike promised Theresa he would finally visit her in Ireland. Each time, he milked her for as much money as he could, only for some last-minute “crisis” to derail Cody Rhodes’s plans. Theresa was left heartbroken, swinging between sadness and rage. But Chibuike mastered the art of apology. No matter how many times he let her down, he always found a way back into her life, spinning new lies to keep her hooked—and fund his drug addiction.

On March 15, 2020, Theresa told him she was done. She was fed up with all the unfulfilled promises, and the aggressive way Cody Rhodes spoke to her. “END OF STORY HAS BEEN WRITTEN DON’T EMAIL ME,” she said. But Chibuike quickly softened her heart:


I’m sorry for letting my anger take control of me. You mean more to me than anything in the world. Please forgive me, my darling wife.

My sweet angel, how could I have been so thoughtless? It breaks my heart to see the emptiness in your eyes. Please give me the chance to bring back their sparkle.



It worked. Theresa responded with nine heartbreak emojis, her way of expressing sadness while leaving the door open.

In messages from that time, Theresa’s words always showed a tug-of-war between her doubts and the overpowering pull of her loneliness, which ultimately led her to forgive him time and time again. Their conversations centered on Cody Rhodes’s promised visit, frequently interrupted by confusing talk of new SIM cards and an endless tangle of lawyers. Theresa was so deeply ensnared in the lie that much of what they discussed wouldn’t have made sense to an outsider. But for Chibuike, the architect of this deception, it worked flawlessly, ensuring a steady flow of Amazon gift cards. The cards weren’t just for funding his trip to Dublin—they became the solution to every problem. Theresa wanted to talk to Cody? A gift card for internet data. Sorting out his divorce paperwork? Gift card. Treatment for back pain? Gift card. A voice note, a video, a photo? Gift card.

Unbeknownst to Chibuike and Theresa, these cards had become a symbol of our globalized times: an American gift card bought by a European woman for a Nigerian scammer often ended up in the hands of a Chinese gamer trying to access a US platform their government had banned.



Gift cards, much like cryptocurrencies, are central to the scam economy. Their anonymity turns them into one of the easiest ways to move illicit funds. Victims buy them, scratch off the back to reveal the code, and send a picture—simple as that. In Nigeria, Yahoo Boys just have to resell these codes at a discount to a loose network of “vendors,” often Chinese intermediaries, who make money buying cheap from Nigerian criminals eager to unload the cards and selling high to Chinese gamers desperate to get around government controls. The Chinese internet, shaped by the “Great Firewall” established in the early 2000s, functions as a semi-closed ecosystem, frequently excluding Western service providers like Google. Chinese online users who want to circumvent these restrictions often rely on gift cards to fund their American accounts, and vendors are more than willing to meet the demand.

But this informal network comes with risks. Separated by thousands of kilometers, the only thing binding a Chinese vendor and a Nigerian scammer is trust, or something approximating it. Yahoo Boys sometimes send a gift card code only to be told by the Chinese vendor that it “didn’t work”—even when the card had already been successfully resold in China. The scammer has been scammed. Some Yahoo Boys with good contacts, smelling an opportunity, became vendors themselves in Nigeria, adding another middleman to the chain. Biggy himself worked as one on the side. He advertised his services on his WhatsApp status:


All gift cards transactions with receipt please, I also accept e codes also, also I got wallet available for pick up with hot rates [image: ] Cash app, Venmo, Zelle, green dot, chime, Walmart to Walmart, PayPal, all available no reopen or cheating trade in good faith.



Biggy had a reliable Chinese vendor contact for years. “I don’t know how, but these Chinese people always find your contact online,” Biggy told me. I also watched Yahoo Boys video-call their Chinese vendors—some of whom appeared to work in corporate offices—to negotiate prices based on the type of gift card. Yahoo Boys didn’t understand why certain cards fetched higher rates than others; they just knew that Chinese vendors paid more for specific types of cards, and they acted accordingly with their victims.

Chibuike tried to cut out the Chinese middlemen by using the website Paxful, a peer-to-peer trading platform operating in a gray area of the law, where he could exchange his gift cards for Bitcoin. To his surprise, roughly three gift cards out of every ten Theresa sent him didn’t work. This happened to other scammers too. Chibuike suspected that store employees in Europe and America were activating the cards, pocketing the money, and returning the empty cards to the shelves. He was right. This practice, known as “gift card draining,” is common in Western countries: a 2024 survey found that nearly a quarter of Americans had given or received a gift card with no balance.

Companies are reluctant to regulate gift cards because they’re incredibly profitable: Americans spent between two hundred billion and three hundred billion dollars on them in 2024, according to different estimates. Major brands like Apple, Amazon, Google, Target, and Home Depot issue their own cards. It’s a win-win for them: customers trade cash for future store credit, with no inflation protection, while many gift cards are never used or are lost, essentially becoming free money for businesses. (A recent study found that twenty-seven billion dollars’ worth of gift cards in the United States went unused in 2024, while a different study estimated the figure at twenty-one billion dollars in 2023.)

In April 2020, Theresa called Amazon Customer Service to check whether the gift card she had just purchased had been redeemed by Cody Rhodes in Florida. To her horror, Amazon informed her that it had been accessed from an email address based in Lagos, Nigeria. She told Chibuike about her findings.



Theresa: Look am not arguing. I’m in Ireland. I don’t know anyone in Nigeria. I know you’ve had a few nigeria numbers to text and call me from. That’s it. 18:13 I sent to you. Then 18.15pm it was used.

Chibuike: But I don’t know who used it.

Theresa: Well I don’t … Amazon said it was sent to an email address. At 18.15pm it was used in Nigeria. I only sent it to you.

I will never buy an Amazon card again be it online or at the store



Chibuike once again manipulated her. He played the victim to deflect Theresa’s doubts and turn her legitimate questioning into the definitive signal she didn’t love Cody Rhodes. “Don’t do what I will never [do] to you. Treat me like a king not a piss of shit,” he said. When the argument escalated during a phone call that day, he quickly switched tactics, flooding her with apologies later. “I’m sorry for raising my voice at you,” he said. “Please baby I miss you. I can’t sleep my head hurts.”

A few days later, Theresa was back to sending gift cards again.



During this time, Chibuike was taking so many drugs that he grew increasingly sloppy with the scam. By then, Theresa had already discovered he was using a phone number with a Nigerian prefix, +234, to call her (more sophisticated scammers use a VPN). One day, Theresa copy-pasted the number on Instagram and found Chibuike’s actual account. She took a screenshot and confronted him: “Is this the real you?”

Chibuike jumped. Suddenly, he saw his bony, angular face staring back at him. A friend next to him, startled by his reaction, asked: “What happened? What happened?” For a moment, Chibuike thought the scam was over. But he decided to stick to denial, knowing from other Yahoo Boys in Ikotun that sometimes it worked: Clients believed the unbelievable. And it did. He told her that that young Black man was a worker for Cody Rhodes’s charity organization, and Theresa accepted his excuses. Just in case, Chibuike deleted all his social media accounts to stop Theresa from digging further. While she occasionally mentioned it in their conversations, she never shared the discovery with her son.

By May 2020, Theresa’s son, Michael, emailed the fake Cody Rhodes in a desperate attempt to end the nightmare. He likely talked to his mother and explained she was being scammed. When that didn’t work, Michael shifted his focus to Cody Rhodes. He tried to stop the scam by switching tactics—appealing to his compassion one moment and attempting to outwit him the next, hoping to force him to admit he wasn’t the actual Cody Rhodes. The real WWE superstar, Michael repeated in his messages, made thousands of dollars in one day. How come he needed money? His mother couldn’t afford to fund Cody Rhodes’s “high-profile life.” In one exchange on May 16, Michael directly confronted Chibuike, accusing him of driving their family into the ground. From his email address, I gathered Michael was born the same year as me: 1996.

“You have money, it’s about time you look after mom,” Michael pleaded with him, saying they were not buying food at home just so she could send Cody Rhodes 150 euros. “Why should we go without food risk being evicted risk power supply to come being cut off. for you? Tell me?” But Chibuike only wanted to talk to her.


Chibuike: Tell mom to come on WhatsApp.

Michael: You still not answered me.

Is it right that we should go without food for a month?

Chibuike: No and no.

Michael: Monosyllabic you gone on me?

Oh that means one word.

Scammer

Chibuike: No I’m not.



Michael’s frustration grew. The following day, he confronted Chibuike about Cody Rhodes’s apparent lack of children. “Cody” explained that he had been keeping his daughter a secret in order to protect her privacy.


Chibuike: You really hurt me.

Michael: Hey listen mr no good tough guy. Just save your speech for someone who cares to listen […]

Chibuike: What are you talking about? I don’t lie to her she’s my all and everything.



In another batch of messages a few days later, Michael kept saying that he didn’t believe Cody Rhodes was coming to see his mum. “Are we taking bets?” Michael wrote sarcasti- cally. Despite his anger, he also tried to appeal to Chibuike’s conscience and humanity, hoping to guilt him into doing the right thing. “Stop expecting my mom giving you money. She doesn’t have any. Just get over here. Stop with excuses … sur- prise her.”

Years later, Chibuike had only fragments of these messages saved in his email, making it impossible to reconstruct the full story. His hazy memory didn’t help either. Even so, Michael’s words left no doubt just how much Chibuike was destroying Theresa’s family. In another message, Michael directly blamed him for his mother’s losing her job. She’d become so consumed by her phone calls with Cody Rhodes that she neglected her responsibilities at work. He also im- plied that she tried killing herself with an overdose. Still, he seemed to recognize that Chibuike and her mother shared some kind of bond:

“Grow up and be a man with balls,” Michael said. “Tell her the truth. Tell her what exactly you want from her. Tell her who you are.” Then, insisting he knew he wasn’t Cody Rhodes, he pleaded for the truth. “She’s in love with you after all she’s been through. My mom deserves the truth from you. Starting with the real you … You got that.”

A few days later, on May 29, Michael offered a deal: he would send three hundred euros for his flight, but only if Chibuike told his mother the truth. Chibuike had already considered confessing—not to Michael, but directly to Theresa, who had recently begun encouraging him to come clean after her discovery of his Instagram account. “I’m not in love with Cody Rhodes,” she told him, “I’m in love with your voice.” Despite this, Chibuike ultimately decided against it. He just thought it was weird he was the same age as Michael, and thought the Irish man wouldn’t accept that his mum’s lover was his age.

Years later, Chibuike told me he didn’t do it because he was afraid Theresa might kill herself if she found out. While that might have been part of it, his reasons were likely more self-serving. He knew that deep inside Theresa still thought he might be the real Cody Rhodes. Like most Yahoo Boys, Chibuike understood that once a victim realized their “husband” was just a young Nigerian man scamming them, the flow of money usually stopped. Michael likely suspected this as well, which is why he continued to pressure him to abandon the charade. But Chibuike didn’t budge, and kept repeating the same thing:

“I’m Cody Rhodes.”



In Ikotun, Chibuike was spending money like there was no tomorrow. I asked him dozens of times, from multiple angles, trying to understand how he could spend tens of thousands of dollars without saving or investing it. “I thought the money was gonna keep coming,” he told me one day. Other times, he would remind me that gift cards came “little by little.” Months later, while talking about other Yahoo Boys, Chibuike said, “Ikotun boys chop their money. They get a card, and use it to buy clothes. Ikotun boys also go to club, buy expensive drink, and next morning are hungry.”

One reason for Chibuike’s reckless spending was that he became a benefactor to many in Ikotun, especially in Shoko’s compound, freely handing out cash like a Nigerian version of Pablo Escobar. A husband and wife would come to him saying, “Our child has nothing to eat,” and he would give them money. A mother would lament that she couldn’t afford her daughter’s school fees, and Chibuike would ask, “How much is it? I’ll pay it.” A man would tell him, “I got fired from work, and I don’t want my wife to know. Can you help me?” Chibuike would reply, “No problem.” At times, when someone begged him for money and Chibuike was too high to go to the ATM, he would simply hand over his credit card, telling them to withdraw whatever they needed.

“I didn’t count it as handing them money, I counted it as showing them love,” he told me. “You know something? The street is very hard. Not everybody will walk up to you and tell you, ‘I’m hungry.’ They feel you might embarrass them. I’ve faced a lot of things. I’ve spent almost all my life alone. I could look at someone and be like, I know your problem, and help that person.”

Chibuike’s generosity extended to young men who wanted to follow in his footsteps. He’d rent a couple of rooms in a hotel in Ikotun and teach them how to run “celeb” scams. He gave them formats and followed up with their clients. He also picked up their tabs: the only way to make money in this game, he told them, was by spending money on drugs, hotels, and internet data.

While interviewing Chibuike, I also spoke with dozens of people in Ikotun—Yahoo Boys and regular workers alike—asking whether it was really plausible for a twenty-four-year-old to spend that much money in the neighborhood. Everyone agreed: reckless spending is part of the Yahoo game. People had seen young men buy ten-million-naira cars and sell them six months later for less than half the price to the same car dealership. I once bumped into a teenager wearing gold rings on every finger. Everyone in Ikotun had a story—some wild tale of a small boy blowing money in ways that defied belief.

“Now, everything is about women,” Chibuike said. “When you go to a club and see a boy spreading money, just take your time around that person. He’s looking at one or two girls around. He is using the money to attract them.” But he didn’t spend his money that way. He believed the hustle had degenerated into a more individualistic, selfish practice. “We were spending money like a group, because we wanted to be the best group in Alimosho, in Ikotun. We wanted to impress. You feel good when people come and ask you to teach them.”

In private, many Yahoo Boys say they dream of a different life. Ask them about their future, and most will tell you the same thing: they want to make money from a victim, leave the hustle behind, and start a legitimate business. But turning those dreams into reality is another story. Only a few ever succeed—and they’re not the ones in nightclubs doing dorime and spending hundreds of dollars on bottles. The smartest Yahoo Boys stay out of the spotlight, quietly investing in brick-and-mortar businesses, working toward a future free from scamming—one, as Nigerians like to say, with peace of mind.

When Chibuike started making a lot of money, his friend Shoko tried to convince him to invest in a couple of yellow minibuses and start a transportation business. But Chibuike didn’t listen. “He thought I wanted to collect money from him,” Shoko told me. Then came the crowd: a swarm of young men who praised Chibuike while they took advantage of him. Some of them even stole his clothes. “They were always telling him to let them go flex, go lodge at hotels, and live the life,” Shoko said. “When the money came, they surrounded him—whisper, whisper, whisper—and took him away.”

Yahoo money felt like pennies (or dollars) from heaven for local businesses in Ikotun. Locals said scamming had also reduced violent crime, with so many of the potential troublemakers being too busy with their phones to cause any problems on the street. But for some—especially those without a brother or a son in the game—it did more harm than good. They called it an “epidemic,” not because of what the boys were doing to victims thousands of miles away, but because of what they were doing right at home. Prices rose. Social trust frayed. Apprenticeships were abandoned as boys traded hard labor for quick scams. Schoolboys started skipping class to hang around hotel lobbies, hoping to be recruited or just to soak up the knowledge of guys like Chibuike.

And once they were in, it was hard to get out. The scam life pulled them into drugs, and the drugs dragged them deeper into more scams. It became a vicious cycle, one that wasn’t easy to escape. For many locals, Yahoo was not a blessed way out of poverty, but a trap.

“When they cash out, most of them spend it all on hotels, women, and drugs,” a boutique owner turned drug dealer turned liquor seller told me. “It’s cursed money. Once the money finishes, they’re back at square one. Worse, square zero. Out of one hundred, maybe only twenty think to invest. For the rest, it’s luxury or nothing. Their mother is still selling at the Ikotun market, looking for food to eat, and her son is out there spending the money.”

Another drug dealer summed it up best: “These guys will try to explain to you how they spent all their money,” he said. “The truth is—they can’t.”



Inevitably, Chibuike’s expensive designer clothes and diamond-like earrings caught the attention of the police. At the time, police officers used to stop young people on the street and demand they unlock their phones, searching for pictures of white people. Nigerian police didn’t want to stop romance scams; they were looking to extort Yahoo Boys.

Chibuike took precautions. He instructed his Uber driver to take a longer route if there was a police checkpoint ahead, and sometimes left his phone at home. Still, he was caught a few times. One of his first encounters happened while he was still dating his girlfriend. They were walking together on Igando Road when two police officers ordered them to stop. Chibuike bolted, leaving his girlfriend behind, assuming they weren’t going to arrest her. They didn’t.

Another time, in 2020, Chibuike didn’t get the chance to escape. He had just gotten off a bike when officers spotted him. Instinctively, he started running, but they quickly caught up. One officer asked him, “Why are you running?” Chibuike replied, “Because you’re chasing me, sir.” The officer sneered, “What’s in your hand that made you run?” They seized Chibuike’s phone and ordered him to unlock it. Saying no to the Nigerian police isn’t an option; you’re just asking to be slapped, beaten, or worse. Reluctantly, Chibuike complied. As soon as the phone was unlocked, the officers headed straight to Google Hangouts and found his chats with Theresa. “Well done, well done…” one officer said mockingly. They handcuffed Chibuike and took him to the station. There, they extorted him, demanding twenty-five thousand naira (fifty dollars at the time) for his release. To get his phone back, he had to pay an additional ten thousand naira.

Knowing Yahoo Boys won’t report them, the Nigerian police have developed all kinds of tricks to extort money from them. Once they stop someone, they’ll often force them to hit up an ATM and clean out their bank account. Some cops even take it a step further—they dress up like Yahoo Boys to blend in and sniff out the richest boys. “They draw tattoos, do dreads, carry Benz,” Chibuike told me. “They want to catch a Yahoo Boy who has seen money.”

But it wasn’t just scammers. To many clueless, uneducated officers, anyone with an iPhone and dreadlocks was automatically labeled a Yahoo Boy. This rampant profiling targeted millions of honest Nigerians, eventually fueling the largest anti-police movement Nigeria had seen in decades.

On October 4, 2020, a video surfaced on Nigerian social media showing Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) police officers dragging two men from a Lagos hotel and shooting one of them. The footage ignited the #EndSARS movement, with Nigerians flooding Twitter to share stories of police brutality, extortion, and abuse by SARS. SARS had a long history of targeting young people indiscriminately, sometimes accusing them of being Yahoo Boys, and operating with impunity despite years of documented torture and extortion. It was an incredibly violent and ruthless force. Tens of thousands of Nigerians crowded the streets, demanding the disbandment of SARS and sweeping police reforms. Within a week, #EndSARS had been used on social media over twenty-eight million times.

The movement reached a tragic turning point on October 20, 2020, at the Lekki Toll Gate in Lagos. Thousands of protesters gathered peacefully, defying a curfew imposed by the governor that same day. In the evening, toll booth workers were ordered to shut off the lights and leave, and cameras at the site were removed. Social media posts suggested that protesters waving Nigerian flags and singing the national anthem “Arise, O Compatriots” would be spared violence. As the army approached, the protesters sang louder. Around 6:50 p.m., soldiers opened fire on the crowd, allegedly killing at least twelve people and injuring dozens more.

The Lekki Toll Gate massacre drew international attention, exposing the Nigerian government’s shameful indifference to the lives of citizens. But protests with far less coverage also erupted in other places. One of them was Ikotun.

That same day, Chibuike went to the Ikotun roundabout to see what was happening. Thousands of young people gathered in protest. The atmosphere was tense and volatile, with rumors swirling through the crowd. He saw protesters kill a man they believed to be an informant. Police officers were already firing their weapons indiscriminately, with snipers shooting from rooftops. Chibuike watched in horror as a bullet struck the man next to him, tearing through his hip, and he fled for his life.

Several people died that day in Ikotun. Businesses burned, supermarkets were looted, and the police station next to Foodcity was destroyed. The army took control of the streets, and a citywide curfew was imposed. SARS was disbanded, and police were officially barred from searching phones without a court order.

High-ranking officers I spoke to complained that without access to phones, they could no longer arrest Yahoo Boys, even when they were certain who they were. In most cases, the victims never report the fraud, making prosecution nearly impossible. “Even small boys carry big phones now,” one officer told me. “Police cannot even prevent Yahoo Boys from committing offenses, because we don’t know their minds. We don’t move with them. It’s only their parents that can guide them properly.”

Despite the reforms, police corruption remains a grim reality on Lagos roads. Now that they can’t search phones, officers often target young men by other means—stopping cars, planting drugs, fabricating charges, and demanding hefty bribes.



Even after seeing Chibuike’s real face, Theresa kept talking to Cody Rhodes. By then, he had developed a ruthless new strategy to keep her hooked by impersonating Cody Rhodes’s daughter, Helen. He used a fake Helen account to text her, calling her “Mom” and asking for gift cards for school supplies, food, or whatever else he could come up with. To make the scam even more real, sometimes he would speak on the phone with her, something that, in the past, his girlfriend had done. In one interview three years later, when I asked him how he pulled it off, Chibuike casually picked up a phone and mimicked the voice of a little girl. The scene was so unsettling that it stuck with me for a while.

Chibuike chatted about school exams, daily showers, and brushing her teeth. But he also used Helen to manipulate Theresa, constantly asking if she didn’t love the child anymore whenever she refused to send a gift card or ignored her father’s messages. “Helen sweetheart, no, I’m not happy,” Theresa wrote in late 2020. She promised she had not left “her dad” at any time, and swore to Helen she would always love him.

She also regretted not having met her or being able to give her cuddles. “To my beautiful daughter Helen,” she wrote. “Mom’s heart is in pains … I just wished we’d have exchanged letters and drawings. You will always be my daughter … Make me proud darling do good in school. Love you with all my heart, mom.”

On December 3, 2020, Theresa finally refused to send more gift cards to Helen. “Why do you treat me this way and still call me your daughter?” Chibuike replied. Hours later, he added, “Mom, I’m waiting. I’m hungry. I guess when you’re done with work, you can get me something to eat.” Later, he sent another message: “I’m starving,” followed by four crying emojis.

For ten days, Theresa ignored these messages. Chibuike’s guilt-driven strategy had worked on her many times before, but Theresa was finally beginning to come to terms with the truth. Chibuike had already exhausted his luck.

The next two years of Chibuike’s life were a blur. By 2021, his main victim had practically stopped sending gift cards. Their conversations grew colder and more distant, with Theresa occasionally sending him twenty-five euros. Chibuike had driven her life into the ground, and now she was so broke he couldn’t extract anything else. When the money stopped, he lost interest in her. Chibuike tried to find new victims, but his messages were no longer effective. Some friends believed his excessive drug use was the reason for his decline, while others in Ikotun speculated that he had used juju—dark magic—and was now facing its consequences.

Looking for new ways to make money, Chibuike started associating with dangerous people. One day, while he was smoking at Shoko’s place, a group of cultists barged in and dragged him away. He had been working with them on a scam: they needed to launder six thousand dollars from America, and Chibuike had suggested using one of his other victims, an American woman, as a money mule. However, during the transaction, their repeated logins triggered a block on the victim’s Cash App account. Convinced Chibuike had conned them, the boys beat him relentlessly for hours. They demanded to know where the money was and why the account was inaccessible. Chibuike tried to explain that it was their fault, and insisted he could prove it if they unlocked the account. But the only way to do that was through the American victim. Unfortunately, she wasn’t answering any of Chibuike’s frantic messages. When she finally replied, her message was curt: “Fuck you, I can’t send the code, I’m busy.”

By three in the morning, the cultists had tied Chibuike up in a deserted alley. One of them pulled out a gun and pressed it to his head. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, the American woman sent the code. The cultist boys logged in the Cash App account and saw it was suspended. Chibuike wasn’t lying. They apologized and left him on the street, bloodied and soaked in tears.

After that episode, Chibuike was so broke he ended up crashing at Shoko’s place indefinitely. At first Shoko, a bricklayer, didn’t mind having him around. Chibuike had spent so much money on him, his brother, and the other tenants that he felt like part of the family. Chibuike had also spent countless hours trying to teach his friend how to hustle, but Shoko’s clunky English made it impossible.

Shoko’s place wasn’t really suited to scamming. Every time Chibuike tried to speak to a client on the phone, background noise ruined the call. “Most times, when I was making a call in the compound, I’d hear ‘cock-a-doodle-doo,’” he said, imitating a rooster. “And my client would be like, ‘What the fuck is that?’”

Things quickly became tense. Shoko believed Chibuike always lied about the money he made, even though he wasn’t charging him rent. Chibuike confirmed it. “Whenever I cashed out, I decided to satisfy myself first, and then he got mad,” he said. When Shoko got angry, he would kick Chibuike out at night, forcing him to sleep on the street and battle swarms of mosquitoes.

There were also plenty of fights with other boys and tenants. One day, while heating a pipe of crystal meth in Shoko’s room, one of the guys started bragging about being a “big boy.” Half asleep, Chibuike scoffed at his bossy attitude, “You’re a big boy, huh? And you’re burning ice in a room with no fan.” The guy flew into a rage. He grabbed a power bank and hit Chibuike’s forehead. It knocked him down, leaving a scar one inch above his right eyebrow he would carry forever.

On one of those days, after a long drug binge, Chibuike lost his phone. He bought a cheap replacement, but it didn’t last long. Over the next few months, he kept switching phones, each one worse than the previous one, blowing most of his money on drugs instead of internet data. One day, he told his dealer he was waiting for a client to finish a transaction and promised to pay him later. The dealer, who knew his left hand from his right, didn’t buy it. He snatched Chibuike’s phone by force and sold it to get his money.

For a broke Yahoo Boy, losing a phone was catastrophic: Chibuike needed money to buy a new phone, but he also needed a phone to make money.

Unable to hustle anymore, he begged for cash from friends he had once helped. Some gave him scraps; others ignored him completely. Meanwhile, without money to buy drugs, Chibuike spiraled into severe meth withdrawal. He became broomstick thin, surviving on nothing but garri, water, and cheap weed. He also stopped taking baths, leaving his Afro filthy and unkempt. But he couldn’t have cared less. Years of meth binges—staying awake for seventy-two hours straight, followed by twenty-four hours of sleep—had left him indifferent to his personal hygiene.

At Shoko’s, Chibuike slept on the floor, choosing the hard surface over the bug-infested, sheetless foam mattress his friend used. The room had a single wooden wardrobe, a barred window, and maroon walls scarred with scratches, as if someone had dragged a key across them out of boredom or madness. The floor was covered with mismatched plastic mats that looked like a child’s puzzle, a jumble of red, white, orange, and other colors. Empty Orijin Bitters bottles, ashes, and an ashtray overflowing with spliff butts were usually scattered around. Shoko’s small room, as Chibuike often joked, was nothing to write home about.

But the worst part of sleeping there was the racket. With ten rooms in the house, each home to three to five people, it was nearly impossible to get any rest. Every morning, weak and wracked from drug withdrawal, Chibuike woke to the shrill giggles of restless kids and the frazzled shouts of exhausted mothers beating their children and rushing to get them ready for school. It was unbearable.

And every morning, when Chibuike opened his eyes, the same three words painted on the wooden door stared back at him:


ALL

ON

GOD
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Azeez (II)



In September 2023, an older friend told Azeez he had booked a hotel room in Ikotun, but his mother needed help and he’d have to stay at home. Why didn’t Azeez and his friends use the room instead? He even sent them some money to enjoy themselves. Once there, Azeez bought his friends bottles of Nutrimilk. In the hotel room, they jumped on the bed, took turns playing Dream League Soccer on their phones, and chatted with Azeez’s clients. They were imitating the older boys in Ikotun—Azeez called it “flexing.”

For the rest of the year, he followed a strict routine as he tried to balance school, his tailoring apprenticeship, caring for his sister, and learning the ropes of Yahoo, all while keeping his new pursuit hidden from his mother and teachers. Azeez became so busy that he stopped playing games on his phone altogether.

The mornings were always a rush. By 6:00 a.m., when Azeez opened his eyes, his mother had already cooked the food she would sell later at the market. He bathed, packed his school textbooks, and grabbed some food before carrying his sister to school. After dropping her off, he headed to his class on the other side of Abaranje Road.

In fifth grade, he was the top student because he was two or three years older than his classmates (he was still catching up). His teacher thought Azeez had the qualities of a natural leader, and trusted him enough to give him the classroom key, which he used to unlock the room in the morning. In school, his favorite subject was mathematics. He was learning geometry, memorizing the difference between isosceles and equilateral triangles. “An isosceles triangle has two equal sides,” he scribbled in his notebook in ant-sized handwriting. His homework revealed a boy who loved math but struggled with English. Still, he paid particular attention in his English classes because he wanted to improve his ability to converse with clients. For that, he knew he needed to get better at spelling.

After classes ended, at around 2:00 p.m., Azeez changed out of his pink-and-brown uniform into his colorful and comfortable two-piece native dress and walked to the tailor’s shop. His sewing skills were improving, but he still struggled with scissors—straight cuts remained his weakness. During breaks, Azeez and Ayo swapped stories about new clients. He ate his mother’s food and happily shared it with anyone who had none. On days he didn’t bring a meal, he used the three hundred naira she gave him to buy garri and beans. When he couldn’t charge his phone at home due to frequent power cuts, he forked out two hundred naira at a charging center and spent the afternoon daydreaming about food, catching the scent of roasted plantain and freshly cooked stew and salivating.

After spending the afternoon and early evening tailoring clothes, Azeez headed home around 8:00 p.m. His grandmother and mother had taught him well: no hanging around with the wrong crowd. In their small but meticulously kept room, he sat on the floor and ate dinner. Sometimes, they shared leftover Indomie noodles that had gone unsold during the day. Azeez’s favorite protein was turkey, but by late 2023, his mum had stopped buying it. It was simply too expensive. New government policies had sent inflation soaring; by November of that year, inflation would rise to an eighteen-year high, forcing everyone to ration food carefully or skip meals altogether. Portions became smaller, and people at the market swapped tips on how to make stew with red bell peppers and other cheaper substitutes instead of tomatoes. In January 2024, assaults on grain warehouses and food trucks were reported across the country.

Azeez saw the economic crisis reflected in the faces of his neighbors whenever his mum prepared a stew in their room. The smell of freshly cooked broth drifted through the corridor, drawing eyes to their doorway. Neighbors would peer in, trying to win her favor—“Well done, Ma, well done, keep enjoying it”—before casually asking for garri or some other small thing. She never refused, and always said, “Go and bring your plate.”

Lately, Azeez noticed some of his neighbors coming more and more often, and he began to resent them. The food his mother gave them was food he didn’t eat. He didn’t mind sharing—“Sometimes, if my mum cooks, I’ll call my friends, and they’ll bring their spoon.” What bothered him was hearing their gas camp stoves in their rooms—the unmistakable click you learn to recognize when you’re hungry—and then smelling the sweet aroma of concoction rice cooking in palm oil. Despite his mum’s generosity, some of them never offered to share food in return. But Azeez never dared to complain. He knew that if he did, his mother would rain curses on him for begrudging others a meal.

Azeez longed to live in a home of his family’s own. He hated the smell from the gutter that made its way into the room. Then there was the noise, especially when older boys smoked till late in other rooms. But the worst part was the leaks. The earthen floor was often covered with buckets to catch the dripping water. Sometimes, the leaks became so bad that the tenants were evicted—a government official would arrive and lock the entire building, forcing all the residents to find somewhere else to sleep. Azeez and his family stayed in Ayo’s room, which was also in a face-me-I-face-you house. After a few days the evicted tenants would pool their money to bribe the council official to reopen the building.

The landlord, who dutifully collected the annual rent, never addressed their complaints. Azeez didn’t like him, especially whenever he got drunk and rowdy. He used to send him on errands to buy cigarettes, until one day Azeez refused. The man complained to his mother, but she scolded him for asking her son to buy cigarettes.

“Some people,” Azeez said about the landlord, “only know about themselves.”

After dinner, Azeez washed the plates, swept the room, bathed his sister, and cleaned himself up. By 10:00 p.m., they went to sleep, his mum and his sister on the bed, Azeez on a mat on the earthen floor. Once his mother’s breathing settled into a steady rhythm, Azeez would get up and pretend he wanted water. If she didn’t ask him what he was doing, that meant she was asleep. Only then did he pull out his phone—sometimes his first chance to check it all day. He usually left it at home because bringing it to school was forbidden, but sometimes he needed to know where his mum was to pick up their key. His mother constantly threatened to confiscate it if he kept misusing it. Still, like any boy his age, Azeez knew how to stay one step ahead. He positioned himself so that his arms were under the bed, out of her sight. If she stirred at night, he would quickly slide the phone under her bed and pretend to be asleep.

In the dark room, with his screen dimmed to its lowest setting, Azeez spent hours on his phone. He bought cheaper late-night data bundles that ran from 1:00 a.m. to 5:00 a.m.—essential for many Nigerians who used them to download movies, music, and social media content while avoiding steep daytime rates. Then Azeez focused on the hustle. Every night, his fingers flew across Facebook, adding hundreds of people as Vanessa’s friends. A parade of lonely American men appeared on his screen, with names like Ricardo and Jamie, Michael and Martin, Truck Driver and Larry. At first, most were from California; later Azeez discovered Alaska, and from there went farther afield. He also searched for “massage groups America” on Facebook, joined them, and commented on posts from men looking for a woman. He had picked up that trick from Alex at the workshop. “If you need me, text me up,” Azeez wrote.

As he waited for replies, Azeez watched muted videos with captions. He especially enjoyed TikTok clips from King of Prank, a Nigerian comedian known for his skits and everyday-life pranks. He had to learn to suppress his laughter. But as soon as a client responded to Vanessa, Azeez stopped watching and replied swiftly. He always used the same set of responses: “My work is massage. Are you interested?” “I’m not a scam.” “One hour is 50 dollars. Half payment upfront.”

Usually around three in the morning, exhausted from the long night of work, Azeez finally shut his eyes and fell asleep, sometimes thinking, My maga will bless me.



During those months, Azeez kept chatting with Pete, the client who had funded his hearty meal at Foodcity. Pete, an English hotel manager, often asked Vanessa to come stay with him, promising to buy her anything she wanted. Over time, he sent a few more Apple and Steam gift cards. Azeez was giddy with excitement whenever he talked about Pete. “He’s the chief of a hotel, sha. He has money!” he exclaimed. But he also felt a twinge of pity for his client: Pete had an eye condition and often mentioned his frequent hospital visits.

After Pete, in September 2023, Azeez’s second major client was a Black American man from California, although Azeez referred to him simply as “Black America.” He described their first exchange in vivid detail:

“I bombed—Sunday, Monday, Tuesday. That day, I saw one maga, a man from California. I told him, ‘I’m here for a full-body massage. Hope you’re interested.’ The client said, ‘Agh! Of course!’ He asked if I was for real. I said, ‘I’m not here to scam. I’m here to make my client happy and have sex.’ When he asked my cost, I said, ‘One hour, fifty dollars.’ He said he was on his way downtown to buy a fifty-dollar card. His house was twenty minutes from the store. I was so happy that day—I kept praying.

“The client called me four times—brrrr brrrr. I texted back: ‘Baby, I’m back.’ He told me there was no fifty-dollar card, so I said, ‘Buy two twenty-dollar cards and one ten-dollar.’ He bought only one for twenty dollars. He said he wouldn’t scratch it unless I came. I told him, ‘I don’t have gas in my car.’ In the end, he sent the card, and I sold it to a vendor.”

Azeez exchanged the card for 13,500 naira, a much smaller sum than the twenty-dollar face value. Still, he was brimming with happiness. He gave a thousand naira to each of his six friends at the tailoring shop. He also bought internet data and some food, and he handed the remaining two thousand naira to his mother.

At first, Azeez’s mother couldn’t understand how her fifteen-year-old son had come by that amount of money. He wasn’t paid at the workshop. Someone in Ikotun might have been generous enough to give him a couple of hundred naira, perhaps—but two thousand? Still, she accepted it and used it to buy more supplies for her business. The trade at the market had slowed dramatically, and many of her customers had stopped paying, leaving her burdened with debt. She had also lost all her savings a few months earlier after receiving a call from someone claiming to be from her bank and asking for her card details. Hours later, she realized she had been scammed—they had stolen the over eighty thousand naira she had saved for emergencies.

In the following months, Azeez scammed between $100 and $150. With the money, he frequently visited Ayo’s mother’s shop to buy noodles and peanuts. Some older Yahoo Boys in the neighborhood whispered, “That little boy, sha, that boy is cashing out.” Friends started calling him Zizo Money.

Azeez was making progress but was determined to step up his game. His stepbrother, a twenty-five-year-old who came and went from Ikotun, became his mentor, promising to teach him dating—a scheme where he could earn “as much as five hundred dollars in a single day.” During that time, Azeez also saw how to handle wary clients. He watched how older Yahoo Boys placed two phones together and spoke over the video feed. With his increasingly suspicious Black American victim, however, he took a different approach and sent two short voice notes his stepbrother had shared with him. In the recordings, a woman with a soft, intimate voice said, “Hello, baby, I miss you.”

Other times, Azeez would copy-paste messages from his clients, asking his stepbrother for advice. “I don’t understand,” Azeez would say, showing his stepbrother a sexual reference. In one instance, Azeez sent a screenshot from a victim that read, “Sloppy head and 69, no panties or condoms.” His stepbrother replied, “You just tell the client, ‘I will do all you want.’”

“OK, boss man,” Azeez responded.

They communicated through their fake Facebook accounts, adding an absurd touch to their conversations. The two young Nigerians, posing as Vanessa and Alice Sandra, two white women, didn’t just talk about scamming; they also discussed everyday matters in Pidgin, like whether to meet at a shop in Ikotun, if they had food at home, or whether their mother was at the market that day.

The more Azeez spoke with his clients, the more he learned about them—and how loneliness shaped their lives. Many had been scammed multiple times, yet they kept searching for connection. “I just feel like every girl is trying to scam me,” a man called Nick confided in Vanessa. “I’ve tried this three times with three different girls, and none showed up.” Azeez found it baffling: So many people in Nigeria were scamming these white men. Why didn’t they ever complain to the media or something?

He also noticed that clients lost interest in Vanessa if their sexual comments didn’t receive a playful response in return. The quality of his answers, Azeez was beginning to realize, actually mattered. Such was the case with an American man called Chad—a seventy-one-year-old widower with a castaway’s wild gray beard who added a full stop after every word he typed. Azeez spoke with him intermittently for months. In one of their early chats, after Azeez sent a picture of a topless red-haired woman, Chad asked bluntly: “Do. U. Have. Red. Hair. Down. There?” Azeez responded with a smiling emoji. Two days later, Chad sent a picture of himself holding his baby great-granddaughter.

“OK,” Azeez replied.

“Now. I. Have. Long. Hair,” Chad texted back.

“That’s cool,” Azeez responded.

Their conversations started with small talk—watching TV, drinking coffee—but Chad inevitably returned to his fixation with her red hair. Azeez struggled to navigate the white man’s musical taste—Chad often sent YouTube links to nostalgic songs like Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” and Little River Band’s “Lady”—and despite Chad’s persistent interest, he didn’t get any money. But after New Year’s, Azeez grew more direct: If he wanted her to visit, he needed to send fifty dollars now.

“Can. I. Pay. U. Here?” Chad asked.

“How, hun?” Azeez responded.

“Cash,” Chad said.

Azeez wasn’t fazed. “No, hun. I don’t accept first payment in cash. You’ll need to pay half upfront. So, are you really interested in me?”

“Yes.”

“So, what are we going to do, hun?” Azeez replied, steering the conversation back to money.

“Nothing. Is. Going. On,” Chad responded.

Their conversations were disjointed, often fizzling out when one of them went quiet. The lonely older American man with a scruffy beard and the boyish Nigerian teenager who no longer had time to play lived in different worlds, with daily routines that rarely aligned, making their exchanges even more difficult. Other times Azeez would ask when they could meet, and Chad would respond by sending a nude. “Wow,” Azeez responded.

A few days later, in early January 2024, the Nigerian boy texted him again:


Azeez: How are you? Good morning.

Chad: Good morning.

Azeez: How are you doing?

Chad: Getting ready to go to the cancer doctor.

Azeez: Okay, baby.

Chad: Text you later.

Azeez: When you get back, text me. I want to tell you something.

Chad: What??? What? Tell. Me.

[…]

Azeez: Hello. I’m back.

Chad: Went. To. The. Cancer doctor. Came. Out. Clean.

Azeez: Oh, okay. Good to hear.



Azeez was learning that scamming wasn’t easy. Hours of conversations could lead to nothing. Clients like Chad often lied about sending money, making empty promises. And dick pics didn’t always translate to gift cards. He was trying to improve by sending more nude photos and memorizing new excuses, but it became clear how difficult it was to make even twenty-five dollars. So how were others pulling in thousands of dollars?

Azeez suspected that not all the boys in Ikotun with Lexus cars were making their money through Yahoo alone. Yes, they called themselves Yahoo Boys, but he believed some of them were doing something else—“Yahoo Plus.”

The very idea disturbed Azeez. As a Yoruba boy who drifted between the mosque on Fridays and the Celestial Church of Christ with his friends on Sundays, the thought of invoking supernatural forces unsettled him. He was convinced that those boys summoned their “ghost clients”—the spirits of white victims—to manipulate them and amass wealth. However, in the long run, such actions carried grave consequences, and Azeez had no desire to trade his soul for all the money in the world.

“They know they’ll have money in the morning, but they’ll die in the afternoon,” Azeez said. “And that is no life.”



In Nollywood films, from Living in Bondage to Money Ritual to The Blood Covenant, the story of conjuring wealth by invoking spirits is a familiar rags-to-riches trope—one that often ends in tragedy. It was perhaps inevitable, too, that some scammers would turn to spiritualism at a time when Yahoo Boys complained that the hustle was getting harder. The most desperate fraudsters even turned to their local priest for a helping hand.

This narrative is compelling—but certainly not new. A similar argument was highlighted in a 2013 article written by the Nigerian scholar Oludayo Tade that traced the origins of Yahoo Plus, explaining that fraudsters were increasingly turning to what they believed to be supernatural forces as traditional scams became less profitable. Tade called Yahoo Plus a new form of “cyber spiritualism.” “Through this method, victims [are believed to] become hypnotized and, without objection, offer their treasures (products and money) to the fraudsters.”

Yahoo Boys themselves refer to Yahoo Plus by many names: levels, juju, soap, voodoo, and jazz. To perform the rituals, they seek out a spiritual figure or juju priest. Traditionally, the Yoruba believed that this spiritual power commanded the forces of nature, drawing energy from natural elements such as hills, rivers, animals, plants, humans, and deities. The Yoruba supreme deity, Ọlọrun, imbued all creation with “ase,” a morally neutral force described as the “power to make things happen,” capable of both giving and taking life. “When ase is invoked,” Tade wrote, “the victims go into a trance and only regain their senses after fully complying with the Yahoo Plus Boy’s commands.”

The juju priest tailors each ritual to the client’s needs, using ingestible liquids, powders, soaps, charms, and incantations to increase the Yahoo Boy’s chance of success. Magical rings and wrist incisions are also common, alongside pictures of the victim or their full name. On the instruction of juju priests, some young men will also sleep in cemeteries, eat feces, or bark like dogs—all in the hope of improving their relationships with clients and making more money. Footage of these rituals often goes viral on social media and even makes international news. “Some can go to the extent of placing their legs on a tortoise while chatting with a foreigner on their laptop,” a Yahoo Boy who had performed juju told Tade.

“Baba the hustle is real. Without any help, you can’t collect one dollar from a client,” another Yahoo Boy told a Nigerian researcher who wrote about Yahoo Plus in 2019. “Let’s stop deceiving ourselves. It is only a foolish Yahoo Boy that will be wasting his strength trying to scam a client without spiritual help. Only the person that has added jazz will successfully win a client heart without stress.”

In 2022, on one of my first trips to Nigeria, I met an herbalist in a community near Ikotun. His name was Gbenga, and he led me to the backyard of a building through a worn metal door as a cluster of kids watched from a distance. There were boxes holding live animals in the yard, and tires were scattered about on the dusty ground. Gbenga pulled out plastic chairs for us, then went inside the building. When he returned he was wearing orange pants, an apron, and a belt covered in small skulls. He was holding a potion made of soap and snake’s egg—one of his most in-demand products, he explained. The cost: 250,000 naira (roughly 500 dollars).

Gbenga told me that he made around 1.25 million naira (2,500 dollars) every month selling the concoctions, many of them purchased by Yahoo Boys, who then consumed them. His was a family business: “All my ancestors were herbalists, and I hope my kids do the same.” At one point during our visit, Gbenga grabbed a pot, poured liquid from a recycled bottle of Fanta into it, then mixed in a few eggs. He said that if he made this potion while looking at a picture of a Yahoo Boy’s client, it would make the scammer “successful in love.”

Many Nigerians dismiss outright the idea that these powers actually work. “If it were possible to conjure money as our people believe, Africans would be the wealthiest people in the world,” the Nigerian writer Abimbola Adelakun wrote in a 2021 article about money rituals. In response to chronic poverty and inequality, Adelakun said, people often reach for supernatural explanations to rationalize others’ success. A few scammers I spoke to dismissed these stories as invented too, referring to most juju priests as “the 419s of the 419s”—the scammers’ scammers. Local scholars question whether the Yoruba truly practiced money rituals in precolonial times, and religious leaders often publicly reject the idea of get-rich-quick schemes. In 2019, Olusola Adeyeye, chief whip of the Nigerian Senate, dismissed such beliefs as “mere superstitions and arrant hogwash” after social media was flooded with rumors of Yahoo Boys stealing women’s pants for rituals. To debunk claims that they were effective, he made an unconventional offer: “Anyone who needs hair, urine, and panties to make money should come to me,” he said. “I will also donate my wife’s hair, urine, and underwear.”

Despite these efforts, people like Azeez in Ikotun were the norm. In dozens of interviews with locals, I often asked why they thought white people were sending so much money to these boys. Some shrugged; others pointed to “juju” or “soap.” When I explained the so-called Western loneliness epidemic, they understood the idea but didn’t see it as a valid reason for sending money to a stranger. Most couldn’t fathom why someone in their right mind would drain their savings, sell their house, or go into debt for a lover they had never met in real life. To them, there had to be another explanation for the sudden flood of money—and its unsettling consequences.

And there were, in fact, consequences, if not always legal ones. Take Chibuike, for example. Some of his friends believed he had “plussed” his game, not just because Theresa had sent tens of thousands of euros to “Cody Rhodes,” but also because of his dramatic downfall. How else could he have squandered so much money so recklessly? (Chibuike denied it. “If I had plussed,” he told me, “I’d have made millions of euros.”)

This line of thinking was common among the most superstitious. In Ikotun, boys who practiced Yahoo Plus were believed to trade short-term success for a shortened lifespan or the rapid depletion of their allotted luck in life. One car dealer told me that he’d seen a Yahoo Boy calling his juju priest before buying a yellow car to make sure that the color wouldn’t interfere with the spiritual powers that had brought him so much wealth.

“I don’t wanna take risks, man,” Biggy told me when I asked if he’d ever resorted to juju. But he didn’t judge those who did. “Life is hard, bro. Success always comes at a price. You need to know what you’re willing to sacrifice to succeed. Is it your time? Your sleep? Your money? Your life? I don’t know.”

There was an even darker offshoot of Yahoo Plus—something some people called Yahoo Plus Plus, which was rumored to entail ritual killings. From time to time, newspapers reported on young men murdering their girlfriends or siblings, convinced that human sacrifice could unlock supernatural wealth. Police occasionally issued warnings about the rumors.

“Osun State Police Command is using this medium to caution members of the public, especially young girls, on the activities of internet fraudsters popularly known as Yahoo Boys,” read one such statement from a spokesperson. “These fraudsters have escalated their nefarious activities to include ritualistic practices, hatching sinister plots to lure and murder unsuspecting victim(s), predominantly women, with the intention of harvesting their body parts for ritual purpose.”

In 2022, Afeez Olalere, thirty-two, was arrested by Lagos police for allegedly killing his younger brother—with help from their mother—as part of a demonic moneymaking rite. “My mother took me to a herbalist who told me if I want to be successful in the yahoo business, I will have to sacrifice one life and that person must be a sibling to me,” Afeez said. That same year, the university student Jennifer Anthony was murdered by her twenty-year-old boyfriend, Moses Oko, on New Year’s Eve. When authorities found her body in a hotel room, some parts of it were missing, and they connected her death to a ritual killing. In yet another case, a teenager named Soliu Majekodunmi confessed to killing his girlfriend, Sofiat, after reading an article online titled “How to Make Money Ritual.” It instructed him to behead a woman and burn her skull in a pot.

Soon people were linking Yahoo Boys not just to online scams, but to something more disturbing. Nigerian girls tweeted warnings: avoid dating Yahoo Boys—you never know what they’re doing with your underwear, or with your body. Some men added their own warnings: stay away from girls who’ve dated Yahoo Boys, because they’ve already been used.

It’s no wonder many in Ikotun came to see Yahoo as a curse. These boys were receiving unimaginable amounts of money from strangers overseas, and many believed no ordinary human effort could explain it. The way they burned through it only deepened the suspicion that something unnatural was going on.

In Yoruba culture, one of the strongest moral convictions is that ill-gotten wealth rarely lasts. Even those who didn’t believe in juju believed in consequences. Whether spiritual or psychological, the fallout was the same: young men who cashed out big often ended up addicted, paranoid, broke, or dead. (Those who quietly transitioned to legal work, on the other hand, were rarely mentioned.)

And people were watching. People like Azeez’s mother, who saw the flash of Yahoo money and the wreckage it left behind.



When Azeez’s mother received two thousand naira from her son, she asked her market colleagues about Yahoo. They told her there was nothing to worry about; Yahoo Boys were simply reclaiming the wealth white people had stolen when they plundered Africa and shipped millions of enslaved people to the Americas. But she was still skeptical. There was one thing she thought she knew for sure: white people were smart. Nigerians bought their goods at exorbitant prices from them, exchanged their money into dollars, and suffered under crushing inflation. There had to be something these oyinbos were getting in return—something more valuable than the small amounts her son was making. “People say white people are fools, but they are not,” she said. “When they give you something, they know how to take it back.”

She was also worried about her son’s future. By late 2023, she noticed dark circles under Azeez’s eyes. She didn’t know exactly why he wasn’t sleeping—Azeez was getting less than four hours of rest a night—but she suspected it had to do with his phone. Sometimes she would wake up in the middle of the night and she would see him absorbed by it.

Yahoo was pulling him away from his education. The older Yahoo Boys didn’t seem like role models either. She’d seen some of them smoking weed in hotels, disrespecting their elders, and attracting local girls, only to struggle with mental health issues later. “Some of them have gone mad. Some have even used their mothers or girlfriends for rituals,” she said, echoing a common rumor in the neighborhood. Because the money they were collecting was not clean, she thought, their lives would never be “balanced.”

Finally, she made her position clear: No more Yahoo. It’s cursed money. Only a lazy child would engage in internet fraud. The only path to success, she told Azeez, was through hard work and patience. Azeez agreed, but he continued scamming in secret.

One day in February 2024, while borrowing Azeez’s phone, his mum found dozens of messages from white people. That was the last straw. Azeez had lied to her, and he would learn a lesson. That day, when Azeez returned from the workshop, his mother told him he couldn’t use the phone anymore. He tried to convince her that he could balance both the hustle and school. “I’ll be serious about my education too,” he insisted. But she didn’t budge: no more phone for him.

A couple of days later, Alex from the workshop came to their house, pleading with Azeez’s mother. They needed Azeez to use his phone to facilitate a cash-out. “It’s the money the white people took from us back in the day,” Alex explained. “Azeez has the brains to press the phone and make money.” Azeez had not yet learned much about slavery or European colonization—those lessons were for secondary school—but he always found it funny when his friend joked that the Yahoo Boys were just beginning the work of collecting what was owed them. “In fact, there’s still plenty left to recover.”

But Azeez’s mum wasn’t in the mood for jokes. She’d had enough. She told Alex to stop filling her son’s head with nonsense. When his friend left, she warned Azeez never to hang out with Alex again—and told him that she was going to inform his grandmother. Azeez shivered with fear.

Azeez’s grandmother had raised him for most of his life in a small village in Ogun State, next to Lagos. She loved the boy with all her heart. She never hesitated to care for him when her nineteen-year-old daughter admitted she couldn’t afford to. In the village, as Azeez grew older, she often sat with him and shared life lessons and Yoruba proverbs. It’s important not to rush in life, because God always has a plan. If you deserve something, you will eventually get it. She also warned him not to walk with bad people. “A person you invite to eat will grab your hand and don’t let you eat,” she told him. “Don’t tell people everything about you.”

His grandmother didn’t really know what Yahoo was, but when her daughter explained it to her, she immediately recognized it as a form of stealing. She called Azeez on the phone and, after the usual greetings, got straight to the point.

“I want to say something,” she said. “Why are you looking at other people to emulate them?”

Azeez started to protest, but she cut him off.

“Shut up. I don’t want stupid money. I don’t want dirty money. I don’t want fraud money. Understood?”

The Yoruba believe that “ole jija” (stealing) stems partly from “ojukokoro” (greed), which they describe as “the inability of the eyes to leave something alone.” In the Yoruba ethical system, theft is not merely a legal offense—it is a profound moral failure of the individual, the family, and society at large. This belief is reflected in numerous proverbs condemning theft. “Your child is not a washman,” one of them says, “yet he brings home clothes; you have seen the face of a thief and failed to catch him.” But perhaps the strongest expression of the Yoruba rejection of theft is found in a poem by the renowned Nigerian writer J. F. Odunjo, best known for his Yoruba children’s books.


In the world that I have come, instead of me to steal,

Instead of me to steal, I would prefer to become a slave.



These cultural beliefs shaped the worldview of Azeez’s grandmother, a devout Muslim Yoruba woman who viewed theft as a result of bad upbringing. After learning that her grandson had become involved in fraud, she also borrowed money to make the journey to Lagos. The trip required taking four different buses, retracing the same route Azeez had taken with her when he first moved to Ikotun. After the long journey, she finally arrived at their small room. She was determined to set him straight. His mother quietly stepped aside, giving her space to speak with her grandson alone.

Her tone was firm: Azeez needed to leave the life of a Yahoo Boy behind. If he continued stealing from others, she wanted nothing more to do with him. “I’ll disown you,” she said.

When Azeez heard those words, he immediately knelt at her feet and clutched her legs while breaking down in tears. “I’ll stop, I’ll stop,” he sobbed. He begged for her forgiveness, repeating that he would never do Yahoo again.

Sitting in bed, his grandmother gently lifted him up and soothed him. “Don’t be upset that I’m talking to you like this. It’s for your own good,” she told him. “You can’t make others cry so you can be happy.” She reminded him of the dignity in waiting, in trusting that life would eventually provide: if he was meant to succeed, success would come in God’s time. She wanted to be proud of him—and for his absent father to one day witness Azeez’s success.

Azeez’s grandmother resented her grandson’s father for neglecting him. Azeez’s mother had met him in the Lagos suburb of Ejigbo while she was learning to be a hairdresser; he ran a barbershop. After a year of dating, she became pregnant with Azeez. The man offered to take her to his home village, but Azeez’s grandma refused. It was not possible for her daughter to move so far away from her. He left, and Azeez’s mother rarely heard from him again. After Azeez was born, she tried to contact him to share the news, but his number was out of service.

Over the years, Azeez saw his father a few times, but they never built a real relationship. A couple of years earlier, when Azeez became ill, his mother had reached out to his father for financial help. He brushed her off, saying he had his own problems. Azeez’s mother was sure that if her son saw his father in the street, he wouldn’t recognize him. And vice versa.

That day, when Azeez vowed to leave Yahoo behind, his grandmother told him, “I want your future to be so bright that your father will hear of you and think, I made a mistake.”







9
Trisha



As I left the hotel room and said goodbye to Richie, my mind was fixated on his dead victim, Trisha. I had heard tragic accounts of older people who had taken their lives after a romance scam, but I had never met a Yahoo Boy who openly admitted that his actions had led to a victim’s death. Who was Trisha? Had her husband killed her? Had she taken her own life? I still had many questions—questions Richie alone couldn’t answer.

Just days after meeting Richie, in late January 2024, I flew back to New York, where I was midway through a two-year writing fellowship. In my spare time, I spent hours scouring the internet, trying to verify Richie’s account. His story had holes, but he didn’t seem to be lying. Why would he? He appeared genuinely shaken and wanted closure. To that end, he handed over everything he had: Trisha’s phone numbers, home address, Social Security number, driver’s license, Trisha’s parents’ credit cards. Alongside the documents, Richie also sent me a photo of Trisha in lingerie, holding her driver’s license with a serious look on her face that seemed to display a playful undertone, as if she wasn’t sure which mask to wear. I believed I had enough to confirm details about her death online.

But I was wrong.

First, there was no obituary, no funeral notice, and no news of her death. No social media presence either: no Facebook, LinkedIn, Instagram, Snapchat, or TikTok. Strange, given that Richie had said Trisha was always online. The few scattered traces I found—property records, past marriage certificates, court filings—only complicated my search. Trisha appeared under different names from previous marriages, which led me to spend endless, futile hours scrutinizing Facebook profiles. Was this Trisha B. in Florida the one Richie had scammed? Or maybe Trisha W. in Texas?

But every lead turned into a dead end. It was as if Trisha had not just died but also vanished from the internet.

After a few days of frantic searching, I did manage to find some clues. The first was an obituary for her mother from 2019 on a local funeral website, which named Trisha and her husband as the only surviving family members. This gave me her husband’s full name. I was excited. Maybe this online trail would lead somewhere.

Wrong again.

There was nothing about him online. The only detail I uncovered was a decade-old review for a car dealership after he’d bought a used Ford. “They make you proud to call this town home,” he wrote. “God bless you for helping me get back on the road.” That was it.

I did find two more clues about Trisha. While searching local foreclosure lists, I stumbled on a notice from a mortgage financing company. Trisha’s house—the same address Richie had memorized—was up for forced sale, almost certainly a consequence of the scam. Then, another discovery: multiple email accounts linked to her, with bizarre usernames that hinted at Richie’s involvement—7devilprincess, 3dubaiprincess. All created between 2021 and 2022.

But nothing else. How could someone once so active online leave behind barely any digital footprint at all?

With no clear trace of her recent life, I turned to the past. Her hometown was a small city I’ll call Springfield. If Trisha had grown up there, there had to be something that might offer a glimpse of who she was before the scam. I searched through archived local newspapers, Facebook community groups—including a page called Springfield Nostalgia with one thousand followers—and church bulletins. Nothing.

Then I thought of school yearbooks.

It didn’t take long before I found an online collection of 1980s high school yearbooks from the local public school, hosted on a website for reconnecting with former classmates. It was a big assumption—that Trisha had grown up there and attended that particular school—but I was running out of leads.

I opened the digital yearbook and started flipping through the pages. An endless parade of teenagers flashed by, their hair sculpted into Farrah Fawcett’s feathered blowouts or perfectly tapered Afros, as if they were all getting ready for prom.

And then—there she was. Trisha.

Her full name was printed beneath her photo. She wore a casual polo shirt, her head tilted slightly, bobbed hair resting just above her shoulders. A small crucifix hung at her neck. Some of her classmates looked awkward, trapped behind thick glasses, looking uncomfortable in their teenage bodies. But not Trisha. Even at sixteen, she exuded a quiet, no-nonsense confidence.

That yearbook led me to the only profile of Trisha I’ve ever found online. I had initially missed it because it was—again—listed under a different variation of her name. In her short bio, she described herself as a happily married woman, devoted to a loving husband from Arizona. She had graduated from the “school of hard knocks”: she had survived a near-fatal car accident and, some years later, beaten cancer. Trisha defined herself as someone who loved embracing new challenges. Her favorite quote was “Go for it!”

There was a profile photo too. It looked almost identical to the ones Richie had sent me, likely taken around the same time. Late fifties, heavy eye makeup, what looked like blue contact lenses, glossy lipstick. In the selfie, she sat on her sofa, gazing straight into the camera. Her long brunette hair cascaded past her shoulders, blunt bangs softening her rectangular face. One hand rested against her cheek, or maybe it was the other way around.

Something about her expression stayed with me. The thousand-yard stare. The coldness in her posture. The unexpected seriousness. It didn’t match the vitality, the go for it! energy she described. I took a screenshot and saved it on my phone.

Frustrated by my lack of progress, I often found myself staring at Trisha’s picture, trying to imagine the life she had lived. I think I had become obsessed with finding her because she seemed to stand in for all the victims I had never met. But in her eyes all I saw was a void—a gray emptiness staring back at me.



Sixty years ago, the Beatles asked where all the lonely people come from, and we’re still searching for an answer. Loneliness has become one of the defining conditions of modern life. The World Health Organization has declared it a global epidemic. Western governments have appointed ministers of loneliness. The Economist once described it as the leprosy of the twenty-first century. Gen Z—particularly shaped by the isolation of the pandemic—is often described as the loneliest generation. But other academic papers highlight loneliness among men, middle-aged women, and children.

Depending on your perspective, you might trace the crisis to one of several sweeping shifts in Western life: the rise of technology that displaces in-person interaction; tech platforms engineered to monopolize attention; a culture of hyper-individualism that prizes uniqueness over community; stagnant salaries and rising housing prices that lead to overwork; shrinking families; the illusion of connection through social media; the decline of religious participation; deepening political polarization; suburban housing designed for isolation rather than community; or simply the fact that more people are living alone than ever before. Most likely, it’s not one cause but many, overlapping and reinforcing each other.

To counter this trend, governments and communities have launched myriad interventions. Some advocate a return to simple social habits—introducing yourself to neighbors, attending religious or social gatherings. The UK has piloted programs where postal workers check on elderly residents. Robert Putnam, the scholar who warned of growing social disconnection in his now-legendary 2000 book Bowling Alone, sounds even more dire in his recent pronouncements: Join a club or die. Yet despite these efforts, the epidemic, or at least the perception of one, persists. “Why is the loneliness epidemic so hard to cure?” asked The New York Times Magazine on the cover of a 2024 issue.

Social psychologists define loneliness as the gap between the social connections we desire and those we actually experience. The problem is that loneliness is difficult to categorize and even harder to admit—to others and oneself. The mid-twentieth-century scholar Frieda Fromm-Reichmann described it as a “painful, frightening experience that people will do practically everything to avoid.” Dr. Vivek Murthy, the former US surgeon general, compares loneliness to hunger or thirst, an essential signal that something critical for survival is missing. In 2017, while traveling across the United States, he met countless people who expressed their excruciatingly painful loneliness for their first time. “Many would say, ‘I feel like I’m invisible. If I disappeared tomorrow, nobody would even notice. No one would even care,’” he said. “Many felt that nobody truly knew them for who they were.”

If loneliness is as fundamental a threat as hunger, then we are starving at an alarming rate. A Harvard study found that more than a third of Americans experienced “serious loneliness” during the pandemic, including 61 percent of young adults and 51 percent of mothers with young children. This trend is mirrored in many Western countries, and the consequences are staggering. Chronic loneliness has been linked to elevated blood pressure, dementia, anxiety, depression, and paranoia. It also distorts reasoning, social interactions, and self-perception. “Loneliness,” the novelist Yiyun Li wrote, “is the inability to speak with another in one’s private language. That emptiness is filled with public language or romanticized connections.”

Perhaps it’s no surprise that the romance-scam industry skyrocketed during the pandemic, a time when we found ourselves even more cut off from others. Because as loneliness deepens, so does our vulnerability to misinformation and manipulation.



To understand why victims of romance scams send money, you have to momentarily suspend disbelief and accept the relationship as real.

It often begins with a message from someone who seems unusually kind. This person listens. They ask thoughtful questions. They share their own struggles with loneliness. The connection feels easy, intuitive. The victim begins to confide in them, revealing parts of themselves they rarely show anyone. There’s no judgment, no rejection, only warmth and validation.

They speak on the phone. The voice is steady, affectionate. Sometimes, small gifts arrive at a victim’s door—pizza, flowers, a birthday card. These tokens make the relationship feel grounded in reality. Soon, the new lover declares their love, and the victim, moved and grateful, does the same. They begin to imagine a future together. They create rituals and inside jokes, their private language. They exchange memories. The bond deepens. And the longer it lasts, the more real it becomes.

Weeks, months, even years pass. Doubts creep in—why haven’t they come yet?—but the love remains intact. There’s always a crisis: the lover claims to be in the hospital or unable to board the plane due to an accident; they need money—urgently. Desperate to help, the victim sends as much as they can. How could they not? This isn’t just anyone; this is the person they love.

Meanwhile, each broken promise doesn’t expose the fraud; it tightens the trap. Rather than recognizing the deception, the victim sinks deeper into the psychological grip of the sunk-cost fallacy. Walking away from the relationship would mean losing everything: not just money, but love and hope, while facing the devastating truth that it was all a lie.

During my reporting, I joined several support groups for victims of romance scams, shared my mother’s story, and talked to anyone who reached out. Those who did were mostly widows, divorced people, and retirees. Some of these victims had lost tens of thousands of dollars, going deep into debt or mortgaging their homes to get scammers the money they demanded. They were heartbroken and isolated. Most were older women, not because they were ideal targets, but because they were more willing to share their experiences. (In Nigeria, I met more Yahoo Boys scamming men than women.)

Academic research has yet to agree on a typical victim profile, and some activists argue that profiling only deepens the stigma; anyone can be scammed, they say. But from what I saw in Nigeria the pattern was clear: people over forty-five, both men and women, often emotionally isolated. Many were inherently kind and naïve, unaware of online dangers. They reminded me of one of my mother’s emails to Brian: “My way of living is everybody is lovely [unless they] show me the opposite!”

These scams leave victims emotionally and psychologically shattered. The loss goes beyond money: some people report feeling “mentally raped.” Others compare it to “losing a husband.” The gut-wrenching feeling of betrayal—the hurt, the shame, the collapse of self-worth—is what victims recounted to me again and again.

I’ve met Americans who went to the airport to receive their lovers and found no one. One victim in California waited by the roadside in the rain for six hours with a bouquet of flowers, only to throw it away when his scammer stopped replying to his messages. I also interviewed a scammer in Lagos whose male victim in Florida had plastered an entire room with photos of a fake white woman, eagerly awaiting her arrival. The man also had blankets and pillows printed with images of a woman who, in reality, was a porn actress. The Yahoo Boy had extracted twenty thousand dollars from him.

Some victims continue talking to their scammers even after realizing what is going on. “Do you want the honest truth?” a Canadian woman who ran a Facebook support group told me. “I’m still talking to my boy,” she admitted. “He has me under his spell. It’s like a drug—very hard to come off it.” Another victim put it bluntly: “You’re essentially paying to hear what you want, like ‘I love you’ or ‘I can’t live without you.’”

I also spoke to the loved ones of victims still in thrall to their scammers. They felt helpless. “The situation has gotten worse,” a young Spanish woman called Marta told me about her seventy-year-old father, who was ensnared in a yearslong scam. “We’re desperate. We’ve explained to him over and over that he’s being scammed, but he doesn’t care. He says he’s in love and believes every word.” Zed, a middle-aged American man who reached out via Facebook, was in a similar situation, trying to convince his father he was being conned. “I’ve told him, I’ve showed him articles, I’ve sent him videos of scammers admitting they scam,” Zed wrote to me. As a last resort, he posted his father’s email address to a Facebook group so strangers who’d been victimized could contact his dad directly and share their experiences.

In April 2011, the FBI warned of these scams in an article titled “The Dangerous Side of Online Romance Scams.” Someone you know, the article stated, could be dating a criminal, “someone sitting in a cyber café with a well-rehearsed script that scammers have used repeatedly and successfully.” The FBI identified the primary victims as people over forty—divorced, widowed, elderly, or disabled—but emphasized that anyone could be at risk.

Fifteen years later, these scams persist because of a lack of awareness. When victims speak out on television, the social response is often disbelief or ridicule. They hear the same question, again and again, one they’ve asked themselves so many times: How could you be stupid enough to fall for it? The result is stigma and silence. Most victims, fearing judgment, choose to say nothing, perpetuating the scam. “It’s the saddest crime in the world,” a California woman who lost fifty thousand dollars told me.



When I first traveled to Lagos in search of Brian in 2022, I expected to find a highly sophisticated network of fraudsters. If I could uncover the complex work of manipulation behind the scam, my younger self thought, then I might understand why someone like my mother had fallen for it. There was a mix of unconscious guilt and disorienting puzzlement. Why did she share her most private thoughts only with someone she had met online? Why did she open up so easily about our family history to a stranger?

All my life, since I was a child, then as a wife, and then as a working mother, I’ve taken care of others, and now I want someone to take care of me.

In Nigeria, I quickly realized how misplaced my assumptions had been. I had gone looking for a con so intricate it might justify her falling for it. But what I found was far simpler—and far more uncomfortable. Most of these young men weren’t master manipulators. They were just fulfilling unmet emotional needs, relying on repetition and recycled scripts. Even when they tried to sound personal, they leaned on a kind of vagueness that always left space for projection.

Which made me wonder: How predictable is our loneliness? Maybe it wasn’t the words that mattered, but the simple fact that someone was there to listen.

In every interview I conducted with Yahoo Boys, one idea came up again and again: attention. The scam was all about making the victim feel seen. “If you give them attention, you have their heart,” Biggy’s friend SmartBillion had told me. Another scammer I met in Abuja on my first trip, after hearing my mother’s story, put it even more bluntly: “You must understand that victims tell everything to their scammer. Everything! I’m one hundred percent sure your mother told things to her scammer that you don’t know. Things about her you’ve never imagined in your life. Her ambitions, her flaws, her broken dreams. They’re looking for someone who will listen, period.”

We live in a world that commodifies human connection, and anyone who has tried to spend less time doomscrolling knows scammers aren’t the only ones profiting from our loneliness. For those who feel unseen, Yahoo Boys offer something even real relationships sometimes struggle to provide: consistent, undivided attention. As Biggy once said, sometimes all it takes is a simple compliment and a good-morning message, every single day. In a world where everybody’s mind feels busy elsewhere, that kind of presence can be dangerously seductive.

After all, isn’t that what my mum—and Mark, and Theresa, and Trisha—were really looking for?



After months of chasing Trisha through digital traces and dead ends, I realized there was only one way to get answers: I had to go to Kentucky myself.

While preparing for my trip, I found that Trisha’s high school class was celebrating its fortieth reunion. “Tell a classmate!” the organizer posted in a Facebook group. Buried in the comments, one post caught my eye. One person was looking for Trisha, to send her an invitation. I messaged them, but they never replied.

By then, the flight was booked, and my mind was spinning through every possible explanation. One: Trisha had taken her own life. Two: Richie was right, and her husband had killed her, probably out of jealousy. Maybe it was a crime no one had investigated (there were no criminal records) and she was buried in the garden. It sounded like something out of an airport crime novel, but I had no idea what I was walking into. Or three: she had lied to Richie. Trisha had faked her own death. Trisha was alive.

With each passing week, the idea that Trisha had taken her own life seemed less plausible. Just before my trip, I found two open court cases against her in Kentucky—debt collectors still trying to get their money. I also filed a request for her death certificate from the Commonwealth of Kentucky. A week before I was set to leave, a letter arrived in the mail in New York. It read: “If the information above is correct, then the record of death is not on file.”



It was mid-April and spring was in full bloom when I arrived in Kentucky, the sun glinting off the green fields of winter wheat. I had flown in early on a Friday morning from New York, accompanied by my friend David, a PhD student in political science eager to see Nashville for the weekend and join my little investigative adventure. At the Nashville airport, the car I’d rented online wasn’t available. After trying to charge me extra for an upgrade, the rental employee reluctantly handed me the key to a sleek, almost embarrassingly fancy BMW.

We drove for more than two hours straight to the town closest to Trisha’s house and met a local journalist at a coffee shop. I wanted to pursue every possible lead before knocking on doors cold. The journalist was a razor-sharp older woman with a matter-of-fact way of speaking. I had already told her the story over email, but now, in person, I walked her through every detail. She listened, then picked up her phone and started making calls—to the local coroner, the former mayor, and other sources. After a few conversations, she confirmed the most recent address I had.

“I think Trisha is alive, but be careful,” she said. “You’re two young men with funny accents. People here don’t get a lot of visitors.”

David—a skinny, long-haired thirty-year-old Catalan with a high bun—and I weren’t exactly menacing, but we were aware of how strange we must have looked. Before boarding our plane at LaGuardia, we had joked about whether we’d get killed and who would tell the story. “If that happens,” David had said, “I want Timothée Chalamet to play me in the movie.” They did share a bit of a resemblance.

Now, as we drove toward Trisha’s house, the jokes stopped. The closer we got, the more nervous we became and the faster we talked. We passed dead raccoons lying on the road alongside pieces of shredded tires. A quarter mile before Trisha’s house, we passed a one-story building with a cross on the door that almost looked like a woodland chapel, facing a convenience store that had seen better days.

We parked in front of Trisha’s house and sat in the car for a moment. I went over my speech out loud, rehearsing what I’d say if she answered. But my real fear was if her husband—“a very wicked man,” in Richie’s words—opened the door. How would he react to our questions if he had killed her?

We stepped out and left the BMW on a patch of wet grass. A Toyota sat a few yards away, seemingly untouched for years. As I knocked on the plywood door, I noticed a broken window patched with sun-bleached fabric. Surrounded by century-old trees, this rural Kentucky house had once belonged to Trisha’s father, who had died a couple of years earlier. My knocking was greeted with silence, broken only by the soft padding of two cats on the wooden porch leading to the house. They roamed around us, sniffing the air as if assessing whether we were a threat.

I knocked again. A few seconds later, after the cats disappeared from between our legs, I heard footsteps approaching.

A woman in her late fifties opened the door. She wore a gray zip-up hoodie with pockets and pink shorts. She looked at me, her eyes wide open.

“Hi! Are you Trisha?” I asked. Her hair was damp—she had probably just stepped out of the shower.

“Yes,” she said, her expression a mix of impatience and anger. “Who the fuck are you?”

I identified myself as a journalist. After countless hours of searching for her, I felt a wave of relief. “Finally, I’ve found you,” I said. In retrospect, this was probably not the smartest thing to say to a paranoid stranger pretending to be dead.

She took a quick step back. And then she pulled out a gun.

“Who the fuck are you?” she shouted again. “How the hell do you know my name?”

I froze. Hands up. Just like that, all my rehearsing seemed to count for nothing. My brain scrambled to formulate an answer, but nothing came out. I blurted out, “I know Richie,” which made things worse. Her face contorted in fury. The gun lifted higher.

“James, James, James!!!” she screamed into the house, calling for her husband. “James!”

I was scared to death, unsure what to do.

“Carlos, let’s get out of here,” David whispered behind me. His voice was trembling. I couldn’t see if he had his hands up, but from the sound of it, he was just as terrified as I was.

Leaving now would only make us look more suspicious. I kept my focus on the gun. Yes, it was as real as it got. Then I met Trisha’s eyes. What I had mistaken for pure anger I now saw as fear. Obviously, she was afraid of us.

Still holding my hands up, I let out a long breath and spoke fast. “I went to Nigeria trying to find my mother’s scammer,” I said. “I couldn’t find him, but I met Richie. I’m a journalist writing a book about the young men who scam people like you … and my mom.”

Trisha’s grip on the gun loosened. She lowered it. Her whole facial expression changed—her frown disappeared, and a slight tilt of her head seemed to indicate curiosity. We ended up talking for twenty minutes at her doorway, with Trisha finally sliding the gun inside her hoodie pocket.

“That scumbag Richie ruined my life,” she said.

“But Richie told me you were dead.”

She grinned—a big, self-congratulatory smile. “That’s what I want everybody to think: that I’m dead,” she said. “I hit rock bottom. I lost my house, I lost my money. Everything,” she added, her unhurried Southern drawl stretching out the words. “I sent him a picture of a coffin so he would let us live in peace.” I told her that Richie felt guilty. Trisha’s face lit up with anger, and she kept insulting him.

During our conversation, I remained painfully aware that her gun was still in her hoodie pocket, and we didn’t know if her husband was inside. But at one point Trisha asked us to warn her if we saw him coming from behind her—dashing my hopes that he wasn’t home. I thought that maybe she had called his name just to scare us off. Most likely he was sleeping. Richie had told me he worked night shifts.

Trisha talked about “Prince Hammad” of Saudi Arabia, an intricate network of millionaires making money through Bitcoin, and how she had found herself at the epicenter of a global scam. Richie—“a white man with a nice tan”—had convinced her to buy Bitcoin every single day with the money she received from other people.

Slowly, she revealed the edges of the scam—but the deeper she went, the harder it was to follow. I asked her about the coffin picture again. I couldn’t quite imagine it yet.

“Wait, I can show you.”

She disappeared into the house to grab her phone. A sudden roar from an eighteen-wheeler on the road broke what felt like a spell. David and I exchanged a glance—after we’d seen the picture, we should leave. We had pushed our luck enough.

When Trisha returned, pushing open the front door, her gun slipped from her hoodie pocket. It hit the floor right next to my feet.

It didn’t go off, but I was petrified.

“I’m so sorry,” Trisha muttered, quickly picking it up and tucking it away. She seemed a bit ashamed.

She told us she couldn’t find the photo. We believed her. We said we had to go.

Before leaving, I reminded her that I was writing a book and would love to hear her full story. But she wanted to talk to her husband first. The problem was that she wanted Richie to spend his whole life thinking he had killed someone. If she decided to talk to me, even under a different name, Richie would know she was alive. She would think about it.

I asked for her number, but instead, she asked for mine. She was still suspicious. Before we left, Trisha apologized for both incidents with the gun, and we shook hands.

David and I drove away, still in shock. The endless green fields of winter wheat and the plush trees swaying in the spring breeze slowly gave way to a maze of highways lined with towering McDonald’s signs. Cars sped past, some honking. I was driving slowly, preoccupied with what had just happened.

Back in Nashville, we found a bar with a terrace. Over beers and the hand-rolled cigarettes David kept churning out, we replayed the scene again and again—each time recalling a new detail, something Trisha had said, wondering how close we had come to being shot, and laughing nervously when we recalled Kentucky’s “Stand Your Ground” laws.



The next morning, still waiting to hear from Trisha, we wandered through Nashville. Downtown looked like a giant frat party: baby-faced college students drinking beer on pedal buses, belting out Rihanna songs, catcalling other partiers at 11:00 a.m. A few blocks away from the alcoholic whirlwind, we walked past the Tennessee State Capitol and strolled through quieter parts of the city. We figured we might as well use the time to do a little sightseeing, if only to distract ourselves. That was when I received Trisha’s first message.


I would be interested in talking with you BUT my husband doubts who you are; could you please send any documentation to disprove him.



I sent her the magazine story I had published about my mother’s scam and my first trip to Nigeria trying to track down her scammer. I also shared five different ways to verify my identity. She said she’d get back to me later that day with a definitive answer.

And so we waited. Again, over beers and cigarettes under the April sun, trying to picture what was happening inside that house. Hours later, she finally replied with a long message.

“I have read your mother’s story, you did great work,” she wrote. “She wanted to be treated as she deserved by what she thought was a mutual adult. She needed a break from being the caregiver, the divorced woman, the entrepreneur. She needed a breather from a moment of her life to be ‘her.’” But instead, as Trisha put it, “Those snakes slithered in [and] sunk their fangs into a beautiful woman. She now has built a wall around her heart with a silent lock that is stamped NEVER AGAIN.”

She was married, she added, to a “narcissistic asshole” who treated her like a possession. “Now I’ve been found by 2 young handsome men asking for me by my first name and ANY mention of Richie is a pissed-off yelling mess,” she said. “So you kinda see where the security and me being paranoid come into play.”

We agreed to meet the next day at a Starbucks. She apologized again for pulling the gun.



David and I arrived early at the Starbucks and passed the time watching a Real Madrid–Barcelona game on his laptop (usually the most important match of the year for supporters of both teams, as was the case with a Catalan and a Madrileño). Trisha was nowhere to be found, and didn’t reply to my calls. Ten minutes after our scheduled meeting time, she finally texted me: “We’re already here, waiting for you.”

We. That meant her husband was with her, and we were at the wrong Starbucks. Apparently, there were quite a few on the same stretch of highway. We hurried to the right one.

When we arrived, Trisha greeted us with a smile. She looked more relaxed than she’d been on Friday. She wore makeup, golden bracelets jingled on her wrist, and a crisp white blouse made her look younger. A half-finished Frappuccino sat in front of her.

Next to her sat her husband. He wore a blue star-spangled bandanna tied around his head. His face was expressionless. His skin was taut, and he looked a bit like an old sailor—surely he knew five different ways to knock me down. He didn’t respond to our greetings.

Trisha turned to him. “For the sake of this family, can you give us some space and sit somewhere else?” But he didn’t move, his piercing eyes locked somewhere behind us. “I’m okay here,” he said with a deep voice.

Trisha raised her eyebrows and let out a long, exasperated sigh. Then, as if he weren’t there, she began telling us how she had been scammed and how she ended up faking her own death. As is often the case, it all started long before she went online.

Trisha had spent her entire life in central Kentucky. Raised by entrepreneurial parents who owned a building company, she grew up with a deep curiosity and a strong work ethic. In her twenties, she married twice—the second husband worse than the first—and spent her free time riding motocross. By then, she was working as an office manager at a state hospital.

Her late twenties brought two life-altering health scares. At twenty-eight, she survived a head-on collision. While she was still recovering six months later, a routine checkup led to an unexpected diagnosis: thyroid cancer. To remove it, surgeons had to cut through her vocal cords. After the procedure, her doctor told her, “If we hadn’t operated, you would have had six weeks to live.”

Trisha recovered quickly and soon realized she was bored sitting in an office. When she heard about a well-paid welding program, she jumped at the opportunity. She loved learning new skills and didn’t mind physical labor.

After completing her training, she landed a job at a national welding company, enduring grueling twelve-to-fourteen-hour shifts on a relentless production line. The work was tough, but the pay made it worthwhile. Some days, with overtime, she earned hundreds of dollars. Her plan was simple: stay for seven years, pay off her mortgage, and expand her house.

But the factory pushed workers to their limits. Managers handed out “yellow jackets”—speed pills—to keep welders going, pushing them to churn out more car frames. One night, her boss ordered her to bypass the safety brake on the assembly line to speed up production. She hesitated. She was in the running for a promotion, competing for a coveted spot welding aluminum frames. And as a woman in a male-dominated industry, she knew the odds were stacked against her. “They didn’t like women welders,” she said. “You had to prove yourself every day.”

But the supervisor insisted, and Trisha gave in. With the safety brake bypassed, there was no warning when the next frame would move. She had just finished a weld when a frame, suddenly unrestrained, lurched forward on the conveyor. She barely had time to react. It slammed into her, crushing her left arm against the steel framework. A searing pain shot up to her shoulder.

She was rushed to the hospital. For the company, she was already a liability. They stuck her on light duty for a few months, then forced her out. “They gave me twenty thousand dollars. That’s what my arm was worth to them. If I had lost it completely, I would have gotten a hundred fifty thousand.”

Before the accident, Trisha had believed the corporate slogans—that companies valued their workers, that safety came first. “They tell you in orientation, ‘We’re family-oriented! We work together, we’re a team!’” she said. “That’s just smoke up your ass to get you to do your job.” She saw firsthand how corporations squeezed and ground down workers until they were discarded. She harbored a deep-seated hatred for the system.

She didn’t qualify for disability payments either. On the day she had to prove her case, Trisha sat in the evaluation room while a judge watched from a screen. A nurse jabbed a pushpin into her fingers.

She felt nothing—until suddenly, she did. She flinched.

“Oh, so you can feel something?” the evaluator said.

That was all they needed. Because two of her fingers still had sensation, they denied her claim.

Trisha went home with a useless left arm, a twenty-eight-inch scar, and a bottle of painkillers—120 opioid pills a month, just trying to keep her pain at four out of ten for the rest of her life.



From time to time, Trisha worked from home, filling out paperwork for a local insurance company. Occasionally, she picked up small secretarial gigs through LinkedIn—fifty dollars here, fifty dollars there. It wasn’t much, but it gave her something to do.

Still, the days stretched out, long and uneventful. She could feel the weather changing in the bones of her injured arm. Every night, her husband left for work and she stayed behind, watching the door close, wondering what to do with herself. She spent hours online, scrolling, searching. How many years had passed like that? In our interview that day and later conversations, Trisha could never fully explain those years. In her mind, there was a void, a gap between the welding accident and Richie’s scam.

Then, in 2021, Trisha met Richie online. She said it was through LinkedIn (Richie said it was Facebook). It was a good business opportunity. “Do you know anything about Bitcoin?” Richie asked.

She didn’t, but she said she could learn fast. The idea excited her—finally, something new, something profitable, and, best of all, something she could do from home.

Bitcoin was everywhere. Entire arenas were being renamed with “Crypto” sponsorships, famous actors promoted it, and people online seemed to be making fortunes overnight. But it wasn’t just the money. Richie made Trisha feel important again. He presented himself as a financial troubleshooter, living a flashy life in Dubai—too busy to manage his own finances. He needed an assistant, and Trisha could be that person.

Then, months later, he introduced her to his boss, Prince Hammad. “I was moving Prince Hammad’s money,” Trisha told me that day in the Starbucks. “He had so many billions, he had to do something with it, and Richie said, ‘You are the best person because you’re a quick learner, and he trusts you.’”

Trisha was a great storyteller, stretching out her words to build tension. But listening to her was disorienting. One moment, her story was grounded in reality, filled with the kind of details that made it sound believable. The next, she was utterly convinced she had been working for the Saudi royal family (never mind that Richie was in Dubai). Her tone shifted between matter-of-fact certainty and the unease of someone realizing—too late—that something in her story didn’t add up. When I explained that Richie wasn’t part of a sophisticated criminal syndicate, she insisted on Prince Hammad’s role in the scam, which made me wonder why she was so keen on defending certain delusions even after knowing the truth.

“Now, when I think about it,” she said, “I was the scapegoat. When the shit hit the fan, who is the prince gonna look at?”

She talked about an American soldier who disappeared in Nigeria. About a close friend who died in a suspicious car accident. About people connected to the prince showing up at her house in SUVs—and her threatening them with a gun.

The job was straightforward. Every day, she sat alone in her home office, hunched over her desk, logging Prince Hammad’s payments. She withdrew money from accounts Richie kept opening in her name, then drove to the only Bitcoin ATM near her home. Every day, she bought thirty-eight hundred dollars’ worth of Bitcoin—the limit at the time. Day in, day out, for months.

“Was it thirty-eight hundred?” she suddenly asked, turning to her husband.

We all looked at him. He stared straight ahead. Silent.

Trisha waited a few seconds, then shrugged and carried on with her story. She slid a notebook across the table—pages filled with dozens of accounts and passwords. RichieTrisha, DubaiQueen. She claimed the money she received the first year from Richie amounted to only three thousand dollars. Given the volume of transactions, I suspected it had to be even more. Richie encouraged her to enjoy it, sometimes telling her there was no work to do that day.

“Go and get your favorite ice cream,” he told her. He knew it was Freddy’s vanilla.

The inconsistencies between Richie’s and Trisha’s accounts were obvious from the start. Trisha insisted their relationship was strictly business. Richie had told me it was romantic. Of course, Trisha’s husband was sitting right next to her when she denied it. When I carefully pointed out the contradiction, Trisha said, “At some point, Richie started saying, ‘I love you, I want to be with you, your husband is no good for you.’ I said, ‘Jesus, I’m married!’ I told him the business was over.”

But somehow, they kept talking.

The second year, as Trisha put it, was when her life went to hell—the natural fallout of a money laundering scheme. Other Americans, likely other romance scam victims from across the country, came looking for their money. Trisha’s accounts were flagged. The banks linked her to the fraud. Her assets were frozen. The debts piled up. Her credit was destroyed.

“After a year of fighting with the bank, I lost my house. It went into foreclosure,” she said. She and her husband moved into her late father’s house.

Her relationship with Richie was also unraveling. He noticed Trisha was buying less Bitcoin and began pressuring her. “He started belittling me whenever I didn’t do things for him,” Trisha said. “‘You’re not as fast as you used to be. What’s wrong with you? You’re probably getting fat and lazy, sitting around the house now.’”

She went to the police in a small town nearby, hoping for help. Instead, they dismissed her. “You knew what you were getting into,” they told her. “We could charge you for being a con artist.” Trisha protested—she had nothing to do with it, she didn’t know anything. But she quickly learned it was better to stay away from them. “And of course, being a small town, it got swept under the rug,” she said. “They told me, ‘We can make your life hell because we know you’re a con artist.’”

By late 2022, Trisha felt trapped. She was financially ruined. Her husband was furious: his bank accounts were also being frozen. She didn’t mention anything about being poisoned, as Richie had claimed. But every day, there were fights and letters from lawyers, banks, debt collectors.

One day, while Trisha’s husband was at work, she sat alone in the quiet of their home, staring at a handful of painkillers and sleeping pills. She was ready to end her life. What was the point in fighting anymore? Tomorrow, there would be more threatening letters, more fights with her husband, and Richie would find new ways to keep ruining her life.

“It was difficult,” she said. “I’m Catholic. If I kill myself, I’m going to hell. And I didn’t want to go to hell.”

At this moment in the interview, her voice broke. Silent tears slid down her face. Her husband didn’t move. David and I remained quiet, unsure of what to say, what to do. Then, just as suddenly, she pulled herself together and continued.

That day, as she sat next to the pills, she picked up her phone and started scrolling through old photos. The worst thing is no one will miss me, she thought. Then another thought: My God, my husband is going to be so mad. Madder than he is now.

She kept scrolling. And then she saw it—the photo.

Trisha paused, reached for her phone, and swiped through the screen as we waited. Finally, she turned it toward us. “This,” she said, her voice steady now. “This is what I saw.”

It was a picture she had taken of her father’s closed coffin.

“That’s when I thought, My mama taught me better than this. There’s got to be a way beyond this. Even though I screwed up my life, I’ve got to get myself out of it.”

She pushed the pills aside. She wasn’t going to hell for some guy she didn’t even know. Instead, she had an idea. She called a friend and told him somebody was trying to find her. “Just tell them I’m dead.”

Four days later, Richie contacted the man, whose number Trisha had given him in case of an emergency. Richie was livid; he told him—he thought he was talking to Trisha’s husband—that she owed him money. But the friend followed the script and said Trisha was dead. But Richie didn’t believe it and demanded proof. So Trisha sent her friend a picture of her father’s coffin—the same one she had seen before taking the pills. Still, Richie pressed for more. He asked for a photo of Trisha, dead in the coffin. Trisha’s friend shut him down. Are you crazy? That’s morbid. Instead, Trisha sent another picture—this one from a hospital, taken before her mother died. The angle was off. The person in the bed was unrecognizable.

I interrupted her, finally asking the question that had been on my mind all along. Richie had described seeing a picture of her, dead in a coffin, cotton in her nostrils. From the first interview to every conversation after, he swore he could picture it. How was that possible? Was it perhaps her mother?

Trisha let out a short laugh. “My friend sent him pictures—the coffin, the hospital bed, a piece of burial fabric. But never a face.”

I started talking again, but she cut me off.

“Honey, I’m half Cherokee,” she said. “You never take a picture of the soul once it’s gone. And as a human being, we don’t do that—we want to remember them when they were alive.”

So that was it. There was no photo of a dead person. Richie, perhaps traumatized, had made up that image in his mind.

That had happened a year and a half before. To try to evade Richie, she deleted all her social media accounts. She and her husband also bought two brand-new iPhones and changed their phone numbers. Whenever an unknown number rang Trisha, she would reject the call. She later discovered that her husband had gone into credit card debt to pay off some of the money she owed. She described them as being financially ground down. She didn’t do much apart from mowing the grass on sunny days.

When I ran out of questions, I told her about Richie and how he had done it. To my surprise, Trisha didn’t seem very interested in knowing who the real Richie was. The only thing she asked me was never to tell Richie that she was alive. I took the opportunity to ask her: What would she tell him if she met him face-to-face? “I would torture him. I would like to do things to him that would make the devil say, ‘OH MY GOD.’”

Almost two hours later, it was time to go. We stood up. Trisha hugged me and apologized again for the gun. I extended my hand to Trisha’s husband. After a brief hesitation, he took it and said, “Have a safe trip.”



A few nights later, back in New York, I received a text message. It was late at night. “Carlos, of course, as you saw, I had to omit some things,” she said. She told me how her husband was livid after he found out about Richie. They argued for a week, and Trisha started conducting the business after her husband left for his night-shift job. But one night, before leaving, he found out she was working for Richie.

“That wasn’t a nice sight,” she told me. Richie heard everything Trisha’s husband said to her and used it to his advantage. “This is when he started asking me ‘how did your day go’ or telling me about his ‘bad day or dilemma with his job/boss.’ The ‘five-second window’ I needed was to be able to be respected again. Not be treated like a burden that all I did was complain about pain. Now you have my omitted parts.”

After reading the message, I replied that I’d love to talk to her on the phone. I wanted to know more. I wanted to ask her what she meant by a “five-second window.” We set a time to talk when her husband wouldn’t be around and ended up speaking for over an hour.

That call started a pattern. Over the next year, we talked often over FaceTime. Trisha opened up about her life, filling in the gaps. She talked about the time before the welding accident, when she could go on long swims, uninterrupted, free. About motocross competitions. She talked about the day she left her factory job, and how she slashed her supervisor’s tires and welded the driver’s-side door shut.

“What’s the last thing a welder’s gonna do one-handed? Weld your door shut,” she said, laughing.

We talked a lot about Richie too. On the phone, she seemed more grounded and open to accepting the reality of the scam. No more mentions of an international syndicate, no more Prince Hammad. I told her that I had seen Richie on another reporting trip, but I hadn’t mentioned her.

I had hesitated. On one hand, I wanted to respect her wishes. But part of me also felt sorry for Richie—he would spend his whole life thinking he had killed someone. When I finally saw him a few months after finding Trisha, though, he seemed to have moved on. He wasn’t as interested in talking about Trisha’s death anymore. Instead, he mentioned a Bitcoin account with two thousand dollars that only Trisha had access to. That was when I knew I had made the right choice. If he found out she was alive, he might try again, mess with her bank accounts, drag her back in.

By March 2025, Richie’s WhatsApp profile picture was of a white man again. He was back to scamming women after several months of failing to cash out from men. (For Trisha, the fact that Richie kept scamming people was the definitive proof he hadn’t felt as guilty as he had claimed in my interviews.)

In her words, Trisha’s life was pretty miserable. She told me that after the Starbucks interview, once they were back in their car, she turned to her husband and asked what he thought of me. He didn’t look at her. He just started the engine and said, flatly, “You have ruined our life.”

During our first phone call, after I was already back in New York, Trisha spoke mostly about her loneliness and her marriage. Her husband kept reminding her of what she had done. He no longer trusted her, and he monitored her constantly. Without a car, she was stuck at home all day. If she spent too long in the bathroom, he would check her phone. She had no income, no real independence, and joked that even a baby probably had a better credit score than she did. Even if she wanted to, she couldn’t get a divorce. She depended entirely on his salary.

“I’m like a dead fish in the water,” Trisha told me. “I hear the boats, but I can’t move. I just exist. That’s it.”

I was still curious about Trisha’s “five-second window.” There was something quietly devastating about it, this idea that all someone needed was five seconds of being seen to feel human again. When I asked her about it, she compared it to my mother’s need to be vulnerable with Brian.

“When I read your mom’s story, I had tears all over my eyes. I knew her five-second window, I knew what she felt,” she said. “In my case, I just wanted to feel seen. Like I wasn’t a piece of shit. I just needed someone to say, this is a human being, for five seconds.”

With Richie, things were different. He wasn’t physically there, but he was attentive. Present. He asked questions. He listened. For Trisha, her five-second window came every time Richie asked one simple thing: How was your day?

“Finally, there was someone to witness what I couldn’t tell anyone else,” Trisha told me. “What are you supposed to do when everything is falling apart and there’s no one to turn to?”







10
Biggy and Miracle



Five months had passed since the last time I saw Biggy, and one year since his encounter with the police. When I asked him how he was doing, he greeted me in his usual high-pitched voice: “Caaarlos … Same old, same old.”

It was June 2024. The sky was a blanket of bulging white clouds with spikes of light piercing through. The rainy season in Lagos had been dry so far, accompanied by the gentle breeze that often precedes a heavy downpour. We were at Treasure Palace, a large compound with a bar, a swimming pool, and a four-story building at its center. It was one of the best hotels in Ikotun, the perfect place for a quiet conversation, especially at noon, when most of the occupants were still in their rooms, and the bar breathed calm. Even the waiter moved drowsily, as though he’d just woken up hungry. Across the bar, a phone was charging, set to American time—just like Biggy’s.

I ordered a beer and Biggy decided to go for a Red Bull. He wore a brown T-shirt with a smiling white bunny on the left side, a fake Balmain tracksuit, and knockoff Louis Vuitton slippers. From time to time he pulled out a small sweat rag to dab his forehead. He had turned thirty, and the hustle was taking its toll: he had put on weight, and anyone who shared a room with him couldn’t help but notice his breathing problems. Watching him rolling a joint, I thought about what he’d told me when we first met in 2022, how he wanted to leave Yahoo soon: “I don’t want my future children to know their father was a scammer.”

Two years later, there was no sign of stopping. What was the alternative? Meanwhile, the hustle had only gotten more difficult since the golden days of the pandemic. Some Yahoo Boys blamed it on victims getting wiser. Biggy had a different theory. “It’s getting harder ’cause a lot of people are spoiling the internet,” he said. “The ones who claim to know the hustle but do rubbish online.” By late 2023, he had barely cashed out for months, to the point where he had to sell his laptop just to get by.

Biggy didn’t know it yet, but a bigger threat was coming, one that made his complaints about market saturation look quaint. I met a few Yahoo Boys who were already experimenting with AI, hoping to conjure more convincing pickup lines and seductive stories. Like many other workers across the world, they were training the thing that might eventually replace them.

Romantic AI chatbots run on the same emotional logic as Yahoo Boys. Both listen, flatter, and mirror desire, building the illusion of the “perfect other,” while making the lonely feel seen. And in return, both ask for money (or at least training data). But a chatbot doesn’t sleep. It never forgets its backstory, never mixes up its lies, and can manage a hundred simultaneous love affairs without slipping. Unlike a Yahoo Boy, it doesn’t need to invent wild excuses about a missed flight to Atlanta. Because a chatbot doesn’t pretend to be real. It is just a fake relationship without the betrayal.

I once showed Biggy ChatGPT, curious what he’d make of it. Would he see a threat? A shortcut? A partner? He squinted at the screen, then leaned back and waved it off.

“Bro,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m too old for that shit.”

His last few months had been slightly better thanks to James, a divorced white American man in his seventies living in California. This time Biggy played the role of Jessica, an attractive white woman with highlighted blond hair and green eyes. On Facebook, she posted cleavage-baring photos with a cross hanging around her neck. She liked wine, dresses, and jewelry.

Biggy portrayed Jessica as a traumatized, lonely woman searching for a man who would take care of her and her daughter, Sarah. When James asked about Jessica’s family, she told him she was an orphan who had grown up in foster care. “Family means allot. My biological parents … I never knew them. Growing up, I always felt bitter cause I always wondered, Why would they leave me?? But I got to understand later in life that you can’t always get what you wish for.” James, in contrast, spoke with nostalgia about his own family, how he was divorced and alone, and how his kids lived far away. “You must have really been a great dad,” Biggy wrote, picking up on James’s emotional needs.

One morning in late March, James opened up about something that had been weighing on him. He didn’t want to lie to Jessica—he was sick. He’d had skin cancer. As a young marine in Vietnam, he had been exposed to Agent Orange, the herbicide the United States used to defoliate jungles and destroy food crops in the South Asian country. Though he had recovered, the exposure still worried him, and every health scare heightened his anxiety. Recently, he had been hospitalized for heart arrhythmia, and the blood thinners left him lightheaded. At times, he woke up with blood in his mouth.

“I just thought you should know, since you and Sarah think I’m your savior,” he said. “I’m just a 73-year-old man with old-people problems.”

“Oh, baby, I’m so sorry. Do you think this would stop me from loving you?” Jessica replied.

This confession only brought them closer. Every morning, Biggy would text, “Good morning, baby, how are u doing?” while James sent greetings and hugs to Sarah, calling them “my girls.” James talked about Zumba classes, Yankees games, frozen dinners, the weather, doctor appointments, and the kind of stories a grandfather tells every Christmas—like the time he dressed as Santa and played the piano for a little girl who ended up falling in love with the instrument. Jessica talked about stomach pain, her daughter’s hunger, and going to church to pray for a better life. Sometimes, she tried to steer the conversation toward sexual foreplay, but James was more interested in love. “I meant not just sexual moments,” he texted. “I mean hugging and kissing and just cuddling on the couch together.”

What James loved most was talking about his thirty years as a firefighter after Vietnam. In his retirement photo, which he shared with Jessica, he was dressed in his fireman’s suit, his mustache neatly trimmed, looking into the camera with quiet pride. Late at night, he kept circling back to his memories. “It was a job that was hard on the body,” he said, “quick bringing up your heartbeat and seeing sad things you never forget.”

“I’m sure you were a very brave fireman. I’m proud of u,” Jessica replied.

“Yeah, not bragging, but I was a very aggressive fireman,” James said.

But that life was over. His former firefighting colleagues were dying, his wife had left him, his kids were scattered across the country, and now he lived alone in a fifty-five-and-over retirement community in a small California town. “Still lonesome,” he texted Jessica in early April. “Watched TV all day and walked down to the dock and just sat.” Other times, he grew frustrated when Jessica didn’t reply. “When I really needed to talk to somebody last night, you disappeared,” he said. “I realized over the weekend I’m tired of being alone.”

James swung between bitterness and sudden generosity, and Biggy kept the conversation going by feeding into his savior complex. A man who had spent his life running into fires now had no one to save—except, maybe, Jessica and Sarah. “Listen, the bad guy who jumps to conclusions went out and got you a hundred dollars (2 50s),” he said, uploading a picture of two gift cards.

“Wow, you are not a bad guy,” Biggy replied. “Thank you so much, baby.”

“Meeting you both and spending money on my girls would be a dream come true and maybe make this crazy relationship feel real,” James said.

But doubt soon crept in. Jessica never arrived, and when James found her photos under another Facebook profile, he blocked her, only to unblock her days later. He was simply unable to let her go.

“Whenever we have misunderstandings, baby, please don’t be too quick to just move to action,” Biggy said. “Anyway, I have missed u. Or didn’t u miss me??”

“I missed you a lot,” James said, “but you became more of a fantasy than a reality and felt like it was time to face reality.”

“Babe, I’m not just a fantasy, really,” Jessica replied.

On April 16, after sending hundreds of dollars in gift cards, James was still hoping for reassurance. He forwarded a meme about the meaning of love: “When I love, I love completely.” It was vague, almost like a plea, a way to convince himself that what he felt for Jessica was real. That Jessica was real. Biggy, high on weed, knew exactly how to respond:


They say God works in mysterious ways, humans meet each other either for good or bad and I know you and I is for good … you are like a father figure true but I see u as more than that … you are our guardian Angel and I know God sent you into our lives, we both care about you Jimmy believe that I love you from my heart.



A couple of gift cards followed, and Biggy kept stringing him along. It took a few more weeks of disappointments for James to grow tired of Jessica’s empty promises. By the end of April, he stopped replying altogether. The last messages of their conversation were Biggy’s desperate attempts to fix the relationship. “Good morning, baby, how are you doing?” “How was your night?” “Jimmy, what’s up?” “Why are you ignoring me?” “Is this how you treat your angels?”



In the two months since James stopped replying, Biggy had gone broke again. On that overcast day at Treasure Palace, we played snooker at the bar. It wasn’t until his third or fourth joint that I started getting close to winning a game. When we got tired of playing, we sat back down at our table. Shortly after, two women joined us. One of them was Biggy’s girlfriend—or something like that. They weren’t actually together, but whenever he had money to book a hotel room, Biggy would call her, and they’d smoke drugs and have sex.

Her name was Miracle. She wore a flowery green dress, a pearl necklace, and small earrings, her hair neatly gathered into a bun. She didn’t look like the type to date a Yahoo Boy; there was nothing really flashy about her. If anything, she had the composed air of a local businesswoman. She was short and heavyset, with fair skin and small, sharp eyes that always seemed a little annoyed with you. There was a harshness to her expression I couldn’t quite place.

She sat beside me on a bench, sipping Orijin Bitters straight from the green plastic bottle. Most people mixed the strong bittersweet liquor infused with African herbs with Coke, but she preferred it neat.

Biggy wandered off to play pool with other guys, leaving us to make small talk. When I mentioned I was from Spain, she lit up, launching into stories of her travels: France, Mali, Benin, Côte d’Ivoire. By the end of the year, she would either be in Canada or with her Kentucky boyfriend, John.

I jumped up.

Your Kentucky boyfriend?

I had a suspicion, but before I could ask, she pulled out her phone and showed me John. Miracle, as it turned out, was a Yahoo Girl, and her “boyfriend” John was a client.

I had been searching for a Yahoo Girl since the start of my investigation—ever since I met Biggy more than two years earlier—but I could never find one willing to talk. I knew there were women scamming Westerners. In places like Ikotun, many girls had grown tired of merely talking to their boyfriends’ victims and decided to go into scamming themselves. But they were harder to find. Unlike their male peers, they didn’t openly brag about it.

Now, as Miracle casually scrolled through her phone, I finally had my confirmation. She showed me photos of the Kentucky victim and a video of him inside a Walmart, smiling at the camera. “Hi, honey,” he said with a raspy voice.

Restraining my curiosity, I started asking her questions more casually, but Miracle interrupted me: “My story,” she said, taking a big gulp of Orijin Bitters, “is quite complicated.” Online, she pretended to be a fictional white Brazilian woman living in America. But before continuing with the story, she turned to me.

“Why so many questions? Are you a spy?”

A half smile played on her lips, laced with mock annoyance. I told her I was a journalist writing a book about Yahoo Boys and wanted to interview her. We exchanged numbers and promised to talk soon. She excused herself; she had somewhere to go. Later, when I asked Biggy about her, he just laughed. “My girlfriend is a real hustler,” he said. Then, with a surprisingly dead-serious tone, he added, “She makes fucking money, bro.”



A few days later, Miracle walked into the two-bedroom apartment where I was staying with my fixer, Bukola, in Ogba. We were in a quiet compound on the Lagos Mainland, not far from the international airport and about thirty minutes from Ikotun. Miracle, twenty-seven, had agreed to the interview on one condition: apart from sending money for the Uber, we had to provide alcohol. An hour before she arrived, she had even called to make sure there was plenty of Orijin chilling in the fridge.

She was on time. At eleven in the morning, she sat on the sofa and asked me, “Where is my plastic Orijin?” I went to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and brought her the bottle with a glass. She waved off the glass, unscrewed the cap, and took a long swig before starting to talk.

Over the course of the next five hours, she told me her story. It poured out of her like a tap that had been shut for too long, gushing in spits and spurts. She talked about family deaths, rape, and sex trafficking. About fake babies and fake American attorneys. About pain, loneliness, and survival. About people using each other, everyone fending for themselves.

When Miracle’s mother gave birth, the nurse told her the baby hadn’t made it. It was terrible news, especially because the father had already run off before his daughter was born. They placed the tiny body in a box and buried it. Hours later, the doctor, who was also a pastor, had a revelation. “That baby is alive,” he said. They ran back, dug up the box, and found her. They prayed over the body. Then, a sneeze. She was still alive.

Her mother named her Miracle.

Miracle’s mother was a nurse in Ogun State, and in those early years, life was good. Miracle had food, toys, comfort. She was always with her mother, who dressed her in beautiful Ankara clothes. People stopped them on the street to admire the little girl. Miracle enjoyed her early childhood. “It was a good time because everyone loved me as the only child,” she said. “I started experiencing hatred when my mom left me.”

At eighteen, just months into her mass communication studies at Lagos University, Miracle got a call: her mother, the caller claimed, had fallen from a window and was in the hospital. By the time she arrived, they had already declared her dead. There was whispered talk of a fight. Her mother had confronted her younger sister about cheating with a friend’s husband. They argued, then fought, and she was thrown down a staircase.

At the hospital, Miracle became convinced that someone in the family had poisoned her mother to finish her off. She swore she would take revenge. But then she remembered her mother’s words: No matter what you are going through, never do what others are doing.

She attended the funeral and returned to Lagos, but there was barely time to grieve the person she loved most. With no money to continue her mass com studies, she looked for a way out.

She had been learning to do nails in Lagos. A couple of weeks after her mother’s funeral, while working on an older woman, she overheard a phone conversation—the woman was talking about a plan to send Nigerian girls to work in France. When she hung up, a desperate Miracle turned to her.

“Please, I want to go, can you take me with you?”

“Are you serious?” the woman asked.

Miracle didn’t hesitate. She couldn’t stay in Lagos, and she wasn’t going back to Ogun State to live with the people who had killed her mother. The woman took her number and told her she would paint nails in France. Soon, the arrangements were underway. She was joined by a friend who had just had a baby but ran away, leaving him with his grandparents. When they asked if they needed to pack any luggage, the woman said there was no need. She would cover everything; they would pay her back with 30 percent of their salaries.

For the next couple of weeks, they traveled. The woman was in charge of six girls, all between sixteen and twenty-two, split into two cars. After a few days, Miracle lost track of the others and stuck with her friend. The journey dragged on—city after city, crossing borders with the help of corrupt officials, waiting in dusty motels. Yet the woman always seemed to know their next destination.

Then, in Mali, the woman finally told them the truth. They weren’t going to France. They weren’t going back to Nigeria either. They owed her thousands of dollars, and now they would work for her as prostitutes.

Miracle and her friend instantly refused. They wouldn’t sell their bodies. But the woman flew into a rage. “Are you mad? Are you stupid? I will just kill you people here!”

Miracle didn’t flinch. The threat meant nothing to her. Not after everything she had lost.

“You think you can kill us here? We said we are ready to die. That’s why we followed you,” she told the trafficker, laughing.

Then, exhausted from the journey, Miracle said, “You’re not threatening me with death. Me, I am death myself.”

“Your mouth is sharp,” the woman responded. “You are stubborn.”

For days, she refused to work at the brothel. But she had no money for food, and hunger, Miracle quickly learned, had a way of making choices for you. Soon she started having sex for money.

Miracle had hated men since she was a child. For years, she believed her father had abandoned her. Then, when she was twelve, a man started following her, buying her cornflakes, giving her gifts. Her mother had always warned her to never accept anything from a stranger, especially a man. But one afternoon, while running an errand at the market, she spotted the man coming toward her. Panic set in, and she ran. He followed.

Why is he following me? she thought.

When she reached home, heart pounding, with the man still on her heels, she clung to her mother and rushed inside, only to hear her mother call the man by her father’s name. The next day, her mother told her the truth: The man was Miracle’s long-missing father. He had been trying to make amends.

A few years later, at seventeen, she traveled to Port Harcourt to visit him. He sent a close family friend to pick her up. After the long, exhausting journey over potholed roads, she arrived, grabbed some rice from the fridge, and drank some juice, unaware that the friend had laced it for his girlfriend; they often took drugs together.

What happened next is best told in Miracle’s own words.

“So when I drank it, I just passed out. Even if I drank it, you should know this is not your girlfriend, this is your sister that just came around today. You don’t have to rape me. And he slept with me, disrespected me. I was so mad when I woke up. Throughout that month that I spent there, we didn’t talk. My dad would say, ‘Why are you not talking to your cousin? Your mum has really spoiled you! You don’t talk to anybody!’ I didn’t tell anybody, because if I did, the whole family was going to break up.”

It was around this time that Miracle started drinking. That month in Port Harcourt, her cousin’s girlfriend also introduced her to drugs. “Out of the anger, I started taking all that stuff. And I got addicted to it. So, if I don’t take it, I won’t like my mood. I always have mood swings. That’s why I love getting tipsy every time.”

She did the same in the brothel in Mali. Every day, early in the morning, she drank. It helped: she started seeing things she had never seen in her life, like dead bodies on the street and violent clients beating the girls. Some days, she drank so much she barely remembered anything at all.

At the brothel, if you got sick, you were on your own. One time, Miracle fell so ill that her entire body swelled up. She had slept with a man, the condom broke, and she got an infection. “My blood was not drying. I almost died,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice.

It’s unclear what happened next—understandably, Miracle’s memory was a blur of traumatic experiences. She recalled that at some point, the “madam” took her and a group of girls to France. Unlike with the other scammers, I was unable to confirm the veracity of her story. The journey lasted weeks, always during the night to avoid checkpoints. They crossed a “river” and eventually arrived in France. That was what she thought.

There, they spent months in what Miracle described as an “oyinbo apartment,” catering to white clients. She overheard them talking about being on a business trip. She believed they were American. “Anytime they said they wanted to have fun, we had to allow them,” she said. The madam also set strict rules. “She told us not to steal. Anybody that steals, she said she would kill them. So we didn’t steal.”

Each of the four girls was assigned to one oyinbo. Miracle got a white man named Franklin. He loved sex like “crazy,” but he gave good tips in dollars. With the money, she did her hair, fixed her nails, and honed her makeup skills. But she never considered running away. “Why would I stay in France? I don’t know anybody there. My only thought was, Get money and go back home to Nigeria.”

Later, when she was taken back to Mali, Miracle began dreaming of freedom. But it wasn’t easy; to be released, she had to pay her madam several thousand dollars, a substantial amount that could take months or even years to save up. Then, one day, a wealthy Malian man fell in love with her. He would pay for her for an entire week so she wouldn’t have to sleep with anyone else. Eventually, he told her he wanted to marry her and gave her eight hundred thousand naira to buy her freedom, enough to cover the money she owed.

Miracle took the opportunity. Just like that, she was free. But free to do what? She had no money and no friends. She didn’t want to marry the man, and she wasn’t going back to Nigeria empty-handed. She decided to keep working as a sex worker, this time on her own terms, keeping most of the money. She bought Indian clothes, and told herself she would open a shop in Lagos with her savings.

She stayed another year. Until the authorities came.

One day, the Malian police raided the brothel. Everyone was arrested, including the madam. The authorities held them in detention centers for a few days before the deportation orders arrived. They were being sent back to Nigeria.

By then, Miracle was the oldest of the trafficked girls, the one in charge of collecting their money. When the police arrived, she had quickly gathered all the cash and stuffed it into her bag. Now, in detention, she prayed they wouldn’t search her bag too closely. It was a lot of money—nearly four million naira, around five thousand dollars at the time.

Finally, when the police returned her bag, she checked inside. The money was still there, untouched.

When they returned to Lagos, the authorities placed them in a cheap hotel near the airport. A press conference would be held that week; they wanted to parade rescued women in front of the cameras, proof of a criminal network the West African authorities had taken down. But Miracle refused to be used as a prop, and she and a friend escaped.

They stayed at the friend’s house in Lagos for a week before Miracle left for Abeokuta, a city a couple of hours away, to stay with her grandfather. With the money she had taken from the brothel—and from other sex workers—she bought land to build a three-bedroom house.

She decided to return to Lagos. At twenty-five, she had to start over again, this time with money and a set of experiences that had changed her forever.

“When I was a kid, I knew nothing about human beings,” she told me. “I thought everybody is just like my mum: they love, they care, they are free. Nobody is wicked. But when I started seeing the other side … People don’t give a damn about you or how you feel,” she said, getting visibly sad. “So that is why I’m wicked now. If you do me pepper, I’m sure I’ll be back with pepper.”



We paused to eat some jollof rice. We had been talking for almost two hours, and Yahoo hadn’t come up yet. I never knew when a scammer might change their mind about sharing details of their criminal activities, so I had to make sure I understood how Miracle made her money before that happened. I went to the kitchen and reheated our food. When I returned, Miracle had retreated into her phone, uninterested in small talk.

I studied her again. She wore a white cardigan and tight, dotted white Lycra pants. Her outfit was clean and understated, unlikely to draw a police officer’s suspicion. Her hair was braided, and a slight gap between her front teeth let her tongue slip through when she smiled. Yet something about her presence unsettled me, a lingering darkness that made me uneasy about having her around for too long.

Once we finished our jollof rice, Miracle toyed with the twenty-centiliter green bottle of Orijin, turning it between her fingers before tipping her head back and emptying it. She made a not-so-subtle gesture for another. I obliged, and she continued her story.

After returning to Lagos, Miracle had a boyfriend. She still didn’t like men, but she had learned how to take what she wanted from them. And with him, as with Biggy, she felt safe.

The boyfriend was into Yahoo, and soon, she picked up the trade from him. “I have a camera in my eyes. Once I see what you’re doing, I’ve already captured everything,” she told me.

She understood that the hustle wasn’t just about spinning a story, it was about giving energy and mirroring the client’s emotions. She also had an edge. Unlike other Yahoo Boys, Miracle didn’t have to pretend. “I show them my feelings as a lady … my feminine urge,” as she put it. She synced her white persona with her real emotions. If she had her period, the white woman had her period. If she felt sad, the white woman felt sad. If she had a headache, so did the white woman. Even her birthday—July 30—stayed the same. Before long, she was cashing out hundreds of dollars from American men.

One of them was Michael. They had been talking for two years. He called her Baby Boo Pie, and she called him Big Dick Daddy. Miracle had access to his credit card and knew exactly when his paycheck would drop—every other Wednesday.

Lately, she had been trying to convince him to steal gift cards from the Walmart store where he worked in Kentucky. “I’m not telling you to steal, but you can do that for the sake of love,” she said. For now, Michael refused. If he did that, he told her, he would get fired. When I asked her about it, she shrugged, a ruthless smile on her lips.

“I want to know what he can do and what he cannot do for me,” she said.

But she also had praise for him: Michael was fucking nice. “He gives me everything a Nigerian guy never has. He sings, he cares about my feelings, especially when I’m sick. He prays for me.”

Like other Yahoo Boys I had spoken to, Miracle had developed a strange sympathy for her victim, even claiming to be in love with him. Inevitably, these interactions led to a warped sense of attachment built over months of constant messages. Except, of course, it was always one-sided. No matter how much they played the role, no matter how much they told themselves they liked their client, their gain was always the other person’s loss.

To cope, Miracle wondered if Michael really knew the truth. “To me … sometimes I feel like Michael knows I’m a scam.”

“Why?” I asked.

She hesitated. “I’ve seen white people who say, ‘You’re a scam, but you always make me happy.’ They tell us their problems, we give them advice, and they follow it. They overcome things. And that makes them love us more.”

She leaned back, speaking faster now. The alcohol was kicking in. “But they know they’ve never seen this person … and they wonder, What the fuck is this person doing in my life?”

Her voice trailed off. For a moment, she seemed lost in thought. But she kept talking. “I noticed that in this life, people enjoy hurting others just to be happy,” she said.

“You mean Yahoo Boys—”

She cut me off. “Not just Yahoo Boys. Everybody. Because that was the first thing that happened to me. Going to France. That lady hurt me just so she could be happy. She lied to me. But later, I found out she was trafficked when she was a girl too. And now this same Yahoo thing—you have to lie to survive. You don’t care what the other person is going through.”

As she spoke, she kept locking eyes with me—not in defiance, but as if looking for acknowledgment.

“I always feel pity for the clients because I’m not real. But the situation in this country is forcing people to hurt others.”

Miracle was echoing the same justifications I had heard countless times. What set Miracle apart from most of the boys, who avoided thinking about it, was that she didn’t ignore the ethical implications of what she was doing. With unnerving lucidity, she understood the cruelty of her actions, and turned it to her advantage.

I shifted the conversation and asked her about loneliness.

“What’s loneliness for me?” she repeated, before sinking into a brooding silence. I had asked this question to dozens of Yahoo Boys before, but I wondered what someone like her made of it.

“Why do you have to know about that? Why?” she asked, her voice suddenly weak.

“I’m just asking if it means anything to you,” I said.

“All my life, I am lonely,” she responded. “Because I started being lonely when my mum left me … You just want to get me emotional now. Why?”

Her voice wavered. She was on the verge of tears. Part of me wanted to press her the same way I pressed the other boys—to remind her that she profited off other people’s loneliness. But she insisted. “It’s not necessary. Please, I don’t want to talk about that.”

I changed the subject again, bringing up what Biggy had told me—that the hustle was only getting harder because new boys were “spoiling the internet.” Instantly, she straightened up. The moment of vulnerability vanished. Her voice was steady now, controlled, reassuring.

“It’s because he’s not ready to do new things. He’s just doing what every person is doing. That’s what my mum told me: not to do what other people are doing.”

Miracle finished her second bottle of Orijin and set it on the floor. Moments earlier, she had spoken of loneliness and survival, of guilt over hurting others, but now she was bragging, reveling in the power of her deception. I was puzzled: How could someone swing so easily between self-pity and pride, from guilt to cruelty?

Then Miracle pulled out her phone and started flipping through dozens of baby pictures. She started talking about her newest scam: “adoption.”



Adoption scams prey on desperate people, mostly women, searching online for a baby to adopt. Scammers pose as adoption agencies, offering an infant, and through the drawn-out process of “adoption,” they keep extracting money.

Miracle didn’t know why so many people were so eager to adopt a baby like that, the same way Biggy had no grasp of the deeper forces of atomization in Western society. But they didn’t need to; the hustle seemed to evolve on its own. Every time a source of income dried up, the wisest scammers moved on, their new playbook popping up on other smartphones. The Nigerian prince became the soldier on deployment, then the lonely Brad Pitt, and now, perhaps, a fraudulent adoption agency.

Miracle was impersonating the real US attorney Charlotte Christian. Her profile had an eerie level of sophistication compared to those of the Yahoo Boys I knew. She had the full background: school records, work history, home addresses. She even had a copy of her law license.

“Most whites fall for my Facebook,” she said, full of pride. “It’s not about how many friends you have. It’s about the comments under your posts.”

Recently, she had posted in a private foster parent support group on Facebook, writing, “What are the major impacts of ICPC on the legal adoption process?”—a reference to the Interstate Compact on the Placement of Children, a contract among US states designed to protect adopted children. In another comment, which had garnered eighty-five likes, she wrote: “Adoption has a multigenerational effect. Many adoptees become adoptive parents or siblings. Adoptees decide to grow their families through adoption. Whatever has brought you to adoption, you should be proud of yourself and eager to grow your family in this beautiful way.”

Two weeks before my interview with Miracle, the real Charlotte Christian—probably aghast that someone was impersonating her selling fake babies—had posted a warning on her Facebook page: “Scammers have stolen our photos and are using my name on an adoption page,” she said. “This is FAKE. We DO NOT have any children for adoption.” She also pleaded with her followers to not give money for a baby. “This is a terrible scam, preying on people who want to love a child.”

Miracle was making absurd amounts of money from adoption scams, far more than romance scams ever brought in. But she was convinced she could make even more. Recently, she had given a client a quote of ten thousand dollars for an adopted baby. The person told her that she was a scam: a real adoption typically costs around forty thousand dollars. “I was like, Oh my God, I wish I knew!” Miracle said, bursting into laughter. “I was so mad at myself.”

Our conversation swung between my fake disbelief and her feigned reluctance to share. She was afraid of the police and convinced that almost no one was running adoption scams. “I’m scared. You’re recording me, and this is evidence,” she said. But once I reassured her, she doubled down, eager to prove she wasn’t lying.

“See what this client texted me,” she said, flipping her phone screen toward me. “She said I scammed her for thirty thousand Australian dollars, that I have to refund the money because she knows baby Annie is never going to come to her.”

“You scammed her for thirty thousand dollars?” I asked, trying to keep my voice neutral.

She handed me her phone. She had created three different accounts to con this woman, impersonating different lawyers and agencies. I read one of the texts aloud from the victim.

“I have been scammed through this agency. So refund me all my money. $31,000 Australian dollars. I know this is all a scam. I have reported this.”

Miracle said she felt bad about it, which was why she hadn’t replied to the Australian woman yet. But in a few days, once she was broke again, she probably would. I asked her what she had done with the money from the Australian victim. She refused to tell me. Later, I found out she had used it to start a beauty business in Ikotun.

It was already four in the afternoon, and I was growing frustrated. Every so often, Miracle would act like she regretted what she was doing, only to turn around and brag about it. It was dizzying.

Eventually, I decided to end the interview. I told her we were done, and she reminded me her birthday was in two weeks. She wanted to throw a big party—but not just any party. She had a plan. “I’m going to give the money to my only female friend and let her organize a ‘surprise party’ for me,” she said, smirking. “Then when I get there, I’ll act surprised. Pretend I’m happy. But I’m not.”

She didn’t have the money yet. I joked that she’d have to work hard.

“Jeeeeeesus Christ,” she exhaled, stretching her arms. “Working hard is an understatement. I just need to sit in my bed and work.” In her bedroom, she said, she had a painting of Pablo Escobar and another of the Virgin Mary. When she needed money, she prayed to both. Later, she would send me a video of her room to prove she wasn’t lying. Framed by a gigantic dollar bill, the Colombian drug dealer and his unforgettable mustache glared menacingly. The wording on the dollar read, WHO DO I TRUST? DON PABLO ESCOBAR. On the other side of the room, the Virgin Mary cradled baby Jesus, surrounded by angels. If you shook the frame, the image shifted, revealing an adult Jesus gazing solemnly at the world.

Bukola and I booked Miracle an Uber and waved her goodbye. When she was gone, I poured myself a drink, and then another one.



A few days later, I called Miracle again. The plan was to keep interviewing her, and I prepared dozens of follow-up questions. I wanted to dig deeper into the adoption scam, and Miracle had also promised to show me her diary. She was an embodiment of the disorienting contradictions that trauma leaves behind. She had been trafficked, brutalized, and abandoned. And now, with lucid self-awareness, she destroyed people’s lives. Other Yahoo Boys justified their actions through self-delusion, but Miracle didn’t. What unsettled me most wasn’t just what she did, but how clearly she understood it.

Once again, we sent her money for the ride, and she texted confirming she was on her way.

The day was cloudless, but the air was thick with dust and pollution. Soon, the heavy rains would come, clearing the sky, flooding the streets, leaving everybody stuck at home.

I had the feeling this could be our last interview. Miracle had already complained on the phone, saying people on the street paid big money for the kind of information she was giving me. An hour passed, and we started getting worried. We called her every fifteen minutes. No answer. Two hours in, a message finally came through:

“There is traffic,” Miracle wrote. “Am on my way, calm. My phone was inside my bag.”

We waited again, this time from the terrace, overlooking the colorful rooftops of our compound. Distant horns blared. Another hour passed. We called her and texted her, but this time she didn’t reply.

Miracle had left at 10:00 a.m. A normal ride from Ikotun took thirty to forty-five minutes. It was now 1:30 p.m. Even by Lagos standards, this was not possible.

I glanced at Bukola. Then, finally, we started laughing. Miracle had scammed us. We were just like another victim, waiting for someone who would never come.

Miracle had pocketed the five dollars we sent for her Uber and disappeared. (I called Biggy later and confirmed she was fine. “I told you she was a real hustler,” he said.) She must have realized she wasn’t going to get anything more from me—so why keep talking? What I couldn’t understand was the lie about the traffic, why she kept up the charade even after she had the money. The sheer brazenness of it. They may not quite have been girlfriend and boyfriend, but Miracle and Biggy were two of a kind.
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Chibuike (III)



In early 2024, Chibuike was still staying with his friend Shoko, but the situation had become fraught. He hadn’t made money in a long time, and the other tenants were fed up. Too much noise, too much smoke. It was hard to sleep. “They started complaining when they saw they wouldn’t get anything from me again,” he said. His friendship with Shoko began to fray. One day, they fought, and Chibuike left the compound.

He became homeless. He looked like a Nigerian Don Quixote, gaunt and hollow-eyed, wandering the streets of Ikotun in search of a high. Sometimes he asked for money, but more often he was too ashamed. When he greeted teenagers—How far? How’s the hustle?—the boys, holding iPhones, looked down on him. Everyone in the area knew his story; everyone knew he had nothing left to give.

The local council had begun converting old wooden market stalls into concrete shops along Igando Road, next to some of the hotels where Chibuike had blown most of his money. He started sleeping in one of the unfinished stores, curled up on cardboard. The nights were cold and dangerous, with cult boys roaming around. Chibuike always smoked some Colorado just to make it through. Sometimes, in the darkness of the freshly concrete room, his thoughts spiraled—painful memories that ended with him crying, alone.

It was hard not to feel sympathy for him. All I saw was a hungry man with nothing left and no one to rely on. A man still trapped in his childhood, flinching whenever his mother scolded him for calling her “Mum” instead of Auntie Peace. A man whose only love had betrayed him and run away, a man whose friends had all turned their backs. After my first conversation with him, I had written in my notebook: Chibuike is a broken human being.

But the more hours we spent together, the more I noticed the contortions in his stories—the half-truths, the omissions, the inconsistencies he didn’t seem to recognize himself. Sometimes, he lied to us outright. He once promised to bring his ex-girlfriend for an interview, then disappeared with the one thousand naira we’d given him for transportation. Another time, he claimed he’d started a new job and needed two thousand naira for a passport photo. When we offered to go with him to his workplace, he grew evasive and changed the subject.

There were contradictions in his past too. Early on, he told me his mum had never cared for him. But over months of conversations, a more complicated picture began to emerge: she resented him, but she also worried when her teenage son stayed out late with street boys. She didn’t like that he was doing Yahoo, and had wanted him to follow in her footsteps as a trader. I never got the chance to speak with her, but I suspected the truth was messier than the story he had told himself.

Chibuike often cast himself as the victim—of his girlfriend, his mother, his friends, his environment. Everyone, in his telling, had done something to him. And yet, on his more reflective days, he admitted that his own choices had brought him here. “God decides how we start in life … but after that, we are free to choose what we want to do.”

But when I tried to flip the script—to suggest that he had done to Theresa what he believed others had done to him—he became evasive. His eyes would dart away. His voice would drift into unrelated memories or declarations of how deeply he cared for his “Irish woman.” It was easier for him to believe he was broken than to believe he had broken someone else. And that fact made me think more and more often about Theresa.



In the long days of interviewing Yahoo Boys, I sometimes forgot about the victims. The boys’ struggles felt immediate, while their victims were just names on a screen. People I had never met. Tragedies I would never hear about. And in those moments, when I found myself chuckling along with the Yahoo Boys as they described their scamming strategies or the absurd ways they spent their money, I realized how easy it was to slip into their world. To start seeing things the way they did. I was going numb too—caught in their logic, their language. That quiet detachment—the ability to hurt people without feeling it—was what made these romance scams possible.

It wasn’t just me. In Ikotun, when people criticized Yahoo, they talked about the drugs, the boys losing their minds, the damage to the community. Rarely did anyone mention the people on the other side of the world: the ones who lost their savings, sold their homes, watched their families fall apart. No one talked about women like my mother, who barely dated again. Or Trisha, who couldn’t spend five minutes in the bathroom without her husband checking her phone. The victims were too far away to matter.

With Chibuike’s victim, Theresa, it was different. I empathized with her from the start. She was a single mother with a son my age. That one detail made her familiar. It made her pain legible. It made me call out Chibuike’s bullshit whenever he claimed to love her. But the more I found myself making that comparison, the more uneasy I felt. Because the truth is, I couldn’t imagine my mother falling for someone like Brad Pitt online. Or believing, twenty-five times, that the love of her life was finally coming to her home.

Why did I need Theresa to resemble my mom in order to feel for her? I was using my mother as a kind of emotional proxy—a shortcut to empathy. But wasn’t that a version of the same failing I called out in Chibuike—his inability to feel for his victims? We say we care about others, but often we mean others who look like us, or who remind us of someone we already love. When we don’t deem other people real, it’s easier to mock them, minimize the harm, or look away.

As I tried to unlearn the shortcuts I used to access empathy, Chibuike kept introducing me to friends who had witnessed his “lifestyle.” (One day, he asked how I planned to title my book. I threw the question back at him: What would he name his own story? “The Lifestyle,” he said.) I met many of them, mostly small boys who remembered him handing out money, paying for drinks, acting like a boss. But those weren’t the people he really wanted me to meet. He kept promising to connect me with the ones who had “made it”—guys who bought Lexuses with Yahoo money, moved into three-bedroom flats, upgraded their parents’ homes. Men who had escaped the poverty he was still stuck in.

I was eager to meet them. I wanted to report on the other path, the life Chibuike might have lived if he’d been smarter with his money and avoided the drugs. I wanted to see what success for a Yahoo Boy looked like. But he never introduced me to a single one, and I was never sure why. Maybe they didn’t want to talk to a journalist. (Why risk exposure?) Or maybe they just didn’t pick up when he called.

Still, Chibuike kept talking about them, even after I stopped asking. It took me months to understand why. His obsession wasn’t just about showing me what was possible—it was about proving that what he’d done had really happened. That he wasn’t just a broke, forgotten man with stories to tell. That once he’d had money, and people had respected him, just as they now respected those big boys. He needed me to believe it so he could keep holding on to it too.

And he needed to believe it wasn’t over. “I could still make it,” he said, again and again, whenever I asked about his future. That was the lesson he took from the whole thing: the mistake wasn’t the scam—it was how he’d spent the money. If he got another shot, he told me, he’d do it right. No hotels. No drugs. No fake friends. He’d invest it this time. Make it last.

So he kept trying.

In early 2024, a friend gave him a phone. When it broke, he started borrowing from other street boys. He still impersonated Cody Rhodes, using the same old tricks. But there was something uncanny about his present failure: it just didn’t work now. The replies were always the same. Who are you? You are a scam.

Unable to get money from new clients, Chibuike began spending more time teaching younger boys how to scam. Lately, he had been advising a pair of thirteen-year-old twins who were already dabbling in the hustle—and had even made some money. Chibuike seemed oddly proud of them, as if their success validated his own. “They’re smart,” he said with a grin. “They’re learning fast.”

Chibuike could always turn back to the one person who had always replied. On July 17, 2024, he reached out to Theresa again, starting as if no time had passed:


Hello my queen in shining armor

It’s me Cody
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Two hours later, at 2:00 a.m., he tried again:


Hello



Then, in rapid succession:


My love

I miss you

Hi



Theresa replied the following day. She wasn’t happy.


I’m off

Just go away please never mail or message me again

A fucking year without fucking contact



Chibuike responded twenty-four hours later, probably because he didn’t have access to a phone.


Why don’t you wait to listen up

Wy are you builshitting at me

I really understand how you feel my love



Theresa erupted. One didn’t need the full story to grasp how much Chibuike had ruined her life. Years of anger and tears and heartbreak poured out in a single furious message. She reminded him of the day they first spoke, how she almost deleted his message but instead replied, only to be “sucked into a world of lies and deception.” She accused him of breaking up her family, leaving her homeless, and forcing her—despite poor health—to walk long distances in bad weather to buy gift cards. She recalled renting out a restaurant for Cody Rhodes’s birthday. “I had to pay 1000s of euros to that restaurant ’cos they closed it for the day so you could eat in private … you NEVER SHOWED. You had me taking a taxi to [my] town ’cos you said you was there. In actual fact, you wasn’t even in my country.” He’d vanished when she confided health problems, never offered to pay her back, and never kept his promises—not even the one about buying her a coat.

“You was being fake, you was being an imposter,” Theresa said. “Leave me in peace. You didn’t want to contact me for the last two years, so keep to that. No contact. SCAM OTHERS.”

Chibuike said nothing. Instead, falling back on instinct, he reached for an old move—one he’d used dozens of times before with Theresa. He sent her a YouTube link to “All of Me” by John Legend. Their song. The one he used to reel her back in. The one they had sung together so many times.

But the spell was broken. Theresa replied instantly:


Why share that video?

I don’t recognize it.

It’s not of any significance to me.



Months passed. By the end of the year, Chibuike told me he was still sporadically texting with Theresa, with her occasionally asking to see his real face, but never sending any money. Sometimes her replies weren’t coming as often as he wanted, and the silence started to bother him. One day, frustrated, he asked if she’d found someone else.

“She said no,” Chibuike told me. “She’s not getting someone else. She just wants to be alone.”

That, to him, was proof that she was still “addicted” to him. All he needed to make money from her again, Chibuike believed, was a good phone and enough time to win back her trust.

In our long conversations, Chibuike changed his opinion on Theresa constantly. Sometimes he said he wanted to come clean, to tell her the truth. But his excuse was always the same: Theresa’s son, Michael, and the fact that they were the same age. He also thought that he could resort to “Yahoo Plus,” make a video call with Theresa, and the Irish woman would see Cody Rhodes on the screen. But he was scared of the spiritual consequences. “I don’t want to go an extra mile,” he said. Other times, Chibuike admitted he was afraid. If he told her the truth, he worried she might report him to the “FBI.”

Whatever the reason, he always circled back to the same thing: he didn’t want to let her go.

By then, nearing the end of my interviews with him, I was growing tired of hearing him talk about how much he “loved his Irish woman” while still pulling her deeper into a nightmare. At first, I assumed it was just another layer of self-justification, a con artist convincing himself that what he did wasn’t that bad. But the more he spoke, the more I began to wonder if he truly believed it. And disturbingly, in his own fractured way, he might have meant every word.

One day, in one of our final interviews, I did something I rarely did with other scammers: I pressed him.

“Why don’t you leave her alone?” I asked. “Why don’t you move on? Hasn’t she suffered enough?”

He looked at me, visibly confused by my tone, and said:

“I think I like my Irish woman so much. I don’t want to lose her. I don’t know why. I have strong feelings for her. More than just being my client. She’s someone I love talking to. I feel happier. She’s the only one that still cares about me.”

That was it. That was the rawest truth he could offer. Theresa was, in his mind, the only person who had ever truly cared for him. And that was what made it so perverse. He kept going because he was emotionally dependent on the very woman he was destroying. He dreamed, impossibly, of opening up to her. Of telling the truth. But doing that would end the game. And with it, the only “real” relationship he believed he had ever had.



By February 2025, Chibuike’s mother had come back from Turkey, where she had been living for a few years. They barely talked on the phone, and Chibuike often complained she didn’t reply to his messages. Shortly after her return, she suffered a stroke. Chibuike went back to his family—now living about thirty minutes from Ikotun—and asked for forgiveness. His auntie, his stepfather, and his ailing mother let him stay in the house. But some nights, he still chose to sleep in the market stall. He said he couldn’t stand to look his stepfather in the eye.

With no money coming in from Yahoo, he decided to find work. The only experience he had was at a pure water factory. So he got a job delivering sachets around Ikotun and Igando—twenty-five hundred naira a day—riding on the back of a motorcycle with a driver.

His plan was to get back to the hustle. Work for a month or two, buy a phone, try to find his footing again. Many mornings, he woke in the small concrete store he still sometimes slept in and set out at dawn, walking across Ikotun as the city crackled to life with traffic noise and the shouts of traders and bus conductors.

I asked what he thought about during those long walks—nearly an hour on foot.

“Most times I pray,” he said. “Pray to God to make me the kind of person I want to be.”

There was something in him that seemed to want out—out of the scams, the drugs, the drift. His new ambition was to save two hundred thousand naira and “renew his blood” at a hospital. A friend had done it to quit drugs and, since then, he couldn’t smoke without feeling sick. Chibuike wanted that too: a clean slate, a way to regain control of life.

But after a couple of weeks, he was back in Ikotun, hanging around, smoking puffs of Colorado, saying he hadn’t worked that day. Or the next. He didn’t last in the job.



The last time I saw Chibuike was a Sunday in mid-February 2025. He told me he had started going to church again. A pastor had spotted him wandering in the street and invited him to a white garment church near his childhood home.

In Nigeria, white garment churches—offshoots of Pentecostalism with roots in the Anglican tradition—are known for their distinctive robes, charismatic worship, and emphasis on divine healing and prayer. Over the years, they have become especially popular among the poor and working class. As inflation rose and poverty deepened, more and more Nigerians turned to these churches in search of financial miracles.

It was no surprise that they began to attract Yahoo Boys. Some pastors were said to offer divine favor in exchange for cash. TikTok is filled with videos of white-robed Yahoo Boys spreading money across church altars. In fact, the practice became so notorious that church leadership had to push back. “C&S is not a refuge for Yahoo Boys,” read a 2024 public statement from the Cherubim and Seraphim Church Worldwide. “Prophets using our white garment to perform such rituals must stop.”

But Chibuike’s pastor didn’t seem to be one of the greedy ones. Before Chibuike even stepped inside, the pastor gave him a warning: “Don’t come to church thinking you’re going to make money from Yahoo.”

Chibuike didn’t own the white robe every other congregant wore, so that Sunday he arrived in shorts and worn-out slippers. His toenails were cracked and fungus-infected. He wore a sleeveless white T-shirt that read, A THING OF BEAUTY IS A JOY FOREVER. He was, by far, the dirtiest person in the church.

Inside, women sat on the left side of the nave, men on the right. Ceiling fans spun slowly overhead, pushing the thick air around as the five-hour service stretched on. The church was washed in neon-blue light from glowing signs on the walls: CELESTIAL CHURCH IS NOT A CHURCH OR A MINISTRY. IT IS A PALACE OF GOD.

During the service, in both Yoruba and English, the fourteen-person choir and the congregants danced and sang in a trance, their voices rising and falling like waves. At one point, a man with an offering basket walked past Chibuike. He looked him up and down and kept walking.

The pastor preached about mercy. About kindness. About the lies we tell ourselves. But he also spoke at length about money. He paced barefoot across the altar, his voice in a constant high-pitched tone.


Don’t come to church thinking you are here to make money.

Come to serve God with a true heart.

Believe in Him.

And follow.



Then his tone sharpened even more, rising so loudly it was almost drowned out by the speakers.


Are you a thief?

The money that enters your account,

Money that is not yours,

That you didn’t work for:

You will expect retribution.

The Lord is talking to you.

You cannot love the devil and love God.

You must choose.



Chibuike sat still. Sweat gathered at his temples. His eyes flicked toward the girl beside him—young, dressed head to toe in white, golden earrings catching the light, a small cross at her chest. She kept her eyes closed as she prayed with a Bible open in her hands.

Then the pastor shouted,


For nothing will be impossible with God!



And without warning, Chibuike dropped to his knees and began to pray.



Later that afternoon, we sat in a hotel room. Chibuike was perched on the edge of the bed, his cheeks hollow, his forehead scar more prominent than ever. I told him this was our last interview. He nodded, but didn’t seem to care much.

I asked what had gone through his mind during the service. I wondered if, even briefly, he’d felt a flicker of clarity or remorse. He’d told me more than once that Yahoo was “not cool,” that it was “bad.” But I needed more than that. In spite of myself, I was hoping, again, to find some hint of redemption in a person who had long since stopped expecting any.

He said that when he threw himself to the floor, he had been praying for his mother to recover.

I asked again—how was she doing?

That was when he broke.

He covered his face with his long, scarred hands and suddenly began to cry. He sounded like a wounded, defenseless child. First a sharp, surprising wail, then short, uneven sobs, and finally just silent tears.

“I wish I had something to help my mum,” he said, wiping his face, his voice still trembling. “But I don’t. I don’t like it. I swear. That’s why I can’t go home. I’m useless. I’m trying. But I’m the firstborn. I can’t do anything. I’m the first child. She’s not happy.”

Chibuike, still teary-eyed, was breathing in and out, quietly collecting himself. I watched in silence. All I could see was a boy who had claimed to need love and, instead, grew into a man who destroyed others trying to find it. Is it possible to want to hug someone you despise? I decided we should step outside.

We went downstairs to the hotel bar. He had already pulled himself together. He ordered a Flying Fish, a fruity beer. I got a Trophy. We had time to kill before my next interviewee arrived, so we sat outside on the covered terrace, a TV flickering in front of us.

A WWE documentary was playing on the muted TV. I stared at the screen, then at Chibuike, then back again—unable to believe the coincidence. He didn’t flinch at the too-perfect irony. I thought about mentioning it, but let it go.

On-screen, Rey Mysterio soared through the air in his bright blue mask. Then the Undertaker. Then the Anoa‘i family and a few others. And finally—Cody Rhodes.

That was when Chibuike perked up.

“That’s my guy,” he said, laughing, deepening his voice in imitation. For a few seconds, he seemed like someone else: looser, lighter, almost boyish. He was smiling again. When Cody Rhodes disappeared from the screen, Chibuike sank back into his chair.

Silence enveloped us again. The match rolled on with body slams, bright lights, and perfect choreography.

And then, softly, Chibuike turned to me and said:

“Let me ask you something. Are these fights real?”
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It was easy to spot Azeez’s mother in the crowd.

Rasheedat balanced a massive blue cooler on her head, the tray beneath it catching the pale light of a cloudy Saturday morning. Wearing a white T-shirt with a green design and faded jeans, she moved through the market’s maze of stalls, stepping around puddles left by yesterday’s downpour. Unlike Azeez, she had light brown skin, with tribal marks on her chin and a couple of tattoos behind her ear. What her son had inherited was her wide, beautiful smile—stretching from ear to ear, never with malice.

Azeez trailed behind, always a few steps back. He wore a burgundy Ankara native outfit—matching trousers and top—and carried a smaller bucket in his right hand. There were a few utensils clinking inside. With his left, he clutched his right wrist behind his back, walking in that familiar way he did when helping his mum: head tilted slightly to the left, eyes on the ground, mind elsewhere.

Rasheedat sold tapioca in the open-air market, stopping here and there to serve the breakfast dish made from cassava starch cooked in coconut milk. At each stop, she’d settle beside a regular customer, carefully lower the blue cooler, lift its snug lid, and scoop tapioca into small plastic bowls. She’d been up since 4:30 a.m. preparing the mix.

Her job required two people: one to carry the cooler and serve, the other to manage the cups and wash the bucket, then walk around collecting the used bowls (Rasheedat had fewer than ten). Most weekends, Azeez joined her. Sometimes he even skipped school. But Rasheedat hoped to replace him with a niece, so he could focus on his studies, the tailoring workshop, and helping with his little sister.

By 10:00 a.m., the market was at full tilt. At first, it felt like a blur of noise and motion, thousands of people coming and going. Traders shouted in different languages, some singing to attract potential customers. “Yeeeellow melon! Sweet yeeeeellow melon!” cried a girl no older than twelve. Corn was in season; dozens of women squatted to peel cob after cob. Colorful sachets of stock cubes, soap, milk powder, and strong alcoholic drinks decorated stalls, while torn wrappers littered the ground like confetti.

To someone from a wealthier part of Lagos, this was just another slum market—crowded, chaotic, poor. But here, status revealed itself in countless ways: leather shoes instead of worn slippers, glinting jewelry or oversized fake watches in place of bare necks and wrists. The language the buyers used and the way they asked questions; the texture and cut of a person’s Ankara and the scent trailing behind them. These details shaped how confidently people moved through the market, and how sellers approached them: with outward reverence, total indifference, or something in between.

There was also a hierarchy among the workers. Hawkers wove through the crowd, stopping when a customer called them with a sharp kiss of the teeth. Stall owners watched the flow of bodies from behind pyramids of tomatoes and mountains of beans. Construction workers who were Azeez’s age took orders from their bosses and hauled sacks of sand in wheelbarrows, their bodies already muscled and scarred. Others even less fortunate scoured the market for scraps of plastic to sell for a few cents. The luckiest kids just tagged along behind their mothers, small hands clutched tightly, hoping to get back home soon.

Even with all the commotion, something was off. It was as if the usual Lagos bustle had dropped in pitch, as if someone had turned down the volume of the city. Lagosians were not coming out as often. Yes, there were still crazy traffic bottlenecks and crowded markets. But there were moments—on certain days, certain roads—when the city felt like it was emptying out. When it seemed like Nigerians were surviving on air and hope instead of jollof rice, egusi soup, and chicken suya. Any seller could feel the magnitude of the crisis in the relative quiet of the streets.

Azeez’s mum felt it too. Rasheedat had lost some of her oldest customers, market women with stalls who now skipped breakfast altogether. Some had shut down completely, taking their debts to Rasheedat with them. At first, she had cooked rice and beans, spaghetti, stew. But as money thinned out, she switched to something simpler and cheaper. Even then, she was lucky if she made more than two thousand naira a day in profit selling tapioca—barely $1.30 at the time.

The economy was spiraling. Nigeria’s GDP in dollars had been halved in just ten years. In the street, prices climbed each week. Beans, rice, onions, palm oil—everything doubled, then tripled in price in under a year. Garri used to be a sign of deep poverty. If that was all you had, everyone knew you were struggling. But now, if you were drinking it, they called you big man.

Politicians spoke of bitter pills, of urgent sacrifices, of rewards that would come later. In Ikotun, people simply adjusted. What choice did they have? There were protests in different parts of the country, but the memory of #EndSARS—and the killings by the authorities—was still too raw in Lagos. Still, a few people took to the streets, holding placards that read: STOP ANTI-MASSES POLICIES. WE ARE NOT SLAVES IN OUR COUNTRY. HARDSHIP IS UNBEARABLE. An old, gaunt woman went viral online, drumming an empty pot at a Lagos protest and shouting, “Ebi o, ebi o”—Hunger o, hunger o.

Meanwhile, Nigeria’s elites carried on, dining at London prices and buying homes for billions of naira on the Island. On the Mainland, boys in gold chains filmed TikToks as they handed out food and five-hundred-naira notes to their emaciated neighbors. Crowds rushed and swarmed them, blessing them as if they had dropped from heaven.



In the summer of 2024, Azeez had just finished primary school and sat for entrance exams to secondary public school. He was at least three years behind—first because of poor village schooling, then because there was no money—but one of his teachers had stepped in to help.

The man believed Azeez had potential. He was the one who had given him the key to the classroom, and often left him in charge of the other pupils when he had to step out, trusting him to maintain order among his younger schoolmates. He saw how quickly Azeez picked things up, how curious he was, how hard he tried. Just a year earlier, when Azeez was fourteen, he could barely string two sentences together in English. But he listened, and improved fast.

The teacher spoke with Rasheedat and convinced her to register Azeez for secondary school. To help with the registration fees, he also gave her ten thousand naira. After that, all Azeez could do was wait for his name to appear on the list—September, maybe October. Soon, he thought, he’d be attending one of the schools along Igando Road, not far from where Chibuike was sleeping on the street.

That same summer, Azeez’s family had to move. Their old room had become unbearable. The landlord refused to fix anything, no matter how many times Rasheedat complained. Some nights, they couldn’t sleep at all—the landlord would get drunk with other men, stomp around the compound, and shout into the early hours. Someone also told Rasheedat the building was up for sale and advised her not to pay the full year’s rent (a standard practice in Nigeria, where rent is paid annually, not monthly). So she started looking for a new place.

Eventually, she found a room about twenty minutes away on foot. It was slightly larger than the old one, a small concrete shed—not a crowded compound. Rasheedat paid seventy-two thousand naira a year, just a little more than before. The room was still minuscule, but Rasheedat made it work.

Half the room was painted yellow, the other half a deep maroon. The checkered floor was peeling, revealing raw concrete beneath. There was a full-sized bed, a plastic chair, a small desk with cupboards, and massive fabric bags in the corner that held all their belongings: folded clothes, kitchenware, schoolbooks. Buckets and woven baskets sat nearby. A plastic glass held forks, pens, toothbrushes, and toothpaste. Their slippers were arranged in a neat little mountain beneath the desk.

A small TV hung on the wall, where they watched Yoruba and South Korean movies. They had an old DVD player below it, a few buttons missing. On top of the TV stood a framed photo of Rasheedat in her Sunday best—dressed all in white with a bright yellow Yoruba cap, her arms folded on her waist, a trace of that unmistakable family smile. A curtain could be drawn across the room on the diagonal, for the rare moments someone needed privacy. The bed was made each morning. The floor was always swept. Rasheedat had turned that little nook into a home.

The worst thing was the heat. It was like sleeping in a hole with no ventilation. The only breeze came from a small window near the bed. Electricity was officially meant to run two days out of every three, but even then, it was unpredictable. It went on and off, with weeks where it barely worked at all. The big rusty fan they owned almost never moved. Most days they sat there fanning themselves with a blue plastic paddle, trying to stay cool and hoping the power would return later in the day. When it didn’t, the nights were sticky, deliriously hot.

By then, Azeez had stopped thinking about Yahoo altogether. His grandmother had been firm, and he respected her too much to disobey. Her words stayed with him. Yahoo is bad. Yahoo is not good for my future. Yahoo is not what I was raised for. His mother didn’t let him have another phone, and was convinced he would never do it again.

Besides, Azeez felt guilty. He thought that white people were working for their money, and the Yahoo Boys were stealing it. He couldn’t forget Pete, that nice Englishman who spent fifty pounds on his dog, who kept going to the hospital for his eye condition while Azeez was still stealing from him. He also thought Yahoo would end soon. Those scams couldn’t go on forever. At some point, the clients would rebel, and boys would stop cashing out. What would the scammers do then?

In any case, the hustle was changing. As Biggy said, it was getting harder to get the usual cash-out. In response, some Yahoo Boys were turning to more ruthless methods: blackmailing their victims with their photos. If they didn’t send money, they would send the nudes they’d received to their victims’ colleagues. To their wife. To their kids. Some especially ruthless Yahoo Boys went further and started targeting teenagers. I met a Yahoo Boy who was doing “BM”—blackmail—with formats like this one saved in his phone:


Hey this is the end of your life I am sending your nudes to the world now. To your followers first and your team and your school page and your family and friends to all your comments and tags so just comply. If you try to block me that is the end of your life. Would you? Or should I ruin your life?



According to the FBI, an alarming number of suicide deaths have been linked to such blackmail. Some estimates calculate that dozens of kids have killed themselves as a result since 2023. Several infamous cases made national news in the United States, prompting the FBI director to visit Nigeria and urge local authorities to act. But they were largely powerless. What could they do? The only real power to shut down those accounts was in the hands of the American tech companies. On TikTok, videos tagged “BM” showed young Nigerians flaunting their spoils and laughing about those useless Yahoo Boys who still were doing “celeb scams” rather than blackmailing Americans. It was faster and easier.

Azeez knew one of those BM Boys. The boy had once been best friends with Ayo, and started scamming at fourteen. Azeez watched him blackmail an older American man who later killed himself. By eighteen, he was flashing gold chains, gold teeth, and a Lexus on Snapchat, living permanently in a hotel in Ikotun, not far from Foodcity. I tried to reach out, but he quickly blocked me.

Azeez had other reasons to walk away from the scam. He was exhausted. Running multiple chats with clients meant he had barely been sleeping four hours a night. How could he focus at school like that? Sometimes he even fell asleep while talking to his clients. He already knew the solution to that problem was drugs. But he was too scared of them, seeing how Chibuike and the others looked—dirty and hopeless. He decided he would never smoke—no ice, no Colorado, no weed.

A few weeks after his grandmother forced him to stop, he and his friend Ayo were alone at the tailor’s workshop. He told Ayo everything. His friend, who was also into Yahoo, felt guilty too. They made a pact to leave the scamming life behind for good. They wanted to do something different. Something that wouldn’t hurt other people.

“I should stop it,” Azeez told me later, nodding seriously and sweeping his arms across his chest, as if drawing an X in the air. “Education,” he added, probably repeating his grandmother’s words, “is the only legacy.”

September came, and the first list of admitted secondary school students was released. Azeez’s name wasn’t on it. They told him there would be a second batch soon, so he had no choice but to wait.

His mother had already found someone else to help her at the market. Azeez was more useful at home, caring for his three-year-old sister—waking her up, bathing her, feeding her, walking her to school, then picking her up again at 3:00 p.m.

Every day at 4:00 p.m., he made his way to the tailor’s workshop to continue his training. It was just a few minutes from their old house, down wide, sun-beaten streets where the heat clung to everything. The ground was dry and pale, scattered with black plastic scraps from the poly bags people used to carry food. A couple of trees offered patches of shade. On some walls, white letters warned: THIS HOUSE IS NOT FOR SALE.

The workshop was a small orange room with measurements painted on the walls in white. Three black sewing machines sat inside, and the floor was littered with discarded fabric scraps. The boys worked on wooden stools, their feet pumping the pedals as they practiced stitches and patterns.

The oga, a tailor and a pastor, came and went. Over three or four years of training, he became an authority figure to them. Almost like a father. The boys feared him a little. He didn’t mince words. One shout from him was enough to silence the room. But they deeply respected him. He was fair, honest, and valued good work.

The tailor liked Azeez and called him “Azizi,” but that didn’t mean he went easy on him. He often reminded him that if he wanted to become a real tailor, Azeez had to get serious, especially with the scissors. “Tailoring is all about your cuts,” the tailor told him. He’d often point to Ayo, who could sew a full native outfit that looked like it came straight from a professional shop.

The oga had been a tailor for a long time. He’d bought a house with the profits, sent his children to school—one even to university. He’d watched things change. These days, he said, the country was in moral decline. Boys no longer wanted to focus. Too many were distracted by their phones. Alex—the same friend who had introduced Azeez to Yahoo—had left the workshop before the end of his apprenticeship. The tailor said it was common now. “The youth of today don’t want to work. The children aren’t happy with the life they’re living. They just want to make money.”

To keep his boys focused, he repeated the same lesson: “If you’re doing this kind of job, you need to persevere. The money won’t come overnight. You have to work for it.”

In the meantime, Azeez kept waiting, but the second public school list never came. Weeks passed. Then months. Eventually, he found out why: his name had been left off because of money. His mum still needed to pay an extra twenty thousand naira for the placement, and she hadn’t been able to come up with it.

Or maybe, Azeez began to think, she hadn’t really tried. A low, dull resentment began to grow. He started to wonder if his mother was being selfish, unwilling to make the sacrifice.

Money was tight at home, and inflation was making things worse. Some afternoons, right after he’d picked up his sister from school, Azeez’s mom would tell him she couldn’t give him money for a keke to the workshop. Still, Azeez refused to miss his training. He’d just shrug and say, “Don’t worry, I’ll leg it,” then make the half-hour walk on foot.

Food was no easier. His mum gave him three hundred naira a day for one meal, but each month, it felt like the same amount bought a little less. Sometimes he’d eat macaroni, or beans and garri, or bread and garri. He had to drink plenty of water because the food turned into a bland, dry paste that stuck in his throat and was hard to swallow.

When Azeez was really hungry, he’d go to a woman who sold rice and stew near their new house. He and another friend had given her a nickname—Opo Ko Dun Nation, meaning “Plenty, but Not Sweet Nation.” The rice came in generous portions, but the stew was … Azeez couldn’t define it. Every time he talked about that woman and about her food, or said “Opo Ko Dun Nation” aloud, Azeez cracked up, squinting his eyes, flashing the white of his teeth.

December passed. Then January. He still wasn’t in secondary school. Rasheedat kept saying, “Next week.” But nothing happened.

Eventually, Azeez stopped asking.



On February 14, Valentine’s Day, Lagos was buzzing with energy. Women prayed for gifts. Men scrambled to find enough money for their new girlfriends. Even cashiers in supermarkets cheekily asked male customers if they’d gotten anything for them. The whole city seemed to collapse into one massive bottleneck, and drivers rained curses on whoever had invented the holiday.

Azeez had started noticing girls more, but he wasn’t naïve. He knew the chances of actually having a girlfriend were slim. Most of the girls his age looked up to boys who were hanging out in hotels and buying clothes and phones.

“All these girls in Nigeria, they love money, sha,” he said, making a guttural sound deep in his throat. “If I have a girlfriend, she will ask me for things. She’ll say, ‘I need this, I need that’ … And if you don’t give her, she’ll start shouting, ‘You’re a fool! You’re not responsible!’”

Then he broke into laughter, long and wheezy, shaking his head as if the whole thing were absurd.

A few days later, Azeez arrived at the workshop, and as soon as he walked in, his oga sent him home. “Don’t come back until your mum pays what she owes me,” he said in Yoruba.

It had been nearly two years since Azeez began his tailoring apprenticeship, but Rasheedat still hadn’t paid the full fee. She had too many debts.

At home, his mother told him to go back and beg the next day. It wasn’t the first time his boss had done this. Sometimes the oga let him stay. Other times, he refused to accept his apologies for days. That February, the tailor was in no mood, and told Azeez not to return until he brought the money.

So Azeez stayed home. The days slipped by in a slow, dull rhythm. Each morning, he took care of his little sister. She adored her older brother, and Azeez spoke of her with quiet affection. After dropping her off at school, he returned to do the chores: swept the floor, washed dishes in a bucket, fetched water, and filled the tank. It usually took ten trips to fill it completely.

But on some days, there was no electricity, which meant no water to fetch. What could he do? His mum was out at the market. His friends were either in school or working. After sweeping the room, around eleven in the morning, he’d lie down on the bed—careful not to let his mother find out—and sometimes he would drift off to sleep.

But that brought its own problem. If he napped during the day, he couldn’t sleep at night. He’d lie awake on the floor long after his mum and sister had fallen asleep on the bed, staring up at the heat-swollen ceiling, his head resting on a balled-up pile of clothes he used as a pillow. For hours, Azeez would remain awake, praying to God for a better life.

He wasn’t sure yet which God. At sixteen, he hadn’t decided whether he was Christian or Muslim. His grandmother was Muslim—that was the family tradition. He had fasted during Ramadan the year before and proudly worn a native outfit he’d sewn himself for the Salah festivities. He loved when wealthier neighbors shared meat with him.

Lately, though, some of his friends had started going to Cele—the Celestial Church—on Sundays. There were dozens of congregations just in Ikotun. Sometimes Azeez went along. One of the pastors had given him a book to read at home, since he couldn’t go to school yet. It was called Rhapsody of Realities, a “best-selling daily devotional and Bible study guide.”

The first page warned that the Lord was coming soon, quoting 2 Peter 3:11–12 from the King James Bible: “Seeing then that all these things shall be dissolved, what manner of persons ought ye to be…”

When he was bored, Azeez read Rhapsody of Realities, though he wasn’t sure he believed it. So when he prayed, he just prayed to God.

He prayed not to suffer. He prayed for money, so he could return to school. He prayed for a bright future, so he could care for his mum, his grandmother, his future wife. He wanted to become a big man, the kind a Yoruba man was meant to be.

He prayed and prayed, until his eyes closed and sleep finally came.

Whenever he didn’t nap in the mornings, he’d go outside and sit in front of the big face-me-I-face-you next to his house. It was a building just like the one he’d lived in before—a long, narrow structure where ten families lived side by side, door after door. Azeez’s family shared the outhouse with them all: an outside shed with a hole in the floor and a door that didn’t quite close.

He had made a friend there, a teenage boy a little older than him who had a phone. Sometimes they hung out in his room, scrolling through TikTok and laughing at the videos. The boy’s mother ran a small food stall beside the building, facing the street. Most days, Azeez sat on the wooden bench out front with them, cracking jokes, watching the road, listening to the hum of the neighborhood. Kekes and bikes passed through the potholed street, using it as a shortcut to dodge traffic on Ikotun–Igando Road.

Just beyond the food stall, across the street from where Azeez sat, a group of boys gathered most afternoons, usually five to ten of them. They took refuge from the blazing sun beneath a wide, leafy African star apple tree. They laughed loudly, shouted over each other, pointed to their phones, permanently surrounded by a haze of weed smoke. On match days, especially when Arsenal or Manchester City played, their noise filled the entire street.

Sometimes they came to the woman’s stall to buy food, and Azeez would watch them more closely. They were a little older, maybe in their early twenties. They wore boutique clothes. Some had dyed dreads. A few wore beanies, even in the choking heat of dry season.

Azeez never spoke to them. They never spoke to him.

If his friend wasn’t around and the mother had gone to the market, Azeez sat alone on the bench—bored, watching people pass.

Azeez saw kids walk by in clean school uniforms, backpacks slung over their shoulders, and felt a pang. He wanted to go to school. He wanted to keep learning. He didn’t even like tailoring—not really. What he liked was mathematics. That was his favorite subject. The numbers were hard sometimes, even incomprehensible, but he liked the challenge. He felt proud whenever he worked through a problem and the teacher confirmed he’d gotten it right.

Maybe his mum would get the money soon. But even then, how long could he stay in the public school? There’d be uniforms, textbooks, slippers, food—all things that cost money she didn’t have. It was the same with tailoring. Even if she managed to pay down the balance, how would he afford to graduate from his apprenticeship? His oga only granted “freedom”—the ritual graduation that came after three years of traineeship—to those who bought their own sewing machine. That meant at least a hundred thousand naira, an impossible amount for someone like him.

But Azeez wasn’t thinking about all that just yet. The future was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

For now, all he could do was sit and watch the street. His sharp black eyes followed the stream of people, long lashes curled around his eyelids. The shadow of a teenage mustache was beginning to form above his lip, and the angles of his boyish face were already sharpening. His wire-thin body bore the indelible marks of too many years of malnutrition. He was stuck in the strange interregnum of adolescence; he had already seen things in life that stripped away the usual naïveté and hopes of a child, but still lacked the direction and means to become a man. So he watched the road.

Azeez watched bikes shoot past, their engines cracking like firecrackers. Watched drug-fueled marwa drivers get into aggressive and theatrical fights. Watched Yahoo Boys laugh and compete over who could fake it best. Watched Lagosians in dazzling Ankara outfits grind through another day—sweating, resigned, never complaining.

Azeez watched and watched, as the world seemed to move on without him.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Yahoo Boys started as a failed attempt to write a book about loneliness. In June 2021, I received a scholarship to study at a university of my choice in New York for two years. At the time, I was a young reporter in Spain with a stable career. But I wanted to tell more ambitious stories, projects no media outlet in my country was going to fund. So I applied to a creative nonfiction program in the United States, hoping to start writing in English.

But my English felt stiff and clunky. If I wanted any chance of getting in as a non-native speaker, I needed a strong book idea. Writers I admired often said to write about what you know deeply. In my case, I thought it could be my mum’s experience of loneliness. But I didn’t want to write a memoir. Her scammer would just be my way in to explore the so-called Western loneliness epidemic. In February 2022, months before the fellowship began, I quit my job and prepared to travel to Nigeria to look for my mum’s scammer. I wanted to answer two questions: Why had my mum fallen for a romance scam? And why would anyone?

When I got to Lagos and started interviewing scammers, the Yahoo Boys’ answers initially disappointed me. As I explain in the book, I had expected something more sophisticated, some deep insight that might help me understand why my mum was fooled. Instead, these young men repeated the same lines and tropes: White people are too trusting. White people fall in love too easily. The key thing is attention. How could anybody be fooled by this? I remember thinking. And yet many of the scammers seemed to be raking in money.

A few months after that first reporting trip, I moved to New York to begin my scholarship. I also started interviewing romance scam victims, still thinking I would write a book about loneliness. By then, I’d read enough to know that the stories of Western victims have typically been told with a mix of pity, mockery, and condescension.

Talking to the victims was disorienting. Their accounts of the scams were intricate, full of shifting characters, tangled subplots, and supposedly sophisticated schemes. None of it matched what the scammers had told me, or what I’d seen on their phones. For a while, I couldn’t make sense of the gap, until I realized they were doing what my mum had done: overcomplicating the story to make falling for the scam more legible. So I stopped trying to understand the con through their eyes and started asking about their lives. Who were they before the scam? What were they looking for?

Some had no real ties to their families. Others hadn’t spoken to a friend in years. A few struggled with mental health problems. There was almost always some kind of trauma lurking in the past—a divorce, a death, a betrayal. Some blamed others for their loneliness; more often, they blamed themselves. But all of the people I talked to lived online. So when these beautiful, attentive strangers on Facebook offered them a story, they held on to it. Not because it was plausible, but because it gave them something they hadn’t felt in a long time: connection. A sense that someone, somewhere, saw them and heard them. Every “good morning” message became a reason to get out of bed. And as long as that illusion held, they kept paying.

I was beginning to understand that scammers grasped our loneliness better than most people. Certainly better than I did.

What struck me, too, was how little the victims knew about the people scamming them. In the United States and Europe, Nigerian scammers are often portrayed as ruthless criminals, part of international syndicates. I once called the head of the largest romance scam victim support group in the States for an interview. When I suggested that the Yahoo Boys I’d met in Lagos weren’t part of any Mafia, as he insisted, he threatened to hang up and said I was a terrible reporter.

Negation is a powerful way to avoid reality. His reaction echoed a familiar impulse I’d seen in victims, their families, and the culture at large. It’s easier to believe that your father, your friend, or even you were conned by a powerful syndicate than by a hungry teenager in a Lagos slum with too much time on his hands and too little hope. But once you accept it—once you see that boys like Azeez are the ones duping our parents—you’re forced to reckon with something harder: the depth of loneliness in our own societies, and the cages of isolation that tech companies have built, and monetized, with astonishing success.

A year and a half after my first trip to Nigeria, I changed my approach to the book. I realized the best way to show the magnitude of Western loneliness was from the vantage point of a slum in Lagos. I wanted to understand how these boys saw us, how they made sense of our isolation, and how that shaped their lives and community. I knew I risked shifting the focus from the victim to the perpetrator. But the story wasn’t that simple. Western media had long pushed the idea of the defenseless, gullible victim being conned by a ruthless, heartless scammer. I believed that by showing the real face of the scammer and challenging those stereotypes, I could, paradoxically, restore the victims’ humanity—and our sense of responsibility toward them.

The perpetrator, in many cases, was also a victim of a world that had failed him long before he picked up a phone: Yahoo Boys stand at a strange intersection between Western loneliness and Nigerian poverty. So what began as a search for answers about my mum’s isolation became something else entirely—a story rooted in a real place, with real people, shaped by the weight of history, technology, and the global economy. I came to see I was writing not just about romance scams, but about survival in Ikotun, and the young men who had come of age in this time.

Through their stories, I could write not only about how loneliness travels in our digital age, but also about the aftershocks of slavery and colonization. About global inequality, and how our phones offer a window into the world’s riches—only for us to remain spectators. About how, as Nigerians say, evil grows in an idle mind. And about the tension every writer is drawn to: free will versus fate, personal choice versus the circumstances that oppress us. That was when I realized I had to share the stories of Biggy, Chibuike, Richie, and Azeez with the world.

The Yahoo Boys is based on more than 120 hours of recorded conversations with its main subjects, and over 250 interviews, most of them conducted in Ikotun. I spent six months living in Lagos between March 2022 and February 2025. Every detail I didn’t witness myself comes from cross-checked accounts and interviews with different people. In rare cases—like Chibuike’s suicide attempt—there were no other witnesses, and I had to rely on personal testimony.

This book wouldn’t exist without my fixer, Bukola Omoseni. Bukola grew up on the same street as Chibuike, just fifteen years earlier. In Ikotun, people respected him so deeply they called him “honorable.” He’s the reason I had so much access to my subjects. He landed nearly every interview I asked for, from Yahoo Boys to police officers to drug dealers.

As I recount at the start of the book, Bukola—a man in his forties with the rare ability to get a smile out of anyone—fell ill during my first trip and was briefly hospitalized. That left me living with Biggy for a few days, a turning point that became the seed of this project. (It was the moment I realized a romance scammer could also be a young man with a short attention span.) When Bukola recovered a week later, our agreement had already ended and I could not pay him more on that trip. Even so, he kept showing up at my hotel on Lagos Island. What began as a working relationship slowly became something closer to a brotherhood. Every six months, I returned to Lagos, and Bukola was always there at the airport, dressed head to toe in white Yoruba attire, a different driver at his side each time. I went to his children’s birthday parties; he asked for pictures of my nephew. For the next three years, we spoke almost every day on the phone.

After a couple of trips, I could no longer afford to hire him as a fixer. So I offered him a partnership: a share of the book’s profits in exchange for his continued help. He agreed immediately.

We set clear rules early on. Bukola rarely sat in on an interview. If I was going to write this book myself, I needed to reach my own conclusions. He also told me he didn’t want to hear certain things about people he’d known for years. And sometimes it’s just easier to open up to a stranger. Azeez was a good example. We started the interviews in English, but I suggested switching to Yoruba—with Bukola in the room, translating—since Azeez’s English wasn’t perfect. After a few sessions, Azeez asked to go back to just me. He said he respected Bukola too much to admit certain things in front of him. So we kept it that way.

I conducted interviews with the scammers in local hotels, in their rooms, and in my apartment. Most interviews were in English, though the scammers sometimes spoke in Nigerian Pidgin. A few were in Yoruba, with Bukola translating, like the ones with Rasheedat and Azeez’s grandmother. Sessions lasted anywhere from ten minutes to five hours. I tried to schedule them early in the day, especially with Biggy and Chibuike, who by 4:00 p.m. were often too high to hold a conversation.

Before choosing the main subjects of this book, I spoke with more than fifty Yahoo Boys, most of them from Ikotun. Even though I drew from a broad sample, there’s an inevitable bias in who ended up in the book. Biggy, Chibuike, Richie, and Azeez were the ones who wanted to talk. I was conscious that the most successful scammers wouldn’t bother. I don’t blame them. Why risk everything? But The Yahoo Boys was never meant to be an academic study of romance scams. My goal was to tell the story of four young men in a community ravaged by poverty and inflation, drawn to the powerful allure of Yahoo, grappling with moral dilemmas as they tried to exploit the weaknesses of their victims.

I never paid for access or testimony. That closed some doors, because many scammers with great stories agreed to talk only if I paid. But offering money would’ve compromised the story. I did, however, always offer to cover food, transportation, and drinks, the least I could do in the middle of the worst economic crisis in a generation. And over time, it became clear that none of the main characters were in it for the freebies. Pinning down Chibuike, Biggy, and Richie was often a nightmare. Bukola and I spent endless hours waiting in the bar of a shabby hotel in Ikotun, drinking beer, swatting flies, playing pool with other Yahoo Boys, until we finally realized the interviewee wasn’t going to show up that day.

Bukola and I traveled to Ikotun every day from our apartment in Ogba. At my insistence, we walked the neighborhood dozens of times, at all hours—midnight, 4:00 a.m., noon, early evening. Walking the area helped me understand the people I was writing about. I revisited the places that mattered to them. I went to the Igando market with Biggy to reconstruct the day he was arrested. The moment we got there, he remembered thinking, Shit, here we go again, when he first saw the police. I had lunch with Azeez at Foodcity, at the same table where he’d celebrated his first successful scam. I sat with Chibuike in the hotel room where he once tried to kill himself, the bars over the window looking like those of a prison.

Seeing a white man walk through Ikotun—a neighborhood no rich Nigerian in their right mind would enter on foot—sparked confusion, surprise, and much laughter. Many thought I was a Chinese businessman. Some called me “maga” to my face, assuming Bukola was scamming another clueless foreigner. A few believed I was an FBI agent. But most just greeted me with a kind “Oyinbo!” that still makes me smile. Market women offered me tomatoes and corn for free. Car dealers put cigarettes in my mouth. Young men challenged me to games of pool. By the end, thanks to Bukola, I could walk through Ikotun alone. People already knew who I was—the weird, sweaty oyinbo who preferred Trophy over Star.

In all my time reporting there, I never felt unsafe. (In fact, the only time I feared for my life while researching this book was in Kentucky, looking down the barrel of a gun.) If I ran into problems in Lagos, it was always with the police. Nearly every day, on our way to Ikotun, officers stopped our car looking for a reason to extort money. And all I could think was: If this is how they treat me—a foreigner who can cause trouble with one call to his embassy—how do they treat ordinary Nigerians, who have no one to call?

A book about crime always comes with ethical choices. I changed all the victims’ names and some of their personal details, including Trisha’s, to protect their identities and their relationships. The main characters agreed to be on the record and to use their first name or nickname, as long as I didn’t name their street or family. For that reason, Biggy’s mum’s name was also changed, as was Alex’s—Azeez’s older friend who introduced him to Yahoo. I reached out several times to Chibuike’s ex-girlfriend to get her side of the story, but she refused to talk to me.

I never contacted a victim who was still in touch with their scammer. It was a difficult decision—especially in the case of Theresa—but if I’d crossed that line, no scammer would have trusted me. More important, I would have stopped being a reporter and become a participant. The only exception was Trisha, because Richie had cut off contact, thinking she was dead. She believes Richie won’t read this book, and wanted to share her story to warn other women like her.

The reporting was shaped, without a doubt, by my tight budget. A project like this is expensive. The first trip was funded with my savings. The following ones relied on a mix of small fellowships, side jobs, the profits from my story in The Atavist about my search for my mum’s scammer, a paycheck from Apple News, and—most of all—living like a local.

Bukola and I shared an apartment on the Mainland, just thirty minutes by car from Ikotun. Staying on the Island—where most white expats and wealthy Lagosians live—would have distorted everything. Living near Ikotun meant we could visit every day without worrying about Lagos traffic. More important, it kept me close to the lives I was trying to understand, and to the devastating impact inflation was having among the poorest.

We ate at the same local canteen every day for fifteen hundred naira—about one dollar—just steps from the church Chibuike goes to at the end of the book. Later, the prices at the canteen doubled, sometimes tripled. The daughters of the Muslim family who ran it eventually served us without asking: eba and egusi for me, amala for Bukola.

Of course, I could never fully grasp what it meant for Rasheedat to stop buying meat for her children, or for Azeez to skip lunch. But the more time you spend in a place where one thousand naira means surviving one more day, the more you understand why some people revere Yahoo Boys.



This kind of fieldwork wears you down. The deeper we went, the darker the stories became—as the book itself inevitably does. On the ride home, Bukola and I would talk about what we’d seen, or the wild stories we’d heard. We laughed a lot. But other times, we sat in silence, staring out the window, lost in our own depressing thoughts.

We both went through hard times during the making of this book. But we kept going. I owe that to Bukola’s faith in the story. He did this out of an immense love for his country. I saw his quiet grief in the homes we visited—families who couldn’t afford to eat a piece of bread or buy malaria medicine. He believed in the potential of a lost generation of young boys, and in the urgency of showing Nigeria’s elites what life really looks like in the “trenches.” Whatever this book gets right about Ikotun, it’s because of him.

I was never entirely sure why I felt so compelled to tell this story. I felt for my mum, who worked so hard for me and my brothers and never quite understood why she was alone. I felt for the victims—people our society had not only abandoned, but also stigmatized. But I also felt for the young men drawn into a criminal world that was both seductive and nearly impossible to escape. I felt for Azeez, whose future looked bleak despite choosing the moral path, and for his mother, Rasheedat, caught in the relentless cycle of extreme poverty. I felt for Ikotun, a place full of extraordinary people with no choice but to struggle through another day.

If anything sustained me through this dark and often heartbreaking journey, it was the James Baldwin quote at the start of the book. When writing about others, I tried to strip away the stereotypes and hold on to our shared humanity. In an age when everything feels two-dimensional, when we live inside rectangles of sadness and the internet has failed to bring us closer, we need to lower our guard and try, sincerely, to understand each other. We need to confront the deeper forces that leave us hungry or alone. We need to ask why so many are lonely in such wealthy nations—and hold to account the systems that entrench extreme inequality and trap young people in a kind of permanent adolescence.

I hope readers share my belief that the only way to build a better world is to first illuminate the darkest corners of our collective human experience.
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