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part one


ESCAPE TO AFRICA
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Sally-Mae Jenkins heard the Lord’s voice on Christmas Day of 1885. The miracle happened exactly two months after the terrible wickedness done to her by Joel and Billy Carter, the teenage twin sons of the cattle baron, Big Ben Carter. On that Yuletide morning, the Lord spoke to Sally-Mae through the fearsome voice of Preacher McCain as he stood on the pulpit delivering the Christmas sermon.

“Go ye into all the world and proclaim the gospel to the whole creation—Mark 16, verse 15!” Reverend McCain pointed a righteous forefinger straight at Sally-Mae as he spoke. His fiery voice burnt through the icy numbness of her heart, re-freezing her trauma-iced soul.

She caught her breath sharply as she met the preacher’s cold stare, clutching her small Bible in her trembling hands. The large angry mole atop Preacher McCain’s bulbous nose seemed to glare at her like a third eye with indignant condemnation. She quickly lowered her lids in shame—Oh sweet Jesus! He knows! Preacher McCain knows about ma pregnancy now!

Her body started the familiar shivers that had been her companion ever since that terrible day of her downfall. Mortification fought with self-recrimination as she struggled to regain her former spunk, the rebellious streak that marred her character in certain righteous quarters in the town.

But the damage done to her self-esteem by the scandal was so great that she now cowered before folks she used to scorn with fearless impunity; people like Willie-Joe’s wife, Marleen Brown, who spent her time popping out babies from her bloated stomach every year when she wasn’t busy malingering folks and stuffing her face with grits. Marleen already had nine children under her belt and was pregnant with the tenth. At just twenty-nine years, folks predicted she might yet get to eighteen or even twenty proud Uvalance natives by the time the good Lord stopped her monthly flow and closed her womb. Sally-Mae wished that the Lord would close Marleen’s vicious mouth first before bothering with her womb.

From the front of the church where the important folks sat on their reserved seats, she spied the powerful Carter clan, led by the head of the family, Big Ben Carter. The rich cattle baron was sat with his Stetson on, unlike most of the men inside the church. Flanking him to the left and right were his two sons, Joel and Billy, together with their aunt, the stout and fierce Mary Carter. The woman was reputed to be almost as rich and powerful as her younger brother, Big Ben. Mary Carter never left spinsterhood or the family homestead, except to go to church. Her mysterious businesses in the Caribbean Islands earned her enough money to buy up the entire states of New York and Texas; at least that was the rumor Sally-Mae had heard.

Now, Mary Carter’s rigid head was turned toward Sally-Mae where she sat at the back pew with her mother and brother, Little John-John. The look in the woman’s cold blue eyes wilted her soul.

“Whore of Babylon!” Mary Carter suddenly shrieked, her voice filled with virtuous venom. The dead eyes of the stuffed crow adorning her high hat seemed to wink their owner’s malevolence into Sally-Mae’s stunned face. She quickly averted her gaze, lowering her head till her chin almost touched her chest.

“Whore of Babylon!” screamed Marleen, Willie-Joe’s wife, with fawning mimicry. Her acne-riddled face brimmed with malice and spite. Marleen was known to worship even the shit expelled from Mary Carter’s outdated ruffled and bustled ass. Now, she wasted little time in taking up her mistress’s war chant.

“Whore of Babylon!” The rest of the sanctified ladies of Uvalance joined in the vicious chant, hurling all manner of ungodly names at Sally-Mae until she thought her head would pop. “Wife of Lot! Delilah! Potiphar’s wife! Jezebel! Coolie slut!”

Hot tears trailed her cheeks. She felt the turbulent racing of her heart. Once again, the crippling pain was back in her stomach, heralding her recent affliction of the fainting spells—Please, Jesus, don’t let Thy handmaiden faint here; not inside the church and before the sight of everyone, especially Willie-Joe’s stupid wife. I swear, I’mmo die if I hear another mean gossip about me from that wicked woman…

Sally-Mae was lucky. The fainting spell passed, but not her terror. She was breathing heavily, gasping for air and shivering like a drenched cat. The hostility toward her and her family was palpable inside the packed church hall. She shut her eyes tight, biting her lips—if only there was a way to avoid the weekly torture of church-going and mob-judgement.

But missing Preacher McCain’s fiery Sunday sermons was a luxury no respectable folk in Uvalance could afford, not without incurring the wrath of the fearsome pastor and the rest of the righteous folks in the town. The only ones excused from the pious weekly ordeal were Lil Gold’s wanton chorus girls, and even they would likely give a portion of their sin-drenched hearts to be welcomed into the sanctified hall of The Hangman’s Bethel.

The worship hall used to be the hanging grounds until the late Willy Mackay built the church on the site. Some say the notorious rancher did so to appease the restless ghost of his partner, Ned Nine-Fingers, after the cowboy was hanged on false charges as a result of Willy’s lies and greed. But the holy building failed to suppress the wandering specter. Many folks claimed to have seen Ned Nine-Fingers’ ghost sitting or kneeling by the pews, while others swore they’d seen him drinking a bottle of gin whilst perched on the church window near the altar. It was the same bottle of gin with which he eventually poisoned his treacherous partner in mortal vengeance. Everybody knew that Willy Mackay, a previously temperate man, hit the liquor after Ned Nine-Fingers’ execution. He died several years later right outside The Hangman’s Bethel on the exact date that his late partner was hanged. Big Ben Carter had quickly bought up the cursed church and surrounding lands and now, single-handedly, sponsored its upkeep. Thanks to Preacher McCain’s scorching sermons, Ned Nine-Fingers’ ghost had finally been chased out of The Hangman’s Bethel and folks could once more worship in peace without being afeared of unholy hauntings.

“Silence before thy Lord!” Preacher McCain’s thunderous voice cut into Sally-Mae’s churning thoughts, bringing sanity back into the riotous church. “Judge not, that ye be not judged!” He cleared his throat noisily, causing Sally-Mae to steal a look at him.

She instantly regretted her action. Preacher McCain’s disapproving eyes were hard on her, together with his stern face and disapproving nose-mole. When he read the next Bible verses, all the while fixing her with his terrible gaze, she knew in that moment that the Lord had a vital message for her.

“Ye good folks of Uvalance, it is actually reported that there is immorality amongst y’all, and immorality of such a kind as doesn’t exist even amongst the gentiles—1 Corinthians 5, verse 1.” Preacher McCain’s voice was a mighty bell of doom from the pulpit. This time, he stared her straight in the eyes. “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations—Matthew 28, verse 19.”

All eyes in the congregation turned once more on Sally-Mae where she sat with her shoulders hunched in shame, eyes downcast. She stared blindly at her clenched fist, wishing the floor would open wide and swallow her whole. She felt her mother’s callused hand grip her own in a tight squeeze, even as Ma fixed her gaze forward, her expression as inscrutable as always. Little John-John bowed his head low, his breathing fast and shallow, sharing her shame.

A hot flush turned Sally-Mae’s plump face a beetroot color—But I wasn’t immoral, sweet Jesus! Ye knows I ain’t immoral, Lord. They made me immoral, the wicked Carter boys. I done nothing to them except loving Joel Carter with a fool’s heart. And now, the seed of their evil grew strong inside her!

She shuddered, fighting the hard thuds of her heart. Her Ma would skin her alive if she found out a bastard now lived inside her belly on top of everything else that had happened. It was already bad enough that all the townsfolks blamed her for the whole sordid affair without this cursed pregnancy bringing more shame on Ma and Little John-John. Willie-Joe’s wife, that wicked Satan’s creature, Marleen, would destroy her name even in the Lord’s sweet paradise if she learned of this evil thing now lurking inside her belly. And the scary Jezebel, Mary Carter, would surely see her dead before she sullied the names of her precious nephews with a bastard baby.

A feeling of total despair overwhelmed Sally-Mae—Sweet Jesus, what should I do? Speak to me, Lord; please speak to Thy handmaiden! What do I do?

And the Lord heard Sally-Mae’s desperate cries and whispered into her troubled head.

“Go to Africa!” the Lord said, His voice honey-sweet, yet powerful and magnetic. “Go preach ma word to the pagans and get salvation for thyself and thy littl’ bastard! And when it’s born, ye can leave it with the darkies and come right back to ma sanctified Uvalance in righteousness. I’mmo see to it that Preacher McCain is mighty pleased with ye too. He might even sneak in a good word with Big Ben Carter and ma Holy Self to bring ye back into the righteous fold again. Go now, Sally-Mae Jenkins! Go sanctify the African savages for thy sweet Lord!”

And Sally-Mae heard the Lord’s words and obeyed.

On the 31st of January 1886, a day after her eighteenth birthday, Sally-Mae Jenkins sailed on the steam boat The Grady, to join the Niger missionary expedition to Nigeria, Africa, as a Baptist missionary. Her curly black tresses were covered under her white frilly bonnet, while her plump body shivered beneath her multiple petticoats and cheap woollen coat that was buttoned up to her jaw. On her third finger, she wore the fake wedding ring which had helped convince the African Ministry Overseer that she was a widow, seeking to escape her grief with evangelical work amongst the savages. That was the story Preacher McCain had made up for her when he arranged her banishment from Uvalance in order to protect the good name of the Carter clan, who paid his salary and funded his church.

On the day she departed for Africa, all Sally-Mae took with her was just one small portmanteau and the ubiquitous black Bible clutched tightly in her shaky hands. Inside the hard leather case was Little John-John’s harmonica and her mother’s wedding veil, together with her few items of clothing. Ma had said the veil would keep her safe from the evil-eye of demons, while her brother simply asked her to chase away the loneliness with the sweet music from his precious harmonica—But I don’t wanna go to Africa… I don’t wanna leave Ma and Little John-John and go live with them cannibal darkies and their serpents and lions! It ain’t fair of Preacher McCain to side with them Carter twins when he knows the truth about what they done to me. It just ain’t fair, Lord. But please watch over Ma and Little John-John. Don’t let the evil Carters do anything bad to them while I’m gone in Thy service. Keep Thy eyes on me, Lord, as I walk through the valley of the shadow of death. Please, Jesus, don’t let the pagan cannibals marinate Thy handmaiden in their stew-pot. I ask this in Thy holy name, Amen!

Sally-Mae’s voyage lasted for three weeks in the crowded ship. It was a turbulent ride, and the winter ocean was choppy and frothy. Many of the passengers stumbled in wretchedness, spewing their guts around the clock and praying for an end to their anguish. But the Lord was with His handmaiden, and Sally-Mae sailed through the Atlantic Ocean in relative serenity and health. She was an angel of mercy to the other smitten passengers on the ship, and her robust physique remained undaunted by the harrowing journey and terrible cuisine from the ship’s rat-infested kitchens.

Finally, on the 20th of February 1886, The Grady docked at the bustling port of Lagos, Nigeria, and Sally-Mae stepped foot on African soil for the first time.

She was four months pregnant.
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Amara observed the dying woman stretched out on the thin raffia mat with icy detachment. The milky orb of Amara’s right eye exposed its blind deformity. Her tiny body hunched in a tense poise next to the sick woman and her frayed cotton smock clung damply to her emaciated frame. Sweat glistened on the shiny baldness of her head, trailing down the sides of her wizened face. The air inside the large mud hut was musky and foul, its malodorous odor heightened by the intense midday heat. A group of kinsmen gathered by the open door, observing the proceedings with anxious faces.

The sick woman groaned and released a foul burp that instantly cloyed up the hut with decay. Amara wrinkled her nose, turning her face away. The stench of death was everywhere and the woman’s rash-coated skin was the ashy color of a corpse. There were blotchy red rashes on her palms and some ugly white patches inside her gasping mouth. Fever wracked her wasted body with relentless teeth-rattles and hot sweat coated her exposed chest. Amara observed several charmed amulets hanging heavy around her neck. It was proof that her kinsmen had already exhausted the remedies offered by several Dibia, medicine-men.

“Will she live?” a deep male voice, the woman’s husband, asked in hushed tones. “Can you eat her sickness and bring her back to health? Please, Oli-Ọwu, save my wife and I’ll pledge half my entire harvest as payment!”

Oli-Ọwu, the sickness-eater. Amara’s lips twisted in wry resignation—even now, they would still deny her the respect of her true name. The dying woman, Egodi, had been one of the worst of Amara’s tormentors in the village. Every evil rumor spread about Amara had started from Egodi’s lips, together with her band of spiteful gossip-cronies. According to them, the untimely death of every villager happened because Amara had eaten their souls to feed her diabolical powers. Even the sudden death of the palm-wine tapper, who fell from a palm tree when his rope accidentally broke, was blamed on her unholy appetite for souls. Nobody questioned the contradiction in her ability to heal the dying and her purported fiendish craving for souls. Now, the villagers only came to her as a last resort for sicknesses that dragged their victims to death’s door; those whom the ancestors and medicine-men had failed to cure.

Amara sighed wearily, a knot ridging her brows. Things were no better at her family hamlet either. Her father would have long chased her out of their compound if not for the food and money she provided from the payments she received for her services. Save for her mother, nobody cared about the burdens of her calling, the fact that each time she ate their sickness and healed their ravaged bodies, a part of her died too. It was the curse that came with her power, a terrifying power she neither sought nor wanted. Now, at just seventeen years of age, she walked with the stooped body of an old woman, when her peers were still bearing healthy children for their husbands.

Egodi groaned softly, her face twisted in pain. Amara reached out a hand and placed it on the woman’s bony chest. Instantly, a violent shudder quaked Amara’s body and she drew back her hand like one stung by a scorpion.

“Great spirits, save my soul!” Her voice was a hushed whisper. Something flickered in her eyes, a flash of fear and awe. She stared at Egodi in stunned horror—Not again! Oh please, not again! She raised the hand that had touched the sick woman. Her fingers looked as if they had been dipped in a bowl of blood. The contrast between the redness of her palm and the darkness of her skin brought sudden trembles to her body. If she needed further proof of her suspicions, this was it—Great Spirit, Aja-Mmọ! Come to Your child’s rescue, please! I can’t fight this sickness by myself, not for the second time. I’ll surely die without Your help!

She fought her rising panic. The disease ravaging Egodi’s body was the one she called Oke-Anu, The Beast. It was a deadly and terrifying illness she had only encountered once in her seventeen years of existence. This disease was known to belong to the pale men and was so rare amongst her people that those who got infected were almost guaranteed to die. It was also the disease she blamed for her disfigurement, the wizened senescence of her face that had destroyed every chance she ever had of a good marriage.

She heard the shocked exclamations of the onlookers as they observed the unnatural blood hue of her hand. Sudden anger flared in her chest and she turned raging eyes on Egodi’s husband.

“Why did you let it get this bad before calling me?” she snarled. “Why did you let the disease grow unchecked until it became this monster I might not be able to vanquish?”

Egodi’s husband looked away, avoiding her accusing eyes. She kissed her teeth and swore silently—Fools! As if she didn’t know that she was their last desperate resort. The stench of palm wine and chicken blood in the hamlet confirmed that their ancestors had rejected the family’s offerings and failed to heal their ailing daughter, just like the medicine-men—Huh! As if any ancestors would know how to fight a sickness they’d never witnessed in all the days they walked the realm of the living! Her brows dipped in thought—what terrible secret was Egodi hiding? How in Amadiọha’s great name did she contract Oke-Anu in the first place? When and where did she meet the pale men who infected her with their curse?

Amara knew that this unspeakable sickness only struck when their women ground groins with the pale men who ruled their lands. She would give anything to figure out how Egodi, a young married woman, ended up having sexual intercourse with the pale colonists who rarely ventured into their village. Now, Egodi was dying from that fearsome foreign disease that had almost stolen Amara’s life the first and only time she encountered it many years gone. Would she be able to vanquish this deadly sickness again or will it claim her life this second time around?

She studied the dying woman once again with hooded lids. She had no doubt that Egodi would have chosen death rather than accept her services, the one woman she detested with every pore in her skin. But Egodi wasn’t in her clear senses now and death was knocking loudly at the worn door guarding her soul. Her desperate kinsmen had finally made the choice for her by summoning Amara. The reward her wealthy husband offered was big enough to feed her clan for many moons, otherwise she would have resisted their pleas to save Egodi, her mortal enemy.

She inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, long and loud. Then, she turned to the gathered men.

“Go and start digging a grave,” she commanded. Stunned shouts filled the hut at her words. “Have no fear; it’s not for Egodi. The disease inside her must be buried deep when I bring it out. Make sure to fill the grave with as many live chickens as you can lay your hands on. The disease must find another body to inhabit to prevent it returning to torment your hamlet. Hurry! There’s little time left. Egodi’s body is fast tiring of fighting it and I can’t start eating the sickness till its grave is ready.”

“But shouldn’t we put a live goat into the grave, just as you did for Ebere of Ubene clan when you ate her heart sickness?” one kinsman asked in a hushed, uncertain voice.

“Just get chickens!” Amara snapped, her brows dipped in anger. “This sickness doesn’t deserve the honor of a goat. Even a chicken is too good for it.”

The kinsmen rushed out of the hut in a mass of chaos, their voices raised in panic. Frantic shouts of “How many live chickens do we have?” and “Kinsman, please let us borrow your live chickens,” filled the air. Soon, she heard the heavy sounds of digging and the frantic clucks of flustered poultry as the men started the arduous task of preparing the grave for Egodi’s sickness.

She scowled at the dying woman again with a mixture of contempt and frustration—was Egodi worth the effort? Should she even put herself in peril to save this nasty woman whose vicious malice had ruined her life? Yet, once upon a time, they had been the best of friends, she and Egodi, sharing games and dreams together.

Amara shook her head as if to dislodge a heavy rock. She reached into her little leather pouch and withdrew some dried herbs and leaves. With slow deliberation, she placed them in her mouth and started to chew, grimacing at the bitter taste. She had to fortify herself fully before the ritual of sickness-eating could commence. The beast devouring Egodi’s body wasn’t going to be easy to eat like the other sicknesses she had consumed in the past. This monster was a deadly foe beyond any disease she had ever battled. Soon, she felt the herbs taking effect, lulling her into the familiar state of serene calmness that released her powers.

Amara’s mind started to wander.

*   *   *

Oke-Anu! The Beast! She had first encountered that terrifying sickness several years ago when she was still full of youth and strength. Its victim at the time, a young man in his prime, had been at the point of death when she was summoned to save his life. In her hurry, she had dived into the infected body without due preparation, convinced it would be an easy sickness to consume and discard, just like all the others she had destroyed in the past.

She had made a mistake, a deadly error that almost stole her life.

On consuming the sickness ravaging her patient, Amara’s body instantly bloated up, her skin littered with painful pustules. Soon, a terrible fever rattled her teeth, drenching her in pouring sweat. For a full market day, the disease latched onto her body, refusing to be vomited or purged. Around her, the terrified villagers had stared at her festering, bloodied body with slack-jawed disbelief. They quickly gave her a wide berth to avoid infection from the unknown curse she now harbored. Already, the man she had healed was up and about, his skin rash-free and glowing with returned health. Like all the patients she had cured of their various ailments, the man’s brain was drained of the memories of his past affliction and he would say no words of gratitude to the savior who had eaten his deadly sickness. He quickly put distance between himself and Amara, just like the rest of the crowd watching her heave under the blazing heat of the midday sun on that terrible, unforgettable day.

Soon, she began to lose consciousness—Aja-Mmọ, please save me from this unknown evil! What did she care about anyone’s gratitude as long as she could rid her body of this deadly beast and bury it deep in its grave?

Amara tried to bargain with the disease, to enter into a dialogue with it in order to better know her foe and vanquish it.

“Great sickness, you mysterious and unknown disease to our lands,” she gasped as she heaved violently by the open grave. “Please, tell this ignorant human your name, that I may honor you for the mighty force that you are,” she pleaded, her voice a breathless rasp. She wasn’t lying. Every sickness she ate was always given the final honor of naming themselves, so that she could bury them with respect, just like every fallen warrior in a battle.

“Syphilis. I am known as Syphilis. Kings and warriors bow before my power! Fear my might! Can you even say my name?” The sickness had gurgled into her head in the decayed voice of all diseases, a corrupt tongue understood by most sickness-eaters across Amadiọha, the Sky God’s universe. Its voice was a male sneer, full of mockery and icy contempt. The disease’s arrogant tone told her that it knew just how powerful and invincible it was.

And for the first time ever, Amara had frozen with terror. A cold blanket of goosebumps layered her fevered skin—Great Aja-Mmọ, have mercy! What have I done? What was this unknown disease she’d never battled and had now eaten with rash ignorance, without first identifying its true nature?

“See-Seefis?” She stumbled over the unfamiliar word, fever chills continuing to rattle her teeth. “Your name is Seefis?”

The Beast gurgled its icy mirth in its pus-filled voice, sending more of its scorching fires to her flesh. The fever in her blood became a raging inferno that quickly turned her skin the blood hue of the alien sickness. She groaned, leaning over the open grave and spilling her guts, willing the evil within to exit her ravaged body.

“It’s Syphilis, you young savage! My name is Syphilis, not Seefis!” the sickness snarled inside her head as Amara’s teeth rattled with its killing fever.

Its mockery snapped something inside her. It bred in her a sudden rage that killed her terror. With that rage came the fierce will to fight, to survive, to bury this fearsome adversary in a grave of shame. But first, she had to master its name in order to totally humiliate it at the point of its annihilation—Seefilis… Seefilis… Seefilis… Amara’s good left eye glowed with hate. There would be no honorable burial for this foe.

She began to fight Seefilis with every weapon in her armory. The milky orb of her blind right eye slowly started recharging her ebbing powers. It glowed with inhuman intensity, discharging fiery sparks. Her magic herbs infused her drained body with superhuman strength as her chants redoubled.

Yet, Oke-Anu fought her like the mighty beast it was, resisting her and mocking her puny efforts. It continued to drain her life-force with insidious malevolence. In the end, Amara’s life had been saved by her mistress, the great spirit, Aja-Mmọ. But not before that fearsome beast of diseases had left its indelible mark on her features.

She had entered the sickness hut with the fresh face of a young woman despite the deformity of her right eye and bald head. By the time she finally left the hamlet, she wore the wizened skin of an old hag, a face that filled people with terror and revulsion, and doomed her to a dead future, forever devoid of all hopes of marriage and the joys of motherhood.
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Sally-Mae stood by the shut door of her bedroom and observed the small, sparse room with panic-filled eyes. On the floor beside her single bed, her brown portmanteau lay unopened, while her wide-brimmed straw hat rested on the bed next to her Bible. The large bustle of her boned bodice with its ruffled overskirts intensified her discomfiture, dampening her flushed skin in hot sweat. Tendrils of wet hair clung unpleasantly to the sides of her face and once again, she wished that she were anywhere else in the Lord’s universe than in this wretched pit of misery.

It had been almost three hours since the local guides from the missionary headquarters had brought her to the small whitewashed bungalow, set deep within a dense mangrove. The house served as the humble accommodation for the missionary staff in the remote African village. It was a two-bedroom affair with a small living room and an outdoor pit-toilet located at the rear of the building, a dismal enclosure she had had to endure as soon as she arrived, to pacify her labored groin.

The journey through the primitive terrain had been long and torturous. Even before they arrived at the village, Sally-Mae had been forced to carry out her first missionary work. She had single-handedly destroyed the clay effigy of a naked, pregnant woman wearing the head of a snake. The demonic statue had blocked their pathway into the village, glaring at them through terrifying, reptilian green eyes. Her local guides had refused to breach its invisible walls, stumbling away, their faces coated in terror.

“That is the Python-Goddess, Asata!” one of the guides had said in a hushed voice filled with reverence and awe. “She’s the guardian deity of this village and we must sacrifice a chicken to her before we can enter her land. But we don’t have any chicken with us!” They looked around with fear and confusion.

Sally-Mae gawped at them with boggled eyes—Lucifer’s shit! What kinda superstitious foolishness is this? And they call themselves Christian converts? Now I know why Ye sent me to edukit these savage people, Lord.

“I ain’t making no stupid sacrifice to some useless graven image that ain’t even well made,” she sneered, lifting the pagan effigy with adrenalin-infused strength and smashing it into a pile of mud debris. With grim satisfaction, she kicked away the rubble until the pathway was clear of its abominable presence. “There! That’s ye sacrifice done! Now, let’s get on with our journey since I wanna get to ma destination before nightfall.”

The guides had stared at her in horror, weaving the sign of the cross manically across their shoulders while she washed her hands with some water from their drinking jar. A feeling of triumphant glee coursed through her. She felt the Lord’s smiling benevolence on her. For the first time, Sally-Mae welcomed her new mission with pride—I’mmo civilize these pagan savages in Thy good name, Lord, if it’s the last thing I does before the end of ma two-year mission here!

Once they finally arrived at the mission house, the guides quickly handed her over to her native assistant, a towering man called Daniel. With impolite haste, they hurriedly departed for the boat taking them back to the main town where the missionary headquarters was located.

“Welcome you to Ukari village, Mistress-Jesus,” Daniel said with a deep bow as he greeted her with his broken English and wide smile.

She blushed, flustered by her new exalted title. She returned his bow with a quick curtsy before she could recollect the instructions she had received during her training about maintaining a mistress– servant relationship with the natives. As Deacon Mayberry stressed before she embarked on her journey—“Remember, Mrs Williams, ye gotta use the stick and the carrot when dealing with them savages. Bringing them into the spiritual fold of the Lord ain’t open-sesame for them to gain equal status as us white folks, no siree! Not in heaven or here in the Lord’s good earth! Don’t ye go forgitting that now or ye’ll be Christian casserole in their heathen cauldron before ye can say alleluia-amen.” Mrs Williams: her new fake name, courtesy of Preacher McCain. It was the name that got her into the missionary program and brought her to this African hell.

Sally-Mae shuddered, wrapping her arms around herself as she now studied her new abode. Daniel had informed her that the small whitewashed bungalow would be her home in Ukari village for the duration of her two-year evangelical mission. Before exiting the building, he explained in his fragmented English that he would be her interpreter, housekeeper, groundsman, messenger, cook, security man and everything man. Through the open wooden window of her bedroom, she spied him standing sentinel at the high gate that led into the large compound, a long shotgun slung low across his shoulder. Despite its sturdy metal rods, the gate didn’t look as if it would offer much protection against any cannibals that might seek to eat her plump, pink flesh. Even the high mud wall surrounding the compound looked as if it would crumble at a robust kick.

She slumped on her bed, stifling a small sob. Gripping her Bible with trembling hands, she remained seated on the small bed with its rough white beddings, unable to move a limb—Sweet Jesus, pity Thy handmaiden! What have I let maself in for? What hellfire have Ye sent this wretched soul to?

A sudden movement in her stomach caused her to gasp, her eyes widening in terror. She placed a trembling hand on her tummy and felt another hard jolt as the fetus kicked for the first time—Jesus! What is this new evil?

Her heart started to thud as she felt yet another hard kick in her belly. Nobody had told Sally-Mae that the thing inside her would move; that it would turn her stomach into its little kingdom where it did whatever it pleased whenever it pleased. In her eighteen years of life on her family’s various farms, all she had witnessed was the hatching of chicken eggs and the birthing of dewy-eyed calves and wobbling foals. Now, she had become a farm animal herself, harboring an alien egg inside her womb, one that could crack without warning and ruin her with its evil touch.

Tears as hot as her sweat started to pour down her rounded cheeks and she let them flow unchecked.

*   *   *

From the day the Texas Rangers killed her Pa, Sally-Mae’s idyllic life had turned into unremitting misery. Her Pa’s crime had been harboring Ramon, his Mexican friend the Rangers accused of being a spy for the cattle rustlers. Ramon had been a long-time family friend after saving Pa from drowning in the San Antonio River. But the roving posse were intent on hunting down the cattle rustlers terrorising the outposts. Every Mexican became suspect, even kind-hearted Ramon, who had been a friend and neighbor for years. The Rangers had gunned down Pa and Ramon in a hail of bullets before they could shut the door to Pa’s house, turning Ma into a widow in a blink. Sally-Mae had been fourteen years old and Little John-John, just turned eleven.

Within days of Pa’s death, Big Ben Carter had laid claim to their homestead and lands on account of a debt he said was owed by her pa. Nobody listened to Ma’s protests against the forced confiscation of their lands by the wealthy cattle baron, especially since their name was now tarnished in the town. Even without the taint of Ramon, their family had another stain that the townsfolks could not forgive. Ma was Chinese, an indentured ‘coolie’ from Cuba, rescued by Pa after paying her owner a hefty fee to break her contract. Their interracial marriage was something that had caused them a great deal of trouble in all the places they had lived in—and there were many. They had broken the anti-miscegenation laws in many states which prohibited interracial marriages and the repercussions accompanied them wherever they moved, even in states that never enacted that draconian law.

Sally-Mae took after her father in looks, inheriting his fair skin, blue eyes and tall physique, thereby saving her a great deal of discrimination. Save for her jet-black hair and a slight tilt to her eyes, nobody could tell her dual ancestry. Unlike her little brother, John-John, who mirrored Ma’s tanned, small stature in every way, including her gentle almond eyes.

Ma was sure Pa never borrowed money from Big Ben Carter, but neither Sheriff Jackson nor Preacher McCain paid any heed to her complaints. Everyone knew the truth lay in the song Billy-the-drunk always sang when he was full of the gin, but nobody else dared speak it out loud.

“Sheriff Jackson, Big Man Carter,
bond as tight as a nun’s hole,
alleluia, fuck ya Fillmore,
kiss me, Sweet Lil,
ooh yeah!”

Billy-the-drunk would sing his irreverent ditty to the tune of ‘Oh My Darling Clementine’ as he weaved his drunken way along the streets, the habitual bottle of gin clutched in his hand. Sheriff Jackson used to haul him into the cell to cool his ass but had eventually given up after Billy-the-drunk’s gleeful singing killed the peace in the station.

*   *   *

After Big Ben Carter took their lands, Ma had been forced to eke out a living by sewing gowns for the chorus girls that worked at Lil Gold’s Palladium, a saloon and dance hall—a popular hangout for both outlaws and law-abiding townsmen. Ma had always had a way with clothes, a skill Sally-Mae had also inherited. Her Ma was known in the town as the seamstress of Lil Gold’s wanton gals, better known amongst the townsfolk as The Fallen Angels. Ma could create eye-catching gowns that mimicked the high fashions in the bigger towns and even Europe. Her gowns featured sumptuous trains, complete with basques, ruffles, flounces, ribbons, laces, bows and corsetry that turned even the ugliest of women into peacocks and swans. Even many of the decent ladies in Uvalance patronized Ma for her skill—but only in secret, to avoid the sinful taint of the bawdy saloon dancers.

Ma especially took joy in dressing Sally-Mae in her gorgeous creations, a fact that raised the envy and hostility of Marleen and several folks in the town, especially the women. They felt that Sally-Mae had no business flaunting her lavish gowns as the overweight daughter of a Chinese woman and a traitorous Mexican-loving father. They spoke their thoughts loud and clear each time they had an encounter with Sally-Mae and she gave them her opinions loud and clear too—“Y’all’s just a bunch of ugly, mean-spirited cows with the dirtiest houses and envious hearts. I bet ye’ll give anything to possess one of ma pretty gowns. But ma Ma don’t sew for ugly, uncharitable folks like y’all!” Sally-Mae could always hold her own in those days. She had never been afeared to speak up or speak loud, just like her late Pa, who could have stared down the queen of England and the pope of Rome at the same time.

That was before the Carter twins killed her natural spunk and murdered her soul.

*   *   *

Sometimes, she wondered if Ma’s beautiful gowns hadn’t been partly responsible for her downfall at the hands of the Carter twins. But then, she knew that nothing on the Lord’s earth, not even a gown of garbage, would have saved her that fateful day from the wicked lust of the blond-haired demon twins.

Everything had started because of a notorious Mexican castle rustler called Vidal, who was killed by the Texas Ranger, Big-Foot Wallace, after he stole the lawman’s cattle. To set an example, Wallace had beheaded Vidal before tying him sitting upright in his saddle on a wild mustang. He then turned both horse and headless corpse loose on the prairies as a chilling warning to other rustlers.

Except Vidal refused to stay dead. Soon, rumors of sightings of the notorious cattle rustler started spreading around the settlements. The people called him by a new name: El Muerto, The Headless Horseman. Everybody dreaded the day the wandering horse with its ghastly, headless rider would arrive in Uvalance. It was said that even the fearsome, war-like Comanches were petrified of El Muerto and his fire-spitting horse from hell. The Native American warriors had riddled the headless corpse with their poisoned arrows. The criminal desperados had equally pumped bullets into the putrid torso in a futile bid to destroy it. Now, it was rumored that the speared and bullet-riddled corpse raged with unholy vengeance across the plains and outposts, seeking deadly reckoning.

Sally-Mae had been out grocery shopping at the general store when the stampede suddenly started. In a blink, the busy street turned into a terror zone as people fled in all directions, screeching and shoving in their desperate attempts to escape the thunderous hooves of the fearsome black horse galloping through the town with El Muerto’s ghastly ghost strapped to its back. Already, she could hear the racing hooves of the death-horse drawing closer behind and her heart was close to flying out of her mouth—Sweet Jesus, save me from The Dead One’s touch! Don’t let its cursed horse roast Thy maiden with the devil’s flames spitting from its nostrils!

The horse pulled up behind her and a strong hand reached down to her. She screamed and looked up. Her blue eyes were saucer-wide with terror, the blood clean drained from her face. Joel and Billy Carter’s big steeds stood on each side of her and Joel’s piercing green-blue eyes smiled down kindly at her.

“Grab my hand, Sally-Mae; quick!” Joel shouted. “El Muerto has rode into Uvalance! Yippee! Gonna pump me some lead into the fucking freak real good!”

Billy Carter fired several rounds into the air with a gleeful shout as his twin brother jumped down to hoist Sally-Mae onto his saddle before jumping behind her and taking the reins once again. Joel wrapped an arm tight around her as they rode off toward safety and sanity. She had been too stunned to wonder how the rich Carter twins knew her name or why they’d saved her out of all the people fleeing El Muerto’s vengeful ghost.

Across the street, The Fallen Angels from Lil Gold’s saloon gathered at the windows in their garters and frilly lingerie, more excited than terrified at the prospect of seeing The Headless Horseman riding through Uvalance’s main street. Sally-Mae wished she were upstairs with them, safe from the mayhem in the street below, even as she gave silent thanks to the Lord for the miracle of the Carter twins.

Joel gave his horse another vicious kick, and in seconds, they were galloping through the chaotic main street and up the hill toward the vast Carter ranch, leaving the manic town and its unholy visitor behind. The twins hooted wildly as they rode their identical black steeds with merciless expertise, their whips whishing in the air as they lashed the horses into manic speed. Sally-Mae clung tightly to Joel’s arm around her waist, her breath coming out in little, hard gasps. Between the dangerous horse ride and El Muerto’s headless torso, she couldn’t tell which one terrified her the most. And when, finally, they rode into the musky stable and shut the heavy doors behind them, she heaved a great sigh of relief as Joel helped her down from his towering black stallion.

Her relief was short-lived.

*   *   *

Initially, everything was great. They plied her with drinks as they laughed with wild relief at their escape from The Headless Horseman. Joel told her how pretty she looked in the pink frilly gown Ma had made for her, the one with the tight-fitting bodice, big white bow, lace sleeves and pearly buttons that went up all the way to her chin. Soon, Joel verified his compliments with several fervent kisses, a miracle she’d never envisioned in the three years she had yearningly loved him from afar. When he started to pull up her voluminous gown and draw down her petticoat, her resistance was feeble, weakened by the unusual amount of alcohol she had imbibed. Billy left the stable and let them alone, cackling with drunk laughter as he staggered out of the door.

And it was beautiful with Joel, everything she had ever imagined in her virginal daydreams, and more—Sweet Jesus in Thy sweet heavens!

“I love ye, Joel,” she had whispered when their passion was finally spent. Joel said nothing, his face remote like a cowboy who had serviced one of Lil Gold’s wanton girls instead of the man who had just loved her virgin body with exquisite expertise. He watched as Billy re-entered the stable and bolted the door behind him. Billy weaved his way toward them, his face all flushed with the drinks he still swigged from the bottle he clutched. Calling out her name with cheery drunkenness, Billy stumbled over and knelt beside her, his breath reeking of the devil’s brew. As she leaned away from him, he grabbed her forcefully, trying to kiss her. She gasped and pushed him away, angry and shocked by his actions.

“Hey, come on, Sally-Mae, give me some of that sweet sugar you just gave Joel,” Billy coaxed, his voice both mocking and humorous. “After all, we’re twins, you know. We share everything, including our women. It wouldna be fair if ya only let Joel have a dip without giving me one too.” Billy tried forcing his lips on hers once again.

She shoved him hard and cussed him out, her shame driving her rage. Sally-Mae wasn’t one to rein in her temper at the best of times, and Billy’s disrespect and her mortification birthed a tornado rage in her.

“Ye stay the hell away from me, Billy Carter, ye hear? I don’t like ye; no siree! Lucifer’s shit! I wouldna let ye touch ma body if ye were the last man on earth! I love Joel; only Joel. Not ya stupid drunken ass.” She turned to Joel. “Joel, tell ya brother to leave me the hell alone!” She cussed again as she started to rise from the floor, pulling up her petticoat with trembling hands.

“Shut the fuck up, bitch!” Billy smacked her hard on her cheek as he pushed her back to the floor. She bit his hand with vicious grit and tasted warm blood. He cussed and punched her face; once, twice, thrice. She felt her right eye swell up instantly, blinded by tears and pain. “Hey, Joel, come hold this fat cow for me!” Billy called out as she fought him with every desperate strength in her body—Surely, Joel won’t let this happin! He ain’t gonna let his brother force himself on me! He loves me; he knows I love him. I just gave him ma virginity. Please, Lord, don’t let this evil happin to Thy sinful handmaiden! Make Joel stop his wicked brother and put Billy in his place…

Joel put Billy in his place, alright; right inside her body. He turned his face away as Billy held her down and had his evil way with her. He was the same age as her, yet his strength had been that of ten battle-hewn men and he subdued her with ease despite her fierce resistance. When Billy finally rolled away from her, Joel took his place once again on her numbed body. Except this time, his touch lacked the kindness of the first time. He was now driven by a cruel passion that reduced her to a worthless chattel. It was as if he was angry with her for what Billy had done to her body and he rode her with a roughness that left bruises on her skin.

As she lay sobbing on the dirty floor of the stable, Billy continued to mock her plumpness, her Chinese heritage and her Christian chastity, just as he had done while he had his wicked way with her.

“You can quit snivelling and get ya fat chinky ass outta here,” Billy mocked in between swigs from his bottle. “And don’t you go opening ya filthy mouth, okay? Anyways, who’s gonna believe you didn’t ask for it, huh? After all, we didn’t go to you; you came home with us, right inside our stable. Right, Joel?” He turned to his brother who grunted his assent. Billy giggled gleefully. “See? You got the hots for Joel, don’t ya? Joel didn’t force you to do nothing. You gone open ya legs wide for him. And
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