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This novel contains more fact than fiction. For research I mined the painful depths of my memory, which often led to nightmares. Despite having been treated for posttraumatic shock syndrome, I often scream aloud just as I fall asleep. My fear is that I will be hacked to death by a machete.

My mother did run a boarding school for the runaway child brides of head-hunting warriors. One day the chief, along with six of his machete-wielding warriors, appeared on our verandah as we were having dinner. My father excused himself from the table to greet the chief.

When my father returned to the dinner table, the following conversation ensued (to the best of my memory, for I was age eleven).

Mother: “What did the chief want?”

Father: “He said that when independence comes, he is going to live in our house and take our daughters for his wives.”

Mother: “Oh, no! What did you say?”

Father: “I told him that he was crazy.”

Mother: “Then what did he say?”

Father: “He said that he would burn us out.”

Older sister: “Daddy, what are we going to do?”

Father: “Eat your soup.”

Me: “Daddy, will you protect us with your double-gauge shotgun?”

Father: “I cannot.” He looked at Mother. “I cannot because we are pacifists. We do not take human life.”

The subtext, however, would seem to be that pacifists stand by and allow their children to be slaughtered—or worse. Indeed, such is the stuff of nightmares.





PREFACE

There once was a girl who married an eagle. To be sure, this eagle was no bird with feathers, beak, and talons. This eagle was a powerful chief of the Bashilele people, who resided in the Kasai district of the Belgian Congo, in Africa. His mother, who was a chief    ’s wife, claimed that he was conceived when she heard an eagle scream, looked up, and the eagle’s seed entered through her mouth. Who was there so brave as to call one of the chief    ’s wives a liar? And anyway, when the boy was born, he emerged screaming like an eagle, and his fingernails were long like talons. Therefore, he was given the name Tshiminyi, which means eagle.

In due course of time, Tshiminyi inherited his human father’s position, and he was thereafter known to all as Chief Eagle. Tshiminyi was fearless in battle and thus was able to lead his warriors to victory in countless raiding parties. Soon he became a very wealthy man and was able to afford many wives. By the white man’s year of 1960, Chief Eagle had twenty-two wives and was in the process of acquiring his twenty-third. Her name was Buakane.

Because of its special meaning, one must take care to pronounce Buakane correctly. Phonetically, it might be spelled thusly: Bwa-kah-neh, with each syllable receiving the same amount of emphasis. This word translates as goodness, excellence, purity, holiness, elegance, handsomeness, beauty, fairness of color, honor, honesty, integrity, justice, righteousness, sanctification, uprightness, virtue, worthiness, and right. Indeed, this was far too big a name with which to saddle the average child, but the girl who was about to marry Chief Eagle was far from average.

Even in her mother’s womb, Buakane had been exceptional. Never once had she caused her mother to be sick in the morning, nor given her a moment of discomfort. When it came time to deliver, Buakane slipped out as easily as that which one does in the privacy of the tall grass on a daily basis. That is the truth, mene mene.

What about labor pains, one might ask, and rightfully so? The answer would be: of these there were but three. These pains were a blessing sent by Buakane’s maternal grandmother who had long ago returned to the Spirit World. She had been bitten by a deadly poisonous mamba snake when Buakane’s mother was only an infant. Without these three labor pains, Buakane’s mother, whose name was Tshibetu, would not have known it was time to return to her hut, and there to squat above her birthing mat.

The word tshibetu, it should be mentioned, means “grasshopper swatter,” and it is a noun. The Bashilele sometimes hunt by lighting circular fires, with diameters of several miles across. The men use their bows and arrows to kill the mammals that escape the flames, while the women and children swat at grasshoppers that are the size of sparrows and that are capable of flight. The giant insects are knocked out of the air from a height of about ten feet using the grasshopper swatters. These consist of foot-long paddles woven from palm fronds that are attached to the ends of skinny poles that are six or more feet long.

Grasshopper Swatter had been given that name because a misplaced swat to her mother’s abdomen had sent her mother into an early but successful labor. Since the name Grasshopper Paddle rolls off the tongue with more ease than Grasshopper Swatter, that is what she could be called from now on, but even that is too cumbersome. So just Paddle will suffice.

At any rate, so easy was Buakane’s birth that Paddle attended to everything herself. In fact, given that her husband was away hunting, and her mother-in-law disliked her enough to stay away at the slightest excuse, Paddle was able to appear in the doorway of her hut holding her newborn before anyone in the village even realized that she was missing.

“Come, friends,” Paddle called in a voice as strong as ever. “Come and see what I have made!”

The ancient crone who lived next door, a woman of least fifty Belgian years, had been peeling manioc tubers with a sliver of sharpened iron that might once have been a machete blade. Slowly she set her work aside, used a nearby tree stump to pull herself erect, and hobbled over.

“What is it?” she lisped, for she was entirely toothless. “Is that a monkey you have?”

“Kah! Be silent, you fool,” Paddle cried. “This is my daughter.”

“Now who is the fool?” the crone said. “I saw you enter your hut, and you were with child. The midwife did not follow you. Now but a short time has passed, and you wish me to believe that you have given birth.”

“Tch! Look, old woman, put your hand on my belly, and feel for a child; you will not find her there. Put your hand between my legs and feel that I am still bleeding.”

The crone did what she was bade, for she was past the age of embarrassment. Satisfied that Paddle was telling the truth, she took a closer look at the newborn.

“Please, neighbor,” she said, “hold the child this way and that, so that I might see all of her, for never have I seen a more perfect child.”

Now it was that Paddle and her husband, Bad Odor, had yet to select a name for their child. The name was to reflect some aspect connected to the child’s birth, or perhaps some omen foreseen by the village witch doctor. But when the old lady made this strange request, Paddle sensed something momentous was about to happen, and she joyfully complied.

As Paddle lovingly held her naked infant up and turned her this way and that, even spreading her tiny legs in order that the crone might inspect her daughter’s genitals, Paddle was totally unaware that a crowd had gathered and was murmuring in one voice. “Buakane, buakane, buakane!”

“This child is perfect in every way,” the ancient crone said. “It is as if she was carved in ivory by a master craftsman, and then dipped in the pink juice of mbelebele berries. Do you hear how the village chants her name?”

“E, I hear!” a man said. It was Bad Odor, the girl’s father, just returned from his hunt, and slung over his broad right shoulder was a nice plump antelope. “By the spirits of my ancestors, I swear that from this day forward our daughter will be called Buakane.”

Truly, Buakane was deserving of her name. Not only did she take to the breast immediately, but she never cried, never once gave her parents a reason to feel anxious. In the fierce sun of the upland plains, her skin turned as black as obsidian, and every bit as glossy and smooth. Her limbs grew long and strong, her neck graceful, and her features were finely chiseled. Although Buakane was exceptionally beautiful, one could tell at once by these characteristics that she was a member of the Bashilele tribe. It was said that even the Belgians admired these “savage headhunters” for their beauty.

But to become a full-fledged member of the tribe, a Mushilele (that is the singular form of Bashilele) must bear on his or her body certain physical signs of belonging. The most obvious of these is that the two upper front teeth must be knocked out. In addition, beautiful patterns are created on the skin by inserting small lumps of charcoal into shallow cuts. The charcoal is sterile, which usually precludes severe infection. Eventually, very attractive keloid scars form. The higher the scar, the more exquisite it is considered to be.

Patterns are created on the cheeks of course, but it is a woman’s back that is surely her best feature. On a wealthy woman one might see an astonishing array of swirls and curlicues. Yes, of course, all these things are quite painful, but never are they done to a small girl. These are the rituals of one who is about to become available for marriage.

Unfortunately, Buakane was born at a difficult time in the tribe’s history. Polygamy had caused such a shortage of marriageable women that the average age of marriage for a girl was as young as nine Belgian years. The husbands were sometimes four or five times that old. Many men, anticipating this long wait, were making provisional contracts with pregnant women. They were putting down payments on unborn babies, knowing that they would not get a refund if the baby happened to be a boy. The full bride-prices were also being driven up to ridiculous heights. By the time Buakane reached her ninth Belgian year, or thereabouts (the Bashilele do not keep track of such nonsense), her father had already been the recipient of many marriage offers. After all, who among the Bashilele would not want this most remarkable girl to be the progenitor of their descendants?

But Bad Odor would not even listen to their offers, for he was confident that the longer he waited, the higher the dowry his daughter could command. Then, when Buakane had grown as tall as her mother, and had still to sprout the beginnings of breasts, or womanly vegetation, Bad Odor demanded that his daughter have her two front teeth knocked out. She would also have her cheeks scarred, the scars that would mark her as a Mushilele. Her back, however, would remain smooth until after marriage; her husband could pay for that.

Thus it was done. But never once did Buakane cry out in pain. Not one tear did she shed. Not even the oldest crone could remember a girl as brave as Buakane.

Truly, truly—bulelela—the girl who was given a name that meant eighteen wonderful qualities lived up to every single one of them. There was no one in the village of Mushihi, the village of Chief Eagle, who could say a bad word about her. Normally, one might expect something like this to engender jealousy among her peers, but there was something so special about Buakane that the opposite thing happened: everyone vied to be her friend.

Then one day Buakane’s father noticed that his daughter’s body had begun to change. Where once her chest had gleamed as flat as a boy’s, buds formed almost overnight, and soon swelled into guavas. Already she’d been wearing the loincloth for the span of three long dry seasons, so he did not know for sure her complete state of development.

“Grasshopper Paddle,” he said to his wife one fine morning after breakfast, “concerning our daughter, Buakane, does thatch now grow in the shade?”

“What?”

He pointed at his own loins.

“The thatch is now a jungle,” Paddle said. Then she threw back her head and laughed so loud that Buakane, who had meandered off with some friends, came running back in alarm.

“Baba, what is wrong?” she demanded.

Paddle contained herself immediately. “Nothing is wrong, Beautiful One. It is quite the opposite. Your father just informed me that this morning he will begin entertaining offers from your suitors.”

“Baba,” Buakane said calmly, “I have yet to commence the bleeding.”

“Aiyee!” Paddle cried in mock agitation. “This is not a matter to discuss in front of a man.”

“I am not a man!” Bad Odor shouted. “I am your father; I must know these things. Nevertheless, Buakane, you are turning into a beautiful young woman, with hips that will accommodate the passage of many babies. As the old adage says: do not hesitate to release your arrow when you are close enough to shoot; you may not have a second chance.”

Buakane nodded. Rather than be resentful that she was about to be bartered like a goat or a basket of chickens, she was instead grateful that she had a father who cared enough about her to fetch the highest price. After all, if a man paid a good deal for something, was he not more likely to treat it better than something of lesser value? To show her appreciation, she excused herself from the hut and resumed talking with her friends. It was much better to let her parents discuss the details without her being there, she thought. Too many details would cause her to worry, and Buakane wanted only to be happy.

Days passed, and Buakane convinced herself that she still had plenty of carefree days ahead of her. For in addition to all the good qualities that she possessed, Buakane was in possession of one very unfortunate quality: optimism. In a society where only two out of ten children survived to reach adulthood, it was pessimism, doubt, fear, and wariness that were needed to outsmart the Grim Reaper. If a village thought that it had enough food and water to outlast the coming dry season (a full three months without a drop of rain), then surely it did not. If a warrior thought that he was skilled enough with that bow that he need practice no more, then surely he was not. Simply put, doubt led to improvement.

One day, when Buakane returned from sauntering about with her peers, she was alarmed to discover that the door of the hut had been secured from the inside with a wooden peg. This was a most unusual circumstance in the middle of the day. Given that Bashilele huts lacked windows, the doors were normally kept open to catch what little breeze was available. A closed door usually meant that something intensely personal—although not necessarily sexual—was taking place within the four palm-thatch walls.

It was a good thing that the old crone was no longer alive, for to be sure, she would have found a spot where the thatch was thin and pressed a large but wrinkled ear against it. The old crone had been a busybody and loved nothing better than to spread gossip. Some might think that Buakane, the faithful and discreet daughter, had a right to hear the conversation too. At any rate, this is what she heard.

“Grasshopper Paddle,” Bad Odor said in a hoarse whisper, “earlier this morning, when I washed at the stream with the men, Chief Eagle signaled that he wished to speak to me alone. So I followed him up the stream a ways, to the pool where the manioc soaks. It was there that he told me that he wishes to purchase our Buakane to be his twenty-third wife.”

“Aiyee,” cried Paddle softly. She shuddered. “What did you tell him?”

“What could I tell him? He said that she will have her own hut, meat once every ten days, and when he beats her, he will not hit her in the face. And as for us, we will receive ten goats, five sheep, nine chickens, and five ducks.”

“Kah! That is nothing! Bad Odor, do you not agree that she is the fairest maiden in the village? Her face scars are the thickest and most evenly spaced. Her front teeth were extracted without any damage to her palate. And where until just two moons ago she sported guavas on her chest, are they not mangoes now? Husband, I tell you that she will bleed when I cycle next. Believe my words, for I can smell it rising on her now. Tell the chief that he must deliver fifteen goats—all under two years of age, and twenty hens. No roosters!”

Bad Odor could but pace for the excitement. “Yes, yes, but then we have a deal. Yes?”

In reality Bad Odor did not even have to ask Paddle her opinion—not on anything—but Grasshopper Paddle descended from a clan of much higher rank than that of Bad Odor. Not only was she a member of the nobility, but she was a cousin of the chief. Therefore she was automatically considered to be the brighter of the pair. As usual, there had been a shortage of available females when he chose a wife, and she had cost him dearly. One values that for which one has paid dearly. One even values that thing’s opinions—even if that thing is just a wife.

“Then we will have a deal,” Paddle said. “But remember, Bad Odor, that when Chief Eagle dies—as is the case when any chief dies—all his wives must be buried alive with him, in order to escort him into the next world. Are you prepared for that to happen?”

Bad Odor froze. “Yala! Why must you always throw gravel in my path?” He thought for a moment. “Then it is our duty to see that Chief Eagle lives an especially long life. You personally will taste every one of his meals in order to guard against poisoning.”

“Excellent,” said Paddle, “for I am a small eater. Now I shall no longer have to cook!”

“Kah! I should box your ears, foolish woman.”

“Aiyee,” cried Buakane from outside her listening hole.

“You spoke of ears,” Paddle said, “and behold, now the walls have grown some. Quick, hand me an arrow, husband, that I might pierce the ears of our nosy neighbors—they who have taken the old crone’s place.”

“Aiyee,” Buakane cried again. “Baba, it is only me—she who must now be buried alive, her arms and legs broken, dirt filling her mouth and nostrils, as she gasps for her last breath. Baba, do you hear me?”

“I hear you well, you foolish child. Now get in here at once before the entire village hears you.”

Buakane moved as fast as a pouncing leopard, so that she virtually fell into the hut just as her father opened the door. He slammed it shut behind her and then picked her up by the armpits.

“Your mother is right; you are indeed a foolish child,” he said. “You possess many good qualities, but I am not so sure that discernment is one of them. Did you honestly think that your mother and I would let Chief Eagle’s men do that which you described? Indeed, we would not! Your mother—she who comes from the higher-caste clan—has relatives up in Basongo who will hide you.”

“Tatu, do you mean that I am not to marry Chief Eagle?”

“Tch, your simplicity tries my patience, daughter. Of course you will marry Chief Eagle. As long as he lives you will be well fed and you will have your own hut.”

“And you will be rich,” Paddle said pointedly to her husband.

Bad Odor glared at his wife. “Higher clan or not,” he said, “your mouth offends me.” He turned back to Buakane. “You will be Chief Eagle’s twenty-third wife, but you must run into the bush immediately that the chief shows signs of a serious illness. If you are questioned, say that it is to relieve yourself. Do you understand, daughter?”

Buakane nodded, her gentle eyes now large with fear. “But, Tatu,” she said to her father, “I do not understand why Chief Eagle would want to marry me. Ours is a large village, so that there are many other girls that the chief could have selected instead. I can think of several who would be much better suited to his taste than I.”

Paddle and Bad Odor exchanged knowing glances. Was not the daughter whom they had created together truly a marvel? Any other girl, even one only half as beautiful as she, would have been unbearably conceited. By now, such a girl would have been driven out of the village by a flock of jealous harpies. Or else such a girl might have met a disastrous end at the hand of an oversexed bachelor.

Truly, truly, bulelele, so far it had been Buakane’s innocence and attendant good nature that had protected her from folly. Clearly, she must marry Chief Eagle as soon as possible and be under his protection. He was still a young man—as far as chiefs went (albeit not young altogether)—and as for the future, that would sort itself out.

“You must hurry to the women’s place along the stream and bathe,” Bad Odor said. “Your mother will go with you. Then you will rub your body with palm oil until it glistens.”

“But, Bad Odor,” Paddle said, “we have just enough palm oil left for the evening meal.”

“Shut up, wife,” Bad Odor said. “Why must you always think like a woman? Tomorrow we will be rich! Now what was I saying?”

“You were being harsh to the mother of the chief    ’s future wife,” Buakane said.

Bad Odor glared at his daughter, but he dared not reprimand her, for he knew how obstinate she could be. “Yes, that is it exactly,” he said. “And while you are at the stream bathing, I must go and speak with the chief.”





ONE

Julia Elaine Newton was young and naive, but she was not altogether stupid. She had come to the mission field fully aware that, while God was the Supreme Judge, the only one whose opinion really mattered, she was going to be judged left and right anyway. So be it; she had nothing to hide.

She’d been born and raised in Oxford, Ohio, the home of Miami University. Her father was a professor of European History at MU, and her mother was a grammar school teacher in the public school system. Her mother was also active in the PTA, and both her parents were avid bowlers. The family belonged to a middle-of-the-road Protestant denomination, and they considered themselves to be as midwestern as one could get. In other words, Julia Newton came from a normal American family, and she probably would have stayed just “plain boring Julia,” had it not been for the Missions Day program the summer after she graduated from college.

Julia had already been hired to teach at the high school in Oxford when the family’s minister fortuitously invited a missionary from Africa to give the guest sermon at their church. This was a highly controversial gesture on the minister’s part, because this particular middle-of-the-road Protestant church was notoriously lukewarm on the idea of foreign missions. It was a subject that made a lot of people uncomfortable, and since being comfortable was the American Dream, anything negative was to be left at the doorway of the church.

After all, every year the congregation took up a special offering, to collect a few dollars to feed some starving children with bloated bellies in far-off Africa. Some years the offerings were diverted to emaciated children (with hollow eyes) in India. And, of course, with the money went some religious literature that was to be translated, in hopes of saving a soul or two. This was enough to make everyone feel like he or she had done their part until the following year, when the next Missions Sunday rolled around again.

But this year was different. The guest speaker on Missions Sunday was a man by the name of Brother Zug. Oddly enough, Brother Zug did not even belong to the same pleasant middle-of-the-road denomination. Whether his visit was fate, happenstance, or God’s will, what he had to say changed the young woman’s life.

“True disciples of Jesus,” he said, “don’t spend their evenings sitting on overstuffed sofas watching Ed Sullivan on TV. Neither do they spend their weekends at the bowling alley drinking beer with their friends, or out playing golf. No sir, true disciples give everything they have to the poor, and then they follow Jesus to the ends of the earth. If you don’t believe me, then look it up in your bibles. In the Book of Luke, verse three, Jesus tells his disciples that they shouldn’t even pack an extra set of clothes.”

Brother Zug smelled his armpits and wrinkled his nose, carried on like nobody’s business, but not a soul had laughed. The citizens of Oxford, Ohio, in 1959 were civilized people. They bathed or showered daily. They also changed their clothes frequently. Some, but not all of them, changed their underwear daily—just in case they were to be hit by a car.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Brother Zug said.

“Oh, yeah,” Professor Newton grunted. “I just bet you do.”

“Shhh,” Mrs. Newton said.

“You’re wondering what the disciples did about their underwear.”

A nervous twitter rippled through the congregation. It happened so fast, however, that Julia couldn’t tell which of the many stony faces had reacted to Brother Zug’s surprisingly off-color humor.

“Well, I’ll tell you,” the visiting preacher shouted in a voice that rumbled like thunder. “They probably wore nothing under their tunics—just like the Scots wear nothing under their kilts. But now that I have your full attention again, let me remind you of something: it is our responsibility, as Christians, to see to it that every person, in every distant land, has the opportunity to hear the good news of salvation before they die. If not—well, those who die in sin will spend all of eternity in hell, screaming in agony as they dodge flame after flame. Tell me something, do you want that on your conscience?”

Brother Zug pointed to Mrs. Crabtree, who always insisted on sitting in the front, center pew, even though she wasn’t hard of hearing. Mrs. Newton claimed that it was because Viola Crabtree had the vanity of a peacock and spent hours getting ready for church every Sunday morning. After she’d gone to all that trouble, she damn well better be seen. Especially by the reverend.

“You,” Brother Zug said, still picking on Viola Crabtree, “are you prepared to pick up your cross and follow Jesus?”

Viola whimpered something to which neither Julia nor anyone in her family was privy. She was probably asking if there were hair dryers in Africa.

Brother Zug continued to press his point. “Are you prepared to follow him through mosquito-filled swamps, where the trees are festooned with snakes and where cannibals lurk in the shadows, armed with their bows and poisonous arrows?”

Poor Viola. Julia almost felt sorry for her. Mrs. Crabtree was squirming like a worm on a hook and had actually managed to scrunch down about two inches. At the same time, Julia was growing intensely envious of the old lady. How she would love to be asked those same questions! A quick disclaimer, though: Julia detested both snakes and mosquitoes, but the words festooned and lurk—oh my stars, were they ever so romantic!

Now you can bet that most of these middle-of-the-road church members, many of whom were already thinking of Sunday dinners followed by afternoon naps, did not want to have a guilt trip thrust down their throats. A few of them were polite enough to stick it out until the end, but the majority of them simply got up and walked out. To be fair, Julia would hasten to add, no one booed, and not one of those who stayed said anything rude to Brother Zug.

All right, that’s not quite true. Julia’s mother did say, “How very interesting,” as she shook the visiting preacher’s hand. Anyone who knew Mrs. Newton well would recall that she was originally from Charleston, South Carolina, and therefore recognize her comment as a scathing rebuke clothed in velvet.

Of course Julia didn’t know what Brother Zug thought about this, just that he smiled at her mother and nodded. Julia’s father shook the guest preacher’s hand but said nothing. Julia, however, babbled like a maniac, because suddenly it seemed like she’d found her life’s purpose—the reason God had put her on this earth.

Julia begged off eating her mother’s Sunday pot roast—which she dearly loved, by the way—and joined her preacher’s family for dinner, since they were hosting Brother Zug. It was common knowledge that the preacher’s wife was a terrible cook, but strange as this may sound, it too may have been part of God’s plan. Instead of eating, Julia and Brother Zug talked about the grave need for missionaries in deepest, darkest Africa.

There was a tribe of former headhunters called the Bashilele, Brother Zug said, that practiced both polygamy and polyandry. Julia knew what polygamy meant, but Brother Zug had to explain that polyandry meant that a woman was allowed to marry more than one husband. Apparently this practice was a response to the fact that the powerful, rich men like the chief and his elders could afford many wives. The result was that other men had to be content with sharing wives. In fact, because of the shortage of available single women, it had become the practice to marry children.

The Bashilele were a tribe of warriors who’d resisted outside influence until 1950. That was when a courageous Mennonite family, Russell and Helen Schnell and their four children, leased land from the Belgian government upon which to build a mission station from scratch. Not only did they build a church, but a school, and Mrs. Schnell presided over a boarding school for the runaway child brides of these fierce Bashilele warriors.

“She is a very kind, gentle woman, with a heart of gold,” Brother Zug said. “There is no doubt that the Lord has his angels guarding her every step.”

Julia expressed her deepest admiration for Mrs. Schnell, declaring her a true heroine for modern times. Brother Zug waved his fork with great excitement, oblivious to the piece of rubbery roast that clung precariously to the tines of his fork.

“Yes, yes, and you can be the next Helen Schnell, don’t you see?”

“How?”

“We have built a new station to the north, perhaps some sixty kilometers distant. That territory is still Bashilele, but it is ruled by a different chief—one who claims to be half eagle, and that is his name: Eagle. Chief Eagle.

“We had two couples assigned to that mission station. One of the men is the station’s builder and mechanic, plus runs the boys’ school, and the other missionary handles most of the preaching and evangelizing. In the Belgian Congo, boys take precedence, I’m afraid.

“The preacher’s wife is a nurse—oh my, is she ever kept busy handing out sulfa pills and what have you—and the other woman was the girls’ school principal.”

Julia’s minister gently pulled the hand wielding the waving fork down to the table. “Brother Zug, what do you mean by was?”

“This woman—her name was Elizabeth—died two years ago, and we’ve had a hard time keeping a replacement. You see, this is a very primitive, remote mission, and the job is not without its potential perils.”

“Perhaps you should help us see better,” said Julia’s minister.

“With God’s help,” said Brother Zug. He closed his eyes briefly. “Bear in mind that these little girls who are taken in and sheltered are also the wives of grown men. And these men are warriors, who are armed to the teeth with machetes and carry six-foot bows that shoot razor-sharp arrows. They also live by hunting. Believe me, these Bashilele men know how to kill.”

“Brother Zug, please,” said the preacher’s wife said with a shudder. “Do you really think this sort of blunt talk is appropriate in front of a young lady?”

“Yes, sister, I do,” Brother Zug said. “We are discussing female children half her age, who are forced to engage in sexual relations with men in their forties. If I can convince this young lady to go to Mushihi Station and save a few of these girls from their so-called husbands, then maybe we can stand a chance at saving their souls.”

The preacher’s wife turned the color of rhubarb pie before fleeing the table. Julia felt awful for her, but really, Brother Zug was right. If Jesus had called on his followers to save souls, then surely that was more important than having a pleasant dinner conversation. And to be honest, it was also more important than sparing one’s hostess’s feelings. After all, no one could be more blunt about it than the Lord himself in chapter 14 of the Book of Luke.

“I’ll go,” Julia said. She’d needed surprisingly little persuasion. It just felt so right, somehow. Maybe the Holy Spirit really was moving in her heart, and this was that “call” she’d heard so much about.

“Whoa, there!” said her minister, he of the middle-of-the-road church. “Julia, you haven’t even asked your parents—or me!”

“I don’t have to; I’m twenty-one.”

Brother Zug beamed. “I always said that when God moves, he works incredibly fast. Praise the Lord!”

“Amen,” Julia’s minister said, “but really, Brother Zug, this isn’t the place to recruit your foot soldiers.”

“Foot soldiers?” Julia asked.

“For the Lord’s army,” Brother Zug said. He winked. “Although I see you rising through the ranks to lieutenant in no time at all. What are you doing this summer?”

Julia’s face burned with embarrassment. “Uh—I still haven’t lined up a summer job.”

“Perfect,” Brother Zug said. “We have a missionary on loan who can handle things until the end of the year. In the meantime, you should go to Cincinnati to study the Tshiluba language—that is the regional tribal language—with one of the retired missionaries who was born and brought up in the Congo. The natives call her Mamu One of Us, because she speaks the language without any accent. I can arrange this if you like—at no cost, I assure you.”

Julia’s heart raced. She was so filled with joy and anticipation that she wanted to burst out singing. So when Brother Zug, who was either a mind reader or a superbly gifted manipulator, began to sing “Onward, Christian Soldiers” in his rich baritone, the young woman joined in without hesitation in her warbling soprano.





TWO

Julia Newton’s first stop in the Belgian Congo was Leopoldville, the capital city. However, she was to remember almost nothing of that place because she slept like a hibernating woodchuck for two days. On the third she awoke drenched in sweat under a mosquito net and was so disoriented that she wished either to wake up from this nightmare of her own creation or else to find a hidden door in the room that would allow her to step into nothingness. Unfortunately, this feeling of “what I have gotten myself into?” was a familiar one, for Julia Elaine Newton’s most outstanding talent seemed to be that of getting herself into trouble.

Julia had been taught to pray away her troubles, and she was attempting to do just that when a woman who quite resembled her very own aunt Irene in temperament knocked sharply on her door and then entered without waiting to be admitted.

“You have five minutes,” the strange woman said without preamble.

“I beg your pardon?”

“To gather your things and get downstairs.”

“But where am I?”

“You’re in Leopoldville, of course. The Interdenominational Missionary Guesthouse.”

Julia stared at the woman, waiting for an introduction.

But instead, the woman consulted a tiny silver watch, which was her only adornment, and tapped her foot impatiently. “Time’s awasting. No time to chitchat.”

“What happens in five minutes?”

“Hurry.” She glanced around, and seeing that Julia’s largest valise had not even been opened, she picked it up and carried it out with her. This was the same suitcase that Julia’s father had joked contained the Colossus of Rhodes. That was before he’d asked her seventeen-year-old brother, Willard, to help him load it into the back of their wood-paneled Chevrolet station wagon. How that same valise managed to get to the third floor of the Leopoldville guesthouse would forever remain a mystery.

Sure enough, only a minute or two later, a pickup truck came roaring into the compound of the guesthouse. The driver leaned on the horn, and within seconds the ridiculously strong woman was back again. This time she grabbed Julia by one of her biceps and began leading her downstairs.

“Please,” Julia protested. “You don’t need to be so rude.”

“It’s a small plane,” the hostess said. “Downdrafts are building up. You’ll see.”

Julia was then pushed up into the cab of a battered blue pickup truck. The driver, who cheerfully introduced himself as Hank, was a white man—but a very rude white man as well, because he couldn’t even trouble himself to hop out of his precious truck and say hello properly. So much for manners in the Belgian Congo, Julia thought.

But then her feelings of rebuke faded almost as soon as they drove away from the guesthouse, because a world of magic began opening up outside its gates. The Belgian sector of Leopoldville consisted of wide, tree-lined boulevards. The exotic trees—mango, banyan, jacaranda—had whitewashed trunks and they arched over the streets in places, creating tunnels of foliage and offering blessed shade. On either side of the boulevards, practically hidden by bougainvillea, lantana, and hibiscus, stood the stately garden villas of the government elite and the well-off merchants.

But even the homes of the less important whites benefited from the verdant splendor, although no doubt this mantle of tropical foliage was cared for by a coterie of native servants. Thus it was that all the white-occupied zone of Leopoldville appeared to Julia’s eyes—bloodshot and jet-lagged though they were—as tidy and prosperous.

Therefore it came as a rude awakening, a total shock even, to suddenly find that they had driven across an invisible line and into a shantytown of the worst description. Even in Hamilton (which is the city nearest to Oxford, Ohio), there did not exist a slum to equal one as horrible as the one Julia beheld on her first outing in the Congo. The structures that lined both sides of the road could not be called houses; the word shack was even too grandiose for them.

These “things” had been built from empty wooden beer crates and sheets of corrugated iron. They were tied together with torn strips of plastic and dirty bandages. Cardboard covered the gaps and cement blocks held things down—or up. Whatever became available was put to use as shelter material, which in one case did include a kitchen sink.

Julia was furious at the Belgians for allowing this. “This is unbelievable,” she said. “Shame on the Belgians yet again.”

“This isn’t the Belgians’ fault,” Hank, the driver, said. “These people don’t have jobs. These people are here on their own volition to sponge off their relatives.”

“That, sir, is the exact sort of racism I heard back home in Ohio. I certainly did not expect to hear it from the lips of a missionary.”

Hank had the nerve to chuckle at that. “This is a first,” he said. “I was born here in the Congo, at a mission called Djoka Punda. I have lived here most of my life, and I have never been called a racist before. Anyway, what you see around you is the product of a system of entitlement based on bloodlines. It exists in many tribes, and it can be beneficial for an individual’s survival.

“It goes like this. A person who has something is expected to share his resources with his relatives who are without. The closer the relatives are—that is, the more blood that they share—the more it is that the fortunate person is expected to share. But this sharing thing not only extends to half siblings; in some tribes it extends to cousins and their children as well. For example, if a hunter kills an antelope, he will receive only a small piece of meat, because the rest will all have to be shared. It is possible even that his wife—or wives—will get none.”

Julia waved her hands impatiently. “But this? This is just poverty. What explains this? I don’t understand.”

“Lady, you fire questions off like a machine gun,” Hank said.

“Do you, or do you not, have the answer?”

“Yes, in a minute.”

Julia’s ears burned. Mother and Dad, Minister Jones, everyone whom she knew and genuinely cared for, had at one time or another lovingly beseeched her to leave her famous temper behind in the United States when she set out for Africa. It wasn’t that Julia was intentionally mean; to the contrary, she was known for her kind heart. It was that Julia was passionate—particularly about matters of justice. “A modern-day Deborah,” her minister once called her.

“The Africans who work as domestics for the Belgians live in little cement block houses behind the villas,” Hank explained. “Trust me, those servants’ quarters are palaces compared to anything that you see here. But the law of sharing brings relatives by droves to the big city, and since they are not allowed to join their relative on his master’s estate, and there is often no work for them, here they congregate, forming slums. No water, no toilets, no rules, lots of beer, lots of prostitutes—one working person will sometimes be supporting as many as sixty relatives who do nothing but beg for trouble.”

“Well, it still sounds like it’s the Belgians’ fault,” Julia cried indignantly. “Why don’t the white owners allow their servants’ relatives to live behind their mansions—hidden, of course—in some halfway decent quarters? It wouldn’t be any skin off their noses!”

“They don’t do it because they don’t want to encourage the people to leave the traditional way of life. At least not until the tribal people have had some education and are prepared to make the transition. And anyway, how about you, Miss Julia? Would you care to have sixty half-naked people and their goats, sheep, pigs, chickens, dogs, turkeys, pigeons, drums—the whole kit and caboodle—move into a string of rooms behind your house? You’d have to watch where you step because every living thing—people as well—would use your backyard as their toilet.”

“Perhaps I’ve spoken too hastily,” Julia said, her cheeks burning yet again.

She really did try to be an agreeable person, but the people she’d met so far had not made it easy. The Belgian officials at the N’Djili International Airport had been curt, the Africans had seemed subservient, the hostess at the Interdenominational Missionary Guesthouse far from welcoming, and as for Hank—he was uncomfortably handsome.

He had dark curly hair, a deep golden tan, and the greenest eyes she had ever seen on a human being. Starting from the soles of his bare feet, to his narrow hips, moving up to his deep chest and impossibly broad shoulders and then even mashing down his curls, Hank stood a good six feet two inches tall. A strong chin, a Roman nose, and straight white teeth were also components of the picture.

In short, this was not what she had expected in a missionary; they were supposed to look more like Brother Zug. Proper missionary men were supposed to be doughy and somewhat androgynous, due to their multiple chins and distended paunches. They certainly weren’t supposed to have sex appeal.

How utterly unfair of God to allow the Evil One to put a stumbling block like Hank in her path on day one of her ministry. Just don’t look at him, she kept telling herself. Try not to inhale his scent either. His scent? For crying out loud, she thought, how debased have I become? Hank’s not an animal! Yet the harder she tried not to sneak a peek or accidentally get a whiff of his manly odor, the harder it became to ignore Hank. This was especially the case since he had apparently decided to appoint himself as her tour guide.

“See those mountains outside your window?” he said. “Those are the infamous Crystal Mountains. They are what prevents oceangoing ships from steaming up the Congo River as far inland as Stanleyville. You’ll be flying over them on your way up-country.”

“Up-country?”

She glanced at him just as he grinned. “Yeah, that’s what we call anyplace but Leopoldville. This really isn’t the Congo, you know.”

Julia held her tongue. Aunt Marl, the woman
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