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Chapter One

March 13, 1809 

Jamaica, Gables Plantation

––––––––
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With a fierceness that took the master by surprise, Lettice fought Gables like a wet, trapped wildcat. He overpowered her, nevertheless, as he’d always done, and hauled her into the house. Today his temper was particularly enflamed as he swore at her and 

shook her by the arm like a ragdoll. 

Although Gables was furious, it pleased Lettice to see his face scratched and bloody, and to feel the shredded ribbons of his skin beneath her nails. Her chest heaved from fighting him. She’d resisted by blocking blows, kicking, spitting, fighting—all of it exhausting. Her legs burned, she trembled, and her heart pounded in terror, but she would not submit. 

Today, something snapped inside her; something broke apart and set loose her inner warrior. She roared to life, banishing the frightened girl she had been since being stolen from her family and Africa. 

She heard the gentle buzzing of servants’ chatter long before Master Gables dragged her through the kitchen doorway. With a smashing bang, he flung the door open then kicked it shut with another loud slam. As if hearing the report of a firearm, those workers startled, and their conversations hushed into dead, pain-filled silence. Even the scrubbing and clanging of pots dwindled as busy hands froze. Worried gazes slewed toward the master and Lettice. Anxiety gleamed in those wide eyes before lashes fluttered closed and extinguished the compassionate impulse.

Blindly, belatedly, Lettice reached out to the house slaves in a silent plea for help. 

Her fingers raked through the air and came up empty. 

The slaves carefully blanked their expressions. Their dropped jaws snapped shut, staunching any protest. None were foolhardy enough to object to the master’s treatment of his female slaves. To a one, they ignored the assault then bowed their heads, pretending nothing was amiss. 

The betrayal pierced Lettice’s heart, and she caught her breath.

“Get in there!” Winded and sweaty, Master Gables flung her into his office.

Her shoulder hit the edge of the door, and she flinched. She cried out and grabbed her upper arm then quickly moved to shield herself from another blow.

“Good God.”

Lettice peered into the corner and saw the lanky form of the bookkeeper approaching. Kwasi, dark as a coffee bean, was tall and skinny. The tendons in his neck stood out, along with the hollows in his cheeks. His eyes appeared unnaturally large as he looked upon her in alarm. 

Upon her sighting Kwasi, her humiliation was complete. She sagged her shoulders, some of the fight leaving her, for Kwasi was an educated man therefore, the most admired slave on the sugar plantation. He had taught himself to read and write, and he used those talents to help the slaves. Kwasi smuggled medicine and shoes to them, sneaking so that the master never knew.

Because Lettice had always regarded him highly, she did not wish him to know how the master had defiled her today. 

Kwasi reached out a bony hand, silently offering her help. Where the other slaves turned a blind eye, he offered her... strength? Comfort? 

Lettice had seen many wondrous sights in her life, but none moved her as much as Kwasi’s simple gesture.

Her quick intake became a sob that rent the air.

Kwasi stepped closer to her, eased her gently into the chair then snuck a blue handkerchief into her shaky hand. 

“What’s that you say, sir?” he asked, standing before Lettice, and blocking her view of Master Gables. 

His question distracted the master so he would take no note of the small kindness Kwasi had shown her. Lettice wondered if he were brave or foolish. 

Master Gables bellowed, his words jumbling in her ear as a loud, incomprehensible roar.

At the corner of her mouth, she tasted blood. She touched it, noting her cheek was also sore.

Kwasi’s string bean figure stood between Lettice and the master, giving her an opportunity to dab her bloody cheek and cut lip.

The skin on Lettice’s forearms pebbled as she heard the word ‘brothel.’ The master meant to sell her to a brothel? That chilled her soul.  

How could she fend off the men in a brothel? She’d rather die than endure that. 

“God save us,” Kwasi muttered, rubbing the back of his neck.  

“Don’t gawk like a bloody fool, Kwasi! Just take the chit and leave!” 

Kwasi wiped his mouth then approached her. “Will you come with me, Lettice?” 

Once again, Kwasi held out a hand to her. Bewildered, she mouthed the word, ‘Why?’

His lips firmed, and he gave the tiniest shake of his head. Gently, but with determined speed, Kwasi pulled Lettice to her feet, and they left the great house, walking side-by-side. No part of her touched any part of him, and she made sure of that. Lettice’s skin felt raw, as if it were made of fabric which wrapped her bones tightly together, and the material had become threadbare, straining not to tear.

“I’m taking you to Stephen. You’ll be safe there.” 

“Safe?” 

Walking in the Jamaican sunshine, she signaled Kwasi to slow down. The dirt path was unknown to her, and with her legs still unsteady, it was rough going. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, slowing his pace. “I just wanted to get you away from him.”

“Yes,” she agreed.

Each step they trod took her farther from danger, but was she heading toward safety? 

She didn’t know, but Kwasi was the only person on Gables Plantation she trusted. 

She hadn’t been safe for more than two years. Not since the white slavers raided the Ashanti lands on Africa’s west coast. They brought guns and death and murdered her father. She had watched him fall, broken and bloodied. Lettice hated having that last vision of her dear father. He was so much braver than the man who killed him. He died to spare his people, whereas his murderer died in pursuit of riches. 

Captured then beaten, Lettice had not been able to go to her father. Helpless, she had watched the slaughter of her people. She never knew what had become of her mother. In her heart, Lettice hoped she had fled before the raid occurred, but she doubted her mother would have left the people. She had probably perished with the others that day; Lettice could never be certain and had nightmares of her mother’s last moments.

The sailors had marched them to the shore, shooting those who jumped out of line. They didn’t halt the march, just yelled and cracked their bullwhips, spurring the Ashanti onward. Some leapt into the ocean from the shore boat, choosing to drown because they did not know how to swim. Her people would rather die than submit to the white man’s cruelties, and Lettice felt nothing but shame that she had lacked their courage. 

She was one of the few who survived to be crammed into a transport ship named Elizabeth. Throughout the voyage, even more Ashanti died from starvation or disease or both. Hell, she believed, existed in that hull of the Elizabeth. Degraded and chained, the slaves dwelled in pools of bodily fluids, packed head-to-heel in the cramped quarters for weeks on end. They fought rats for the scraps of moldy bread tossed from the hatch, and they were only allowed a cup of stale water in the morning and later at night.

Lettice had lived in fear since that wretched day, afraid of incurring the white man’s violence. 

Until today. 

With the master’s threat to send her to the brothel, she wanted to weep for her stupid defiance.

Glancing at Kwasi, she saw his jaw harden and his lips thin.

“Could you...” She swallowed, afraid to continue. 

Lettice had never cowered before sailing on the Elizabeth; as the chieftain’s daughter, she had never needed to. She searched for a way to remember her old self and floundered. Her inner warrior had made too brief an appearance.

“Could I what?” His dark brows lifted.

“Could you please not look so angry?” she blurted.

Kwasi’s grim expression slackened. “Lettice, I’m sorry, little one. I didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

The ends of his mouth curled upward, but there was no shining smile in his eyes. It was more of a grimace than a grin. “There. Better?”

She stared, wondering if he’d forgotten how to smile. “No. It ain’t.”

Now he genuinely smiled. His dark eyes glowed, showing flecks of amber near the pupils. He had thick, thick lashes that curled, the kind that were useless in shuttering his eyes. 

She was glad of that.

They continued walking toward this unknown Stephen fellow, not saying anything.

Within a few strides, her mind turned to worrying. Lettice was not a patient woman. She was not one to wait and see her fate unfold as Master Gables planned. She would not go to a brothel, which meant she had to find a way to escape. 

Where could she go? Jamaica was a small island. She couldn’t hide for long here. Nor could she swim to another island, but what if she were to sail to one? Could she stowaway on a ship? She could work as a cook if the captain agreed. 

Closing her eyes, she asked her father’s spirit to guide her with his wisdom.

She stumbled, but Kwasi grabbed her elbow and didn’t let her fall. She righted herself and shrugged out of his hold, muttering an apology. She could not stand to be touched. Not today. Today, that fabric was stretched too thin. If he touched her, her flesh would rip. She would fall onto the ground in a pile of bones and innards if a man touched her today.

“We’re visiting the overseer; he’s a good man.”

“Mr. Hawksley?” Lettice asked, curious.

“Yes. My friend, Stephen.” 

Lettice was astonished to discover Kwasi was on a first-name basis with the overseer. 

As a house slave, Lettice’s path didn’t often cross the overseer’s, but she knew he took his pleasure in the Kingston brothels, rather than raping female slaves as Master Gables did.

He must be taking her to him, carrying out the master’s order to send her to a brothel. How could she have trusted Kwasi?

She halted, refusing to budge. “No. I’m not going to a brothel, Kwasi, and if you force me, I’ll... I’ll drown myself first.”

“What? Good God, girl! I’m not sending you to the brothel.”

“But Mr. Hawksley goes there,” she argued, still not moving from the spot where she stood. 

Kwasi nodded, confused.

She wanted to kick him for being so thick. 

“Master wants to sell me to the brothel. He ordered you to take me there, and now you’re going to dump me off on Mr. Hawksley to let him finish the chore. Well, I’m telling you I won’t go. I won’t go.”

The pitch of her voice raised in panic.

Kwasi’s hand slashed through the air, causing her to shy away. 

His anger evaporated on the spot.

Gently, he said, “Little one, I’m not taking you to the brothel. I’m taking you to Mr. Hawksley because he will help you.”

Unconvinced, she shook her head.

“Please don’t, Kwasi. I’m begging you. I’ve never met a white man yet who did me any good.”

Rubbing his forehead again, Kwasi stood and considered his next move. 

Finally, he said, “He doesn’t misuse women, Lettice. Not like the master. Stephen Hawksley’s a good man.”

Her legs were too wobbly to hold her upright, and she wanted to save her energy to better argue with Kwasi, so she sat on the dirt path.

He surprised her by taking a seat on the ground next to her, but not too close. Kwasi snatched at a blade of grass then chewed on it for a while before he spoke again. 

“Are you superstitious, Lettice?” 

The question took her aback, coming out of nowhere as it did.

“I ask because today I delivered a packet to Stephen. It’s from a fancy lord in England. You see, Stephen’s his heir. His uncle’s an important man. So, too, is Stephen.”

“Then why is he here?” She waved her arm to encompass all the Caribbean. 

“Family spat,” he said.

“Must be an awful family,” she said, lifting her brows in disbelief.

“Mr. Hawksley was raised by his aunt, who is Master Gables’ sister.” He frowned then said, “I think you’re right. It must be an awful family, but Stephen’s not.”

Lettice thought on his words, giving voice to her escape fantasy. 

“If Mr. Hawksley’s so important, do you think he could get me on a ship? If he were to tell the captain, I could work for my passage by cooking for the crew...”

“If Stephen can’t help you, I will.” Kwasi stuck out his hand, and she shied away again.

Suspiciously, she demanded, “Why? Why would you help me?”

“You asked me that in Gables’ office.”

She nodded.

“You want an answer?”

“I do,” she said, dabbing her bleeding lip with his handkerchief. 

Her gaze turned to inspect it closer, noting its heavenly color—the color of sky above the western plains of Africa. Her father’s dashiki had also been blue, which represented love and peace for the Ashanti people. 

Smothering a sigh, Lettice prayed for a return to Africa where she could again find peace and love. Neither existed in Jamaica, at least, not for young, female slaves.

The Caribbean breeze swayed the bright shick-shack trees, scattering a few of their orange blossoms and filling the air with their sweet scent. Lettice watched them float in the wind then tumble to the grass. The blossoms’ bright colors flashed in movement. Lettice listened to their whispered sighs in the breeze, hearing murmurs of mourning. 

The Adam’s apple in Kwasi’s throat bobbed before he spoke again. “I have no particular reason for wanting to help you, Lettice. I’d do the same for anybody.”

At first, she released her breath in a sigh of relief, but in the next heartbeat, she felt deflated by his answer. Kwasi didn’t think there was anything special about her? That was lowering; there were plenty of things about Kwasi that made him unique. Every girl on the plantation was sweet on Kwasi, if he but knew it.

Needing to be certain that she wasn’t being led down a treacherous path, Lettice asked, “You’re telling me I can trust this man?”

“Yes. I trust him, and so can you. Now let’s get going.” He stood, bent down, and extended his hand again.

Taking a deep breath and a monumental step, Lettice placed her hand in his larger one but warned him, “I’m going to trust you, Kwasi.”

“I won’t let you down,” he promised, understanding the unspoken threat underlying her words.

Staring at him steadily, she saw the corners of his mouth twitch in humor. If he did not yet appreciate how serious she was, she would remind him. 

Sternly, she said, “I won’t let you forget that.”

His amber eyes narrowed at her fierce tone, but at least he no longer wore that indulgent, amused expression. Kwasi would think twice before doubting her sincerity. If he meant to play her for a fool, Lettice would show she would not stand for that.

Kwasi strolled again, his pace more leisurely. “If anybody in Jamaica can help you, it’s Stephen Hawksley.”

Lettice had seen too much cruelty from the white man to place her trust in one, but desperation overrode skepticism. Squelching her doubts, she recalled that the overseer never whipped a slave. Maybe he was the exception to the rule?

She prayed to her father and the whole Ashanti people that she was not mistaken.
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Chapter Two
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With half a mind, Lettice listened as Kwasi described the overseer’s personality and his history, trying to reassure her.

Lettice allowed Kwasi to talk. His voice, along with the bird calls and rustling winds, soothed her. 

Earlier, she had felt as if something inside her had broken apart, but now she wondered if something had been set free. She was becoming who she had always been—a fierce, courageous daughter of the chieftain.

Lifting her chin a few notches higher, she remembered she was Lettice of the Ashanti people, honored daughter of two highly respected parents. Pride stiffened Lettice’s spine.

They went to the overseer’s hut, which was slightly cleaner than the slaves’ hut and more spacious, as Mr. Hawksley did not have to share his humble quarters. 

Lettice lived in a hovel alongside half a dozen women. The roof always leaked. The floors were muddy, and rats were ever present.

Standing awkwardly before Mr. Hawksley, Lettice tugged on the bodice of her blue gown, futilely trying to bring it back into place. Gables had ripped the shoulder seam. Her skirts were smeared with blood. She hoped some of it, at least, belonged to the master.  

“Good Lord,” Mr. Hawksley muttered, wiping his hand across his jawline, as if he were trying to figure out what to do with this new problem Kwasi put in his lap.

She bristled, not enjoying being considered a problem. Swallowing her indignation, she entered the hut.

Mr. Hawksley pulled down the mattress, which had been leaning against the side of his hut, back to the bed frame. He straightened it on the ropes then motioned to her to sit. The overseer grabbed his clay pitcher, said something indistinct then left the hut.

Lettice was too nervous to heed his words. Whatever courage she had rediscovered on their walk here had deserted her. Stephen Hawksley, overseer for Gables Plantation, was another white man when all was said and done, and she had ample reason to mistrust that type. 

“Now, let’s see what we have here.” Kwasi pulled his shirt out of his pants. 

Just as Master Gables had done to her in the shed. 

Horrified that her idol would rape her, Lettice scrambled across the bed. She put as much distance as she could between them, rage welling inside her.

Damn his hide! 

“No!” she shouted, angry she had been betrayed.

Kwasi’s jaw dropped, and he raised his palms to shoulder height as if he were surrendering. 

“Damn.” He swallowed then said, “Lettice, I would never hurt you. Please believe that, little one.”

They remained like that, frozen in place. She with her fists clenched and raised, he with his palms facing her. 

Just then, the overseer returned. He crossed the threshold with his pitcher then paused upon sensing the tension in the air. His gaze slued from her to Kwasi then back again.

The hut was utterly still.  

Mr. Hawksley lifted a brow, asking Kwasi a silent question.

The lanky slave mumbled. “She’d have none of me.”

Lettice’s head tilted when she heard the shame in Kwasi’s voice. She didn’t understand. Something else was going on here, but her whirling mind was unable to land on an explanation.

Mr. Hawksley murmured for Kwasi to cut the shirt tail and give him the strip. 

Kwasi tore off the hem, then Mr. Hawksley poured water on it from his pitcher. In a low voice, Mr. Hawksley described what he was doing as he was doing it. As if Lettice couldn’t trust her own eyes.

She watched, comprehension slowly dawning. The men were trying to help her. 

Kwasi stumbled over an apology as her eyes filled with tears of shame. She had behaved like a cornered, wounded animal, not like the proud daughter of the chieftain. 

Lettice lowered her bunched hands, embarrassed by her reaction. Her pounding heart slowly settled. Feeling foolish and cowardly, she muttered, “I’m sorry.” 

Taking the wetted cloth, she placed it against her throbbing cheek, glad for the cool relief. She then wiped her bottom lip where the master’s ring had caught her tender skin when he’d delivered a backhanded blow.

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Kwasi said, biting out the words. “I shouldn’t have pulled my shirt tail out like that, little one. I wasn’t thinking, and that makes me a damned fool.” 

She gaped at him.

He waved her to continue cleaning. “Go on now,” he said brusquely. “Clean your face.” 

Mr. Hawksley handed her an empty cup. “Rum?” 

“I don’t drink spirits.” 

“Tonight, you do.” Kwasi’s tone was clipped again.

In a flash of insight, she realized Kwasi wasn’t angry with her but with himself. She wouldn’t ask him to smile just yet, recalling his earlier grimace. The thought made the ends of her own mouth tilt upward. 

Mr. Hawksley poured the golden liquid into her cup then she sipped. 

“Good girl,” he said with approval. 

They sat, each lost in thoughts they did not wish to share with one another, as she drank the rum. Lettice didn’t know what else to do. 

When she finished, she returned the cup to Mr. Hawksley, but he shook his head and refilled it. He motioned for her to drink again. 

“Long night, otherwise. Before you’re too far gone, do you want to tell us what happened?” 

Wearily, Lettice leaned against the bedpost and winced. She would wake tomorrow and find a whole slew of bruises on her body.

“I stay in the kitchen as much as I can because, normally, he won’t bother us there. We needed some carrots, so I left and went to the garden.” She wiped her eyes, took a deep breath, and finished. “He caught me from behind and hauled me to the shed. Something in me snapped. I don’t know what. I don’t know why. I just—”

Unable to explain, she moved her hands in a gesture of helplessness. 

“I fought back.”

Whatever it was that had bewildered her, the men seemed to understand, for Mr. Hawksley nodded and so did Kwasi.

Something passed between the three of them. Like an invisible ribbon tying them altogether. It would take Lettice a while to appreciate the connection they’d made, but the cold lump of fear in her belly shifted. It unfurled a tiny bit, and she grew warmer. 

It could be the rum talking.

Mr. Hawksley topped off her cup, and Lettice drank it, glad to have something to do.

Nobody said anything, but there was a sense of having shared something few people ever could. They were all inmates of Gables Plantation. No one else would ever comprehend what that meant. 

Were they friends? Lettice didn’t know and didn’t particularly care. She only wanted to be certain she wouldn’t be taken to the brothel.

Her eyelids drooped. She was weary in a way she had never been before; it was as if her tiredness seeped into her bones and weighed them down. 
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