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Chapter One

Clear Springs

1722

Clear Springs never quite felt like a home
to me. Seventeen years that plantation had claimed from my life,
and I was never one of its sentimental inhabitants. My father’s
land acted as my jail cell and my parents the shackles. The world
outside my prison was unknown to me, a mystery I could only read
about in books and hear about from my parents’ frequent guests. The
grand, baroque manor we lived in, the dark slaves that worked from
dawn to dusk, the bubbling spring for which the plantation was
named were all I knew. There was a never ending hunger for
something more, yet a constant shadow looming over me that
destroyed any chance of discovering what lies across Clear Spring’s
property line. This shadow greatly resembled a man who went by the
name Henry Patton, my father.

He returned home one night drunk past the
point of sanity, on his silvery purebred. I sat at my dressing
table braiding ink black curls into their nightly braid when I
heard his horse’s hooves on the dirt path that led to the stables.
My windows stood open, and the sweet evening air whispered through
the mosquito netting, rustling the pale gossamer curtains adorning
them. The moment he emerged from the stables, I could hear him
calling out my mother’s name in his familiar drunken slur. His
shouting was booming and ominous, loud enough to have everyone down
to the field slaves’ quarters awake.

“Isabel!” He cried. “Isabel!” I heard a loud
thud as he tripped and fell up the stairs to the back porch. The
back door slammed shut moments later and his stomping on the
hardwood floor drew closer and closer. I blew out the candle on the
dressing table and crept across my room to the door, opening it
just a crack to peek out into the hall. “God-damned woman, answer
me!” He appeared at the top landing at the end of the hall. His
hair had fallen out of its ribbon and fell down over his shoulders,
and his eyes were wide with purple shadows. They didn’t even glance
in my direction as he passed my room, as they were glued to the
door at the end of the hall where my mother would be anxiously
waiting for his arrival.

“My dear, how I’ve missed you!” He bellowed
as he threw her door open.

“I had hoped you’d return earlier, Henry.”
Her voice was quiet and shaky. “Sofia and I missed you at
dinner.”

“I apologize, my love. I got caught up with
business in town.” He walked into the room so all I could see of
him was his slanted shadow. “Would you like for me to make it up to
you?”

“No, not tonight. You should go and get some
rest…”

His shadow jerked forward, and my mother
yelped as he grabbed her. He pressed her against the open door,
kissing her furiously. “I love you, Isabel. You understand that
don’t you?”

She tried to turn her face away but he
seized her chin with his thumb and forefinger, smashing his lips
against hers. She fought against him, pounding his arms with her
little fists. He released his grip on her, and she slipped out of
his reach. “Please, Henry,” she pleaded.

“You are my wife! You will do as I please!”
He grabbed her wrist and threw her to the ground. He swayed and
looked around, as if lost, and left her room without saying more.
He disappeared into his room across the hall, but his presence
lingered like a ghost. I didn’t move from my place by the door
until the noises coming from his room ceased and I knew he had
passed out. I tip toed down the hall to my mother’s room and found
her standing at her balcony window with a glass of sherry in her
hand. “Mother?”

She slowly turned to look at me. Her face
was stony and dark. “You should be sleeping, Sofia.”

“I-I just wanted to make sure you were
alright.”

“Of course I’m alright. Why wouldn’t I
be?”

I looked down at my satin slippers. “Father
sounded like he was in one of his moods again.”

“It’s no matter, now go back to sleep.”

She wasn’t going to let me in, the same way
she never has, the same way she never will. She turned away from me
without a word and continued to stare out at the orchard of orange
trees below her window, taking another sip of her drink. I crossed
my arms over my chest, reluctant to leave and find myself alone
again. Biting my lip, I nodded to myself as if confirming that
there was nothing else to say. But it was a lie. As I walked back
down the hall, I knew there was everything else to say. So many
things unsaid, buried, forgotten. I stepped into my room, and
slowly closed the door, hoping to see her silhouette appear in the
hall’s shadows, but by the time my door clicked shut, she hadn’t
appeared, and that was that. I took a deep breath and went to my
bed to try to forget, at least until morning, but memories of that
first night so many years ago, the first time I saw him hurt her,
the first time he hit me, filled my head like the incessant song of
the cicadas.

After that night, things began to make sense
to me. My mother had lost another child that day twelve years ago,
my governess had told me. It was just one more unborn son to add to
the three small graves in the Clear Springs cemetery. My father had
found out when he returned home and was furious at her inability to
provide him with a son. That’s why he hated me, I realized. Because
I wasn’t a son. And that’s why he was disgusted with her, because
she couldn’t perform the most important duty of any wife: to give
her husband an heir.

What had been sadness at my father’s lack of
love for me became loathing and repulsion, and I became glad for
his absence in my daily life. But my mother, my relationship with
her hurt much deeper and I wished there was something I could do to
win her compassion, but after so many years, it seemed impossible
that I ever would.

By midmorning I had been dressed and eaten a
quiet breakfast with my mother as my father continued his slumber
upstairs. Thoughts from last night continued to muddle my head and
I had to get out. I donned my riding boots and hat and escaped out
onto the back verandah. The day was warm, and as I walked down the
garden path to the stables, the quiet breeze made the flowers
lining cobblestone path dance and sway. The path turned into dirt
as I neared the barn, and, squinting my eyes, I spotted Jack
passing by the open doors. Seeing me, he stopped and put the
buckets he was carrying down onto the hay strewn floor before
wiping his hands on his pants and walking towards me.

“Good morning to you, Jack,” I called to
him, smiling and clasping my hands behind my back.

“And to you, as well, Miss Sofia.” His blue
eyes were squinted against the sun, furrowing his broad, suntanned
brow. He did not return my smile, but instead watched me with a
sober expression. He knew.

“Are you busy?” I asked. “I was hoping you
might escort me on a ride. It’s a beautiful day after all.”

He looked up toward the house and placed his
hands on his hips. “Isn’t that a little risky?”

I rolled my eyes. “My father will be asleep
the entire day, no doubt, and my mother will hardly notice I’m
gone.”

He sighed, running his hands through his
blonde, cropped hair. “Come on, then,” he said, and he led me down
the path to the stables. As we approached the
wide open doors of the wooden structure, the familiar smell of hay
and animals wafted toward me. He picked up the two buckets
he’d set down and we made our way down past the six stalls on each
side, every one filled with a horse of my father’s, except one.
While Jack poured feed into their stalls, I sauntered down to the
end of the stalls to find my horse, Prince. He snorted when he saw
me and I stroked his face.

“Are both of you alright?” Jack asked as he
walked over to me.

“We’ve learned to endure it over the years,
Jack. We’re fine.”

He moved on to the next stall and fed the
mare that inhabited it, then turned and looked down at me. “I’m
scared for you, Sofia,” He whispered. “For the both of you. He’s
coming home later and later every night, and he reeks of damned
alcohol worse than he ever used to.”

“It’s not your job to protect us, Jack.” I
turned back to Prince, who nuzzled my hand in search of his
breakfast.

“Maybe not, but if I had the choice, I would
be up at that house with a shotgun every night he comes home drunk
to protect the both of you. You know that.”

“Don’t say those kinds of things, Jack. Not
here. Someone is going to hear you.”

He shook his head and fed the last horse
before taking the pails and disposing of them across the stable. He
returned with Prince’s bridle and saddle. “I suppose we should
saddle up then and go somewhere where there won’t be any listening
ears.”

“I was hoping we could go down to the
spring.”

He looked at me over his shoulder as he
saddled Prince and smiled. “Aye, that sounds fine.”

We led our horses from the stable a few
minutes later and made our way to an open clearing before mounting
and taking off toward the wood at the western edge of the property.
Once under the cover of the trees, we slowed to a walk and silently
relaxed in the shade, finally hidden from the eyes of others. I
watched Jack from the corner of my eye as he sat upon his horse
with his back straight and his brows knitted together in thought.
He was impossible to read, no matter how long I had known him. His
thoughts were completely private from the world unless he spoke
them aloud, which wasn't often. When he spoke, he spoke truth and
for this reason he had my complete trust and friendship. I had
lived my life surrounded by my two parents who made their way in
the world by lying and ignoring the truth. Jack became the only
person I could confide in and discover a piece of reality from.

"You're really quiet today," he said,
glancing over at me.

"I just can’t stop thinking
about…everything. I can’t help but wonder what things would be like
if my brothers hadn’t died. Or what would happen if my mother
fought back, if she stood up for herself. I mean, why is it so hard
to just…”

“To what, Sofia? What could she do? She
probably feels just as helpless and afraid of him as you are.”

“And I hate that. I hate that I just feel
trapped all of the time, like there’s no way out.”

We arrived at our familiar spot by the
spring and dismounted. Jack swung his leg over his horse's back and
hopped down before saying, "Well how about my shotgun idea?"

I couldn’t help but smile and roll my eyes
at him. He led his horse to the nearest tree to tie him up, and I
followed his lead. We walked down along the spring a ways before he
plopped down against an ancient oak tree and I settled on the
ground cover on the bank of the spring. I untied my bonnet and
tossed it to the ground before reaching for my riding boots and
untying them.

"I have something for you." He reached into
the satchel he had brought with him and pulled out a red hardcover
book. "I was picking up an order for your father and the man saw me
looking at all of his books. He let me pick one and just take it. I
thought you would find it fairly interesting."

I reached for the book and it weighed heavy
in my hand. On the spine of the book it read in gold letters,
Dampier. I flipped to the first pages and read the title A New
Voyage Round the World. "Oh of course I will, Jack! This is
great."

"It’s all I can do, Sof, after all the
sketch books and charcoal you’ve scavenged up for me over the past
ten years.”

He became quiet and looked off through the
trees. His hands pulled at the grass poking through the ground
cover, and he gave me a sad smile. "You won't have to keep bringing
me things after next week."

"Pardon?"

"I turn eighteen next week. It’s been ten
years since my parents died on the way over from England and your
father brought me here in exchange for ten years of service to your
family. Well, I've fulfilled my ten years, and I'll finally be a
free man."

My brows had furrowed and my mouth hung
open. "It can't be ten years so soon!" I turned away from him and
hugged my knees to my chest. "Where will you go? You'll stay in St.
John’s, won't you?"

It took him longer than I’d hoped for him to
respond. "There's nothing for me here, Sofia..."

"You're the only friend I have..." I trailed
off and squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tingling of tears
beginning there. "Will I ever see you again?"

"I don't know..."

I lied back onto the ground and stared up at
the trees through blurry tears. I closed my eyes and was glad that
Jack didn't say anything further. We’d been friends for most of my
childhood. Thinking of all the memories, the adventures we went on
around the plantation, the trouble we got into, the secrets we told
each other. Then the day I turned twelve, my mother gave orders to
my governess to bury me in lessons meant to teach me how to become
a young lady. I was forbidden to see Jack, but it didn’t take us
long to find ways to be together. Thinking of the years with Jack
and never seeing him again was impossible. I didn't know how I
would function without Jack. He was my only escape, my only friend.
He knew everything about me and I trusted him with my life. Slowly,
surrendering to my hopelessness, I dozed in the grass, hoping I'd
awake to find that what Jack had told me was nothing but a
dream.

“Miss Sofia, Miss Sofia!” My eyes flickered
open and I sat up, looking around me. Jack was already standing and
watching as one of our family’s slaves rode toward us on horseback.
“You must come! You must hurry! Something has happened up at the
house!”

“What? What’s happened?”

The man was already turning around his horse
to depart. “You will see.” He and his horse disappeared behind the
trees in a matter of seconds, and Jack stuffed his sketchbook and
my gift into his saddlebag and was mounted on his horse in a flash.
I quickly laced up my boots and grabbed my bonnet before climbing
up onto Prince. We kicked our horses’ sides and were galloping
through the brush of the woods toward the house.

When we emerged from the trees, everything
was as usual. It was quiet, save for a few servants coming to and
from the house, their faces blank. Jack and I slid off our horses
and ran up the back stairs to the house. Things were, however,
unusually still inside. Jack and I looked at each other, and he
nodded his head toward the far end of the hall to the grand
entryway where the staircase stood. We crept down the hall and
climbed the curved stairs. Every door in the hall was closed, save
for one. Jack walked ahead of me to my father’s room, but he
stopped when he reached the doorway. I pushed him aside and looked
in.

My mother sat in an armchair by the bed, and
the local doctor stood at the desk, packing his things into his
satchel. My mother’s face was distant and void of any emotion as
she stared at the form in the bed. I gently nudged Jack out of the
way and approached the bed. My mother didn’t look up as I entered.
My father lay under the tidied blankets and appeared to be sleeping
peacefully. I knew that this was not the case, however, before I
asked, “Is he dead?”

“I’m terribly sorry for your loss, Miss
Patton. It was the drink that finally got to him. Evil things,
spirits are. One of your maids found him unconscious on the floor
this morning lying in his own refuse and surrounded with empty
bottles of his satanic friend.”

I nodded.

“Excuse me ladies, but I must meet with Mr.
Patton’s lawyer. My greatest apologies, again.” He topped his
silvery head with his hat and nodded to us in farewell. “Ladies,
Sir.” He departed from the room, leaving the three of us alone with
my father’s corpse. Jack came up behind me and put his hand on my
shoulder.

“We should leave her.”

I looked back at him and then at my mother.
We left without another word being said. Out in the hall, he
grabbed my hand and looked down at me. “Do you want me to stay with
you a while?”

I shook my head without looking back. “No,
no I’ll be fine. The horses need to b-be unsaddled and you should
probably get back to the stable before you’re missed.”

“Alright,” he exhaled and wrapped his arms
around me. He smelled like horses and grass. I nuzzled my face in
his chest and brought my hands to his back. “Everything is going to
turn out, Sofia. I promise.”

“Thank you, Jack, for everything.” We broke
away, and I watched him as he trudged down the stairs. I stood
there in the hall, staring out the window that faced the drive. The
sunlight that shone through it glimmered and glistened on the
crystal chandelier that hung above the staircase, and its light
reflected on the walls and portraits lining them. Everything was so
silent, so still, so peaceful.

I found myself completely shocked. My father
dying was impossible. His presence had filled almost every crack
and corner of our lives for so long; he couldn’t have just
disappeared in a flash of smoke. And no matter how I was supposed
to feel, I was more dumbstruck than heartbroken. A daughter should
be rather forlorn at the death of her father, but to be truthful, I
was actually rather relieved. I would have smiled had I not been in
such a state of disbelief. We were free.


Chapter 2

Henry’s Will

My father’s funeral was held two days later
in the small cemetery by the cliffs. His funeral was not a big one,
with only my mother, the pastor, a few of my parents’ closest
friends, and I attending, as the extent of our family still resided
in England. None of the estate’s slaves were allowed to attend,
even if they wished to do so, except for those that dug his grave
and would lower his casket into the ground. Jack was one of
them.

I stood beside my mother, listening to the
crashing of the waves instead of the priest’s blessings, and
fiddling with the buttons of my newly died black gloves, just as
the majority of our wardrobes had been destroyed by the expensive
black dye. My mother’s hand came up and pulled my hands away. I
looked up at her, but her gaze was intent on the closed casket of
my father. Her brows were furrowed, and her grip was stronger than
I thought her capable. When it loosened, I turned my hand to hold
hers, and it returned the embrace. I squeezed it gently to comfort
her, and I saw a faint trace of a smile appear on her lips.

The pastor bid the guests to return to the
house while we were allowed to watch the casket be lowered into the
ground. Jack and Robby took hold of the ropes under the casket and
lifted it. Jack’s face was knitted in concentration, as always, and
the two effortlessly carried it above the hole and began slowly
lowering it down, inch by inch. Finally, realization washed over
me. He was really gone.

Once they began filling in the hole with
dirt, the pastor proposed us to take leave and headed back to the
house. I turned to my mother and looked up at her. “He’s gone,
Mama. We’re free.” There was something in her eyes that I’d never
seen before, it was not a spark, sadness, not even happiness, but
instead, I believe it was a glimmer of hope.

There was a small reception in our parlor
when we returned, with tea and pastries for our guests. The five of
them were talking quietly as we entered the room, and we were
immediately bombarded with their sympathies and grievances for our
great loss. We both acted our parts, as the heartbroken family of
the late Henry Patton until his lawyer arrived for the reading of
the will.

Mr. Atherton was a small man, with slim
feminine hands and thinning hair, powdered and pulled back with a
ribbon. He arrived shortly after eleven, and the reading was to
proceed in the library. As a party of eight, we made our way,
single-file, down the hall to the back of the house where the
library sat, dark and dismal from great disuse.

Mr. Atherton placed himself at the great
mahogany desk near the windows and the rest of the party made
themselves comfortable on the settees arranged across from him. Mr.
Atherton pulled a few papers from his briefcase and cleared his
throat before reading, “’The Last Will and Testament of Henry
Patton. I, Henry Patton, of Clear Springs Plantation near St.
John’s, Antigua, being of sound and disposing mind, do hereby make,
publish, and declare the following to be my Last Will and
Testament, revoking all previous will and codicils made by
me.

I declare that I am married to Isabel
Patton, to which I have referred to herein as my spouse, and that I
have one child whose name and birth date is Sofia Patton, born the
thirteenth of May in the year of our Lord, 1706.

I have arranged that my Last Will and
Testament be read once at my home in Antigua, and once at my
father’s home in London in the presence of my family.

Firstly, I leave my manor to my younger
brother, Peter.

Secondly, I leave my family’s vacation home
in Marseilles to the husband of my eldest sister, Elizabeth, in
hopes that they will have much more use of it than I have.

And lastly, I leave the whole of my estate
in Antigua, along with all of my bank accounts, business ties and
arrangements, and human property to my eldest brother, John.’”

My mother looked down at her hands in her
lap which had been wringing themselves since we sat down, but now
froze, clenched together, the whites of her knuckles showing
through her skin.

“ However, if or when my only daughter,
Sofia, marries, the whole of my estate in Antigua, along with all
of my accounts, business ties and arrangements, and human property,
will switch ownership to her husband. Until then, my brother is
subject to decide whether to live in and run my estate to his
pleasure or send a manager in his stead.’ And that concludes
Henry’s will. Are there any questions?”

My mother shook her head, and my eyes became
downcast. She stood to farewell our guests and show them to the
door, but I stayed in my seat, absorbing what I’d heard. By the
time everyone had gone, mother and I traveled to the dining room,
where a small dinner had been prepared. We ate unceremoniously, not
changing for the event as was habit. I sat at the waist of the
table, facing the pale, marble fireplace that remained unlit, while
my mother sat at the end of the table, opposite an empty chair. Of
course, my father’s presence for dinner was rare, but his absence
was still very pronounced as we sat, quietly eating.

"It appears we've been lured into a corner,
Sofia." She didn't have to say the words for us to understand the
topic at hand. "We have no way out."

"This is ridiculous Mama. I can't get
married. I'm only seventeen; I'm not ready!"

"You will have to be ready. Your father and
I married when I was only fifteen. It was a mistake that I had not
encouraged a union before now."

"This isn't fair!" I pleaded and let my fork
fall to my plate with a clatter. "Please don't make me do this,
Mama!"

"Don't you understand, Sofia? Everything now
belongs to your uncle. We have not a penny to our name until you
are wed. Our status, our livelihood, is now perched on a cliff. You
have no choice."

The tears brimming in my eyes mirrored hers
as we silently stared back at each other. "When must this
happen?"

"As soon as possible."

When it was late, and the house became still
and dark, I opened my restless eyes and pulled back the blankets on
my bed, slowly touching the pads of my toes to the plush rug on the
floor. I lit the candle on my bedside, pulled my house robe on over
my nightgown, and slid my feet into my satin slippers. I tiptoed
into the hall. My mother’s door was closed and the hall empty, and
as I overlooked the balustrades down into the entryway, I saw the
same frozen scene. I turned the corner toward the stairs, passing
the closed door to my father’s room. A shiver rode up my spine,
thinking of the evil spirits that must still reside there. I
descended down the curved staircase, careful not to let the steps
creak. The steps dimly shone in the moonlight that gently gleamed
through the second story windows, and the light formed lurking
shadows behind every object.

Every sound made in the great hall echoed
throughout the spacious cavern of a room, and at night, the ticking
of the long case next to the dining room sounded like a drum,
making my blood pulse through my veins. As I passed through the
entryway and headed down the back hall, a silhouette shifted by the
wall. I jumped, almost dropping the candle holder, and with my
heart thumping against my chest, I realized it was only the mirror
hanging on the wall. I tried to silence my shaking breath as I
recovered from the shock, and continued down the hall to the back
door.

The night was warm and heavy when I stepped
out onto the back verandah. The rustling of the palm trees and
sugar cane was accompanied by the soft song of the tree frogs, and
the moon shone brightly on my path to the stable. I was silent,
save for the quiet padding of my slippers against the dirt.

I pulled open the heavy stable door that was
left ajar, careful not to make a sound, and slipped inside. I
looked toward the back where the groom kept quarters in a separate
room, and noting that the door was closed, I continued to the
ladder in the center of the stable. I could see light filtering
through the floor boards of the loft, so I blew out my candle and
gingerly set it on the packed dirt ground. Cautiously setting my
foot upon the first rung of the ladder, I pulled myself up and
ascended to the loft, searching for each rung with my toes beneath
my robes.

I slowly peeked above the opening and saw
Jack sitting on the pile of worn quilts that served as his bed. A
small lamp sat upon a wooden crate and he held his sketch book and
charcoal in his hands, brows furrowed and eyes busy flitting around
the page. I took another step up the ladder, and when his eyes
found me, he jumped and his charcoal rolled across the floor
towards me. “Jesus Christ, Sof! What are you doing up here?”

I climbed the rest of the ladder and picked
up his charcoal as I walked towards him. “I couldn’t sleep.” I
handed the charcoal to him, and he took it, closing his sketch book
and setting it aside. “I-uhhh…” He stopped to clear his throat as
he ran his hands through his hair. “Is everything alright? Oh, uh,
take a seat, if you’d like.” He waved his hand over the mattress of
quilts.

“My father’s lawyer came to read my father’s
will today…” I sat down on the far corner, tucking my legs off to
the side.

“How did it go?”

“I suppose I could say the two of us are
much closer to being equals than we used to be.”

“That bad?”

“He left everything to his family back in
England. We were given nothing.”

“What will you do?” He drew up his knees and
leaned his elbows upon them.

I looked around at the bales of hay and
shadows surrounding us. Being here with Jack, with the words on my
tongue, it suddenly became real. “His will said that when I marry,
the plantation will be transferred from my Uncle to my husband.” I
closed my eyes hard and tight. “My mother has already begun making
plans for me to be wed. I don’t know what to do, Jack.”

He leaned forward to take my hand in his,
and that was all the invitation I needed to crawl over to his side.
I looked up at his tanned face and gloomy blue eyes. “Jack, I’m
scared.” His jaw clenched tight as he put his arm around me and
pulled me close. “Everything is changing.” I let out a shaky sigh
and tried to hold back the tears that were brimming in my eyes. But
they were stubborn tears, and they dripped down my cheek no matter
how tight I squeezed my eyes shut.

“Isn’t that what you wanted, though? Didn’t
you want things to be different?”

“All I wanted was to have a real family,
Jack. My father’s gone, but we’re still trapped. And who knows what
will happen once I get married to some stranger.”

He was quite for some time before saying,
“You could love the man, and then when you have your own children,
you could love them more than anything in the world. You’d have a
family, like you’ve always wanted.”

“Oh, Jack,” I sighed, nestling my head into
his neck. “Why must you leave? I don’t know what I’ll do without
you.”

He wiped a tear from my cheek with his
thumb. “You’ll be the strong and intelligent and brave girl I know
you are. That’s what you’ll do. I’m nothing but a groomer’s
assistant. You don’t need me.”

But how untrue that was. I did need him, my
only friend. My entire future now seemed bleak, lonely, and ever
more a prison than before. I would be bound to this plantation by
my husband for the rest of my life, never to see the world, never
to know what it’s like to really live.

Jack held my now shaking shoulders and
brushed his fingers up and down my arm. The warmth of his body
radiated through my robe and nightgown, and with his arms around
me, and the steady breathing in his chest, I felt safe. I never
wanted that feeling to leave.

My eyelids drew apart slowly, and my eyes
stared at the homespun cotton in front of them. The object upon
which my head laid rose up and down with an even, steady rhythm. I
smelled the homely scent of animals and hay and looked up. I lay,
snuggled next to Jack’s body on his blankets.

Below us, I heard my mother’s voice grow
near. “You found the candle in here?”

“Yes, ma’am, right ‘ere by the ladder.” The
groom. “When I go’ up to do my morning duties, t’was sitting righ’
there.”

I shake Jack’s shoulders. “Jack, wake up!” I
hiss.

“Thank you very much, Mr. Hammond. You may
go about your chores, now.”

“Yes, ma’am. Thank ye ma’am.”

My mother waited until the sound of the
groom’s footsteps had left the stable before calling my name up to
the loft. Jack groaned and looked over at me. My heart was
pounding, my limbs frozen. “What do I do?” I whispered to him, my
eyes wild. His mouth hung open, and he shook his head in sleepy
stupor.

“Sofia, I know you’re up there. I want you
to come down here this very second.”

I still didn’t reply and remained in my spot
next to Jack.

“Sofia, come down here now!”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath,
shaking my head.

“Come back,” Jack said to me. “The orchard
at midnight tonight.”

I smiled and nodded before standing and
walking reluctantly over to the ladder. My mother was waiting with
her arms crossed at the bottom. I turned around and descended down
the ladder, feeling my mother’s gaze on my back the entire time.
Once my feet hit the ground, she placed her hand on my shoulder and
led me from the stable to where the sun shone brightly on her
newly-formed wrinkles frowning down at me.

“Would you care explaining to me what you
were doing up in the stable loft with Mr. Phillips all night?” Her
gaze was agonizing and hard so I looked down at the hem of my
nightgown that fluttered over the dirt path.

“I-I couldn’t sleep…” I mumbled.

“What were you doing, Sofia?”

“Nothing, Mama.” I squinted my eyes as I
looked over at the house.

“Look at me, Sofia! What were you
doing?”

I glared up at her and shouted, “Why should
you care? You don’t care about anything else I do!” She was shocked
by my outburst, and her dark eyebrows rose up on her forehead. “I
was upset, Mama, so I went to talk to him. We fell asleep and
that’s it. Nothing else happened.” I saw Jack appear from inside
the stable out of the corner of my eye.

“I care because this is unacceptable, Sofia.
You are a lady, and you are soon going to be a married woman. You
cannot go around spending your nights with servants.”

“Why? Why not?! You just said yesterday that
we have nothing. Why must you insist on thinking that you are
better than everyone else here? We may live in a nice house and
wear nice clothes, but none of it is ours. Until I get married we
are no better than them!”

“What has happened to you, Sofia? What
disgusting thoughts have wormed their way into your mind?” Her eyes
were wide with disbelief. “I don’t want you seeing that boy again,
Sofia. You are no longer a child. You must stop acting like one
before you do something you will regret.”

I turned to look at Jack who stood leaning
against the stable door, his hands in his pockets, staring at the
ground. I knew he had heard everything. “You don’t understand.
You’ll never understand.”

That night, I crept out of bed once again
and dressed myself in a loose black house dress, pinned up my hair,
and silently exited my room, even more wary than the night before
of being caught, but much more at ease in the dark hall. Once
outside, flit through the garden and turned left toward the shadowy
orchard. The thick green grass rustled against my skirts and my
ankles as I approached the small orchard of orange trees. I blew
out my candle and ducked into the safety of the trees. I looked
around for Jack, remembering the midnight reading on the clock in
the great hall, but there was no one around.

Maybe he was late, I thought. I settled
myself down on the ground and leaned against one of the trees,
smelling the sweet, citrus aroma of the orange blossoms. My mother
may force me to get married, she may keep me on this plantation
forever, but she cannot keep me from seeing Jack. He was leaving
soon, and I was not going to waste the last few days I would ever
be able to see him. As I waited, I caught myself thinking of him
and the way his strong and sturdy body held me against him, and the
way he looked before he saw me as he drew in his book, so focused,
so intense. I realized that in the past few days, he had become
more than just a childhood companion. He had been my sole ally as I
struggled to free myself of the chains binding me to a life that
wasn’t of my own choosing. Never had I felt my bond to him as
forcefully as I had in that moment. And as strange as it was for me
to admit it, I found myself powerfully attracted to him.

As my mind wandered, a soft yellow light
shone down onto the orchard, casting shadows of the dozens of
trees. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the light was coming
from my mother’s room. I watched and waited for the lights to go
out, for her to go back to sleep, but they never did. I must have
waited for a quarter of an hour, and there was still no sign of
Jack.

Out of the stillness, I heard my mothers’
balcony door open behind me. I near stopped breathing and pressed
myself against the tree, trying to make myself as small and
invisible as possible. But the sounds that accompanied her presence
were a surprise. Sniffling and hiccups traveled down from her
balcony, and I could tell she was crying. Ever so slowly, I turned
my head to look over my shoulder, and saw her leaning against the
balustrades with a letter in one hand, and the other furiously
wiping tears from her face. My mind went to work, jumbling around
for answers as to who the letter was from and why it was making her
cry.

“Damn it, Flynn…” I heard her sigh, and she
pressed her thumb and forefinger against her eyelids. Flynn? She
looked up at the sky and took a deep breath, shaking her head and
turning to go back into her room. I looked away from the balcony
and stared off at the trees in front of me. What just happened? I
waited until the lights disappeared to leave my spot in the
orchard. Jack wouldn’t be coming, no, but then, Jack was the last
thing on my mind after what I’d just witnessed.


Chapter 3

Saying Goodbye

An unwonted tranquility ensued over the
plantation in the following days, uninterrupted by my father’s
outbursts and acts of violence. My mother continued on with her
daily activities as if nothing had happened, already accepting the
invitations to countless events at which she could introduce me to
the most favorable suitors in the area. She no longer acted distant
toward me, but instead took it upon herself to turn me into the
perfect bride. It wasn’t exactly the kind of attention I was
searching for. I knew she was hurt, and I knew she was alarmed with
my behavior, but there was also something inside me that told me
she knew I was right – she just couldn’t admit it to herself.

When not under my mother’s scrutinizing
eyes, I was left to wander the estate, burying myself in my reading
and thoughts. I itched to get my hands on that letter, even more
than I wanted to get off of our land. I had to know who the man
named Flynn was. I had to understand the importance to my mother.
Maybe then, I could understand her, and we could finally act like
mother and daughter. The letter was my only hope.

I returned to my room one
afternoon, having wasted the majority of my morning sitting at the
harpsichord in the parlor. My room, always tidied and spotless by
the time I return, had its windows open, letting the light rain
trickle onto the windowsill, as the gossamer curtains danced in the
breeze. Even a vase of sun-colored lilies sat upon my dressing
table. But what caught my eye was a book laid on the top of my bed.
I approached the bed, recognizing the novel instantly.
Dampier’s Voyage Round the World.
My brows knit together as I picked it up, and I
noticed a folded piece of parchment stuck up from the pages. I slid
the paper from the pages and unfolded it.

It was a sketch of a woman – of me. It was
from the day my father died, when I fell asleep near the spring. I
was surprised and touched at Jack’s skill, the care and detail of
every line. What did it mean though? Why was it placed on the book
that had been delivered to my room? I turned the drawing over to
find a rough letter scrawled over the back. I dropped onto my bed
and squinted at the writing.

Sofia,

I don’t have much time, but I had to say
goodbye. I have signed onto the HMS Gloria. It leaves this
afternoon. Your mother would only dismiss me from Clear Springs if
I promised not to speak to you until I left. Forgive her, because
she is only concerned for you. Just know that leaving is one of the
hardest things I have ever had to do. Don’t worry about me. I will
miss you and I will never forget about you. I wish you luck and
happiness.

Forever Yours,

Jack Phillips

 


I threw the letter onto the bed, and with
panic rising in my throat, I tore from my bedroom and sprinted down
the stairs, to the back door, and off the porch. I ran toward the
stable where Robby, one of Jack’s friends, was hauling feed out to
the pasture. “Robby! Robby,” I panted. He stopped and turned around
to look at me. Rain drops glistened down his dark face and his
expression was almost afraid. Nobody up at the house ever spoke to
the slaves. “Robby, you must take me into town. I have to speak
with Jack before he leaves!”

He readjusted the sack of feed on his
shoulder and shook his head. “Now, I don’t think that’s a good
idea, Miss Sofia. The missus would not be happy if she found
out.”

“Don’t worry about my mother, Robby. I will
see to it that no harm comes to you if you will take me to where
Jack is going.” His face was skeptical and his eyes still scared.
“Please, Robby…” He shook his head and headed back toward the
stable. “Oh thank you, thank you, Robby.” I followed quickly behind
him, my heart fluttering.

We saddled our horses quickly and quietly
before heading out of the barn, but we stayed clear of the path to
the road that sat near my mother’s bedroom windows. We passed the
large sugar mill and I watched as the arms of the windmill swung
around with the wind. The plantation was just as busy as usual, and
people traveled this way and that, their rough clothes dripping
with water. No one paid us any mind as we nonchalantly walked past
them toward the road that led to St. John’s.

There were no walls keeping us in, no guards
or watch towers. I never imagined it would be so easy to leave.
What had I expected? Did I think that my father would burst from
the ground and beat me back into submission? Did I think the ground
would crumble beneath my feet, and I would be reduced to ashes in
bottomless fires of Hell for disobeying my parents? As we neared
the road, my palms became sweaty, and I kept glancing behind me,
waiting to see my mother standing by the house with anger shooting
from her eyes. But as Prince made his first steps onto the dirt
road, nothing happened. A giant wave of freedom washed over me.
With a grin plastered to my face, I kicked my horse’s flanks and
took off past Robby down the road into the thick of the trees.

There wasn’t an inch of my father’s
plantation that I didn’t know, that I hadn’t memorized just like
the lesson’s Miss Denton had pounded into my mind. The change of
scenery made my heart want to burst. With the dirt road ahead of me
and the green trees all around me came the featherweight feeling
that I was in control, that I my life was my very own. My bonnet
fell from my head and hung around my neck and my hair fell down and
blew behind me. Rain drops pelted my face and my arms, and it felt
wonderful. My heart pounded inside my chest, and it wasn’t until I
heard the hooves of Robby’s horse coming up behind me that I began
to slow.

“Miss Sofia,” He shouted to me. “You must
not run off. You will get lost.”

“Don’t worry, Robby,” I said laughing and
reaching up to let the rain drip onto the palms of my hands. “I’m
not going anywhere.”

He trotted up beside me and we rode down the
jagged and seldom traveled path that would take us to St. John’s.
It only took me a few minutes to remember the urgency I had felt
just moments ago, and the fluttering excitement transformed into
nervous fear. Jack couldn’t leave before I saw him, before I said
goodbye, before I told him how much I cared about him.

It wasn’t long before the lush coastal hills
became dotted with small houses with faint paths interconnecting
them all to the paved streets of St. John’s. I could see the harbor
and the ship’s masts from our spot on the hill. We walked our
horses down the hill until we reached the edge of town where the
grassy hills became cobblestone streets lined with tall stone
buildings on either side. I’d never seen so many buildings so
compact and close before, narrow and reaching several floors high.
People were all over the streets, even in the rain, carrying loads
of various sizes, dodging wagons and horses, shouting and splashing
muddy water on innocent passersby.

As we traveled toward the harbor, shops and
taverns began popping up everywhere I looked. I could smell meat
and liquor wafting from the taverns and inns, and watched as men
and women exited different shops carrying their parcels with their
cloaks wrapped close to their bodies to keep out the rain. Some,
however, were followed by slaves who carried their purchases for
them and shielded them from the rain with parasols.
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