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“Kay has a way with language and shows such passion through her writing that you feel as though you are right there with Grace.”
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Please join me in prayer and action for the
12 million people who today still live as slaves—
fully three times as many as in 1792.
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West Africa


1792



T he African sky sizzled a deep orange as the blistering sun sank across the wall. All day long one griot after another had stood before the village, each storyteller taking his turn at weaving together a piece of the tale of how a few African captives had outsmarted and outfought the powerful white slave man in his own slave fortress and won freedom for many. Each storyteller did his best to make his piece of the story the most dramatic, the most spectacular, the most breathtaking of all. Each one decorated his tale with songs and poems and gorgeously crafted words, so that when the entire story-tapestry was complete, his part would shine more brightly than all the others. And each storyteller’s efforts were rewarded with energetic chants and cheers from the crowd.

Grace, settled comfortably between Mama Muco and Safya, grabbed at her little son who was once again doing his best to wriggle away from her. “Stay close, Kwate,” she warned. Grace tried to be stern with the little one, but even as she scolded, a smile tugged at the edges of her voice. Never in her life had she been as happy as she was at that moment.

As the sun pitched low on the stifling evening, as the feast goats crackled in the roasting pit, as children threw beetles into the fire to toast and then dig out and pop in their mouths, drums beat the celebration into a fever pitch. People had poured in from villages far and near to join the celebration and bring offerings for the ancestors, for the great rebellion was a part of their lives too. Their griots came along and jostled for a chance to stand before the people and weave in their own village’s piece of the story. And because it is in the nature of a storyteller to be a gossip, each one tried to outdo the others in passing along the latest news about the restoration of the slave fortress, Zulina. A new white man ran it now, one announced. He was called by the name of Hathaway, and he was a harder man than Joseph Winslow ever was.

Grace caught her breath. Jasper Hathaway? The man her parents had tried to force her to marry?

Another storyteller jumped to his feet. “The beautiful Princess Lingongo,” he said, “even now she sits on the royal chair of her people beside her brother. I heard it from one who saw it with his own eyes.”

Grace gripped Mama Muco’s arm. “Mother is alive!” she gasped. “How can it be?”

Mama Muco kept her attention fixed on the griot.

Thinking Mama Muco had not heard her, Grace shook Mama’s arm and said, “Did you hear that? Did you?”

Mama Muco refused to look her way. Only then did Grace understand; this news came as no surprise to Mama.

“Does Cabeto know?” Grace asked. When Mama Muco still did not answer, Grace demanded, “What other secrets are being kept from me?”

“We cannot control what happens around us any more than we can change what happened to us in the past,” Mama Muco said to Grace. “All we can do is decide how we will live our own lives. Our life here in this village is good. Let us be happy and give thanks to God for this day.”

Far down along the village’s stone wall beside the wide-open rusty gate, sixteen-year-old Hola shuffled impatiently, his musket propped against the wall. “I want to hear the stories too,” he complained to Tetteh, who stood guard with him. “And I want a fistful of that goat meat before the good part is all gone!”

“You have heard those same stories every year for the last five years,” said Tetteh, who was two years older and half a head taller.

“But every year the griots have more tasty bits to tell us,” Hola insisted. “Besides, every one of the last five years I have had to stand guard, even though no one has ever tried to do us harm. So what would it hurt for you and me to take turns at the gate tonight? I’ll go listen to the stories for a while, then I’ll come back and you can go listen.”

Tetteh shrugged. “We should not disobey our elders. But if you are not gone too long, I suppose…”

Hola was out of sight before Tetteh could finish.

But even as Hola slid noiselessly in behind a clutch of other young men, the last storyteller finished weaving his tale and the drums pounded out durbar! Celebrate!

Mama Muco, full of wisdom and years, stood up and danced her way over to the fire. Safya, with her gentle ways and the look of sleep forever on her eyes, got up and joined Mama, clapping her hands and shuffling in time to the drums. Ama, who had only recently come to the village with her two brothers, followed. Then, one by one, other women shuffled up and joined the growing dance line.

“Come on, Grace!” Mama called out.

But Grace, grinning self-consciously, hugged little Kwate to herself and shook her head. She was glad to have an excuse to stay out of the dance. She enjoyed watching, but the fact was, even after five years she didn’t understand African dances. Whenever she tried to participate, she looked every bit as awkward and out of place as she felt. There is no African in your hands or feet, Grace, her mother used to tell her. They are all English. Evidently her mother was right.

Tawnia, who was almost twelve, leapt to her feet and pranced toward the end of the line, but Mama caught the girl by the shoulder and gave her a gentle shove back.

“Child, you are not yet a woman,” Mama scolded. Yet as Tawnia stomped away, Mama chuckled.

The men sat together in small groups and watched the women dance. Suddenly Cabeto jumped up. As Grace tossed back her auburn-splashed raven hair and laughed out loud and little Kwate clapped his plump hands, Cabeto waved his arms and danced with an awkward limping gait toward another group of men who had just helped themselves to roasted goat meat. He tore the shirt off his back and threw it down in front of an older man with graying hair and a sturdy round face.

“You, Tuke!” Cabeto called, his handsome face glowing in the firelight. “Will you be brave enough to dance?”

Tuke jumped to his feet. His arms flying wildly, he kept right on chewing as he danced over to a group of young men and threw his shirt down in front of them. Cabeto roared with laughter, and everyone else joined in as Hola, the youngest of them all, answered the challenge. He jumped up, tore off his shirt, and danced more outrageously than anyone.

“Dance, Hola!” Tawnia yelled, and everyone else took up the chant.

Tetteh, alone at the gate, struggled to see what was going on. Why was everyone calling Hola’s name? Tetteh had to admit that Hola was right when he said that standing guard was the same as doing nothing at all. There had never been a threat to the village. Maybe Tetteh would also go and watch the celebration. Just for a few minutes, perhaps…

When the dancing finally stopped, Chief Ikem, his walking stick grasped tightly in his wizened arm, stepped forward. He stood directly in front of the fire. Shadows of dancing flames reflected on his midnight-black face. They seemed to bring to life the intricate tattoos etched across his forehead and down both his cheeks, the markings that had so terrified Grace when she first saw them in the dim light of the dungeon.

The chief raised his staff over his head, and the drums silenced. Flames roared upward, sending a shower of sparks soaring into the sky.

“Five years past, in this season when all sweet potatoes be dug, we be a small band of survivors from the rebellion,” Chief Ikem said. “No hope be left in us.”

Instinctively, Grace hugged her son close. How well she remembered. Back then, they were newly released from their chains in Zulina slave fortress. She and Cabeto and the others whose talk she could understand, and Ikem and his old wife who spoke a strange tongue and held to different ways. Ikem, who pleaded for peace but fought so valiantly for freedom. When the band of survivors founded a new village, they looked to him, the elder man of proven wisdom, to be their chief.

“Five years past, when all sweet potatoes be dug, we work together to raise a village out of the ashes left by the slave trader and the killer lioness. But now, those years lie with the ancestors. Tonight, with all sweet potatoes dug, we celebrate a happy village of peace and love.”

Had the dream of peace and love not come so persuasively from the wise lips of Chief Ikem, someone might have noticed an owl soar through the firelight and perch in the highest branches of the ghariti tree that brings life to the people, and so recognized the harbinger of calamity. Had Hola and Tetteh lived enough years to understand that just because something had not yet happened, it didn’t mean it never would happen, they might have closed the gate in the wall, slipped the bolt into place, and stood fast at their post. Had the fire not roared so brightly that it blinded the villagers’ eyes to everything else, at least one person in the crowd might have noticed that not all the trees were motionless, as trees should be on a breathlessly still night.

But none of that was to be. It was a night of durbar. A night of celebration. The fire crackled, the drums called for festivity, and everyone laughed out loud and clapped their hands and rejoiced together in the happy village of peace and love.
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In the simmering glow of early dawn, Grace sighed restlessly in her sleep. Little Kwate squirmed on the mat next to her and nestled his fluffy head further into the crook of her arm. Mama Muco, freshly awake, stretched out her morning aches. She paused for an extra moment to take in Cabeto’s rhythmic breathing, then she silently hefted herself from her sleeping mat of banana leaves and padded her way outside the thatched-roof mud hut that the family shared. She would start the morning fire, just like she did every other morning.

Only this morning wasn’t like every other. This morning slavers lay in wait. They pounced quickly, but not quickly enough to keep Mama from bellowing out a call of alarm.

Cabeto lunged for his musket, but before he could ready it, two Africans rushed into the hut and threw a net over him. He kicked and fought, but his struggles only entangled him more.

“Run, Grace!” Cabeto yelled. “Take the boy and run!” But it was too late for Grace. It was too late for all of them.

Clutching her screaming son, Grace grabbed for Cabeto as the slave catchers dragged him from the hut. But rough arms snatched her away and shoved her outside.

I must do something! Grace thought in desperation. But what?

Outside, pure horror greeted Grace. In the stifling shards of first light she could see the village’s strong young men— those whose responsibility it was to stand guard at the gate—and they were all bound together with strong rope. Hola and Tetteh struggled against their bonds, but Tawnia, who was tied with them, did not. She stood perfectly still, her young face etched with horror.

In a great feat of strength, Cabeto’s brother Sunba ripped free of his bonds. He snatched up a fallen tree branch and cracked it against the skull of an attacker, then he hit a second one. But before he could raise his makeshift club a third time, a blow from the butt end of a musket knocked him cold.

“Do no damage to him,” ordered one of the African attackers to the one who hit Sunba. “He will bring us a good price.”

But the second attacker wrinkled his face and scowled at Sunba’s scarred back. “Not this one. He bears the marks of a troublemaker. His price will not be like theirs.” Here he motioned toward Hola and Tetteh, and Ama’s two brothers.

The young men still blinked in confusion. What had happened? They had stretched out on their sleeping mats just as they did every night, except that this time their bellies were filled with roasted goat and their heads swam with memories of Tawnia giggling and doing her best to dance like a woman. They lay down brimming over with celebration, and the next thing they knew, strangers yanked them out of their dreams, pulled them outside, and tied them up so tightly that the ropes cut into their flesh.

Suddenly the African attackers on either side of Sunba fell to the ground, first one and then the other. Ikem’s arrows protruded from their chests. Another attacker fell, then another. But as skilled and courageous a fighter as Ikem was, his weapons could not stand up against the slave catchers’ firepower. Before he could pull out another arrow, a muzzle-loaded lead ball exploded into the old man’s shoulder.

So many attackers! And hidden everywhere! They poured out from the papaya grove and they ran from inside the storage huts. They came from the goat pens and appeared from behind the ghariti trees. First they grabbed the men, forced them to the ground and bound their wrists. Then they secured them with rope tied around their necks. “Struggle and it will cut your breath away,” they warned.

“I will not be a slave again!” Tuke yelled. He wrested himself free and leapt away. The first musket shot missed him and so did the second, but the third hit him in the back and he fell.

“Cabeto!” Grace screamed. She clutched her crying son and frantically fought her way through the confusion. But immediately an attacker grabbed her, then a second one jabbed her with a musket.

“Are you the one they call Grace?” the attacker with the musket demanded.

“Please, my son!” Grace pleaded.

“She is the one,” the other answered. Then, before Grace had time to think, he snatched the child from her arms. He grabbed Kwate by his tiny ankles, then, with all his strength, the attacker slammed the little boy against the rocks. Little Kwate never uttered a cry.

Grace’s screams sliced into the morning and joined Cabeto’s agonized howls. Grace fell to the ground and knew no more.

By the time the sun added its stifling heat to the horror of the day, the villagers stood lashed together in a single line, numb with terror.

“Walk to the gate!” came the command. “Then on to the fortress!”

At first when she awoke Grace couldn’t understand, couldn’t remember. But then she saw Cabeto in the line, his hands bound and a rope around his neck, and everything came rushing back.

Mama sat alone among the rocks cradling the limp, broken body of little Kwate. Grace could not bear to look at her son. If she didn’t see him, perhaps the horror would not be so.

The line started to move.

“Wait!” Grace yelled. She jumped to her feet and rushed forward. “Take me too! You already took my child. If you take my husband, take me too!”

The attacker who had dashed her son on the rocks pushed Grace away. “Not you,” he said. “You are not to go with the others. Not now.”

“Why not?” Grace demanded. “Who gave such an order?”

But the line of people—Grace’s friends and family—was already on its way toward the gate. Despair blazed with the rising sun.

As the line disappeared through the gate, as two Africans with muskets at the ready barred her from Cabeto, as her happy village of peace and love lay shattered around her, Grace fell to her knees beside Mama Muco and lifted little Kwate from Mama’s arms. A cry tore from deep within her, wild and uncontrollable.

Mama Muco pulled Grace to her and enveloped her in her arms, rocking her just as she had when Grace was a little girl. “Ikem has gone to the ancestors,” Mama whispered in a voice husky with grief.

“Kwate…” Grace sobbed. “My baby…”

“He is in the arms of Jesus, child. Let him go.”

Grace shook her head and sobbed. “This is the end,” she wept. “The end of everything.”

As Mama Muco caressed Grace and whispered soothing words into her ear, she wished with all her heart that it was the end. But she knew it was not. She knew this day of awful destruction was only the beginning.
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Despite Jasper Hathaway’s hatred of bone-jarring wagon travel, his fleshy jowls stretched into a self-satisfied grin as he did his best to brace himself on the bouncing seat. I really am quite the genius, he thought as he lurched along the rough trail. And soon everyone who matters will realize as much.

“Slow down!” Mister Hathaway ordered the African driver beside him. Hathaway gestured to the boundary rocks up ahead that marked the beginning of the land of the local Gold Coast chiefdom. “Have you no respect for the ancestors?”

Jasper Hathaway pulled his handkerchief from the pocket of his waistcoat and mopped at the perspiration that rolled over the folds of his face and down into his collar. Respect the ancestors! Hah! Well, playing the part was a small enough price to pay for all that now lay within his grasp. Respect for the ancestors on one side of the world and indulgence of the aristocracy on the other. Which was the more insufferable—or the more ineffective—he truly could not say.

When Mister Hathaway’s wagon entered the village, it was at a respectful pace. At his further command, the driver slowed even more, then just outside the royal enclave, pulled the horses to a stop. It was not at all what Jasper Hathaway would call a palace, but this was Africa, after all, so he must make allowances. Carefully, laboriously, Mister Hathaway climbed down. He pushed back a wild shock of thinning brown hair, freed by the jostling journey from the cord that tied it in back, and made an attempt to reassemble his disheveled clothes.

Men walking along the road, women with baskets of fruit or fish balanced on their heads, girls on their way to collect drinking water, boys herding small black and white goats— people going about their everyday business—stopped to stare at the fat white man bundled up in such an excess of clothing. Wheezing and panting, Jasper Hathaway stood beside the wagon and waited. The unrelenting sun broiled his face and withered his patience. His linen shirt soaked through with sweat and his coat sagged, yet he continued to wait. Although he spoke not a word, a fierce anger flared up in his eyes.

Finally the king’s okyeame approached Jasper Hathaway. “King Obei awaits you,” he said. “I will speak to him on your behalf.”

Mister Hathaway bowed his head and followed the man into the sacred territory. He would much prefer to talk directly to the king, but he was well aware of the wisdom of following custom. And in this kingdom, custom meant speaking through an okyeame, a speaker skilled at cleansing words of unintended nuances, at shaping them into just the right positions and decorating them with rhymes and rhythms, of weaving them together so that they would cause no undue offense.

Inside the royal hut, King Obei sat on a carved wooden chair encased in pounded gold. More importantly, his feet rested on the sika’gua—the wooden stool that contained the soul of the ancestors and bestowed on him his authority and power. Even as Jasper Hathaway bent low in honor, his eyes greedily swept the room. So much gold! Thick and rich and hand-tooled! A king’s fortune in this so-called king’s palace.

“Tell the king that I bring him my gratitude for sending the slattees to gather up fresh slaves from the village squatting next to Zulina fortress,” Mister Hathaway said once he managed to regain himself. “No life of any importance was lost, I am pleased to report. And I did capture the one I particularly desired. As we agreed, I have brought you a wagonload of gifts—cloth and muskets and gunpowder. I also included rum for the king’s pleasure. My slave awaits your command to unload the wagon.”

The okyeame started to speak Hathaway’s words, but the king waved him away. “If we can do business together, we can most certainly talk together,” King Obei said. Again Jasper Hathaway bowed. The king did not respond to the gesture, nor did he ask the flushed white man if he would care to sit down.

“I do business with you for the sake of my father who has gone to the ancestors,” said King Obei. “You signed an agreement with him, and he would not be pleased to see it broken. I also do business with you for the benefit of my sister, Lingongo. It is not my personal will to be a friend of any white man.”

“Is it your will that your chiefdom continue to be the most powerful and respected kingdom on the coast?” Jasper Hathaway asked. “Is it your will to have a continuing supply of firearms and gunpowder so that you may remain the exalted king of such a kingdom?”

“Crisis makes opportunity,” the king replied coolly. “Since we talk, let us talk with honesty. It was crisis that made you lord of Zulina fortress, and it was crisis that made me king. And so here we are, united by crisis.”

Jasper Hathaway should have let the king have the last word. He should have bowed low, then gone outside the royal hut to where the air was fresh and he could breathe more freely. He should have lowered his bulk under the canopy of shade trees and dozed until his slave unloaded the cloth and muskets and gunpowder and rum, then he should have gone back to his house to wait out the heat of the day with fans and cool drinks. But he did not. The heat made him irritable, and he was tired of affording aristocratic courtesy to this self-righteous African who had dared to side with rebel slaves and fight against the white slave traders, a black man who now acted as though it was the responsibility of white businessmen to keep him in power.

So Jasper Hathaway bared his teeth just the least little bit and said in a tone faintly glazed with rancor, “Why is your sister not here to speak in your stead, o king? Was it not Lingongo who created an opportunity for you out of the crisis?”

If a royal upbringing had taught Obei anything, it was never to flinch at an attack, not from a weapon and not from a word, no matter how offensive, painful, or insulting it might be. For several moments he sat perfectly still. Then, with the same even tone to his voice, he countered, “Why is your rich Englishman not in my presence to speak in your stead? Is there any decision you alone can make without first seeking his approval?”

Before today, Mister Hathaway would have been tempted to slink away at such a blow. But not now. Because now there most certainly was such a decision, and he had just made it.

Ever since Grace Winslow had chosen to cast her lot with the rebellious slaves at Zulina fortress rather than fulfill her parents’ promise that she would be his wife, Jasper Hathaway had been forced to endure the humiliation of snickering whispers and outright laughter, all at his expense. For five years he had borne the pain of knowing Grace preferred to live in a mud hut thatched with banana leaves than in his well-appointed house with him. That she found it preferable to subsist on roots and wild-growing fruits than to dine with him in his impeccably furnished dining room, though a finer table than his was not to be found in all of Africa. Grace, with her satin-smooth bronze skin, had thrown him aside and chosen to become the wife of a runaway African slave! The very idea infuriated Hathaway beyond words.

It was not that he was unable to get another wife—although precious few young women measured up to the standards necessarily set by a gentleman of his standing. But he could not… he would not… allow such a humiliating set of personal insults to go unchallenged.

Yes, Jasper Hathaway definitely had made a decision without the approval, or even the knowledge, of his financial backer. Indeed, he had made a most momentous decision. And, he mused with glee, Lord Reginald Witherham would learn of it soon enough with his own eyes.

“Crisis does indeed make opportunity,” Jasper Hathaway replied. And though he willed himself to keep his eyes fixed on the king, the call of gold was powerfully strong. “Zulina slave fortress is now in business once more.” His glance strayed in spite of himself. Quickly looking back to the king, he said, “I shall look forward to further negotiations on our business agreement. I shall also look forward to greeting Lingongo once again. Shall we say tomorrow then?”

“I do not embrace the ideas of my father,” said King Obei. “But I do possess his magical powers. I also enjoy favor from the spirits, as did my father. And I warn you, Mister Hathaway, it would be most unwise of you to rouse their anger.”

“Until tomorrow then,” said Jasper Hathaway.
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Screams pierced the morning air and the pungent smell of burning flesh wafted through the open window. With an irritated sigh, Jasper Hathaway pulled himself away from the looking glass and crossed to the widest of the three windows in Zulina’s corner room.

Down below was a courtyard where the breeze blew comfortable and cool off the water. There a clutch of men and women from Grace’s village huddled together, their clothes stripped from them and their hands bound tight. Tawnia, Ama, and Safya wept together on the far side of the courtyard. Between the three women and the other captives, a fire glowed white-hot. A trustee grabbed Tetteh and dragged him to the fire. Tom Davis, Hathaway’s assistant, pulled a glowing-hot metal rod from the embers and seared it into the young man’s shoulder. As Tetteh howled, Davis thrust the rod back into the fire and shoved Tetteh toward the women. Already the trustee was dragging Ama’s brother, Oku, to the fire.

With a sigh of disgust, Hathaway slammed the shutter closed. “Noisy beggars!” he muttered. Well, he would not allow them to distract him. Not today. For five years he had anticipated this moment, and nothing was going to ruin it for him, especially not the whining of slaves.

As soon as Jasper Hathaway turned back to the looking glass, the scowl on his face smoothed into a look of satisfied approval. He had brushed his hair back slick and smooth and tied it at his neck with a fresh ribbon. New silk stockings and buckled shoes perfectly set off the fine cut of his breeches. Carefully Mister Hathaway adjusted the lavishly embroidered jabots at his neck, making certain that each ruffle was perfectly positioned so as to display it elegantly through the opening of his new silk waistcoat—a handsome garment indeed. How unfortunate that unsightly bulges caused the pocket flaps to protrude in such a distracting way. Well, never mind, he reassured himself. His new “smart coat” would cover up all those tell-tale results of his dining room indiscretions.

He struck a casual pose and stared hard at his reflection. No, it was not quite the look he desired. He picked up a carved walking stick and, with one foot slightly crossed over the other, jauntily leaned against it. No, no, that gave him the look of a lame man. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached into his desk drawer and took out a discreetly hidden pot of ceruse makeup power. He dabbed it on his cheeks, gagging only slightly at the foul odor. Then he stepped back to consider the matte-white results. Perfect! Ten pounds, twenty-two shillings it had cost him for the new suit of clothes, but it was worth every last farthing. For what Jasper Hathaway saw reflected back at him in the looking glass was an ideal English gentleman of impeccable taste.

“I’ll pay yer price fer the young ones,” Captain Hudson was saying to Tom Davis down in the courtyard. “But not fer them two.” He motioned toward Sunba, then knocked Cabeto to the ground and kicked him. “Lame, he be. Is you trying to trick me now?”

“He’s a strong buck,” Davis argued. “A plantation owner could work him hard for more than a year before he’d drop. Maybe two years—three even. Fully worth two iron bars, he is.”

“Two bars!” Hudson said with a sneer. “I only buys what I can sell, and it ain’t him! And that one…” he motioned to Sunba. “Look at his back. He be a troublemaker, that’s fer sure!”

In the end, Captain Richard Hudson bought the whole lot, though he paid just half the going rate for Sunba and Safya, and only a third for Cabeto. The captain smiled to himself, but so did the trader. Each was certain he had gotten the best of the other.

When Tom Davis saw Mister Hathaway descend the steps, he paid no attention to the striking silk clothing that bedecked his boss. Instead, he launched directly into a recitation of the slave sale. But Mister Hathaway pushed him aside.

“Where is she?” he demanded.

“She… who?” Tom stammered.

“Grace, of course!” Mister Hathaway said.

After Grace had spurned his marriage proposal, when her father blamed Jasper publicly for enabling her to escape her parents’ grasp, when the whispers and jokes began to circulate through the white population all up and down the Gold Coast, he started to lay his plan. Five years is a long time to wait, but now at last he was ready to claim both his revenge and his prize.

When Tom brought Grace before Hathaway, she was washed and perfumed, and dressed up in a yellow and green silk frock with a filmy skirt that rustled when she walked. Jasper Hathaway had rehearsed this moment many times in his mind: when Grace entered, he intended to cast her the briefest of glances, and to maintain an air of disinterested disdain. But now, with her standing before him, he could only gape at her willowy beauty. He had forgotten the loveliness of this daughter of an English sea captain and his royal African wife. The splash of fire in her hair, the golden hue of her skin, the intense flash in her eyes—Jasper Hathaway reached out an unsteady plump hand and ran his shaky fingers along the charming pleats of her fitted bodice.

Grace cringed and pulled away. “I will not marry you, Mister Hathaway,” she said.

Jasper Hathaway shook himself back to his senses.

“Marry me?” he exclaimed, his eyebrows arched in mock surprise. “My, but you do think highly of yourself! I have not the slightest intention of taking you as my wife. You, Grace Winslow, are my slave. My personal slave. I shall take you with me to London and put you on display for all to see. You shall do my bidding—at all times, in all ways. And should you be so foolish as to try anything daring, I shall clamp a metal collar around your tender neck and fasten you to the wall.”

[image: Image]

As he had promised, Jasper Hathaway returned to the Gold Coast kingdom, only this time it was not bouncing uncomfortably on the seat of an open wagon in the heat of the day, certainly not perched next to his slave and drenched with sweat. This time he did not make a show of speaking about respect for ancestors. Ancestors concerned him not in the least. This time Mister Hathaway came as an English gentleman—a master of African slaves—seated in a comfortable English carriage with a beautiful slave girl positioned beside him. This time he came victorious and with his head held proud and high.

Jasper Hathaway did not put out his hand to help Grace from the carriage, nor did he offer his arm as they walked through the sacred territory toward the royal hut. “King Obei is expecting me,” he announced brusquely as he waved away the king’s okyeame who had rushed forward to intercept him. “And Princess Lingongo as well. She also expects me.”

Bowing, the okyeame stepped aside.

Inside the royal hut, King Obei was seated on his gold-encased royal chair just as if he had not moved a hair since Mister Hathaway walked out the day before. Only this time a second royal chair sat alongside the king, one even more beautiful and elegant than the king’s own chair. But Grace didn’t look at them, nor did she acknowledge her uncle, the king. All she saw was her mother, Lingongo.

“Mother, I thought perhaps… that is, with the fire and all that happened…” Grace stammered.

Lingongo ignored her daughter completely. It was as though Grace were not even in the room. Instead, Lingongo fixed her eyes on Mister Hathaway, and it was to him alone that she spoke.

“Did you sell the slaves, Mister Hathaway!” This was a demand rather than a question.

“Yes,” he answered. “Every one of them to Richard Hudson, captain of the Golden Hawk. I have insisted he sail for the Indies tomorrow to coincide with my sailing for London on the Willow. Excuse me, I should say when Grace and I sail for London.” He flashed Grace a victory grin.

Mister Hathaway paused, hoping for a reaction. He got none. So, with a vicious edge to his voice, he added, “I do thank you, Lingongo, for persuading me to reconsider entering into a marriage with so headstrong a half-breed as your daughter. How much preferable it is to be sailing with her as my own personal slave. As a slave trader yourself, you do agree, do you not?”

King Obei’s feet stiffened where they rested on the sika’gua, but Mister Hathaway failed to notice. Nor did he see the twitch in the king’s tightened jaw. He was much too busy bathing himself in congratulatory praise.

“The next time we do business, the price will be double the number of muskets,” Lingongo announced in a searing voice. “And never again will you try to cheat us by filling space in your wagon with cheap cloth and watered-down alcohol.”

“I will be spending my time in London with one Lord Reginald Witherham,” Hathaway continued. “Lord Witherham is a renowned financier and the owner of a magnificent and extremely influential shipping empire—which, as it happens, now owns Zulina slave fortress.”

“Your presence here causes disturbances in the land,” Lingongo said. “Do not return to our kingdom unless your presence is requested. And because your talk causes the king unrest, you are not to speak to him again unless it is through me.”

Jasper Hathaway had intended to end their time together by striking a powerful pose, then pronouncing some sort of an ultimatum or threat. But considering the current direction circumstances had taken, he thought better of it. Instead, he took hold of Grace’s arm and pulled her toward the door. But Grace jerked free and turned back to face Lingongo.

“Please, Mother!” Grace wept. “They killed my son… your grandbaby! My husband they carried away. Please! Do not let this happen to me!”

Lingongo’s eyes, hard and dark, never left Jasper Hathaway’s fleshy face. “Leave now!” she ordered. “This kingdom is for the sons and daughters of Africa, and none other.”
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I am not an expert on ships, but I must say, the Willow seems to be a particularly small vessel,” Jasper Hathaway groused to the impeccably dressed and exquisitely mannered captain, Clayton Ross. Mister Hathaway gazed up a bit uneasily at the twin masts. “It does not even approach the size of a schooner, I dare say. Nothing like our sturdy sister ship, to be sure.” Here he gestured with pride toward the Golden Hawk, a slave ship anchored alongside the Willow.

For almost two weeks the Golden Hawk had lain at anchor in the harbor. Already packed with slaves and fully stocked with provisions, it only awaited the order to set sail for the Middle Passage and the slave markets of the New World. Now, at last, it looked as if the ship was being readied for departure.

Captain Ross turned his back on the slave ship and cringed ever so slightly at the moans of misery that carried over from it.

“Aye, but this brigantine is swifter than a schooner,” he said with the lilt of a Scottish burr. “And easier to maneuver she be, as well. If the winds stay fair, she will give you a smooth sail all the way to London. We should dock in two months and a half, God willing.”

“Humph!” replied Mister Hathaway. “That is too long for my taste. Is my suite of rooms prepared for me and fully stocked according to my orders?”

“Certainly, sir,” said the captain with a polite bow. “But whilst we shall do everything in our power to see you safely and comfortably to England, I do ask you to keep in mind that this is a ship, and as such, it does have its limits. There is only so much—”

“See here, if I am to be cooped up in this hulk for nigh unto three months, I shall expect your crew to see to my comfort,” Mister Hathaway replied in a most disagreeable tone.

“That we shall,” Captain Ross hastily agreed. “I only meant to say that the limitations of sea travel…”

Four crewmen struggled across the deck lugging an overstuffed trunk, then two more followed with lidded crates.

“There now, already I am displeased!” Mister Hathaway huffed. “I specifically instructed that my quarters be set up a minimum of twenty-four hours before I was due aboard the ship. Now, less than a day before we sail, it still is not done. I am in the midst of overseeing the loading of a slave ship, sir. Suppose I should find it necessary to take my rest in the heat of the day only to discover that my suite is not ready for me? Lord Witherham shall hear about this. He shall indeed!”

Captain Ross was spared the obligation of conjuring up a polite response because just at that minute Lukas Fisher’s frustrated voice rang across from the deck of the Golden Hawk. “This ship already be packed full!” the first mate called out. “There ain’t room fer no more slaves!”

“These are to go on that ship,” Tom Davis yelled back. “Mister Hathaway’s orders!”

“Well, then, Mister Hathaway can jist come on over and find a corner to fit them in,” Lukas shot back. “This ship been loaded and supplied and ready to sail fer a week, and Capt’n Hudson says they’s no more waitin’. An they’s no space for them slaves of yours, neither.”

“I’ve got no more than thirty Africans here, all told,” Tom said. “And all good men and women they be too. No children, no old ones. All prime slaves… or very nearly so.”

“They… be… no… room!” Lukas repeated, his frustration rising. “I ’as to tell ye no, no, no!”

“Mister Hathaway says they go,” Tom insisted. “And he speaks for Lord Witherham, and Lord Witherham owns the ship. So tight-pack your slaves and make ready, because these others are coming on board, whether you like it or not!”

“We’ll run out of provisions,” Lukas said.

“Then choose now who you will toss into the sea, because the new slaves are ready at the gate.”

Although he was not a man given to compliments, Jasper Hathaway did admire the persistence of Tom Davis in getting the slave ship packed profitably. Mister Hathaway usually insisted on having his own hand in such transactions, but it was not something about which he cared to bother himself this day. As soon as he set foot on board the Willow, he insisted that the captain release the first mate—young Jonas Brandt— from his duties long enough to dispatch the lad to Zulina to collect Grace and see her to the ship. She would not be bringing any of her African belongings with her, he instructed. That would never do. Mister Hathaway had already assembled a nice supply of English frocks, each with a hat and a pair of fine shoes to match. Grace was to be seen with him. She must impress herself so deeply upon the minds of all who cast eyes upon her that when they saw she belonged to Jasper Hathaway, they would burn with envy.

Mister Hathaway loosened his waistcoat and sank into the armchair beside the desk in his so-called suite. His accommodations disappointed him immensely. It could not rightfully be called a suite at all. Two small cabins, each opening onto the main deck; that was all. Each room had a bunk bed—although Mister Hathaway had already demanded that his be replaced with a feather bed. His room had a small desk and a rather uncomfortable desk chair, as well as an armchair pushed up against the tiny wardrobe. That armchair proved to be surprisingly comfortable. The other cabin—Grace’s cabin—had even less room, furnished only with a small table next to the bunk and a straight-back chair against the far wall. Plenty luxurious for a slave, in his opinion. And unlike the larger room, the only bolt on Grace’s door was on the outside—a feature Hathaway found most appealing.

Hathaway’s thoughts were interrupted by a tap at the open door.

With a formal bow, Jonas Brandt said, “I present Miss Grace Winslow,” and ushered her through.

It both angered and pleased Jasper to note the unwilling spark in the eager eye of young Jonas.

“She is a slave, my good man,” Mister Hathaway said brusquely. “My slave. You would do well to remember that.”

“Yes, sir.” A deep flush burned to the top of Brandt’s head. “That she is, sir. Good day, sir.”

Mister Hathaway waved the young man away. So this was how the voyage was going to be, was it?

And yet, not an altogether bad herald of things to come.

“Hurry!” Tom Davis’s voice echoed across from the Golden Hawk. “Move forward now!”

“Why, I do believe my man is preparing your friends for their sea voyage,” Mister Hathaway said to Grace. “I hope their accommodations are as comfortable as our own. Come, let us stroll out on the deck and bid them fair travels.”

“Force him onto the ship!” Tom shouted to a white man in the back of a longboat packed with all the captives from Grace’s village. They had been rowed out to the Golden Hawk and, with the help of African trustees, Tom and the other man prodded and coaxed them to climb aboard. But Oku, who was at the front of the boat, refused to move.

“Your musket! Use it!” Tom ordered.

A tall trustee with a blank face pointed a gun at Oku’s head. “Move, slave,” he said.

Oku moved. He jumped over the side of the boat and sank into the dank water of the harbor.

Hathaway leaned over the ship’s railing and yelled, “Tom, you fool! Do not lose the choicest among them before you even set sail! Get those slaves loaded now!”

Ama, sobbing, screamed for Oku. Her other brother, Kome, bellowed in rage. In a flash, the trustee pointed his musket at Ama, but it was to Kome that he spoke. “Move to the deck,” he ordered.

Kome, rooted in place, blinked in confusion—from Tom to Ama, to the water where his brother had disappeared, then back to Ama.

“Now!” the trustee insisted.

“Go,” Cabeto urged Kome. “Go or we all die here.”

As Jasper Hathaway chuckled in satisfaction from the deck of the Willow, Kome climbed aboard the slave ship the Golden Hawk, followed by Safya, Hola, Tetteh, and last, Tawnia, who stumbled and fell.

Tears filled Grace’s eyes and ran down her cheeks and onto the front of her yellow and green silk dress. Her legs trembled and she grasped the railing to keep from falling.

“Ah, the good smell of sea air,” Jasper Hathaway announced jovially. “A perfect day to do business, do you not agree, my dear?”

Grace didn’t want to watch, but she couldn’t help herself. She looked back as Cabeto climbed up from the boat and onto the ship’s deck. She choked back a sob, then leaned forward and cried out, “Cabeto! I will see you again!”

Cabeto turned toward her, but immediately a white man knocked him forward and forced him toward an opening in the deck.

“I will see you again!” Grace yelled again. This time it was a defiant promise.

A slave on her way to England vowing to meet again with a broken slave bound for the plantations of the New World? Ridiculously impossible! Foolish beyond belief! Jasper Hathaway wanted to laugh in Grace’s face. He longed to position himself on the ship’s deck and mock her long and loud for everyone to hear. But the strength of her defiance had so unsettled him that he staggered and grasped the railing. Like a blow to the stomach, it knocked his breath away. He had no choice but to hold his tongue.

Mister Hathaway grabbed Grace by the arm and forced her back to the rooms.

“It would have been best had your used your last moments to say a final farewell,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “Because you will not see any one of them again. Upon my life, you will not see him!”
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