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      Dear Readers,

      This novella came into being because Eva Leigh invited me to be part of a holiday historical romance anthology. Life events changed the completion of the anthology and I had a decision to make—to let the story languish until I was ready to turn it into a novel or put it into the world. Because of other writing projects, I decided to let A Heart’s Gift  sit as a rough cut diamond that I thought wouldn’t be released. Aquarius chaos deemed otherwise and decried my declaration that the novella “won’t be available on the usual platforms nor will it be expanded or revised.” The characters deemed otherwise and this novella has been clothed in Tudor garb to enter the world. [image: face with tears of joy]

      Had Eva not asked this story wouldn’t exist and I’m very grateful to her for the invitation. It gave me an opportunity to play with my literary background, to write a Black love historical romance, and to begin the family history of the Resonnes, a prosperous Black English family living in an age of radical socioeconomic and political change. Set in the year of the “Spanish Armada '' (1588-89), A Heart’s Gift is  a Black Romance retelling of the Odysseus and Penelope story. For Issac and Penelope Resonne, the happily ever after is situated in family and community, as well as each other. For Black love is expansive, generative, and eternal as long as there is community.

      Readers, I hope you enjoy the story of Issac Resonne and Penelope Francis. It’s not a perfect story but no story is. What A Heart’s Gift illuminates is there is so much Black love to be discovered and written about in early modern England’s Black communities.

      To my accomplices in writing who are the best: the Wordmakers group, led by the amazing Tasha Harrison, and my BWP Mia Heintzelman. To the reader I met at Steamy Lit Con 2024 who cried over this book, reach out so I can send you a gift.
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      While this story is fictional, it does draw from actual historical events and peoples, specifically the enslavement of peoples from the continent of Africa. The novella depicts scenes of battle, including violence and death. Specific content warnings include references to abortion, on-page sexual relations, racism, enslavers, and enslaved people. Please exercise caution if these are concerns for you.
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          LONDON, ENGLAND 1588

        

      

    

    
      Issac Resonne shaded his eyes and glanced back longingly at the sleek merchant ship Minerva moored near St Katherine’s docks, its beauty illuminated by morning sunlight. It had been some time since he’d sailed and the thought excited him, although he worried about being at sea and at war. The Minerva was being outfitted for battle and its captain had agreed to take him on as a second navigator. Rumors about a Spanish armada sitting off the coast of Portugal ready to invade England had the island nation scrambling to ready itself for war.

      Within a fortnight, he would be on board the Minerva but until then he needed to get home before his mother sent his cousin Simon looking for him. A happy whistle trailing behind him, he ignored the hawkers and vendors peopling the London bridge. Early morning fog had given way to hazy sunlight but even London’s perpetual gloom didn’t dim his joy. Not only was this the day of his cousin’s birthday, but it was also the day his married life with his beloved Penelope Francis began.

      There were women who sought his name and wanted to be sheltered by his family’s prosperity. All to no avail since his heart belonged to Penelope from the day he looked into her beautiful dark brown eyes, saw mystery and playfulness and an emotion took hold inside him. The same day, he’d confided to his cousin Simon he intended to marry her when she was eighteen years of age.

      Simon laughed and asked whether he’d informed Penelope of his momentous decision. Issac recalled his awestruck voice telling Simon he had and she’d accepted an eleven-year old’s marriage proposal. With each passing year, Penelope’s beauty attracted suitors, as did her father’s wealth, and Issac worried she’d forget her promise or be swayed by another man’s charm. At seventeen, Penelope insisted her father announce their betrothal to put an end to unwanted suitors.

      Turning into the small courtyard connecting his father’s home and his Uncle John’s house, Issac grinned in response to the aromas drifting over the shared walls. His mother and his aunt Fatima had prepared the tagine pot. He quickly locked the gate and hurried inside his house.

      He halted just inside the foyer and toed off his boots before striding into his bedchamber to wash and change into the comfortable linen sirwal and a blue daraa. His mother once refused to feed him when he arrogantly decided to remain in his English garments. Lesson learned.

      Cleansed and dressed, Issac left his room and went to the private area of his family’s home, a room set at the back of the house where they gathered to eat, resolve their squabbles, and worship the ancestors. He paused to wash his hands and face in the bowl of rose-scented water placed on a table outside the doorway. He heard his uncle and his cousin respond to his sister Aisha’s teasing. There was so much love in his family.

      Entering the room, his eyes searched for the one person he wanted to see. When he spied her, he hurried to her side. Penelope’s dark eyes and shy smile brightened her face as he walked to where she stood beside his sister Aisha.

      His breath hitched in his chest as he stared at her. She was so beautiful, her skin a luscious dark brown and smooth as the silk his father and Uncle John sold to members of the court. As the corners of Penelope’s mouth tilted higher, all he wanted to do was kiss her, and for once it didn’t matter that they were among family.

      She excited his body in ways he hadn’t imagined and with a will stronger than Issac believed he possessed he wrested desire back into its hidden place. Her eyes sparkled with joy as she breathlessly said, “Issac.”

      “Pen,” he replied as he took her hand. “Your beauty is unsurpassed.”

      Her cheeks heated. “What kept you, Issac? It is nearly time to dine.”

      “I went to St. Katherine’s to meet with Captain Wilkins.”

      A worried frown creased her forehead. “The rumors are true then? We are going to war with Spain? Has all diplomacy failed?”

      He took her hand, gently stroking her palm with his thumb. “It has and we will talk later, Pen. Today is a celebration.”

      Issac brought her hand to his lips and pressed a tender kiss on her wrist. “At least I hope it is. Our fathers have been in negotiations about the terms of the marriage contract since our betrothal. If they can’t⁠—”

      Penelope squeezed his hand. “I intend to marry you, Issac Resonne. Even if we have to elope.”

      “Well, I hope it doesn’t come to that because I’ve got a great idea for your wedding melhfa, Pen,” Aisha murmured. “However, if our fathers prove stubborn, I will serve as a decoy.”

      Issac grimaced. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Isha. Our parents are already concerned about your…outspokenness.”

      Aisha huffed. “Why because I’ve refused the four mumble tops who approached father? All they see is my dowry and father’s name, not me. Well, I’m having none of it, Issac Resonne. If I’m going to bed someone for money, it will be my choice and only I reap the profits.”

      He grabbed his sister and hugged her. “This isn’t a conversation you should have with your brother, Isha. Please tell me you haven’t bedded anyone.”

      She kissed his cheek. “No, because I haven’t met him yet. I just know I won’t wed where my heart isn’t involved and I meet the man for the first time when he comes to father begging for my hand.”

      “Come,” he urged, cutting off a familiar tirade. “Mama is eyeing us and it’s not a loving look.”

      “Is it the one she always gives when we delay our meal?” Aisha muttered.

      Penelope grinned and made a face. “Is this the one?”

      Issac and Aisha’s laughter erupted. “That’s it,” they said simultaneously.

      “It is the same one my mother wears when I’m sketching and ignore her calls. See, she has the expression on her face now,” Penelope said. “Come you two, I refuse to get into trouble because of your rebellious instincts.”

      She linked arms with Aisha and they went to join the family in the dining room. Issac watched for a second, heartfelt his sister and the woman he loved were so close. Aisha would make Penelope’s burden easier to bear when he sailed.

      His gaze followed the gentle sway of Penelope’s hips, the subtle red, brown, and black cloth of her melhfa was a striking contrast to the blue, dove gray, and green one his sister wore. Each melhfa had symbolic patterns woven into the silk fabric, their meaning known only to the women who wore them and their mothers who made them. Garments worn only in private to honor their ancestors and the place their grandmothers once called home—Mauretania.

      By the time they reached the private room the other members of their families were seated on floor cushions. His mother arched a single eyebrow then waved her hand to three empty cushions. “Sit. You’ve delayed our meal long enough. Issac, your place is beside Simon.”

      Issac flicked
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