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Samantha J. Garcia

​Before the Chains Remembered Us

We were born before the chains remembered our names, before the fields learned our footsteps, before sorrow learned our songs.

We were children of morning light, of river prayers and whispered dreams, of hands that held hope even when hope was forbidden.

They tried to number us. To weigh us. To silence us.

But they could not measure courage. They could not count faith.
They could not own the soul.
We learned to hide freedom in lullabies. In scripture.
In secret paths through forests and fear.
We learned that love travels faster than whips. That prayer moves deeper than chains. That memory outlives cruelty.

Some of us ran. Some of us stayed. All of us resisted.

We crossed water. We crossed fire. We crossed generations.

And still we rose.

If you hear us now, reading these words, know this:

We are not ghosts. We are roots.

We are the reason you stand unbroken.

Remember us.
Carry us.
Finish the journey.
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This book is dedicated

To the ancestors
who walked in chains
so we could walk in freedom.
To the mothers
who sang through tears.
To the fathers
who stood tall in silence.
To the children
who dreamed in the dark.
To the names we know.
To the names we lost.
To the names never written.
To every soul who crossed rivers, borders, and fear itself
in search of dignity.
And to every reader
who chooses to remember.
May their courage live on
in you.
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​CHAPTER ONE: The Day They Counted Us
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Eliza Mae Carter learned early that numbers mattered more than names.

On the Whitaker plantation, numbers were written in ink and names were spoken in dust. Ink lasted. Dust did not.

Every Sunday morning, before the sun finished climbing over the far line of pine trees, the bell was rung. Not the church bell—there was no church for people like us. It was the iron bell near the big house, heavy and cracked, tied to a wooden post. When it rang, its sound rolled across the cotton fields like a warning.

Come.
Stand.
Be counted.
Eliza always knew when it was coming.

Even before the rope was pulled, before the metal cried out, her body felt it. Her stomach tightened. Her fingers went cold. Her breath shortened, like someone had wrapped invisible hands around her chest.

She was eleven years old, but fear had already made her older.
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“Mama,” she whispered that morning, tugging at Sarah Carter’s dress. “Do you think he gonna sell anybody today?”
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Her mother did not answer right away.

Sarah kept braiding Eliza’s hair, slow and careful, fingers moving like she was afraid of breaking something precious. Each braid was neat, tight, and clean. It was one of the few things she could still control in a world that took everything else.
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“I don’t know, baby,” she said softly. “But whatever happens, you stay close to me. You hear?”
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Eliza nodded.

She always stayed close.

Their cabin was small and dark, built of warped wood that let the wind slip through the cracks at night. A thin strip of sunlight cut across the dirt floor. Outside, roosters crowed. Somewhere, a baby cried. Somewhere else, a man coughed deep and rough, like his lungs were full of dust.

Life went on, even when fear sat heavy in the air.

Sarah smoothed Eliza’s dress—faded blue, patched twice at the hem.
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“You look just fine,” she said. “Pretty as any child God ever made.”
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Eliza smiled a little.

Her mama always said things like that.

Like God was still watching.

Like He still cared.

When the bell rang, everyone came out.

Men. Women. Children.

Old backs bent. Young feet bare. Mothers holding babies tight against their chests. Fathers standing straight even when their shoulders ached.

They gathered in front of the big house, lining up in crooked rows.

The big house stood on a small hill, white and wide, with tall columns and wide porches. It looked peaceful from far away. Like a place where kind people lived.

Eliza knew better.

She had seen men whipped behind it.
She had heard women scream inside it.
She had watched children carried away from it.
Pretty houses could hide ugly things.

Mr. Whitaker stepped out onto the porch just as the last row settled.

He was a tall man with pale eyes and thin lips. He always wore a dark coat, even in summer. In one hand, he held his leather ledger. In the other, a pencil.

Beside him stood Mr. Harris, the overseer, arms crossed, whip hanging from his belt like a sleeping snake.
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Mr. Whitaker cleared his throat.
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“All right,” he said. “Let’s see what I own today.”
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Own.

The word burned.

He started reading.
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“Samuel Carter. Age sixteen. Strong.”
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Eliza’s brother straightened.

Samuel was tall for his age, his shoulders already broad from years in the fields. He kept his face blank, like Mama taught him. Never show fear. Never show anger.

“Sarah Carter. Age thirty-two. Healthy.”

Mama squeezed Eliza’s hand.

“Eliza Mae Carter. Age eleven.”

Eliza’s heart jumped.

“Good teeth. Good eyes.”

Like she was a horse.

Or a cow.

Or a tool.

Not a girl who liked to watch fireflies at night.
Not a child who whispered prayers into her pillow.
Not someone who dreamed of reading books one day.
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Just numbers.
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Just value.

Jonah Reed stood three rows over.

He was older, maybe thirty, with deep-set eyes and quiet strength. Everyone respected Jonah. He knew how to read a little. No one knew how, maybe a former master, maybe a miracle. At night, he told Bible stories in whispers.

Moses.
Daniel.
Jesus.
Stories about freedom.

About God caring for slaves.

Eliza loved listening.

It made her feel less trapped.

Jonah met her eyes for a moment and nodded, just once.

Be strong.
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Mr. Whitaker paused at Sarah’s name.

He frowned.

“Sarah Carter,” he said again. “You’ve had three children, correct?”
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“Yes, sir,” Mama answered quietly.
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“Where’s the youngest?”

Sarah’s lips trembled.

“Taken last winter, sir.”

Whitaker nodded, uninterested.
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“Shame. Could’ve fetched a good price.”
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Eliza felt something break inside her.

He was talking about her baby sister.

Like she was a broken chair.
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The list went on.

Names.
Prices.
Judgments.
When it ended, Mr. Whitaker closed his book.

––––––––
[image: ]

“Some of you will be leaving soon,” he said casually. “A buyer from Mississippi is coming next month.”

A murmur ran through the crowd.

Mothers clutched children.
Men clenched fists.
Women bowed heads.
Mississippi meant hell.

Everyone knew that.

More heat.
More lashes.
More death.
Eliza felt Mama’s hand shake.

“Please, God,” she whispered. “Please don’t take us.”
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Later, as they walked back to the cabins, Sarah stopped beside Jonah.

“Pray for us,” she said.
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Jonah nodded.

“I already am.”
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That night, in the dark, Eliza lay awake.

She listened to the wind.
To distant dogs.
To Mama’s quiet crying.
She held Samuel’s hand across the small space between their sleeping mats.

“Sam,” she whispered. “You think we’ll stay together?”

He hesitated.
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“I’m gonna try,” he said.

That was not a promise.

It was all he could give.

And somewhere, far above the cotton fields, the stars watched silently.
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​CHAPTER TWO: Whispers and Chains
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The night before they took Samuel, Eliza dreamed of running.

She was barefoot, her dress torn, her lungs burning. Trees rushed past her like dark ghosts. Somewhere behind her, dogs howled. Somewhere ahead, Mama was calling her name.

“Eliza! Liza, come on, baby!”

But no matter how fast she ran, she never reached her.

She woke with her heart pounding and her throat dry.

The cabin was quiet.

Mama lay curled beside her, one arm thrown protectively across Eliza’s chest, even in sleep. Samuel lay on the other side, facing the wall, his back rising and falling slow and steady.

For now.

Eliza stared at the ceiling.

It felt like the dream was trying to warn her.

The buyer came two days later.

He arrived in a black carriage pulled by two sweating horses. Dust rose around the wheels as it rolled up to the big house. Word spread faster than fire.

“He here.”

“Mississippi man.”

“God help us.”

By noon, everyone had been ordered to the yard.

Mr. Whitaker stood beside the stranger—a thick man with red cheeks and small eyes. He smelled of tobacco and sweat.

“Line up,” Mr. Harris barked.

They did. Again. Always.

This time, it was worse.

The man walked slowly in front of them, stopping, staring, touching.

He grabbed arms. Lifted chins. Pressed fingers into muscles.

Like he was choosing meat.

When he reached Samuel, he stopped.

“Strong one,” he said. “How old?”

“Sixteen,” Whitaker replied.

“Good. I’ll take him.”

Just
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