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The morning at Salubria split wide open with a crack of thunder, like it knew the kind of storm that was brewing up inside me too. The big house, with all its fancy stuff, felt even more like a cage today, especially here in the nursery with all the toys and things the Banyen kids got that we could only dream about.

Salubria, long and made of wood, all painted white, standing tall and pretty-like with its two stories and them graceful columns holding up the porch. Folks say it’s a real fine example of how they built houses in the South before the war, all fancy and grand. Around the property, there’s these beautiful boxwood and holly bushes, so green and full, folks come from all over just to see them. They even took the boxwoods from here to help start the gardens over at Oxon Hill Manor. And right there on the front veranda, there are these two huge stone tablets that the Queen of Rumania herself gave to the family, sitting there for everyone to see as they come up to the house.

Hattie began her dinner preparations just as the afternoon light softened into the dark clouds, casting warm hues through the kitchen windows until those clouds took over. The aroma of seasoning meat filled the air, weaving its way through each room like an invisible thread pulling everyone closer to the heart of the home. As it simmered, the kitchen became a symphony of sizzling sounds, with the occasional clatter of utensils against pots, harmonizing with the crackle of the firewood under the stove.

Meanwhile, Cora Lee moved gracefully through the house, her hands expertly sweeping and dusting, erasing any trace of the day’s earlier chaos. The faint scent of lemon cleaner lingered in her wake, mingling with the homely fragrance of dinner, creating a comforting atmosphere. Lily trailed behind her, clutching her doll with one hand while the other attempted to mimic Cora Lee’s precise movements while she helped her clean the house. Her little twelve-year-old feet padded softly against the wooden floors, occasionally stumbling in her earnest effort to help. Now and then, she would pause, lifting her doll to whisper secrets, sharing in the quiet camaraderie of their imagined adventures. The doll, worn from love and time, seemed to nod in agreement, its button eyes shining in the filtered sunlight that danced through the dust motes stirred into life by their movement.

The house, alive with the day’s end routines, hummed with a melody of familial love and the promise of a shared meal. The blend of aromas, sounds, and the gentle laughter that occasionally bubbled up from Lily, created a tapestry of sensory warmth, enveloping the home in an embrace as tangible as the soft glow of the setting sun against the aging curtains.

The nursery was all done up, toys everywhere you looked, and outside, those big storm clouds were gathering up like they had a mind to wash everything away. You could hear the thunder rolling in the distance, mixing up with the sound of the Banyen boys laughing and Mrs. Banyen’s strict voice cutting through the house. The whole place smelled like that polish they use on the furniture, with a bit of rain smell coming in through the open window. I was brushing the boys’ hair, so soft, not like anything I owned, and I couldn’t help feeling that roughness of my own clothes against my skin. Lunchtime came, and with it, that all-too-familiar bitter taste of envy, thinking about all the freedoms I didn’t have.

Mrs. Banyen was all business, telling me to get the boys fed “before it gets too late,” her way of reminding me that my time wasn’t mine at all. 

“Yes, ma’am.” I said back, my voice just as empty as I felt, stuck in this loop of doing what I was told. “Right away, ma’am.”

As I went about my chores getting food ready for the boys, this question kept bouncing around in my head: “Will there ever be a day when I’m not just following orders?” It felt like shouting into a storm, waiting for an answer that never comes.

“I want more than this life, more than these walls,” I whispered to nobody, letting that longing for something different, something better, fill me up for a moment.

Then, watching those storm clouds get closer, I started thinking maybe this storm could mean something more, like it could wash away all the bad and leave something new behind. “Maybe this storm could wash away more than just the dirt,” I said to Elias, trying to find a sliver of hope in the looming chaos. “Maybe it could cleanse us of this life.”

“A storm can only do so much, Judah,” Elias said as he fixed a lamp, cautioning me with his eyes, always the voice of reason to my wishful thinking. “Change comes from within.”

But I couldn’t help feeling something stir in me with that thunder. “One day, I’ll find a way out,” I said, making a promise into the noise, like I was making a pact with the storm itself.

“This rain... it’s like the tears of all of us, longing to be free,” I said, feeling that connection between the storm outside and the storm in my heart.

“And like the rain, our tears will nurture the seeds of our eventual escape,” Elias said, his words trying to bridge the gap between our dreams and the harsh ground of our reality.

But as much as Elias tried to keep me grounded, I couldn’t let go of that dream of freedom. “Isn’t it better to dream of freedom than to accept this fate?” I argued, desperate to believe in something more.

“Dreams can’t feed us or shield us from the whip,” Elias reminded me, his words a cold splash of reality against my burning hope.

As the storm outside picked up, tearing through Salubria with all its might, I felt this deep fear that maybe there was no escaping this life. “What if my whole life is spent in chains?” I said, wondering to myself, the despair hitting me as hard as the wind and rain lashed against the windows.

But then, at the height of the storm, lightning struck a tree right near the house, splitting it in two. It was terrifying and beautiful all at once, like nature itself was showing us how sudden change could be. Watching that tree come apart under the force of the storm made me think, maybe, just maybe, there could be a bolt of chance for us too, something to break these chains we were in.

That lightning strike that October afternoon kind of set something off in me, a tiny spark of defiance, a whisper of hope that maybe, like this storm, my life could turn from something trapped and scared into something free. It was a thought, a maybe, that kept me going, thinking about acts of defiance and the dream that one day, we could all find our way out of this storm and into the clear.
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The October sun was merciless, beating down the endless rows of tobacco like an unrelenting disciplinarian. Salubria Plantation stretched out around me, a vast expanse of toil and sorrow. I was Judah, just fourteen, my hands already calloused from the endless work.Earth and sweat pressed close, and the scrape, grunt, and shuffle of work hummed in my ears without pause.

On my way back to the nursery to look after the Banyen boys, I paused for a moment, wiping the sweat from my brow, and that’s when I heard it. The conversation that would alter the course of my young life.

Through the partly opened window of the big house, the voices of the plantation owners—the Banyens— drifted out. They spoke of me as if I were livestock. Their words were cold, clinical, discussing my approaching womanhood with a calculating air. My heart raced, a frightened bird in my chest. Their laughter, sharp and hollow, cut through the air, sending a shiver through me like a jolt of electricity. The sound, cold and devoid of any genuine warmth, seemed to echo unnaturally in the space around me, heightening the sense of unease that crept over my skin.

Turning away, I stumbled back towards the fields, my mind racing. The contrast between their carefree chatter and the strong silence among the slaves was stark. The older women looked at me with knowing eyes, their faces sketched with lines of hard-earned wisdom and sorrow.

Hattie, a woman who had seen more summers than most, caught my eye. She beckoned me over with a solemn nod. Her skin was like leather, weathered by the sun, her eyes deep pools of understanding.

“Judah,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “You heard them, didn’t you?”

I nodded, unable to find my voice.

“They see you’re growing up,” Hattie’s words trailed off, powerful with unspoken meaning. 

“But why? Why does it matter?” I asked, my voice trembling.

Hattie sighed, a sound like the rustling of dry leaves. “Girl, there are things worse than picking cotton under this cruel sun.”

I felt a cold knot forming in my stomach. “How can I protect myself? What can I do?” The questions spilled out, driven by a growing sense of desperation.

“You need to be invisible, Judah,” Hattie said, her gaze steady and unflinching. “The less they notice you, the better.” 

Invisible. The word ran my mind. I had always tried to stand tall, to maintain a semblance of dignity in the indignity of our bondage. Now, Hattie was telling me to shrink, to fade into the background.

“But I don’t want to hide who I am,” I protested, my voice tinged with defiance.

“Child, sometimes we must wear a mask to protect our soul,” Hattie said, soft yet firm. “It’s not about pride. It’s about surviving.”

I wrestled with her words, the idea of diminishing myself battling with the instinct to preserve my identity.

The conversation was interrupted by the sound of horses and the overseer’s voice in the distance. I felt a chill run down my spine. The sound was a stark reminder of the ever-present danger, of the fragility of our existence on this plantation.

As I looked back at Hattie, her eyes were filled with a mix of fear and determination. We didn’t need to speak further; the unspoken promise hung heavy in the air between us. We would do whatever it took to protect me, to keep me safe in this dangerous world.

I stopped and stood there, the sound of the overseer’s voice growing louder. My heart raced with fear, but also with a newfound resolve. Hattie’s words had planted a seed of caution in my mind, and I knew that the days ahead would demand cunning and strength I wasn’t sure I possessed.

Yet, I found myself looking towards the boundary, where the sun was setting in a blaze of red and gold. In that moment, with the fear and uncertainty, I felt a flicker of hope. Maybe, just maybe, there was a way to survive this. Maybe there was a way to hold onto myself, even in the face of the darkness that lay ahead.
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The forest at night was a world apart, a shadowy world where secrets danced among the trees. In my dream, I found myself mixed with a sea of hushed, expectant faces, all turned towards the figure of Nat Turner. His presence was like a bright candle, casting a light that seemed to pierce through the darkness of our lives.

Nat Turner, he was a figure not easily forgotten, standing about 5 feet 6 or 8 inches tall. His weight seemed to hover between 150 and 160 pounds. His complexion was bright, lighter than many of us, but he was not a mulatto. His shoulders were broad like the branches of an oak, and his nose was large and flat, giving his face a distinctive, memorable look. His eyes, they were large too, holding within them a depth of purpose and pain.

His feet were broad and flat, and when he walked, it was with a brisk, active stride, though he was slightly knock-kneed. There was a curious sparseness to the hair on the top of his head, and he bore no beard, save for a bit on his upper lip and the top of his chin. A scar marked one of his temples, a silent proof of his struggles, and another was visible on the back of his neck. On his right arm, near the wrist, was a large knot on the bone, a reminder of a blow from the past.

Night after night, my dreams wove tales of Nat Turner and his family, vivid tapestries that painted the sky of my mind with shades of hope and revolution. Since 1832, when whispers of his rebellion against the chains of slavery rustled through the nation like a wind foretelling a storm, my imagination had been captivated. The very air seemed charged with the promise that the oppressive institution of slavery was teetering on the brink of collapse. That those forced into bondage would no longer endure the indignity of being treated less than human, subjected to torture, and torn from the warm embrace of their families.

In the sanctuary of my dreams, I transformed the narrative of my existence; Nat and his wife Cherry became the parents I longed for and missed, their children my siblings in spirit and struggle. Through the mist of my slumber, I could almost hear Cherry’s soothing voice, humming a lullaby of freedom, feel the comforting strength of Nat’s hand gripping mine, assuring me that a dawn of liberation was near. Their resilience became a torchlight, guiding me through the darkness of reality.

In the peace of those nocturnal visions, the Turner family wasn’t just a figment of my imagination but the embodiment of a shared yearning for emancipation that bound us together. Nat Turner’s legacy was not confined to the blood he shed in defiance of repression but lived on in the hearts of all those who dared to dream of a world unshackled from the chains of enslavement. He fought not just for his own freedom, but for the collective liberation of a people long silenced by oppression.

Each morning, I woke with their spirit coursing through my veins, a silent vow renewed in the light of day to carry forward the torch of freedom that Nat Turner had ignited. In the depth of my soul, I understood that his fight was our fight, his family my family, in the most profound sense. For in the legacy of Nat Turner and his valiant stand against tyranny, we found the essence of our shared humanity and the unbreakable will to reclaim our rightful destiny.

In every aspect, Nat Turner carried the marks of his life, each scar and feature a story of its own. His presence was commanding, inspiring both respect and a sense of awe among those who followed him.

The flickering candle painted the woods in hues of orange and gold, casting long, quivering shadows that pranced like spirits among the trees. The murmurs of the gathered slaves blended with the rustling leaves, creating a symphony of whispered rebellion. The forest carried the smell of leaves and earth, sharp with fear but softened by something sweeter that felt like hope.

As Turner spoke, his voice rose and fell like the tide, each word resonating with a power that seemed to vibrate in the very air. I stood there, captivated by his courage, his determination. Yet within me, a storm of emotions raged, admiration mingled with fear, hope intertwined with apprehension.

“We must stand together,” Turner declared, his eyes alight with a fire that seemed to ignite the same flame in every heart present. “United against the chains that bind us.”

Cherry, standing by his side, nodded in agreement. Her presence was as formidable as Turner’s, her eyes burning with a fierce determination. She was a new face among us, her spirit unbroken despite the scars of bondage.

I came to see the Turners almost like they were my own kin, my own parents, especially since my own mama and papa were sold away. The thought of never laying eyes on them again always stirred a deep well of tears in me. But in the dreams I clung to at night, the Turners transformed into the family I longed for. In those dreams, we were a family, united and inseparable.

Cherry, she was especially dear to me. To my eyes, she was the epitome of beauty and strength. Her spirit was unyielding, like an oak standing tall in the fiercest storm. Whenever fear crept into my heart at the thought of being torn away from this place, sold off like my parents, I would imagine Cherry there, her arms wrapped around me in a fierce embrace. In my mind’s eye, she held me so tightly that not even the mightiest army could pull us apart. They would have no choice but to sell us together or not at all. This fantasy, this dream of protection and firm strength, was a small comfort in the harsh reality of our existence.

As they conversed, their words were like sharpened arrows, each one striking at the heart of our plight. “We need action,” Turner said, his voice a low growl. “Freedom won’t come from waiting.”

Cherry added, her voice steady and strong, “We’ll use secret meetings, coded messages. We must be the shadow that moves unseen.”

I felt a shift in me, a dawning realization of the importance of their words. Secrecy and strategy were our weapons in this silent war.

Turner’s gaze swept over us, his voice rising with conviction. “We will see this through, no matter what it costs us.”

A debate erupted among the gathered slaves, a tide of conflicting emotions. “We must fight for what’s right,” one argued passionately.

“But what of the danger? The punishment?” another countered, his voice quivering with fear.

The sound of a distant twig snapping shattered the fragile calm of our assembly. We froze, the fear of discovery a cold hand gripping our hearts.

In that black moment of terror, the reality of our situation descended upon us like a shroud. The risk of capture, the threat of unimaginable retribution, loomed over us like a dark cloud.

As we scattered into the shadows, the sound of hounds barking in the distance was a chilling reminder of the peril that stalked us at every turn.

I awoke from the dream, my heart pounding, the echoes of Turner and Cherry’s words still ringing in my ears. The dream had been a glimpse into a possible future, one charged with danger but alight with the possibility of change.

Lying there in the dim light of dawn, my mind a whirlwind of thoughts. Turner and Cherry had planted a seed of defiance in me, a desire to stand against the injustice that bound us. Yet, with that desire came a deepening sense of dread, an awareness of the treacherous path that lay ahead.

The distant howls of the hounds lingered in my mind, a haunting refrain that spoke of the dangerous road we were contemplating. It was a road that could lead to freedom or ruin, and as the first light of day crept over the horizon, I knew that the choices I made now could alter the course of my life forever.
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My eyelids grew solid as I curled up on the rough straw mat in my small quarters, the scent of sweat and earth mingling with the faint sweetness of the night air. The dim glow of the moonlight filtered through the cracks in the wooden walls, casting eerie shadows that danced like ghosts. The distant croak of frogs and the occasional hoot of an owl lulled me into a deep, dreamlike state.

In my dream, I stood in a forest washed in moonlight, pine resin sharp in my nose and wet earth breathing up from the ground beneath my feet. The rustling of leaves in the gentle breeze was interrupted by the soft, haunting melody of a distant flute. As I walked deeper into the woods, a figure emerged from the shadows. It was Nat Turner, his eyes glinting with a mix of determination and sorrow.

“Judah,” Nat’s voice was a whisper, yet it echoed through the forest. “I paid you a visit in 1832 and again in 1833. Now, it is time to start paying you a visit again. This time, we must complete the mission.”

My heart pounded in my chest. The mission. I had thought it was complete in 1833, but Nat’s presence told me otherwise. As I opened my mouth to speak, the scene shifted.

Suddenly, I was standing in a small, candlelit cabin. The walls were lined with shelves of jars and herbs, their pungent scents mixing into a heady aroma. In the center of the room sat Nat Turner, holding Mary Catherine Banyen in his lap. The little girl, no older than five, had curly hair that framed her cherubic face. She gazed up at Nat with wide, trusting eyes.

“Nat,” I whispered, stepping closer. I could feel the rough wooden floorboards beneath my bare feet, their coolness grounding me in this surreal moment. “What mission? What must we do?”

Nat looked up, his expression grave yet filled with a glimmer of hope. “The mission we started long ago is not yet complete, Judah. The fight for freedom, for justice, continues. Mary Catherine holds the key to our future. She is the one who will lead us to victory.”

A shiver ran down my spine. I reached out to touch Mary Catherine’s hand, feeling the warmth of her small, delicate fingers. The room seemed to vibrate with an energy I couldn’t quite grasp, a sense of urgency and purpose that filled me with both fear and determination.

As Nat’s words echoed in my mind, I suddenly felt a jolt, as if I had been pulled back through time. I woke with a start, the room around me now bathed in the soft light of dawn. The embers of the fire in the hearth were still glowing faintly, and the first light of day began to seep through the gaps in the walls.

I sat up, my heart racing. The dream had felt so real, the details so vivid. I could still smell the pine of the forest, feel the roughness of the floorboards, and see the earnestness in Nat’s eyes. The mission was not over. I knew now that my journey was just beginning.

Determined, I rose from my mat and moved to the middle of the room so that I wouldn’t wake Lily, the resolve in my heart as solid as the oak beneath my fingers. I began to scribble thoughts in my head, detailing every aspect of the dream, every word Nat had spoken. This time, I would complete the mission. This time, we would not fail.

The faint warmth of the embers and the quiet hum of the morning kept me company as I worked on my secret plan, the echoes of the past guiding my hand. I knew that the path ahead would be fraught with challenges, but with Nat Turner and the spirit of Mary Catherine Banyen by my side, I felt ready to face whatever lay ahead.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


The predawn quiet of the quarters was a sacred time, a pause in the relentless rhythm of the plantation’s demands. As the first tendrils of light crept across the horizon, I watched Cora, with all the gentleness of a summer breeze, tend to Lily’s hair, her hands moving with a care that spoke of love deeper than the bonds of servitude.

Around us, the quarters stirred to life, a testament to the resilience of those who called this place home. Despite the oppression that marked our existence, there was a warmth here, fostered in the close quarters and shared hardships. Cora’s laughter, mingling with the whispers of voices, was a melody of comfort against the backdrop of a world that sought to silence us.

“In another life, this could’ve been my morning too, waking up to a mother’s care, not just the weight of chains,” I whispered, the scene before me a bittersweet tableau of what I had lost and what I had found in this unlikely refuge.

The strength of our found family, emerging from the crucible of survival, offered a new perspective on belonging. As we shared a quiet breakfast, Cora spoke of the day ahead, her words weaving a fragile tapestry of hope in the uncertainty of our lives. “We may not have chosen this path, but we choose each other, every day, and that’s what makes us family,” she said, her voice a beacon guiding us through the turmoil of our existence.

Moved by her conviction, I made a silent vow to cherish this newfound sense of family, to draw upon it as a source of strength and courage. “As God as my witness, I’ll hold onto this feeling, the warmth of a family not bound by blood but by heart,” I promised myself, recognizing the power of the bonds we had forged in the shadow of adversity.

Yet, as the overseer’s call rang out, pulling us from the sanctity of our morning ritual, the harsh reality of our lives rushed back in. The peace of our shared solitude shattered, replaced by the familiar weight of the day’s labor.

As we parted ways, each step towards the fields felt heavier, the ephemeral harmony of our morning overshadowed by the unyielding cycle of bondage that defined our existence. Yet, the resilience and warmth shared in those quiet moments under the dawn’s light bolstered my spirit, a candle of hope in the relentless darkness.

The soft warmth of Cora’s embrace lingered as a stark contrast to the overseer’s call, a reminder of the precarious balance between the comfort of our chosen family and the cruel reality of our existence. This balance, this struggle between hope and despair, love and loss, was the tightrope we walked every day, a will to the indomitable spirit of those who find light in the darkest of circumstances.
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The kitchen, with its warm embrace and the rich tapestry of aromas mingling in the air, became a haven for us, the house slaves, as we gathered for our midday meal. Hattie, Cora Lee, Lily, and I sat around the old wooden table that had borne witness to countless such gatherings, a quiet corner carved out in the midst of our relentless duties. The simplicity of our shared meal, though meager compared to the fare enjoyed by the masters of the house, was savored all the same, a brief reprieve in our day.

Despite the forced cheerfulness, an undercurrent of unrest stirred within me, a tempest of emotions I struggled to quell. The others found solace in our camaraderie, their discreet smiles and exchanged glances a testament to the small joys we clung to. Yet, I felt isolated, haunted by the memories of rebellion and its brutal quelling, a ghost that loomed over even our most peaceful moments.

“How can I sit and smile when every laugh feels like a betrayal of the dreams that once set my heart ablaze?” I pondered silently, the weight of Nat Turner’s dreams and their violent suppression massive upon my heart. The clash between my yearning for freedom and the stark reality of our existence filled me with turmoil.

“Is there a path to freedom that does not lead through bloodshed and sorrow?” I questioned internally, wrestling with the duality of my desires and the practicality of their attainment.

As lunch progressed, I found myself more withdrawn, my thoughts fluctuating between the conversations at the table and the whispered legends of past uprisings that lingered in our collective memory. Hattie’s voice broke through my reverie, her concern evident. “You’re quiet today, child,” she said, her gaze piercing. “The weight of the world on your shoulders?” 

In the solitude of my conviction, I silently vowed to carry the burden of our ancestors’ unfulfilled dreams. “Their silenced cries will find voice in my heart, if nowhere else,” I thought to myself, a silent pledge to the legacy of resistance that flowed through our veins.

“What use are dreams of freedom if they but lead us to the gallows?” I debated internally, the practicality of my desires clashing with the brutal realities of our existence. The return to our duties marked the end of our brief respite, a harsh reminder of the limitations that defined our lives.

“Back to the shadows we go, our dreams folded away like the napkins on our laps,” I said, the distance between my companions and myself feeling more pronounced as I resumed my work, looking after the Banyen boys. The silence of my heart was substantial, filled with the echoes of rebellion that refused to be silenced.

As the day wore on under the watchful eyes of the household, my resolution simmered beneath the surface. Aware of the dangers that conflict invited, I harbored no illusions about the path that lay before me. Yet, the flames of resistance, once kindled within the heart, are not easily extinguished.

Now I had to deliver food to our field slaves for their daily lunch meal.

As I gathered their food, the cool stone of the kitchen under my feet, the lingering taste of our meal juxtaposed with the bitterness of my thoughts, and the steady beat of my heart—a drumbeat of defiance—reminded me that the fight for freedom, however perilous, beat on in me. In the echoes of rebellion, I found not just the specter of past uprisings, but a torchlight, guiding me towards a future where the chains that bound us might one day be broken.
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As the relentless sun claimed its midday throne, casting shadows that seemed to stretch and reach across the endless rows of tobacco, a brief, almost sacred pause fell upon the fields of Salubria Plantation. I found myself in the rare role of bearer of sustenance, weaving between my brethren with a basket ponderous with cornmeal cakes and smoked pork. This moment, fleeting as it was, marked a respite from the unyielding rhythm of our labor, a pause that bore the weight of both solace and sorrow.

Around me, the plantation sprawled under the oppressive gaze of the sun; the heat mirroring the silence that usually enveloped us, a silence broke as we converged, a subtle shift permeating the air. It was a mix of weariness and a subdued camaraderie born of shared hardship, our simple meal distributed quietly amongst us. The labor noises ceased, replaced by the soft murmur of voices, an undercurrent of resilience in the whisper of the wind.

The scent of our meal, cornmeal, and smoked pork, hung strongly, a stark, almost mocking reminder of the meager diversity of our diet. Yet, in this moment, it was more than sustenance; it was a symbol of our shared humanity, however, briefly acknowledged.

“In this fleeting pause, does the gentle breeze caressing our cheeks offer solace, or does it cruelly taunt us with the scent of distant freedoms that elude our grasp?” I pondered, torn between the brief solace these moments offered and the harsh, unyielding reality of our bondage. To serve and provide, even in such small measure, underscored my own chains even as it allowed me a glimpse of connection.

“Does this meal ease your burden of hunger, even if just for a moment?” I asked quietly, handing a portion to a fellow slave, seeking meaning in this act of service among our collective suffering.

“Your hands feed more than our hunger, Judah. They remind us we’re still human,” came the soft reply, a simple yet profound acknowledgment of the significance of these exchanges. In the bread we shared, there was an unspoken solidarity, a whisper of resistance against the dehumanization we faced daily.

“If our spirits remain unbroken, they haven’t truly conquered us,” I resolved silently. These moments of connection, of shared humanity, served as a form of defiance, a way to affirm our dignity in the face of relentless oppression.

In each brief exchange, a silent conversation of empathy and understanding unfolded, reinforcing the strength found in our communal bonds. “In each other’s eyes, we find the strength to face another day,” I reflected, recognizing the power of these fleeting connections to sustain us against the despair of our existence.

But as quickly as it had come, the respite ended, the oppressive reality of our lives rushing back as we were herded back to our toil under the watchful eyes of the overseers. “Back to the fields, where our bodies labor, but our hearts yearn for freedom,” I thought, the brief escape from our bondage closing as swiftly as it had opened.

As we, the slaves, dispersed, and returned to the unyielding demands of the tobacco fields, the strong silence once again fell over Salubria, leaving me with a lingering sense of heaviness. The fleeting nature of our break underscored the enduring strength of the bond forged in the crucible of our shared plight.

The setting sun cast long, melancholic shadows across the plantation as I carried the empty baskets back, the day’s labor etching deeper into my soul. Yet, even as the cool air whispered promises of the night, a quiet resolve settled within me, a determination to continue seeking and finding those moments of humanity, of solidarity, within the confines of our bondage. The cooling October breeze, the sound of our collective footsteps fading into the evening, and the lingering taste of cornmeal on my tongue stood as reminders of the day’s brief pause and the shared resolve to endure, to find glimpses of dignity and connection in the shadows of our existence.
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[image: ]


Wrapped in finery that scratched at my skin, I stood, a spectacle of opulence that reeked of a lie. The Banyens had draped their world in silk and smiles, parading their kindness before eyes too dazzled by luxury to see the chains.

The atmosphere was massive, laden with the perfume of flowers trying in vain to mask the stench of our sweat, our fear. Silver and laughter gleamed and echoed, a jarring noise to the rough cotton against my back, the cloying sweetness of the feast that turned my stomach, the sight of my kin bowed and bridled, the sharp scent of roses that did nothing to cleanse the air of its foul truth.

As I watched Hattie and Cora Lee weaving through Dr. Banyen’s guests, handing out plates piled high with steaming food and glasses that sparkled like morning dew, I couldn’t help but notice their smiles. Hattie’s grin was as wide and genuine as a summer day is long, lighting up her face like the sun itself. But Cora Lee, oh, she was trying her best, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes the way Hattie’s did. It was like looking at a flower forced to bloom in the shade, pretty but strained, as if each grin cost her a piece of her heart.

A guest needed my help, so I served him a drink, one of his many. “The Banyens’ generosity knows no bounds, truly a model for us all,” a guest proclaimed, his words a velvet noose around our necks.

“Yes, sir,” I said, each word a stone in my belly. “We love it here, we are very fortunate.” 

“If only fortune had a different face,” Elias whispered behind me.

How did we shatter this illusion? How did we escape this web woven from our very beings? “I want nothing more than to tear down this facade,” I whispered back.

“And we need to find a way to survive until we can,” Elias said.

“It’s risky. But living this lie is worse,” I said.

“A small act could speak volumes,” Elias said.

“We’ll make them see, even if it’s just a crack in their perfect mirror,” I said, my words a covenant with my soul.

Yet, in the shadows, we whispered and debated the cost of our defiance. Fear clutched at our throats, a familiar foe.

“We cannot let fear silence us,” I said.

“But what if it brings worse on us?” Lily said, her voice trembling, a mirror of our shared terror.

“We’re just going to have to stick together,” I said.

“How can we?” Elias said. “Eyes on us with every move we make.”

The moment came, a small, deliberate act, a stone cast into the still waters of their smugness. The ripples caught the light and exposed the cracks.

As the guests stirred, whispers rising like a storm, we braced for the servant we’d summoned. 

Had we but drawn tighter the noose with our bid for truth?

The night deepened, and as the facade crumbled, a shadow in the woods caught my eye, a promise or a threat? My heart held both fear and a spark of hope as the path before us stretched, veiled in uncertainty further alight with the possibility of change.
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As the sky turned a deep shade of twilight, promising a night cooled by rain, I wandered through the heart of Salubria, my home in name but not in spirit. The evening breeze, a rare visitor in these parts, brought whispers of the storm to come, and with it, a fleeting sense of relief from the day’s swelter.

First, I came upon Lily, her arms wrapped tightly around her doll. She was younger than me, just twelve, her innocence still intact despite the harshness of our reality. “Evenin’, Judah,” she greeted me, her voice barely above a whisper, as if speaking any louder might shatter the delicate peace of the approaching night.

“Evenin’, Lily. You think your doll’s ready for the rain?” I asked, smiling down at her. Her belief in simple joys, like a cool night’s promise after a rain, reminded me of the strength hidden in our small acts of defiance.

Lily nodded, a serious look crossing her face. “Mama Hattie says it’ll cool everything down. I hope she’s right.” Her hope was contagious, even if just for a moment.

Continuing on, I encountered Elias, who was busy securing the shutters against the coming storm. His presence always seemed to anchor us, a steadfast reminder that we weren’t alone. “Judah,” he said with a simple nod, acknowledging me.

“It looks like it’ll be a big one tonight,” I said, watching his hands move with purpose.

“We’ll weather it, like we always do. Together,” he said, his gaze meeting mine. In his eyes, I saw the unspoken promise of solidarity that bound us all.

Further along, I found Miss Hattie and Cora Lee sitting outside their cabin, the weight of years and sorrow etched into their faces. But with them crowded close, shoulder to shoulder in the dim, a different kind of heat kindled in my chest. It was a small, steady glow, a secret fire the cool night couldn’t touch. For a little while, the dread loosened its grip, and I just breathed. “Judah, child, come sit with us,” Miss Hattie said, inviting me over, patting the ground beside her. “Feel that breeze? Rain’s gonna wash away some of this heat.” 

Cora Lee, with a smile tinged with sadness, added, “Rain brings life, just like hope. We must hold onto it, no matter how hard it seems.” In her words, I found a reflection of my own hidden fears and the unspoken grief of a child taken too soon.

As the night drew closer, Thomas Green, our overseer who showed us kindness in a world that often forgot its meaning, passed by with a subtle nod. His silent gestures of compassion were rays of light in our dim existence.

Issac Turner, the blacksmith, worked tirelessly by the forge, the rhythmic clanging of metal a constant reminder of the strength we were forced to muster every day.

Elder Elijah Cooper, seated outside his cabin, shared his wisdom with those willing to listen. “Storm’s a comin’, but it’s the calm it brings afterward we should look forward to,” he told me, his voice rich with the knowledge of many years.

And then, Reverend Samuel White spoke, his words cutting through the growing tension of the approaching storm. “As the rain nourishes the earth, so does faith nourish our souls. Let us not forget the power of belief and the strength it gives us to carry on,” he said, reminding us of the power of faith and hope.

As the first drops of rain began to fall, we huddled together, finding solace in shared stories and the comfort of our collective presence. In these moments, surrounded by my Salubria family, I felt a surge of something fierce and indomitable within me. The rain, with its cleansing promise, seemed to wash away the day’s burdens, offering a rare moment of peace and unity.

The night deepened, and the rain sang a lullaby of hope and renewal over Salubria. In the heart of darkness, our spirits refused to be dimmed, our bonds a testament to the enduring strength of those who dare to dream of light in the darkest of times.
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I remember the first dream I had about Nat Turner. It was just over two years ago. I was twelve years old.

In that dream, the night pressed close, tense as the moment before a storm, warning that something was about to break.In the cramped quarters, the distant sound of the overseer’s patrol filled the atmosphere.

“Time’s come,” a voice thundered in my dream. It was Nat, standing tall over us, his presence, a beacon in the darkness. “We ain’t meant to live like this, tethered to the whims of those who see us less than human,” he said, his voice echoing around us.

The whispers around me swelled like a rising tide, a mix of fear and agreement.

“But Nat, killing slave owners and their families...and killing all white people? Ain’t there another way?” Nelson asked, his tone a whisper of doubt.

“No mercy was shown to us,” Nat said, his words cutting through the uncertainty. “We need to shake them to their core, instill terror and alarm. It’s the only way to make ‘em listen.” 

I felt a shiver through my bones, the idea of violence was both a torchlight of hope and a shadow of fear.

“How can we face them, Nat?” Sam asked, tinged with a mix of hope and despair. “How can we stand against their guns and dogs?”

“With every ounce of courage we can muster,” he said. “We fight for those who can’t, for the future we all deserve.”

On my twelve-year-old legs, I stood. “Then we stand with you, Mr. Turner. To the end,” I found myself saying, loud and stronger than I ever felt.

Nat looked down at me, saw how small I was, a proud smile graced him. “God as my witness, we’ll break these chains...or die trying,” Nat said, claiming victory, and a chorus of agreement rose around him.

“But what if we fail?” his wife Cherry asked, the worry in the question was clear. “What then?” 

“We won’t,” Nat said, his confidence infectious. “We’ve got right and justice on our side.

“Nat, ain’t this just trading one evil for another?” another slave asked, her question cutting through the air, bulky with the moral weight of our actions.

Nat looked over at her. “We’re fighting for our freedom, not for revenge. Remember, it’s their system we’re against, not the soul,” he said, his words a balm to the brewing storm of doubt.

“But what if they come after our families, our children?” the fear in her voice was a reflection of my own unspoken terror.

“We protect ours, no matter what,” Nat said, his reply was a vow, a promise of solidarity in the face of adversity. “We stick together, fight as one.”

As my dream faded, and I awoke to the dim light of dawn creeping through the cracks, the weight of the decision pressed heavily on me. But, inside the fear, a spark of determination took root.

The scent of impending rain mingled with the aroma of the plantation soil, a sensuous reminder of the path now chosen. Whispers of rebellion, of freedom, reflected in my mind, fueling a newfound settle.

As I rose to face another day at the Salubria Plantation, the reality of our secret pact lingered, a spirit of hope and fear. The decision to stand with Nat, to fight for a future unchained, was a call to arms that resonated deep in my soul, setting the stage for the battles to come for the next two years of my life.
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The morning mist lifted gently, revealing the grandeur of the live oak. Its sprawling branches reached toward the sky, each leaf shimmering with dew, painting a picture of resilience that had withstood the test of time. Beneath this natural cathedral, Cora and I found our sanctuary, a place where the weight of our chains seemed lighter, if only for a moment.

The hush under the oak was almost sacred, its ancient presence a barrier against the chaos of our world. Light danced through the leaves, casting a kaleidoscope of shadows that played at our feet, while the gentle breeze carried whispers of endurance from the tree to our eager ears.

Cora’s voice broke the silence, rich with the wisdom of generations. “Nature’s got its way of speaking, Judah. Listen close, it’s teaching us how to survive, how to be free in ways they can’t ever chain.” Her words, infused with the scent of the forest floor, rooted me to the spot, igniting a thirst for knowledge I hadn’t known I possessed.

Amid the tranquility of the oak, I grappled with my reality. The pull between the desire for freedom and the acceptance of my existence on the plantation. Cora’s teachings offered a glimpse into a world beyond the tobacco fields, a world where knowledge wielded quietly could be a form of rebellion.

“Cora’s words plant seeds in me, not just of the herbs we tend but of a defiance grown quiet and deep,” I thought. She introduced me to the healing properties of the plants around us, each lesson a thread in the tapestry of resistance that she wove with every word, every gesture.

I made a silent vow beneath the watchful gaze of the oak, promising to carry these teachings forward, a beacon of hope in the darkness. “I swear, beneath this oak and to the sky above, I’ll carry these teachings with me, a secret map to places they can’t touch,” I resolved, the weight of this knowledge both empowering and daunting.

The lessons spurred an internal debate, a moral wrestling between the urge to use this newfound wisdom for escape or simply to endure. The sound of the overseer’s call, jarring in the peaceful morning, served as a harsh reminder of the world that awaited us beyond the oak’s shade.

As we stepped away from the shelter of the live oak, a sense of loss enveloped me. The lessons we shared were a gift, yet they underscored the limitations of our freedom, the bittersweet reality of our existence on the plantation.

With each step back into the big house, my determination hardened. Cora’s teachings, though rooted in the knowledge of healing, had nurtured a spirit of resistance in me. The journey ahead was uncertain, anxious with the promise and peril of knowledge as both salvation and curse.

The warmth of the sun on my skin as we emerged from under the oak’s protective shade was a stark reminder of the plantation’s harsh reality, contrasting sharply with the solace we found in our lessons. The live oak, with its enduring strength and quiet defiance, stood as a symbol of the resilience and hope that Cora had kindled in me, a testament to the power of chosen families and the unbreakable bonds forged in the shadow of adversity.
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Nat Turner had been right. He returned to visit me, just as he promised.

The dream revisited me last night, repeating itself just as it had two years before, in 1832, fierce as a summer storm that rolled in early Autumn, causing my heart to pound against the wooden planks that served as my bed. Around me, the quarters hummed with the soft sounds of sleep, yet there was no peace for me, not even in the dead of night.

The Salubria plantation stretched far and wide, its tobacco fields blooming like a sea of bright green and yellow in the day. But in my fourteen-year-old dreams, they transformed into an endless expanse of toil and sorrow, where families, bound by chains but unbroken in spirit, labored under the scorching sun. “Hold on tight to my hand,” I told a young child slave in my dream, her eyes wide with a fear no child should know. It was Lily in my dream, who was not that much younger than me. “We’ll find a way through this, together.” 

“How can we keep our spirits unbroken when everything’s trying to tear us apart?” I asked myself in this dream, my voice a whisper lost in the wind. My mother, in my dream, her back bent but her gaze defiant, answered without speaking, her resolve clear: “We want freedom, baby. But right now, we need to survive.”

I missed my parents every day.

The ache for my parents was a constant shadow, a hollow space where their warmth should have been. As nothing more than belongings to those who claimed ownership over us, we were torn asunder, scattered like leaves by an uncaring wind.

Amid the despair, a voice rose above the crack of the whip, a voice that carried the unmistakable cadence of Nat Turner’s, brimming with a fire unquenched by suffering. “Even in chains, our hearts can be free, Judah,” he had said, Then he spoke. Just a few words, low and clear. They sliced through that heavy, still air—the kind of air that feels like giving up—clean as a blade through tall grass. Left a space where you could finally draw a full breath. “We’ve got to hold onto that.”

I turned to him, my eyes wide with a mixture of awe and confusion. “How can you speak of freedom when we are bound like this? When every day is a struggle just to survive?”

Nat’s gaze met mine, steady and unwavering. “Because, Judah, it’s in the most oppressive darkness that the light of hope shines the brightest. Our bodies are confined, but our spirits? They are as free as we dare to dream.”

“But what of the pain, the losses we suffer?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper, choked by the reality of our existence.

He nodded, acknowledging the truth of my words. “Pain and loss are our constant companions, but they do not define us. It is our resilience, our refusal to be broken, that shapes our true selves. Remember, Judah, they can chain our hands, but not our minds. Our fight for freedom begins within.”

His words, so fervent and sincere, sparked something within me, a glimmer of hope, a seed of rebellion. “I want to believe, Nat. I want to believe that there’s a purpose to this suffering, that there’s a path to freedom.”

“There is,” Nat said, his voice a beacon in the tumultuous sea of my doubts. “It starts with us, with the belief in our hearts and the strength of our will. We must keep the flame of freedom alive, nurturing it with every act of defiance, every whispered prayer, every dream of a future unchained.”

As he spoke, I felt the spark he had ignited grow into a flame, a flame that would light my way through the darkest nights, a promise of resistance against the suffocating despair. “I will remember, Nat. I will hold onto hope, onto the belief that our spirits remain untouched by their chains.”

And in that moment, under the oppressive weight of our bondage, we shared a bond forged in the fires of rebellion, a silent pledge to continue the fight, to never let the flame of freedom be extinguished within us.

As dawn’s first light crept through the cracks of the quarters, I whispered to the morning, “I swear, as long as I draw breath, I’ll fight for us, for our right to be together, to be free.” The vow felt like a promise to the past and a challenge to the future, binding me to those who had gone before and those who would come after.

Lying awake, the remnants of the dream clinging to me like the Indian Summer heat that October, I wrestled with the choice before me. A choice I had made two years ago. Would I make the same choice again? Would I make the same mistake again? “Is it right to risk what little we have for a chance at freedom?” The question haunted me, a ghost of doubt in the dark. Yet, another voice within me countered fiercely, “What’s life worth without freedom?”

The sound of my heart beating, fast and fierce, was the only answer in the silence that followed. The dream, so vivid and visceral, left me feeling more alone than ever in my fight. But as the first rays of the sun kissed the horizon, painting the sky with streaks of gold and fire, a determination settled in my bones.

As I rose to face the day, the resolve in my heart was as clear as the dawn. The horizon before me, with its promise of pain and possibility, seemed to whisper of the battles to come and the hope that lay beyond. Today, like every day, I would work the Banyen nursery, watching fellow slaves work the fields and the big house, but I carried in me the seeds of rebellion, watered by the tears and sweat of those like me who dreamed of freedom.

Freedom was the only dream that ever filled my sleep.

The only dream.

My story, woven from the threads of dreams and reality, was mine, but it was also ours, a picture of struggle and strength, of bonds forged in adversity and the unyielding belief that, one day, we would be free.
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Under the watchful arms of that same ancient oak, as the sun dipped low, turning the sky into a canvas of oranges and purples, Cora Lee and I found a moment of peace. Here, away from the endless gaze of the main house, we could almost breathe freely, our words and sighs mingling with the evening air.

Cora caught me tracing the faint scar on my arm, a remnant of a past too painful to forget. “Every night, Cora, I hear her... just like it was yesterday,” I whispered, the memory of my mother’s screams haunting me still.

“I noticed your scar long time ago, Judah,” Cora said. “You ain’t no little girl no more, child.”

I looked at Cora“How do you keep going when part of you is stuck in that moment?” I asked her, searching her face for any sign of hope, for any hint that the pain could someday subside.

Cora thought about it. “I guess we don’t have to choice, Judah. It’s hard, but...what else can we do?”

“I need to believe I’ll see them again... but some days, that belief is hard to hold onto,” I said, my heart aching for my family, for the life we were torn from. “Everyday I think about seeing them again.”

“We can’t predict the future, Judah,” Cora said, her voice a steady lamp in the turmoil of my thoughts. Her words were meant to comfort, to heal the wounds that seemed to only grow deeper with time. “But in our hearts, we must keep the hope alive.”

“Every single day I do.” 

“I promise you, Judah, your faith and prayers have power,” she said, reassuring me of any hope, her hand resting on my shoulder, a tangible reminder of the strength we shared, of the solidarity that kept us anchored during the chaos of our lives. “Keep them alive.”

Yet, as she spoke of faith and prayer, I found myself drowning in doubt. “How can I pray when I’ve seen so much pain?” I asked her, the vast expanse of our suffering stretching out before me, overwhelming in its intensity. 

But Cora stood firm, her conviction unshaken. “It’s that very pain that should drive us to seek solace and strength in prayer.”

Our quiet under the oak was shattered by a sudden cry from the main house, pulling us back to the harsh reality of our existence. As we rushed back, a fragile thread of hope wove its way through my heart.

With one last glance at the scar on my arm, I made a silent vow to continue fighting for a reunion, against all odds. The future was a shadowed path, uncertain and frantic with unseen challenges, but for now, Cora’s words were a lifeline in the storm, a promise of strength in the face of despair.
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