
Book of Dreams

The Boy
The silence of the night was broken by the young woman’s screams. The master’s boy circled the huts around them to shoo back the slaves that tried to come and help the poor woman have her child. The woman’s got help! The boy cried. Sleep! You’ll be working tomorrow!

Inside the cabin, the tiny wood cabin, the mother-to-be and her Nanny, or the baby’s Nanny, lay on the hard floor, with only an old shirt beneath them to catch the bloody baby as it fell. The woman was sweating and crying, and eventually, just after Nanny could pull the poor thing out, her screaming stopped and the woman fainted. 


The noise only ceased for a second, while the baby took its first breath, for the screaming and the wailing of the little thing almost matched its mother’s. Nanny wrapped it in a shirt and cradled it in her arms and brought it towards the corner, farthest from the single window, letting all the cold air in, the baby screamed and screamed and wouldn’t stop. Knowing Nanny wasn’t his mother. “Child” Nanny said “Child, ya be quiet, ya shut your mouth for your own good. They don’t want to hear you. No one wants to hear the noise.” Screaming louder now, or so it seemed, the baby squirmed. Nanny squeezed him closer to muffle the sound. 


“No one will hear your cries, child. No one will care what you say. They’ll beat you till you shut your mouth, so you better do it now! Learn quickly, child. Listen to Nanny.  Don’t say what you think, don’t think what you say. Do what they tell you, don’t question it.  Boy, shut up!” She raised her hand to smack his bottom, but before she got the chance, the baby was silent. 


Child, his name, for the master had no decency to give him a name, listened to his Nanny. He listen to the white men and the other slaves to learn how to speak, but hardly ever said a word. When he was six, or around there, his mother, pregnant with her second child, tried to run away. All the hormones got her going, and she forgot to take Child with her. It wouldn’t have mattered, though, because she hadn’t made it a mile before a friend ran to catch her, telling her she wouldn’t make it. Telling her that her baby was coming and couldn’t handle the trip. Telling her that her other child, almost working in the field, would miss his mama. 


He brought her back, but someone saw and reported it to the master. The red eyed-man in his Sunday suit went searching, with a whip clenched tightly in his hand, and an angry bloodhound ready to do off with the rest of her. He interrogated Child, who said he didn’t know (and was telling all he knew) but the man didn’t believe him, and slashed his back until it bled. The master stood by the boy, the dog nipped at him whenever he flinched, and he stayed there until his mother came to check on him. There, in front of the young boy, he whipped her to death. 


That was the first, and the last, time Child had ever been whipped; he made sure of it. The master took a liking to him, actually, because he was the best behaved. He was sent  to other plantations to deliver messages and packages, because he trusted him to come back, but child was torn between the want to stay safe and the hatred toward his master for killing his mother. He listened, but he refused to respond. Not once did he say a word to the man, not other than “Yessir.”


It was his eleventh or twelth year and Child was cleaning up the shed. In the dark of the night, he felt a cold hand on his shoulder and Nanny pulled him out to the back, hissing a quick whisper. 


“I’m leaving. I’m leaving, Child. You’re too young and I won’t take you with me, but when you’re older you’ll come to find me, Child. You’ll come to find your Nanny.”


He was too surprised, and too scared of the idea of running away. Even the idea of not having Nanny around anymore, the only person he could relate to. He didn’t know what to say, but he knew what he wanted, so he just shook his head.


“Stubborn child, won’t you leave? Not now, the master is too fond of you, but later. You must leave this place, we all want to.”


“I don’t want to.” The boy said.


“Child, I am leaving, and if you don’t come to find me, you’ll be living here the rest of your life.”


“ They will catch you, they will kill you!” He screamed.


“Then I’ll die halfway free. I was born a slave, Child, and so were you. Do you want to die a slave?”


A tear streaked down his cheek as his Nanny ran away. 
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The woman shrieked in pain. 

“Looks like the baby’s coming, Mrs. Johnson”

Mrs. Johnson was in the midst of having her fourth baby. Doc Wilson was over at her house on Sunset blvd, Philadelphia, PA helping her out. It wasn’t long before  little Tanya Johnson was born. Mrs. Johnson took her daughter into her arms and whispered into her ear, “Tanya, my beautiful baby girl, my beautiful, beautiful child. You don’t know how lucky you are. You’ve been born into a family that’s free from the hardships of slavery. Your brothers and sisters are lost at a plantation down south, I failed to bring them to freedom, Tanya, but I’ll never let you out of my sight.  I miss them more than anything, but now I have you, beautiful child.” 

Thursday, August 23, 1851 Philadelphia, PA

12 years later…

“Mrs. Johnson, did you see this newspaper clipping?” Doc Wilson stood in the doorway, breathless. 




Fugitive Slave Law Passed!

All slaves escaped from south and all free blacks may be brought back to plantations from Free states!  This new law issued is…  (Continued on page 7)


Mrs. Johnson stared, horrified, at the slip of paper in her hand. Doc Wilson, gasping for breath, cried, “They’re after me!”


“You brought them here?! Now they’ll come for my daughter!” In respect, she said nothing further, but she had never been angrier at this man in her life.


Tanya was in the backyard taking down the dry clothes from the clothesline. Startled by her mother’s worried voice, she came forward and began to ask what was wrong. Her mother grabbed her by the arm and thrust her at the doctor.


“Take my daughter, they’ll come for me. I’ll distract them, take her farther north!” She kept her mouth shut, not wanting to worry her daughter any further, but Mrs. Johnson could think nothing other that Going farther North will only prolong her death. I will lose another child.


Doc took Tanya by the hand. “No!” She shouted. “Don’t leave me, Mother!” Her sentence was cut short by the barking of the search dogs. 


“Run! Run away! They’re coming!” screamed Mrs. Johnson. Doc grabbed Tanya and started running.


“No! They’ll catch you and-” Doc covered Tanya’s mouth. The two ran off as Mrs. Johnson stormed into the house, making as much noise as possible, trying to attract the search dogs and get them off of the doctors scent. 

“Mother!”  Tanya sobbed as she ran, tears running down her face.  The three slave catchers took no notice of Mrs. Johnson, but pursued after the doctor and his new companion. 


“I see some! Let the dogs loose!” Shouted one of the men. The vicious dogs took off after the two and stopped them in their tracks. Tanya was completely bewildered. She was accustomed to the kind white men here in the North. Who were these horrible people that were sending dogs after her and Doc? The dogs snapped at their heels and herded them back towards the men.  She gripped the man’s hand tightly, her nails digging into his arm.


“Put them in the wagon!” one shouted. The horrible men took out strange, long ropes and whipped the air. The men started laughing and shrieking horrible things. Tanya thought she heard the familiar sound of her mother’s voice, but soon only screams, and when she looked up her mother was gone. When she looked up, she saw only the white men as they began to whip Doc beside her. She heard his screams as his flesh tore, his cries as the blood dribbled, and then they came for her. The girl was not used to such pain, so she fainted before she could feel the rest.

Their Interaction


In the heat of the summer sun, Child did his routine work in the cotton fields. He felt every little bead of sweat that trickled down his forehead.  The rhythmic motion of cotton picking was somewhat relaxing, though very monotonous and made the morning drag on into the night. Little did he know, this seemingly normal morning would bring a change unlike any other upon him - a change he couldn’t have imagined in his wildest dreams!

Just then, the change occurred. Child was awakened from his daydreams by a sudden sound in the distance.


He looked curiously towards the direction of the noise, and there he saw it.

It was a carriage, and emerging from the carriage was a young girl. She was being dragged out, kicking and screaming.  Child wondered what was wrong with her, but, this happened often, and he was accustomed to such protests. She seemed different somehow. She seemed... spunky, though Child had a feeling that her spunk would soon fade, if not die, just as it did for the others. He shrugged and went back to his work. 


As he continued with his work, he heard his master approaching. With him he was dragging the very disgruntled looking girl. 


"Child!" his master shouted. 


The boy looked at his Master obediently and then he looked at the girl. Now that he saw her up close, he realized that she was about his age. Her dirty face was angry and she wore decent clothes, but pretty soon she would fit in with the rest of them.

 
"Show this here thing 'round.” His master said, raiging her off of the ground by her shirt and shaking her till her teeth rattled. “Be snappy bout it, I'll be off to a meetin', an' I won't be back till sun down. When I git back, I 'spect her to be pickin' cotton like she's dunnit all her life!"  He then released her from his grip and pushed her forward.


The girl scowled at the master and let out a frustrated shriek, having no words to go along with it. How DARE he treat me like an object! She thought to herself. She kept her fiery glare fixated on the man. In response to her, the slave’s master snorted in disgust, laughed at her stupidity and left for his meeting.


There was an awkward silence between the two, then the girl said, with a very zesty attitude, despite the fact that she was on a plantation; 


"I'm Tanya. What’s your name?" 


Child hesitated. He wasn't sure what he should say. No one his age had ever spoken to him before. All of the kids his age worked on the South end of the plantation – Child worked where his master could get to him easily, so his orders would be quickly fulfilled. "I'm...Child.” He finally replied.


"No! I meant, what is your name?" 


"They call me child 'round here."


"You must have a real name!  What is it?" 


“Yur not listnin’. I am called Child. My master don't care to give no one 'round here a name." he said matter-of-factly.

"Well, that just won't do!" she exclaimed. "I shall call you..." she stopped and thought for a moment, "Hmmm.... I’ll call you Alex!"


"Uh, call me wha'eva ya please." 


Child, or Alex, who was rather pleased with his new name, showed the unhappy Tanya around the farm although her protests drowned out Alex's instructions.


"This 'ere is the tool we use for..." Alex began.


Tanya cut him off, "I don't care what you use that tool for! I should not be here! Don’t you understand?! I am a civilized American! Not some dirty slave!" Alex only grunted, with a speck of pride, in response.

It continued like this for a while, until their master came home to find that Tanya was not picking cotton, only complaining.


"Wha' are ya'll doin'?! I told ya' to pick the cotton! Ya betta not be so dumb as to ignore me!" He said.


"I'm not afraid of you!" retorted Tanya.


"Ya should be!"


The master took out his whip, and told Tanya to get on her knees. She, of course, refused. He hissed and pushed the sobbing girl onto the ground. Five hard, bloody lashings followed, leaving her back scared with rope marks. She screamed in agony as the master strutted off, proud of what he had done. Alex took a handful of cotton and gave it to Tanya to clench between her teeth. He immediately helped Tanya to her feet and they headed towards a friends cabin.


"Are you all right?" Alex asked.

 
She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Tanya only sobbed, shrieking from the pain.


Alex, even though he had only known her briefly, knew that Tanya was not being herself. This was because of the beating, no doubt. The sight of seeing Tanya in this state made Alex's heart sink. This girls spunky spirit was broken with only a couple lashes of the whip. 


"Can't ya remember your family?" He said, trying to brighten her up.  "Think of 'em. I'm sure that they wouldn't want ya' to be cryin'!" Alex tried to reassure Tanya on the way to the slave medicine woman, a kindly old lady who helped the wounded slaves that their master neglected,  but all that Tanya could do was shriek. He began to regret his advice, because now she was moaning about never seeing her family again. The sweet old woman sighed and treated Tanya's wounds, smearing alcohol on her back. Tanya bit into the cotton again, almost wishing she would just die.The two walked back to the cabin in silence. 


The masters young children, too young to be bossing the slaves around, ran passed the cabin, giggling because they were playing hide and seek. Tanya had forced Alex to go back to work, so that he wouldn't experience the same pain that she had, and now she sat the entrance of the small wooden shack, watching the children. At first she only scowled, thinking of how naive they were, frolicking like there wasn't a care in the world, as they dodged miserable slaves that their own father tortured. Then she remembered how naive she had been, before she came here, about her life and the life down south. Tears ran down her face, but not only because of the pain on her back. 


Weeks passed and the two grew to be friends. It was some time before Tanya was herself again, but she soon went back to hissing at her master (more quietly now) and raging about how wrong all of this was. Then, one day, she got an idea. 


 Remembering her old life, Tanya felt a glimmer of hope within her. She felt the unbearable urge to runaway from this life in captivity. Tanya wanted to be reunited with her mother, whatever had become of that amazing woman. Her eyes widened, and in a sudden burst of determination, she shouted,


"I can't take it anymore!"


Alex payed no attention - he had gotten used to her outbursts. She became very frustrated, seeing that he didn't understand, so she continued:


"No, Alex, I mean it! I won't take it anymore!"


"What are ya' talkin' 'bout?" Alex replied, playing along but not looking up from his cotton picking.


Although he did not show it, Alex knew exactly what she meant. All that he could think of as wiped of his sweat was his Nanny. She was the last person on this plantation that he could talk to, that loved him, that he loved, who was alive. Now that she was gone, the secret burning desire, one that he hadn't even revealed to his Nanny, the desire to run away, got stronger and stronger every day. He bit his tongue, eagerly waiting for Tanya's response.  


She then leaned in and whispered in his ear: "We've got to escape!"


He tried his best to not look to excited. Although his desire was strong, he was still unsure. All of the risks, all of the danger, what would they eat? Where would they go? Where would they stay?

"Are ya sure bout this? I dunno. We're just two kids. They'll find us easy, they'll kill us, or worse...take us back."


"Exactly! We're kids! They don't care about us. They won't even notice we're gone. If we get a head start, we'll get some help before they can track us down. We'll find my momma, go to Canada, somewhere where its safe."


We'll find my Nanny. Alex thought. She had sparked something within him. Somehow he thought that it might just be possible. He looked around, making sure no one around him could see. Too afraid to say it aloud, he nodded. 


"Fine," said Tanya, continuing to work. She could not hide her smile. "Meet me in my cabin in the middle of the night." She said, whispering. "We're got to make a plan."


Tanya did her work obediently the rest of the day, humming a song she had recently learned from a passing freed slave.

Follow the drinking gourd,

For the old man is-a waiting for to carry you to freedom,
Follow the drinking gourd.


