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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to my friend and mentor, D.L. Havlin, who sadly passed away.

His friendship and guidance are sadly missed.

He was a notable Florida historian and gave me valuable insight when I first mentioned the possibility of writing a book about the Saltwater Railroad.

In our trips across Florida, I learned so much about the history of this state and its people. 

He will forever hold a special place in my heart.
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Chapter One
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Arrival

The moving van groans as it pulls to the curb, brakes hissing like it’s relieved to have finally stopped.

I watch from the front seat of my car, fingers still curled around the steering wheel, as if letting go might send everything sliding backward—jobs, plans, the careful logic that got us here.

Across the street, the park stretches out in late-morning quiet.

Manatee Springs Park. Green and ordinary and wrong in a way I can’t name yet.

Eric hops down from the cab of the truck, already talking to the driver, already settled into purpose. He looks right in this moment—clipboard tucked under his arm, sleeves rolled up, new-job confidence holding him upright. This move makes sense for him. It’s neat. Logical. A promotion. A fresh start.

For me, it’s a relocation. That’s the word we’ve been using. Not move, not escape. Relocation implies intention without emotion. It sounds temporary even when it isn’t.

I finally open the car door.

The house waits.

It’s a craftsman—solid, deliberate, the kind of house that looks like it was built by someone who believed in staying put. A low, wide porch runs the length of the front, its tapered columns resting on thick stone bases. The wood siding is painted a soft, weathered green, the color of something trying not to stand out. Exposed rafters peek from beneath the eaves, dark beams against pale trim, honest and a little stubborn.

The windows are tall and deep-set, catching the light unevenly. Not modern. Not fragile. The kind of house that expects you to live inside it instead of passing through.

I step onto the porch and feel it immediately—the way the boards hold my weight without complaint, the faint dip near the center where generations of feet must have crossed. Someone once stood here every day. Someone waited for something.

“Gabby?” Eric calls from the truck. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” I say automatically. It’s not a lie. It’s just incomplete.

The front door opens with a solid sound, the latch firm, the hinges well-oiled but old enough to speak. Inside, the house smells like wood and dust and lemon oil—cleaned recently, but not scrubbed of itself. 

Sunlight slants across hardwood floors that bear the soft scars of time: shallow scratches, darkened seams, a faint crescent where something heavy once rested too long.

Craftsman details everywhere. Built-in bookshelves flanking the fireplace. Leaded glass in the cabinet doors. A broad archway frames the dining room, inviting rather than dividing. This is a house that believes rooms should speak to each other.

I set my keys down on the entry table and feel the strange, irrational urge to apologize—for being late, for bringing boxes, for not yet knowing the place's history.

That’s when it happens.

Not inside the house.

Outside.

I turn back toward the porch without thinking and look across the street.

The park lies open and wide, a sweep of green broken by trees that rise older and thicker the farther your eyes travel. The road between us feels too narrow, as if it shouldn’t be enough to separate a place meant for living from something meant for... something else.

The springs are hidden from here, tucked deeper inside, but I know where they are. I’ve looked at the map a dozen times. Water running south. Trails looping and intersecting. History is summarized in tidy paragraphs meant to be read quickly and forgotten just as fast.

A breeze moves through the trees.

I feel it—not on my skin, but somewhere behind my ribs. A tightening. A pause. Like the moment before a memory surfaces, when you know something is there but can’t yet touch it.

The sensation isn’t fear. It’s more than that. It’s recognition.

I step off the porch and cross the narrow strip of grass to the edge of the sidewalk, as if distance might sharpen whatever this is. The park doesn’t change. It doesn’t react. It simply is—patient, expansive, waiting in a way that has nothing to do with me.

And yet. Something pulls.

Not forward. Not urging me to cross the road or follow a trail. Just... attention. As if the land has turned its face slightly in my direction, curious rather than demanding.

You’re tired, I tell myself. New job. New place. Your brain is stitching meaning where there isn’t any yet.

But the feeling doesn’t leave.

Behind me, the moving truck thuds as the ramp lowers, and cardboard scrapes. Voices call back and forth. Life asserting itself with noise and motion.

Across the street, the park remains quiet. Too quiet.

I imagine—briefly, absurdly—that if I stood here long enough, something would happen. A sound. A shift. A voice that would make sense of this pressure I can’t explain.

Nothing does.

Still, when I turn back toward the house, I feel as though I’m leaving something unfinished behind me.

Eric meets me on the porch with a grin. “First box is yours,” he says, handing me a small one marked BOOKS – OFFICE in my own handwriting.

Of course it is.

I take it, the cardboard warm from the sun, solid and reassuring. Inside are lesson plans, novels, and notes for a syllabus I haven’t written yet. The tools of a life that believes history is something you study, not something that studies you back.

“Nice place, right?” he says, glancing around.

“Yeah,” I answer.

And it is. The house fits. The porch fits. The street fits.

It’s the space across the road that doesn’t.

As I carry the box inside, I feel it again—that sense of being observed without judgment, of standing at the edge of something patient and profound. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Aware.

I set the box down in the study, sunlight catching the dust motes in slow, careful spirals, and tell myself I’ll walk in the park later.   

That I’ll learn its trails, read its plaques, fold it into the background of my days until it becomes just another view from the porch.

I don’t know yet that this place will not fade into the background.

I don’t know yet that it has been waiting.

Only that when I close the front door behind me, the house settles with a sound like agreement—and across the street, unseen and unremarked by everyone else, the park holds its breath.
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Chapter Two
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Before the Fire

Before the raid, Angola smelled like woodsmoke and river grass.

Morning came gently there. It slid in on mist rising off the water, softening edges, forgiving the night for being dark. The springs fed the river, and the river fed us, and everything else followed from that simple truth.

I woke to sound before light—women laughing low over cooking fires, children’s feet thudding across packed earth, the scrape of paddles being lifted and set aside. 

Someone always sang. Not loud. Not for show. Just enough to remind the day it was welcome.

Angola was not hidden as people later claimed.

It was placed.

Tucked where water branched and doubled back on itself, where trails meant something only if you already knew how to read them. We didn’t vanish into the land. We learned how to stand with it.

I rose from the pallet I shared with my brother and stepped outside while the air was still cool. Dew clung to the grasses, soaking my ankles. Smoke curled upward in lazy threads, carrying the smell of cassava and cornmeal.

“Josiah,” my mother called, already working the pot. “You’re late.”

I wasn’t. But my mother liked to say it anyway.

“Yes, ma’am,” I answered, grinning as I crouched beside her to stir. The wooden spoon was worn smooth from years of hands before mine. That mattered. Everything that lasted mattered.

Around us, the settlement moved in practiced rhythm.

Men checked traps and nets. Women braided hair, traded cloth, and passed babies from hip to hip without breaking conversation. Children were everywhere—too many to count, too many to name all at once, which meant they belonged to everyone.

Angola was built that way on purpose.

If one person fell, another stepped in. If one family lost, another fed. No one asked where you came from first. They asked what you needed.

Some of us had come from Georgia. Some from the Carolinas. Some from places we no longer named because naming them hurt more than it helped. Some had arrived by water, thin and shaking, guided by people who knew the coast and trusted it.

The Seminoles came and went, easy as the breeze. Not visitors. Not hosts. Neighbors. They brought news, traded goods, and laughed at how we worried over the weather that never quite did what it promised.

They called this place strong. We called it home.

By midmorning, the sun burned off the mist, and the work began in earnest. I helped repair a canoe that had scraped limestone too hard the week before. My brother patched a roof with palm fronds, his hands quick and sure. Someone argued good-naturedly over where to plant next season’s crops.

“Too close to the water,” one voice said.

“Water’s why we’re alive,” another answered.

Both were right.

Angola held more than bodies and buildings. It held intention. Every choice here was deliberate—where we built, when we moved, how much we took. We had learned what excess invited. We had learned what attention cost.

Still, joy found us.

It found us in the afternoons when work slowed and children splashed in the shallows. It found us in shared meals, hands, and laughter. It found us in the evenings when elders told stories—not always about escape or suffering, but about tricksters and storms and foolish men who underestimated women.

At night, the fires burned low and steady. That was when the talk sometimes turned quiet. Not fearful—never fearful—but watchful.

People spoke of movement. Of routes. Of water that carried you farther than roads ever could. Not as panic. As preparation.

My father sat beside me one night, sharpening a blade he didn’t need sharpened.

“You listen more than you speak, Josiah,” he said.

“I like knowing things,” I answered.

He nodded. “Good. Then know this. Safety isn’t stillness. It’s knowing when to move.”

I didn’t understand then what it would cost to learn that lesson fully.

I only knew that Angola felt permanent in the way good things do—not because they can’t be broken, but because they are worth rebuilding.

The day before the raid, nothing felt wrong.

That’s the lie people tell later—that there were signs, warnings, omens we ignored. There weren’t. The river ran as it always had.   

The birds sang. The children fought, made up, and fought again.

I remember helping my mother hang cloth to dry, the fabric snapping lightly in the breeze.

“You’ll have a family of your own one day,” she said, not looking at me.

“Maybe,” I said. “If I’m lucky.”

She smiled then. “You already are.”

That night, I walked to the edge of the settlement and looked out toward the dark water. The stars reflected faintly on the surface, broken and whole at the same time.

I felt something then—not fear, not warning.

Contentment.

That is what silence later tried to erase most of all.

Not the suffering.

The life.

When the fires came, people would say Angola was doomed from the start, that it couldn’t last. That it was always temporary.

They were wrong.

Angola lasted as long as anything ever truly lasts. 

Long enough to leave a mark deep enough that even fire and paper and time could not fully scrape it away.

I did not know then how soon everything would change.

Only that when I lay down beside my brother that night, the sounds of Angola settling around me, I slept without fear.

And that, more than anything, is what I carried with me into the dark—the memory of a morning where the world made sense, and we believed it would keep doing so.
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Chapter Three
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The Way the Water Knows

My father did not talk about escape the way others did.

He never lowered his voice. Never glanced over his shoulder.   He spoke of it the way a carpenter speaks of wood grain—something you respect, something you learn to read, something that will punish you if you pretend it isn’t there.

We sat at the edge of the river as dusk settled, the day loosening its grip on heat. He had brought his net to mend, though it didn’t need mending. That was his way of talking—hands busy, eyes on the work, words arriving when they were ready.

“You’ve heard them talk about north,” he said, not looking up.

“Yes, sir.”

“Freedom papers. Cities. Names you can stand on.”

I nodded. Everyone had heard those stories. The land routes. The long walks through pine and swamp. The promise of lines on maps that meant something different on the other side.

“And you’ve heard the other way too,” he went on. “The one people don’t like to say out loud.”

I swallowed. “South.”

He glanced at me then, quick and sharp. “Why don’t they like saying it?”

“Because it sounds backward.”

He smiled faintly. “Backward from what?”

I didn’t answer.

He set the net aside and dipped his fingers into the water, letting it run over his skin. The river carried the day’s light away piece by piece.

“North is a direction,” he said. “South is a decision.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“You will,” he said gently. “Because north is something other people tell you about. Laws written by men who never had to run. South—south is something the water tells you.”

He motioned with his chin toward the river. “Where does this go?”

“To the Gulf.”

“And then?”

“To the islands. To places with different flags.”

“Different laws,” he corrected. “Different memories.”

I had heard whispers—Bahamas. Cuba. Places where Spanish words are mixed with English and African tongues. Places where a person could arrive broken and still be allowed to become whole again.

“But it’s dangerous,” I said. “Boats capsize. Storms come fast.”

“Yes,” he agreed. “People die.”

The honesty startled me. My father never softened the truth for the sake of comfort.

“People die staying too,” he continued. “They die waiting. They die believing the land owes them mercy.”

He picked up the net again. “South isn’t chosen because it’s safe. It’s chosen because it’s possible.”

I watched the water move around his wrist, dark and steady.   

“Why not north, then? Why not both?”

“Some do go north,” he said. “And some make it. But the north is crowded with expectation. Papers. Patrols. Men paid to look for you, the slave catchers.”

He met my eyes again. “South is wide.”

He told me then about the Saltwater Railroad—not as a story, not as a legend, but as a practice.

How the currents change after sunset.
How certain stars sit low enough to guide you if you know their names.
How wreckers along the Keys sometimes pretended not to see, and sometimes saw everything.
How boats traveled not in straight lines, but in patience.
“Water doesn’t forget paths,” he said. “It remembers everybody who learned to trust it.”

I thought of the elders who spoke softly at night, of the way movement was discussed not as panic but as readiness. “Why doesn’t everyone go, then?” I asked.

He sighed, a long breath that carried more weight than his words. “Because leaving costs something, too.”

He touched his chest once. “You leave graves. You leave voices. You leave the certainty of knowing where your feet will land.”

I swallowed hard. “Would you go?”

He looked out over the river for a long time. The light faded to copper, then to shadow.

“If I had to,” he said. “If staying meant forgetting who I was.”

He turned to me then, placing a hand on my shoulder. “That’s the part you need to understand, Josiah. The Saltwater Railroad isn’t about running away.”

“Then what is it?”

“It’s about choosing what you refuse to surrender.”

I felt something settle in me then—not fear, not urgency.   

Responsibility.

“What if you don’t make it?” I asked quietly.

His grip tightened just enough to be felt. “Then someone else will. And they’ll carry your name with them.”

That was the promise.

That no one vanished alone.

That water could carry more than bodies—it could carry memory.

That night, as we walked back toward the lights of Angola, I looked at the river differently. Not as a boundary. Not as an obstacle.

As a road that did not need to be built to be real.

I did not know yet how soon that knowledge would be tested.   

How quickly would South stop being an idea and become a necessity.

Only that when my father spoke of the Saltwater Railroad, his voice did not shake.

And that told me everything about why some people chose the water.

Not because it was kinder than land.

But because it still listened.
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Chapter Four
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What Eric Notices First

Eric notices the change before Gabby says anything about it.

It’s not dramatic. Not the kind of thing you can point to and name without sounding foolish. It’s a collection of small shifts—the way she pauses at the front window longer than necessary, the way her attention drifts when she thinks he isn’t watching, the way she stops mid-sentence as if listening for something that hasn’t quite arrived yet.

Grief does that, he tells himself.

Grief rearranges people.

They’ve only been in the house a week, and it’s the first real move since her mother died. Before that, everything was temporary—sublets, short-term rentals, furniture that never quite fit. This place is different. Permanent. Anchored. The kind of house that expects you to unpack everything, including what you’d rather keep boxed.

Eric leans against the kitchen counter and watches Gabby trace the edge of one of the built-in shelves with her fingers, not absentmindedly, exactly. Intentionally.

“You okay?” he asks, keeping his voice light.

“Yeah,” she says too quickly. Then softer, “Just tired.”

She’s been tired a lot lately.

He recognizes the signs—not from textbooks, but from living inside systems long enough to know what pressure looks like when it starts working sideways.

Gabby throws herself into structure when she’s overwhelmed. Lists. Lesson plans. Syllabi rewritten three times before breakfast.

And now this—this quiet pull toward the park across the street.

Eric didn’t think much of it at first. Everyone stares at something new when they move. But Gabby doesn’t look at the park the way people look at scenery. She looks at it the way she looks at old photographs—searching for context.

At night, she sleeps lightly. Not nightmares. Just shallow rest, the kind that snaps awake at small sounds. He hears her shift in bed, hears the breath she doesn’t realize she’s holding.

He tells himself it’s normal.

Grief plus relocation equals stress. Stress equals imagination filling gaps.

Still.

The morning she misses her turn on the way to school because she’s watching the tree line instead of the road, he finally says something.

“Hey,” Eric says gently, tapping the dashboard. “You want me to drive for a bit?”

She blinks, startled. “Sorry. I didn’t even realize.”

That’s the part that unsettles him.

That afternoon, he calls his sister on the way home from work, keeps the conversation casual until he doesn’t.

“She’s not falling apart,” he says. “Just... different.”

“Different how?” his sister asks.

Eric exhales. “Quieter. Sharper. Like she’s carrying something she hasn’t named yet.”

A pause. “Have you suggested Gabby talk to someone?”

He grimaces. “About grief? Or about the park across from the house?”

Another pause, longer this time. “Eric.”

“I know how it sounds,” he says. “I just don’t want to miss something important because I assumed it would pass.”

That night, he brings it up carefully.

They’re sitting on the porch, cicadas buzzing in the trees, the park across the road a darkened mass that somehow still draws Gabby’s eyes. He hands her a mug of tea and watches her wrap both hands around it, as if she needs the heat.

“You’ve been carrying a lot,” he says. “Your mom. The move. New job. All of it.”

She nods but doesn’t look at him.

“Would it help to talk to someone?” he continues. “Just—check in. No pressure.”

She stiffens almost imperceptibly.  “I’m not breaking,” she says.

“I know,” he answers quickly. “That’s not what I meant.”

Finally, she turns to him. Her expression isn’t angry. It’s confused.

“I don’t feel broken,” she says slowly. “I feel... alert.”

The word lands wrong.

“Alert how?”

She hesitates, searching for language that doesn’t sound irrational even to her own ears. “Like something’s about to make sense. Or like I’m standing near something important, and I don’t know why yet.”

Eric smiles, gentle but strained. “That’s... not exactly reassuring.”

“I know.”

She laughs then, short and rueful. “I know how it sounds. I promise, I’m okay.”

He wants to believe her. And mostly, he does. Gabby has always been the grounded one. The historian. The person who trusts evidence over instinct, documentation over myth.

But this place—this park, this house—has shifted her center of gravity just enough that he can feel it.

Later, when she’s asleep, he stands at the front window and looks out across the road himself.

The park is dark, unlit, ordinary. Trees. Paths. Nothing threatening. Nothing waiting.

Still, he feels a faint unease he can’t justify.

Maybe it’s the house settling. Perhaps it’s the weight of responsibility he feels, having convinced her this move was right.

Or maybe it’s something else entirely—something he doesn’t have language for yet.

Eric rests his palm against the glass.

Whatever this is, he thinks, I’m not letting her carry it alone.

That much, at least, is certain.
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