
  
  
      
        
          Where the River Sets Us Free

          A Journey from Bondage to Freedom in Civil War America

		      
          Lila Freeman

        

        
          
          Pink Bell Knoll Books

        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Lila Freeman & Pink Bell Knoll Books 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise — without the prior written permission of the author or publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
  Editorial Manifesto


Pink Bell Knoll Books

At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.

Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.

Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.

We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.

We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.

If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.

Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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  Chapter 1
The Weight of Chains


Magnolia Grove Plantation, Mississippi, August 1863 
The August heat pressed down on Magnolia Grove Plantation like a wet blanket, thick and unrelenting even in the early morning hours. Naomi Bell moved silently through the big house's dining room, her beeswax-soaked cloth gliding over the mahogany table's surface in a dance seven years familiar. Every grain of the wood was known to her, every scratch and stain a map of years spent in invisible service.
At twenty-five, Naomi had mastered the art of invisibility—present but unseen, useful but unnoticed. It was a survival that demanded precision: eyes down but ears alert, hands busy but mind carefully guarded. The Whitmore family relied on her completely, yet she moved through their lives like a ghost, essential but unacknowledged.
The morning light filtered through heavy damask curtains, casting the room in shades of gold and amber. Through the windows, she could hear the plantation stirring to life—field hands gathering for their assignments, wagon wheels creaking as supplies moved between buildings, children's voices from the quarters before they too would be called to their small labors.
Master Whitmore's heavy footsteps on the front porch made her straighten reflexively. After seven years, she could read the family's moods by the sound of their movements. This morning carried urgency, agitation—something had disturbed the usual rhythms of plantation life.
Eleanor Whitmore swept into the room like a storm cloud in yellow silk, her pale face already flushed with heat and whatever social crisis had captured her attention. At forty-three, she retained the fragile beauty of Southern ladies who had never known physical labor, but petulance had carved permanent lines around her mouth.
"Thomas," she said without preamble, settling into her chair with a rustle of skirts, "Mrs. Henderson had the most disturbing news yesterday. Three more runaways from plantations near Natchez. In broad daylight, if you can imagine such audacity."
Naomi's hands stilled momentarily on the coffee service, every nerve straining to hear more. Master Whitmore lowered his newspaper with visible irritation.
"Morrison's people, no doubt," he replied dismissively, though Naomi caught the edge of concern in his voice. "He's always been too lenient. My slaves know better."
"Do they?" Eleanor's question carried a sharp undertone. "Because Mrs. Henderson mentioned unusual activity along the river roads. Strangers asking questions, people moving at odd hours. She thinks there might be outside agitators encouraging this... rebellion."
The word hung in the air like smoke from a distant fire. Naomi had heard whispers of such things—stories passed between plantations about something called the Underground Railroad, about souls brave enough to guide runaways to freedom. But those had always seemed like fairy tales, too fantastic to be real.
"My people are content," Thomas said firmly. "Well-fed, properly housed, managed with appropriate discipline. They understand their place."
As if summoned by his words, Moses appeared in the window's frame, walking toward the fields with the other hands. The young man's shirt couldn't hide the healing welts across his shoulders—punishment for the crime of meeting Master Whitmore's eyes when spoken to.
"Speaking of proper management," Eleanor continued, her voice taking on the tone that meant someone's day was about to worsen, "I've noticed concerning behavior from some of the house staff. Nothing overt, but there's an... atmosphere. As if some of them are thinking thoughts that have no place in their heads."
Naomi's heart began to race, though she kept her expression carefully neutral. The accusation was both vague and terrifyingly accurate—her mind was indeed elsewhere much of the time, lost in books read by stolen candlelight, dreaming of worlds beyond Magnolia Grove's boundaries.
"Take Naomi here," Eleanor's pale eyes fixed on her with uncomfortable intensity. "Always been reliable, but lately there's a distance about her. As if her mind is occupied with matters beyond her station."
"Is that so?" Thomas's attention shifted to Naomi, his gaze heavy with assessment. "What do you have to say for yourself, girl?"
The question was a trap with no safe answers. "I apologize if I've given any impression of inattention, Master Whitmore," she said carefully. "I strive always to focus on my duties and serve the family to the best of my ability."
"See that you do," he replied, but his tone suggested the matter wasn't closed. "These are troubled times. I won't tolerate behavior that might encourage unrest among the servants."
The breakfast service passed in tense silence, the family absorbed in their own concerns while Naomi moved around the table like a careful shadow. When the meal ended, she gathered the dishes with mechanical precision, each movement calculated to avoid further attention.
The kitchen offered blessed refuge from the dining room's cold scrutiny. Sarah Jenkins looked up from her biscuits, her weathered face creasing with concern.
"Child, you look like you've seen trouble walking," she said in the low voice that was as much part of the kitchen's atmosphere as the smell of bacon and coffee.
At fifty-eight, Sarah had been at Magnolia Grove longer than anyone except Old Pete at the stables. She'd raised four children before they were sold to other plantations, and had since become a mother figure to the younger slaves, offering comfort when bondage's burdens grew too heavy.
"Mistress Whitmore's asking questions about insubordination," Naomi said quietly, arranging serving platters to avoid Sarah's knowing eyes. "She mentioned me specifically."
Sarah's hands paused in their work. "That woman's got a nose for trouble like a hound tracking foxes. What you been doing different, child?"
The question hit close to home. Sarah was one of the few who knew about Naomi's dangerous literacy, having discovered her reading a discarded newspaper years earlier. Instead of reporting it, Sarah had helped hide it, understanding that knowledge was one of the few forms of wealth a slave could accumulate.
"Nothing more than usual," Naomi replied carefully. "But maybe I haven't been hiding my thoughts as well as I should."
"What kind of thoughts?"
"The kind I shouldn't be having."
Sarah nodded slowly, understanding passing between them without need for explicit words. "War's got everybody on edge," she said quietly. "Makes folks consider things they might not otherwise contemplate."
The war had been raging for over two years, though its effects on their isolated plantation had been minimal. Master Whitmore was too old for service and too wealthy to worry about conscription. But the conflict's influence was felt in subtler ways—nervous conversations from the big house, occasional news filtering to the quarters, the electric sense that the world was changing unpredictably.
"Sarah," Naomi lowered her voice further, "have you heard stories about people... leaving?"
The older woman's eyes sharpened. "What kind of stories?"
"About runaways. About something called the Underground Railroad. About folks who help slaves reach freedom in the North."
Sarah was quiet for a long moment, her weathered hands working steadily. When she spoke, her voice carried hope and fear in equal measure.
"I've heard whispers," she admitted. "Talk about brave souls who risk everything to help others find freedom. But child, those stories end in freedom for some, death for many others. You understand what you're thinking when you ask such questions?"
"I understand the risks."
"Do you? Do you understand that if Master Whitmore caught you attempting such a thing, he wouldn't just whip you and sell you south? He'd make an example that would terrify every slave on this plantation and half a dozen others."
The harsh reality hit Naomi like cold water, but beneath the fear, something else stirred—a stubborn flame of determination that surprised her with its intensity.
"But what if some of those stories are true? What if there really are people who've made it to freedom?"
"Then they're playing with fire that could burn down everything they've ever known," Sarah replied, though her tone was gentler now. "But I'd also say..." She paused, her gaze taking in the kitchen that had bounded her world for twenty years. "If such things were possible, if there was truly a path to freedom, then maybe that fire would be worth the risk of getting burned."
The conversation was interrupted by the breakfast bell—the Whitmore family ready to be served. They slipped back into service's familiar rhythms, but Sarah's words echoed in Naomi's mind. The fire of possibility, once kindled, was difficult to extinguish.
The morning's duties took her upstairs to the family's private quarters, work she normally enjoyed for the brief privacy it offered. Thomas Whitmore's study held particular appeal—shelves lined with books that had taught her to read through years of stolen moments. But today, concentration eluded her.
She was dusting the study's shelves when voices drifted up from the porch below. Thomas was speaking with someone whose voice she didn't recognize.
"Three more runaways just this week," the stranger was saying. "All from plantations within twenty miles. Some actually made it across state lines before recapture."
"Made it where?" Thomas asked sharply.
"Tennessee, possibly Kentucky. Hard to say, but they traveled farther than expected. Had help too—this wasn't desperate slaves wandering blind. Someone's organizing this, providing guidance and supplies."
Naomi's pulse quickened. Here was confirmation that the Underground Railroad might be real, that freedom was an actual possibility for those brave enough to reach for it.
"Any leads on the organizers?"
"We're investigating certain ministers, merchants who might sympathize with abolitionists. There's definitely increased nighttime activity along the river roads. People moving at odd hours, strangers asking about local geography."
The conversation continued, covering topics that made Naomi's heart race with alternating hope and terror. When the voices finally faded, she stood frozen by the window, possibilities racing through her mind she had hardly dared imagine.
The Underground Railroad was real. People were escaping. Freedom was not just a dream but an achievable reality for those courageous enough to attempt it.
But the risks were enormous, and failure's price too terrible to contemplate.
"Naomi." Margaret Whitmore's sharp voice cut through her thoughts. The twelve-year-old had inherited her mother's imperious manner and cruel tongue. "Mother wants to see you in the parlor. Immediately."
The summons sent ice through Naomi's veins. Another confrontation with Eleanor Whitmore, especially after the morning's warning, felt ominous beyond measure.
The parlor was Eleanor's domain, decorated in rose and gold that emphasized her position as the plantation's reigning lady. She sat rigidly in her favorite chair, pale eyes cold with displeasure, when Naomi entered.
"Sit," Eleanor commanded, gesturing toward a straight-backed chair positioned for maximum discomfort.
Naomi sat with hands folded, expression neutral. Years of experience had taught her to say little and reveal nothing that could be used against her.
"I've been thinking about our conversation this morning," Eleanor began, "and realized I may have been too subtle. Let me be direct: I believe you've been engaging in activities inappropriate for someone in your position."
The accusation hung between them, deliberately vague but unmistakably threatening. Naomi forced herself to remain calm despite her racing heart.
"I'm not sure I understand, Mistress Whitmore. What activities?"
"Don't feign innocence. I've observed the signs—the way you sometimes look at us, as if harboring thoughts above your station. The way you linger in certain rooms, studying things that are none of your concern. The way you carry yourself, as if you imagine yourself something more than what you are."
Each accusation struck like a physical blow, accurate enough to be dangerous while remaining vague enough to make defense difficult. Eleanor might not know specifically about the reading, but she sensed something threatening the established order.
"I apologize for any such impression," Naomi said carefully. "I try always to remember my place and fulfill my duties appropriately."
"Your place," Eleanor repeated, her voice taking on a particularly unpleasant edge. "Yes, let's discuss your place. Your place is to serve this family with gratitude and humility. Your place is to be thankful for the food, shelter, and protection we provide. Your place is to understand that you are property of this household—valuable property, but property nonetheless."
The word struck Naomi like a lash, though she'd heard it applied to herself countless times. Something about Eleanor's casual certainty drove home her situation's fundamental horror with new clarity.
"Your place is not to harbor fantasies about things that will never be yours," Eleanor continued. "Not to imagine yourself capable of thoughts beyond your station. Not to entertain ideas about... alternative arrangements."
The loaded phrase made Naomi's blood run cold. How much did Eleanor know? Was this fishing, or did she have evidence?
"I understand, Mistress Whitmore. I'm grateful for my position and have no desire for alternative arrangements."
"I'm pleased to hear that," Eleanor replied, though her tone suggested otherwise. "Because I would hate for you to develop such desires. The consequences would be unpleasant for everyone involved."
The threat was crystal clear—an ultimatum disguised as a warning. Eleanor suspected something and was offering one chance to abandon whatever dangerous thoughts might be brewing.
"I understand completely."
"I hope so. Because if I discovered any household staff engaging in activities threatening our security and stability—reading materials they shouldn't read, for instance, or entertaining ideas about leaving their positions—I would take swift, decisive action as an example to others tempted by similar foolishness."
The mention of reading hit like lightning, confirming Naomi's worst fears about Eleanor's suspicions. She'd been more careless than realized.
"Such activities would be not only ungrateful but dangerous," Eleanor continued. "Dangerous to the individual certainly, but also to our entire community. They would require immediate address."
The images those words conjured—public punishment, sale to the deep South, or worse—turned Naomi's stomach. But beneath the fear, something else stirred: quiet, stubborn anger at the injustice, at Eleanor's casual threats to destroy a human life for the crime of wanting to learn and grow.
"I trust I've made myself clear?"
"Yes, ma'am. Perfectly clear."
"Excellent. Return to your duties. And Naomi? I'll be watching you very carefully. I suggest you give me no reason for concern."
Dismissed, Naomi curtsied and left on unsteady legs, her mind reeling from what had just occurred. Eleanor knew—maybe not everything, but enough to be dangerous. The books hidden in her quarters, the secret literacy, the dreams of freedom that had sustained her through years of bondage—all now at risk.
She could stop. Destroy the books, abandon the dreams, submit completely to the grateful servitude Eleanor expected. It would be safe, smart, guaranteed survival within the system that had shaped her existence.
But as she contemplated returning to complete submission, abandoning the part of herself nurtured by knowledge and hope, Naomi realized survival alone was no longer enough. Eleanor's confrontation had crystallized something building for months: understanding that a life lived entirely in service to others' comfort wasn't really life at all.
The afternoon stretched endlessly, each mundane task a reminder of the choice taking shape in her mind. She cleaned and served with mechanical precision while her thoughts turned over possibilities and obstacles, weighing risks against rewards.
Evening approached with the day's heat finally beginning to break. As sunset painted the sky in shades that reminded her of the freedom she'd read about in stolen books, Naomi made a decision that would change everything.
She would seek out Isaiah Turner.
The plantation's skilled carpenter was a man whose quiet intelligence and obvious discontent had caught her attention over the years. If she was going to attempt the impossible, she wouldn't do it alone.
The quarters were settling into evening's quiet rhythms when Naomi made her careful way toward Isaiah's small cabin. She moved through shadows, avoiding areas where she might be seen, her heart hammering with each step toward a conversation that would either doom them both or set them free.
Isaiah Turner sat on his small porch, working by lamplight on a delicate wooden carving. At twenty-nine, he was tall and broad-shouldered with the quiet competence that came from years crafting useful things. Unlike most field hands, he could read and write—skills Master Whitmore had allowed him to develop because they increased his value.
The lamplight threw his features into sharp relief as he shaped the wood with careful, precise movements. There was something almost meditative about his concentration, a man finding beauty in small acts of creation despite the ugliness surrounding them.
"Evening, Isaiah," she said softly.
He looked up with surprise, then quickly set aside his work and stood. "Evening, Miss Naomi. What brings you here so late?"
The question was polite but wary. House slaves and field hands occupied different hierarchy levels, and interaction between them was generally discouraged. For her to seek him out after dark was unusual enough to warrant caution.
"I wanted to ask you something important," she said, glancing around to ensure they weren't overheard.
Isaiah studied her face in the lamplight, something shifting in his expression as he recognized her seriousness. "What kind of something?"
"The kind that could get us both in serious trouble for even discussing it."
He was quiet for a long moment, dark eyes searching her face. Finally, he gestured toward the chair beside him.
"Then maybe we should sit and talk about it properly."
As they settled close enough to speak in whispers, Naomi found herself studying Isaiah with new attention. She'd always been aware of him—he was the kind of man who commanded notice even in a community where standing out could be dangerous. But tonight, seeing him in warm lamplight, noting the intelligent curiosity in his eyes and the careful way he listened, she wondered why she'd never really talked with him before.
"I've been hearing stories," she began carefully, "about people leaving. About folks who've found ways to... change their circumstances."
Isaiah's expression didn't change, but she saw his hands still slightly. "What kind of stories?"
"Stories about the Underground Railroad. About people who help slaves escape to the North, where they can be free."
The words hung between them, dangerous and electric. For a long moment, neither spoke, both understanding they'd crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed.
"Those are dangerous stories," Isaiah said finally.
"Dangerous to tell, perhaps. But what if they're true? What if there really is a way to escape this life?"
Isaiah was quiet again, his gaze fixed on something distant she couldn't see. When he spoke, his voice carried surprising longing.
"I've heard the same stories. Whispers about conductors and stations and safe houses. But Miss Naomi, even if such things exist, the risks..."
"I know the risks. I know what happens to captured runaways. But what if some don't get caught? What if some actually make it to freedom?"
"Then they're braver than I am, or more desperate, or both."
"Which are you?" she asked. "Brave or desperate?"
The question seemed to surprise him. He turned to look directly at her, and in the lamplight she could see something flickering in his dark eyes—pain, hope, some combination of both.
"I used to think I was neither," he said slowly. "Used to think I was just a man trying to get through each day without trouble, using my skills to make life easier for myself and maybe help others when I could. But lately..."
"Lately what?"
"Lately I find myself thinking about building something for myself instead of for Master Whitmore. About owning my own tools, choosing my own projects, creating beautiful things because I want to rather than because I'm ordered to." His voice grew quieter. "Lately I wonder what it would be like to fall in love with a woman and know that neither she nor our children could ever be sold away at someone else's whim."
The words struck Naomi with unexpected force, painting possibilities she'd hardly dared imagine. A life where love didn't have to be measured against constant separation threats, where children could grow knowing they belonged to their parents rather than strangers who saw them only as future labor.
"Those are dangerous thoughts," she said softly.
"The most dangerous. Because once you start thinking them, it's hard to stop. And once you can't stop, it becomes harder to accept the alternative."
They sat in comfortable silence, both lost in contemplation of futures that seemed simultaneously impossible and inevitable. Around them, the quarters settled into evening's quiet rhythms—low conversations from other porches, children being called inside, distant fiddle music played with more enthusiasm than skill.
"Isaiah," Naomi said finally, "if there was a way—not saying there is, but if there was—would you be willing to try?"
He looked at her again, and this time she saw something different. Not just longing or hope, but quiet determination that made her pulse quicken.
"Are you asking generally," he said carefully, "or something more specific?"
"I'm asking if you'd be willing to walk away from this life, knowing we might die attempting it, but also knowing that success would mean freedom to become whatever we had courage to make of ourselves."
"We?"
The pronoun had slipped out unintentionally, but now that it was spoken, Naomi realized how right it felt. Attempting such a journey alone was terrifying beyond description, but the thought of making it with someone she trusted, someone who shared her dreams and understood her fears, made it seem almost possible.
"If you were willing. If you thought we could help each other survive whatever we'd face."
Isaiah was quiet so long she began to wonder if she'd misread the situation entirely, revealed too much to someone who might not share her desperate willingness to risk everything for freedom. But when he finally spoke, his voice carried conviction that made her heart race.
"Miss Naomi, I've been thinking about such things for months, but never imagined I might find someone else brave enough to attempt them." He paused, then added with a slight smile that transformed his serious features, "And certainly never imagined that someone might be the most intelligent, courageous woman on this plantation."
The compliment caught her off guard, sending warmth through her chest that had nothing to do with the humid night air. She'd never thought herself particularly courageous—surviving as a house slave required different courage than dramatic escape heroics—but hearing Isaiah describe her that way made her feel capable of things she'd never dared attempt.
"You really think we could do it?"
"I think we could try. And trying would be better than spending our lives wondering what might have been possible if we'd been brave enough to reach for it."
What followed was the most extraordinary conversation of Naomi's life—two people who had lived entirely as property, sitting on a small porch in Mississippi darkness, planning their escape to freedom with the careful deliberation of generals preparing for battle. They spoke in whispers, pausing frequently to listen for footsteps, but their voices carried intensity that transformed the humid night air into something electric with possibility.
As the evening progressed and their plans took shape, Naomi felt something else growing between them—something that went beyond shared desperation or practical alliance. In Isaiah's careful attention to her words, in his obvious respect for her intelligence, in the way he looked at her not as property but as a person worthy of consideration and care, she glimpsed possibilities that had nothing to do with geography and everything to do with the human heart.
When she finally rose to return to her quarters, Isaiah caught her hand gently in his calloused fingers.
"Miss Naomi," he said quietly, "tomorrow we become something different than what we've always been. We become people who choose their own path, who write their own story. Are you ready to be that person?"
"I've been ready my whole life," she replied, and discovered it was true. "I just didn't know it until now."
"Then tomorrow, we find out what freedom feels like."
As she walked back through the darkness, Naomi felt as if she'd stepped across an invisible threshold into a completely different existence. Tomorrow night, she would either be dead, recaptured, or taking her first steps as a free woman.
But she would never again be the same person who had polished Thomas Whitmore's furniture that morning, who had endured Eleanor Whitmore's threats in silence, who had lived her entire life as someone else's property.
Tomorrow, she would discover whether the dreams that had sustained her through years of bondage were strong enough to carry her across the wilderness to whatever lay beyond.
Tomorrow, Naomi Bell would begin the journey toward the river that would set her free.
In her small room, as the plantation settled into night's familiar rhythms, she began to prepare for the most important day of her life. The wooden flower Isaiah had given her lay carefully wrapped in her few belongings—a symbol of beauty created despite ugliness, hope crafted from bondage's raw materials.
Freedom was waiting somewhere beyond the darkness. Love was waiting. Life—real life, chosen life, life lived on her own terms—was waiting.
All she had to do was be brave enough to reach for it.
The decision was made. The river was calling.
Tomorrow night, she would answer.






  
  Chapter 2
Memories by the River


Magnolia Grove Plantation, Mississippi, September 1848 
The September sun hung low over the creek that wound through the back forty of Magnolia Grove, painting the water gold and casting long shadows through the cypress trees. Ten-year-old Naomi Bell crouched at the water's edge, her bare feet sinking into the soft mud as she watched minnows dart between the reeds. This was the furthest she'd ever ventured from the big house, drawn by stories the older children whispered about a place where the creek widened into something almost like a real river.
She'd told Miss Eleanor she was gathering herbs for Sarah—a half-truth that would keep her safe if questioned. The small basket beside her did contain wild mint and sassafras root, but that wasn't why she'd come. She'd come because the water called to her, because something about its constant movement toward somewhere else made her chest feel less tight, less trapped.
"You ain't supposed to be down here."
The voice came from behind her, and Naomi spun around, her heart hammering. A boy stood at the edge of the clearing—maybe fourteen years old, tall for his age but still lanky with youth. She recognized him from the quarters: Isaiah Turner, one of the field hands' sons who helped his father with carpentry work around the plantation.
"Neither are you," she replied, trying to keep the tremor out of her voice. Getting caught this far from the house would mean trouble, but getting caught with one of the field children might mean worse.
Isaiah stepped closer, and she could see he wasn't angry, just curious. His clothes were patched but clean, and sawdust clung to his shirt—he'd been working with wood somewhere.
"I come here sometimes," he said, settling onto a fallen log a respectful distance away. "When I need to think without folks telling me what to think about."
Naomi studied his face, trying to read whether he meant to report her presence or simply share this secret place. His dark eyes were serious but kind, and something in his expression reminded her of how she felt when she looked at the creek—as if he understood about wanting to be somewhere else, even if that somewhere was impossible to reach.
"What do you think about?" she asked, settling back down at the water's edge.
"Building things," Isaiah said without hesitation. "Real things, not just repairs and patches. Houses with windows that catch the morning light. Furniture carved with flowers and birds, things that are beautiful just because someone wanted to make something beautiful."
"That sounds nice," Naomi said softly. She picked up a smooth stone and skipped it across the water's surface, watching the ripples spread outward in perfect circles. "I think about words."
"Words?"
"Stories, mostly. In my head, I mean. About places that might be different from here." She glanced at him sideways, gauging his reaction. "Do you know how to read?"
Isaiah nodded. "My daddy taught me some, said it might make me more useful. But I ain't supposed to talk about that with folks who ain't family."
"I can't read yet," Naomi admitted. "But I listen when Miss Margaret has her lessons, and I try to remember the sounds the letters make. Sometimes I practice writing them in the dirt when nobody's watching."
They sat in comfortable silence for a while, both understanding they were sharing secrets that could get them in serious trouble. House slaves weren't supposed to fraternize with field hands, and both were supposed to be too busy with their duties to spend time by the creek thinking impossible thoughts.
"Isaiah," Naomi said eventually, "do you ever wonder what's past where the creek goes? Where all this water ends up?"
"All the time," he replied. "Daddy says it flows into bigger creeks, then rivers, then eventually to the ocean. Says there's places up north where the water runs free and clear, where folks can live how they choose."
"Free," Naomi repeated the word like it was in a foreign language. "What do you think that means exactly? Being free?"
Isaiah picked up his own stone, turning it over in his hands as he considered the question. "I think it means getting to decide things for yourself. What work you do, where you live, who you..." He paused, his cheeks darkening slightly. "Who you care about."
The last part was said so quietly Naomi almost missed it, but something in his tone made her look at him more carefully. He was staring at the creek, but she had the sense he was seeing something else entirely.
"My mama was sold when I was little," Isaiah continued, his voice carefully controlled. "Master Whitmore needed money for new equipment, so he sold her to a cotton plantation down near Baton Rouge. I barely remember her face now, but I remember her singing. She used to sing while she worked, made up songs about birds that could fly anywhere they wanted."
"I'm sorry," Naomi said, and meant it. She'd heard stories about families torn apart by sales, but had been lucky enough to stay with Sarah and the other house servants who'd become her makeshift family.
"Point is," Isaiah said, "I think being free means nobody can take away the people you love. Means if you want to build a house, you can build it and know it's yours. Means if you want to learn to read every book in the world, you can do that too."
Naomi felt something flutter in her chest at the mention of books. "Every book in the world," she repeated wonderingly. "Do you think there are really that many?"
"Daddy says there are libraries up north with thousands of books. Says there are schools where colored children learn to read and write and do mathematics, just like white children."
"That can't be true," Naomi breathed, but she wanted it to be true with every fiber of her being.
"Why not?" Isaiah asked. "If white folks can learn, why not us? We got the same brains, same hands to hold books with."
It was a dangerous question, the kind that could get them both whipped if the wrong person overheard. But sitting by the creek with the golden light filtering through the trees, it felt like a reasonable thing to wonder about.
A splash in the water made them both freeze. Someone was coming through the woods, moving without much care for stealth. Isaiah jumped to his feet, and Naomi quickly grabbed her herb basket, both of them preparing stories to explain their presence.
But it was only Old Pete, the stable master, emerging from the trees with a fishing pole in his weathered hands. He stopped when he saw them, his grizzled face breaking into a knowing smile.
"Well, well," he said, settling down on the bank upstream from them. "Looks like I ain't the only one who knows about this fishing hole."
"We was just..." Isaiah started, but Pete waved him quiet.
"Boy, I been coming to this creek since before you was born. Ain't no harm in it, long as you don't make noise enough to draw attention from the big house." He cast his line into the deeper water near the opposite bank. "Y'all been having a nice conversation?"
Naomi and Isaiah exchanged glances, both wondering how much the old man had overheard.
"We was just talking about the creek," Naomi said carefully. "About where it goes."
"Mmm," Pete nodded, watching his line. "Creek's got a long journey ahead of it. Flows into the Yazoo River, then down to the Mississippi, then all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. Some of that water ends up in rain clouds, comes back down somewhere completely different. Cycle keeps going, water always moving, always finding new places to flow."
There was something in the way he said it that made both children listen more carefully. Pete had a reputation for being one of the wisest people on the plantation, someone who'd lived long enough to understand things that younger folks missed.
"Water's patient," Pete continued, adjusting his pole. "Doesn't fight the rocks that try to stop it, just finds a way around them. Sometimes takes years, sometimes generations, but water always finds its way to where it's meant to be."
"What if someone tries to dam it up?" Isaiah asked. "Stop it from flowing where it wants to go?"
Pete's eyes twinkled. "Well now, that's an interesting question. Thing about water is, you can dam it for a while, but it keeps building pressure behind that dam. Eventually, all that pressure's got to go somewhere. And when it does..." He made a whooshing sound. "Ain't no stopping it then."
Naomi felt goosebumps rise on her arms despite the warm afternoon. She had the sense they weren't really talking about water anymore.
"Pete," she said quietly, "do you think the creek remembers where it's been? Like, does the water that's down here now remember being rain up in the mountains?"
The old man reeled in his line, checked his bait, and cast again before answering. "Don't know about remembering, child. But I think everything carries something from where it's been. Water picks up minerals from the rocks it flows over, carries seeds from one place to another, connects everything along its path." He glanced at them meaningfully. "Maybe that's how things change. Little bit at a time, connections made between places that seemed separate before."
A church bell tolled in the distance—evening services would begin soon, and both children would be expected back at their respective duties.
"We should go," Naomi said reluctantly, gathering her herbs.
"Probably should," Isaiah agreed, but neither of them moved immediately.
"Thank you," Naomi said to Pete. "For not... you know."
"Ain't nothing to report," the old man replied easily. "Two young folks taking a few minutes to appreciate God's creation ain't no crime in my book."
As they prepared to leave, Isaiah turned to Naomi. "Maybe I'll see you here again sometime. When you're gathering herbs."
"Maybe," she agreed, trying to keep the hope out of her voice.
"And Naomi?" Isaiah's voice was soft, barely audible over the creek's gentle murmur. "What you said about practicing letters in the dirt? If you ever want someone to practice with, someone who could help you figure out the sounds... well, I come here most Sunday afternoons."
Her heart leaped at the offer, but she forced herself to be cautious. "That would be... that would be nice. But what if someone saw us?"
"Pete's right about water being patient," Isaiah said with a small smile. "Sometimes the best way to get where you're going is to take your time, be careful, wait for the right moment."
They parted ways at the edge of the clearing, Isaiah heading toward the quarters while Naomi made her way back to the big house. But as she walked, she found herself thinking not about the herbs in her basket or the duties waiting for her, but about the way Isaiah had looked when he talked about freedom, about books, about places where water ran clear and people made their own choices.
That night, lying on her small cot in the room she shared with two other house girls, Naomi stared at the ceiling and replayed every moment of the afternoon. The way Isaiah had listened to her thoughts about words and stories. The way he'd offered to help her learn to read without making her feel stupid for not knowing already. The way he'd looked at her—not like a house slave looking at a field hand, not like property acknowledging other property, but like one person seeing another person worth knowing.
For the first time in her ten years of life, Naomi Bell felt like someone had truly seen her. Not the useful pair of hands that polished furniture and served meals, not the girl who was supposed to be grateful for scraps of kindness from her owners, but the person inside who dreamed of stories and words and places where water ran free.
The feeling was terrifying and wonderful in equal measure. Terrifying because it made her want things that were dangerous to want. Wonderful because it made her feel, for just a moment, like those things might actually be possible.
As she drifted toward sleep, Naomi made herself a promise. She would go back to the creek. She would learn to read, with Isaiah's help if he was willing to risk it. And someday, somehow, she would follow that water to wherever it led—to places where people like her could choose their own stories instead of having them chosen for them.
The creek kept flowing through the darkness, patient and persistent, carrying its water toward the distant sea. And in her dreams, Naomi followed it all the way to freedom.
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Fifteen years later, sitting on Isaiah's porch in the lamplight, Naomi could still hear the sound of that creek, could still remember the way the golden light had fallen across the water and the way a fourteen-year-old boy had looked at her like she was worth listening to.
That afternoon by the creek had planted seeds that had taken years to grow, but now they were ready to bloom. Tomorrow night, they would follow that patient water wherever it led, together.
The river that would set them free had been calling to them since they were children. Tomorrow, finally, they would answer.
Chapter 3: The Decision
Magnolia Grove Plantation, Mississippi, August 1863 - The Next Evening
The moon was a thin sliver in the star-drunk sky when Naomi slipped from her quarters behind the kitchen, moving like a ghost through shadows she knew by heart. Every board that creaked underfoot, every dog that might bark at movement, every window that framed lamplight—she had mapped them all during fifteen years of invisible service.
Her small bundle felt impossibly heavy despite containing so little: a change of clothes, the few books she couldn't bear to leave behind, some cornbread saved from her own meals, and the wooden flower Isaiah had carved years ago during one of their secret reading lessons by the creek. Everything she owned in the world, everything that marked her as more than just another piece of Master Whitmore's property, fit in a bundle smaller than a pillow.
The night air was thick with humidity and the promise of storm clouds building on the horizon. Perfect weather for what they were attempting—the kind of night when sensible folks stayed indoors and even the patrol dogs sought shelter. As she moved toward the abandoned tobacco barn, Naomi tried to quiet the voice in her head that whispered all the reasons this was madness.
You could turn back. Destroy the evidence, return to your bed, pretend this never happened. Eleanor Whitmore suspects, but she doesn't know. You could survive this.
But survival wasn't enough anymore. Not after yesterday's confrontation, not after fifteen years of polishing furniture while dreaming of teaching children to read, not after a lifetime of being called property by people who saw her mind and heart as inconvenient complications to their comfortable worldview.
The tobacco barn stood like a dark monument against the slightly less dark sky, its roof sagging with neglect and weather. Isaiah was already there, waiting in the shadow of the building's eastern wall where the moonlight couldn't reach. Even in the darkness, she could see the tension in his posture, the way he held himself like a man preparing for battle.
"You came," he said softly, and she heard relief mixed with surprise in his voice.
"Did you think I wouldn't?"
"I hoped you would. But hoping and knowing are different countries entirely." He shouldered a pack that looked considerably larger than her small bundle. "I wasn't entirely certain either of us would have the courage when the moment actually arrived."
"And now?"
"Now I'm more frightened than I've ever been in my life," he admitted, his honesty cutting through the darkness between them like a blade. "But I'm also more hopeful. For the first time, I can imagine tomorrow being different from today."
They stood together in the shadow of the barn, two people who had spent their entire lives as property, preparing to commit the ultimate crime against the system that had shaped them: choosing their own destiny. The magnitude of what they were attempting seemed to press down on them like the humid air
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