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Chapter 1

	Whatever the Term

	 

	Although I had lived in this century for five weeks, I had not grown accustomed to its vehicles. They moved too quickly and stopped too abruptly. Even now, as Mark drove me downtown, I pressed against the passenger seat, comforted by the belt strapping me in, and kept my eyes closed. It was best if I did not watch.

	His truck lurched to a halt. The driver’s seat creaked. When Mark’s hand closed over mine, I turned to him.

	“It’s going to be all right,” he said with a reassuring smile.

	I tried to smile back. “Will it?”

	“Yes. I promise.” The warmth of his hand slid away as the truck whined forward, its speed increasing at an alarming rate as it rushed toward a version of Raleigh I’d never seen before.

	I’d first visited the capital city in 1796, which had been only two months ago—or perhaps I should say two hundred and twenty years. The town in my memory held buildings of wood, huddled beneath tall oaks. Its air had been filled with the crack of hammers and the scent of fresh sawdust.

	A different capital city stretched before me. Trees were dwarfed by large buildings of brick, glass, and stone. Wide streets of rough pavement divided the city into blocks. While my previous visit had been exciting, the Raleigh of today overwhelmed me.

	There had been little opportunity to travel since my arrival in the twenty-first century. It had taken most of August to recover from my injuries. I’d stayed the initial three weeks at Mark’s grandparents’ lake house, soaking up the simplicity of the country as my body healed.

	When Mark returned to high school near the end of August, I moved into his parents’ home. Their neighborhood rested along the quiet fringes of the city and felt nothing like downtown.

	Mark turned the truck onto a driveway and through a large door in the side of a tall brick barn.

	“What is this?” I asked.

	“It’s called a parking garage.”

	His answer was not helpful. We drove up and up a winding road, as if climbing a concrete hill.

	We were in a building that contained nothing but cars.

	He pulled into a parking spot and shut off the vehicle. I could sense his scrutiny on my face.

	“We’re here, Susanna. The building we want is just down the street.”

	I gave a nod. Why had I come? Was I truly ready?

	“Hey. Are you okay?”

	“Yes,” I said in a firm voice that belied the quivers in my belly.

	He hurried to my door and held it open. I stepped out, smoothed the loose folds of my best skirt, and took the hand he offered me. As I walked beside him, my nose twitched at the smell of smoke and fuel.

	We crossed a street and entered the building that housed the Register of Deeds. Mark preceded me through “security” and strode toward two metal panels in the opposite wall. When he pressed a button beside them, the panels hissed open, revealing an empty closet. He stepped in. I did not.

	“Get in, Susanna, before it leaves.”

	I stared at the space he stood in, not trusting its ominous clanking. “What is the purpose of that closet?”

	His forehead creased. “It’s called an elevator. It’ll lift us to a different floor, so that we don’t have to walk up the stairs.”

	Two men pushed past me and waited beside Mark.

	He gestured for me to come. “You don’t need to be worried. It’s the fastest way to travel in a building like this.”

	“I prefer to travel slowly.”

	One of the men cleared his throat. Mark stepped out. The panels hissed shut.

	“All right,” he said, his expression patient, “we’ll take the stairs.”

	We climbed to the third floor and stopped before a gray-bearded gentleman, sitting at a desk with a sign that read Check In. I waited until he looked up.

	“Hello, sir. I’m here to speak with Mrs. Heather Cox.”

	“Name?”

	“Susanna Marsh.”

	“Go down that hall. I’ll let her know you’re coming.”

	The hallway had bright lights, plain walls, and a shiny floor. A woman appeared in the doorway at the hall’s end. I studied her as she beckoned to us. Mrs. Cox was tall and thin, with elegant hands and skin of dark brown.

	“Please sit.” She gestured toward two chairs in the midst of stacked boxes. “Don’t mind the mess. We’re undergoing renovations.”

	I’d never seen a Black person or a woman in such a position of authority. Though the concepts were new to me, Mark claimed that it was common. Negroes had been free for over one hundred fifty years, and women had experienced increasing freedoms for not quite as long. 

	After a too-long pause, I said, “Thank you.”

	She gave a business-like nod and donned a pair of glasses. “The circumstances of your case are difficult. I’ve never met anyone with such a complete lack of evidence of their birthplace or family. Do you know of an older relative or a doctor who was present at your birth? Their affidavit would be helpful.”

	I frowned at the unfamiliar word. “An affidavit?”

	“A written story of his memories,” Mark said under his breath.

	I met her gaze calmly, glad that deception wasn’t needed. “My father and mother were the only witnesses to my birth, and they are both dead.”

	“Any older siblings?”

	“My brothers Caleb and Joshua.”

	“Would they be old enough to remember anything?”

	“Caleb is ten years older than I. Joshua, eight.”

	Mark broke in. “Susanna has no idea where her brothers are or whether they’re even alive.”

	My lips tightened. He had promised to let me answer the questions until I stumbled, which I had not.

	The woman laid her hands on her computer keyboard. “What is your father’s name and birthdate?”

	“Josiah Marsh. I don’t know his birthdate, but he was twenty-eight when I was born.”

	“Your mother’s first name and maiden name?”

	“Anne Barron. She was a year younger than my father.”

	A long minute passed as Mrs. Cox concentrated on the screen, her hand clicking frequently on the mouse-device. “I can’t find either parent in the system.”

	I said nothing. Had she found a trace of my parents, she wouldn’t have believed they were mine.

	“Your parents were also in this cult?”

	The lie stuck in my throat. I looked to Mark for help.

	“They were,” he said. “We call it ‘the village.’”

	Her gaze flicked over him and back to me. In a kindly voice, she asked, “Can you contact anyone from the village to see if they might have school records or a family Bible?”

	“I cannot.” I shifted on my chair, ill at ease whenever my thoughts strayed to my former life. “My master and his family are long gone.”

	“Your master?” She blinked. “What does that mean?”

	Mark leaned forward until his elbows bumped the edge of her desk. “Susanna’s stepfather gave her to another family. She was pretty much forced into slavery by the age of ten.”

	A shudder passed through my body at the images his words evoked. Was slavery the right way to describe how I had lived? It didn’t seem right somehow to compare my lot to what slaves endured, but my servitude had been wretched—whatever the term we used now.

	The woman pursed her lips in sympathy. “Ms. Marsh, I believe that you were born in our state, but I’m not sure what we can do without acceptable documentation.”

	While her words held a glimmer of hope, her dark eyes did not. “If you believe me, why is that not good enough?”

	“My opinion doesn’t trump the law. As far as North Carolina is concerned, Susanna Marsh simply doesn’t exist.”


Chapter 2

	Screwed Up Priorities

	 

	Beside me, Susanna gave no outward sign of emotion except for her hands clenching in her lap.

	“You know I exist. You can see me.”

	“I’m sorry,” the woman said. “I don’t mean to discourage you, but you have a long battle ahead.”

	Time to break in. “Take me through this, Ms. Cox. What exactly do we need to get her a birth certificate?”

	“If you have no secondary evidence from the family, like a baptismal certificate or affidavit…?” She shook her head, as if baffled. “It would help to have a Social Security card or a government-issued photo ID.”

	I’d already looked up the details on both and dismissed them, which was why we were here at the Register of Deeds office and not at the Federal Building or the DMV. But maybe Ms. Cox knew something I didn’t. “How do we get a photo ID?”

	“The most straightforward way? With a Social Security card and a birth certificate.”

	“Right.” I knew what came next, but I asked anyway. “What does Susanna need to get a Social Security number?”

	“A photo ID and birth certificate.”

	“So, I need a birth certificate to get an ID or a Social Security Card, and I need at least one of them to get the birth certificate.”

	“It sounds circular, I know.”

	“It sounds impossible.”

	“Unless you can produce secondary evidence of citizenship, it’s difficult, short of a court order. Your best bet is to retain an attorney.”

	Susanna popped out of her chair. “Thank you. We have taken enough of your time.” She noiselessly left the room.

	Okay.

	“Thanks for your time, Ms. Cox,” I tossed over my shoulder as I bolted from the room. I caught up with Susanna in the lobby. She stood outside the stairwell, motionless and quiet.

	I held the door for her. “Are you upset?”

	The words, “I am,” echoed back to me as she hurried down the steps, one hand skimming the grimy banister.

	We didn’t speak as we exited and waited for traffic to clear at the crosswalk. People streamed past, their gazes sliding over Susanna. It annoyed me to see them make snap judgments based solely on her clothes, although, honestly, what she wore sucked. Today she’d put on her “best outfit.” The green, long-sleeved shirt was buttoned from her neck to her hips. The gray skirt was all kinds of ugly, from its elastic waist to the frayed hem brushing her ankles. Susanna looked like she belonged to a fundamentalist sect.

	When the light changed, she glanced at me for guidance. I nodded and she took off, her dark braid swishing at her waist.

	We rode home silently. She stared out the side window, completely closed off, until we pulled onto my street.

	“Is your school holding classes today?”

	Not a topic I wanted to discuss with her. “I’m skipping.”

	“What does skipping mean?”

	“I’ve decided not to go.”

	The passenger seat squeaked as she turned to me. “Why did you make this decision?”

	How could I say “You’re more important than a stupid day of school” without launching into a discussion about priorities? For Susanna, who had to end her education before she was ten, school was a privilege that she envied. “I wanted to be with you.”

	“Will there be consequences?”

	“I’m not sure.”

	The garage doors were up at my house, and both of my parents’ cars were parked in their stalls. That was a bad sign. No way should both of them be home at noon.

	I didn’t say anything to Susanna. It was better for everyone if she didn’t witness the “consequences” that were about to be blasted my way.

	We entered the house through the laundry room. I waited as Susanna ran up the back stairs and paused on the landing outside the apartment over the garage. Once she’d disappeared inside, I continued into the kitchen. My parents stood beside each other, an army of two. Mom bumped her head against Dad’s arm, as if prompting him.

	“Mark?” His voice had that pained, “What were you thinking?” sound to it.

	The school had contacted them, of course. It was part of what my parents liked about sending me to Neuse Academy. Private schools had good communication with the people paying the bills. Even though it wasn’t a surprise that my parents knew, I hadn’t planned how to play this. “Yes, sir?”

	“Have you noticed that it’s Wednesday?”

	“Yes.”

	“Which is a day you would typically spend at school?”

	It was rare for my dad to be this sarcastic. “Yes.”

	“Would you mind telling us where you were on this Wednesday?”

	“At the Wake County Register of Deeds.”

	That should’ve sounded impressive, but it didn’t have the desired impact on my folks.

	Mom frowned. “Did you go with Susanna?”

	I nodded. They could say anything they wanted to me, but they’d better not get started on her. “Appointments are only available during the day. We asked about loopholes for getting her a birth certificate.”

	The edge left my father’s face.

	It didn’t leave my mom’s. “Mark, there are no loopholes.”

	“That’s basically what the lady told us.”

	“Susanna needs an attorney who specializes in immigration law.”

	“She’s not an immigrant.” I heard a creak on the back stairs. Susanna was there, listening. Was she visible to my parents?

	“You’re splitting hairs,” Mom said.

	“She can’t afford an attorney.”

	“We’ll cover the fees.”

	“She doesn’t want that.” We’d already been over this.

	“They could deport her.”

	Did my mom have to bring that up with Susanna nearby, drinking in every word? “Where would they deport her to? No other country would take her.” 

	“I don’t know, but it’s something we have to consider.”

	Susanna’s tread came steadily down the stairs. She drew abreast of me. “I was born in Wake County, Mrs. Lewis. America must recognize my claims.”

	Mom’s face softened. “They’re the government, dear. They don’t have to recognize anything.”

	After spending fifteen minutes with Ms. Cox, a woman who’d been both sympathetic and gloomy, I found myself reluctantly agreeing with Mom. “The government doesn’t care, Susanna. You have to show proof. Maybe we should hire a lawyer.”

	“No, thank you. I wish to proceed on the path we’re following until it fails me.”

	What Susanna didn’t realize was that it already had. This was the only official path available to us, and it was a dead end. Time to find an unofficial route.

	Dad’s gaze narrowed on me. “So the trip downtown was a bust, and you missed school.”

	“Sure did.” That came out snarkier than I intended, but too late now.

	Susanna stiffened. Why? Was she concerned about their reaction or mine?

	“Mark,” Dad said, his voice tight. “You knew the school would text us.”

	I wouldn’t respond. They were leading up to the big scene. All I had to do was wait for it.

	“You’ll have an unexcused absence, and it’s only the third week of the school year.” 

	“Not if you write me a note.”

	He exchanged a glance with my mom and shook his head. “We’re not doing that.”

	They were just making me sweat. “Why not?”

	“You made the decision. You live with the consequences.”

	“Susanna needed me.”

	“One of us could’ve taken her.”

	“She’s my responsibility.”

	“You could’ve asked our permission to skip school.”

	“You would’ve told me no.”

	“Good guess. It’s what we’re telling you now.”

	My teachers in physics and English would understand, but not in American government. This was a disaster. “Do you understand what you’re doing? I can’t make up whatever I miss today.”

	“Sorry about that, son.”

	I was too pissed to be careful with my mouth. “Great. Just great. Perfect way to reward me for helping a friend. Talk about having screwed-up priorities.” I checked the clock. Two and a half hours left in the school day. Spinning around, I grabbed my backpack and stormed out through the laundry room.

	“Mark,” Mom called after me. “Are you going to school?”

	“Where else would I be going?” It would be a bad idea to speak another word right now. I stalked out to my truck.

	“Mark.”

	I looked over my shoulder. Susanna hovered in the entrance to the garage.

	“What?”

	“Thank you.”

	Those two soft words flowed through my veins like a cool rain, diffusing my anger. Susanna could put more nuance into a simple phrase than most people could put into whole paragraphs.

	“You’re welcome.” Smiling, I hopped in the truck and floored it.


Chapter 3

	Privacy and Nature

	 

	After Mark left, I retreated to the apartment and reflected on the scene in the kitchen.

	Mark had called me his responsibility. At first, I had liked the word, believing that it matched the sense of commitment I felt toward him. Yet the way he’d uttered it squeezed my heart. Did he find me a burden?

	Did his parents?

	My master and mistress had complained without ceasing about the burden of my presence. I’d disregarded their complaints as falsehoods of the most blatant sort. I’d worked longer hours than either of them—cooking their meals, tending their garden, and minding their children. For the Pratts, I had been a blessing.

	The same couldn’t be said for the Lewis family. They had been caring for me since my arrival, expecting nothing in return.

	I much preferred to shoulder a burden than to be one.

	Now that I’d healed, I wanted something to do, yet Mrs. Lewis refused to assign me any chores. She said that I should begin preparing for some important examinations. After I had my identification, my next obstacle in Mark’s world would be to acquire a “high school equivalency document.” Mrs. Lewis warned me that the process would be long and require dedicated study.

	Much as I wanted a true education, I couldn’t spend all of my hours on studies. My only other duty was to maintain this studio apartment. It had a great room, a “kitchenette,” a bathroom, and my bed in an alcove behind a screen. I could keep my living space immaculate with a few minutes’ effort.

	My gaze fell on the dark red couch. Next to it waited a table with a stack of books. The Bible given to me by Charlie and Norah during my recovery. The legacy books from my father, one on mathematics and the other on Latin. Three history books that Mark’s mother had found. I had pored through them for the past month, eager to learn.

	Today I would read about the nineteenth century. How had our nation fared after Mr. Washington left the presidency? Would I ever learn why America had next elected Mr. John Adams, that vain toad of a man?

	A furtive scratch at the door drew my attention. The family cat waited impatiently on the other side. He slouched past me to take up his rightful place in the center of the couch.

	The family’s relationship with their cat was unexpected. Toby didn’t go outside or catch vermin. He had a name. The Lewises had no purpose for the cat other than amusement.

	I’d grown accustomed to Toby’s undemanding presence. He asked no hard questions. After today, I would add companionship to his uses. I sat beside him, stroked his sleek fur, and pondered what uses there were for me. This family had no children to tend or crops to harvest. I’d been forbidden to clean. What else could I do?

	My hand stilled, much to Toby’s dismay, for he butted my thigh.

	I could cook.

	 

	My lifetime habit of waking before dawn had stayed with me. On Thursday morning, I rose, dressed, and skipped downstairs. The remnants of a loaf of bread I’d baked sat in the breadbox. I cut and buttered thick slices and arranged them on a shallow pan for toasting in the oven.

	Mark’s father arrived next in the kitchen, dropped his luggage near the door, and approached the counter to check the coffee pot. “You’re up early, Susanna.”

	“Yes, sir.” I smiled hesitantly, always shy in his presence. “Mr. Lewis, would you care for toast and scrambled eggs?”

	“I would like that, as long as you join me.” He smiled back, his teeth even and white. “Please call me Bruce.”

	I bobbed my head, glad for the opportunity to serve him. I’d learned to use their pretty pans and the appliances that cooked without fire. In only a few moments, I had filled two plates and handed one to him. “Here you are, sir.”

	“Thank you.” He poured me a cup of coffee and placed it before my chair, a small but lovely gesture.

	Mrs. Lewis strolled in, wearing yellow scrubs with pink flowers, and stopped before the coffee pot. “What’s going on?”

	“Susanna fixed me breakfast.” Bruce slathered jam on his toast.

	“Oh?” She carried a mug to the table and sat.

	I nodded. “Toast is warming in the oven. Would you like an egg?”

	“Okaaaay,” she said, drawing the word out as she gave him a puzzled stare. “My health-freak husband hasn’t eaten a breakfast like that in years.”

	I studied her, unsure how to take her comment. The words were pleasant enough, but the tone was not.

	He said, “It’s nice for a change.” 

	I smiled at his praise. Now that I felt well again, I could rise early each morning and cook. Moving to the stove, I reached for a bowl and a whisk.

	“Fried, Susanna. Runny yolk.”

	I had seen Mark’s grandmother prepare this dish before. It didn’t look appetizing.

	After I slid the half-cooked egg onto a plate, I set it in front of her and returned to my seat. She ate silently, her gaze going from me to her husband. He had his attention trained on his phone.

	She stood and collected the plates. When I rose to help, she waved me back into my chair. “Thanks, dear,” she said from the sink. “This was a nice surprise, but don’t feel as if you need to do it again.”

	“It’s no trouble, Mrs. Lewis.” For five weeks, Mark’s family had done nothing but give to me. Shelter, food, medical care, kindness. I wanted a chance to give to them. “I enjoy cooking.”

	“There’s no need. We like cereal.”

	Those horrid bits of dried wheat that tasted like straw? I must have misunderstood. “Do you prefer oatmeal? I can—”

	“It’s okay,” she interrupted. “Sleep in. We don’t need you to fix our breakfast.”

	I closed my mouth. Finally, I got it—as Mark often said. She didn’t like my cooking but was too polite to say so. I looked out the window, ashamed of the sudden hot moisture in my eyes, and willed my features to remain calm.

	“Sherri, we’re good.” Bruce’s voice was tight.

	Her coffee mug smacked against the counter top. Arms crossed, she scowled at him.

	Tension hummed in the air, and it was because of me. I sprang to my feet and edged around the table. “Excuse me.”

	“Susanna?”

	I paused. “Yes, sir?”

	Feet thundered down the hall, drowning out Bruce’s response.

	Mark exploded into the room, full of energy. “Hey.”

	“Good morning.” I tried to slip past him.

	“Wait.”

	When he tugged gently on my braid—concern etched on his brow—I gave him a light smile. 

	“What’s up, babe?”

	Bruce spoke. “Your mother is being overly solicitous of my diet.”

	Mark’s eyes narrowed on my face. “What did she say to you?”

	Mrs. Lewis made an impatient sound. “Susanna’s version of breakfast is full of fat and cholesterol. I merely pointed out that your father prefers healthy food.”

	“I made a mistake. It is nothing.” I hurried up the stairs, but not before I heard Mark speak to his mother in a most disrespectful tone.

	“Why can’t you be nice to her?”

	“Nice? There’s no need to go overboard. You two treat her like she’s about to shatter at any moment.”

	“We’re trying to cut her some slack, Mom. Why can’t you?”

	“Your dad isn’t doing her any favors by eating food he doesn’t want…”

	I closed the door softly, crossed to the bay window overlooking the back yard, and knelt the window seat. Perhaps it was too soon to expect that I would be at ease in this world, but I’d expected to be useful at something.

	Why had Mark’s father neglected to share his preferences? Did he pity me? And why had Mark shown anger when his mother spoke the truth? It was bewildering.

	The phone rang beside me. “Hello?”

	“Susanna?” It was Mark’s grandfather. “Norah is planning to do some shopping in Raleigh after lunch. Would you like to go with us?”

	“Yes, please. Will you shop for groceries?” It was my favorite kind of shopping.

	“We are, and we’ll stop at the library. How about that?”

	Mrs. Lewis had brought me numerous volumes from a library, but I’d not been inside one myself. It would be quite exciting to see so many books. “I should love to come. Thank you, Charlie.”

	“Good. Can you hold a moment?” Without waiting for my response, he dropped the phone on a table.

	A moment later, Mark’s grandmother picked up the phone. “Hi,” Norah said, in her cheerful way, “it’s been a while since we visited. Why don’t you pack a bag and spend the night with us?”

	Pleasure filled me. Mark’s grandparents and their house beside the lake were like a much-needed haven. Nestled in a forest, it would surround me with privacy and nature. “I should like that very much.”


Chapter 4

	Message Received

	 

	The teachers in my morning classes hadn’t been as understanding as I’d hoped. All missed assignments for English and physics would be due tomorrow, with a whole letter-grade penalty. Good thing I hadn’t skipped American government yesterday. Mr. Fullerton—the most feared man at the high school—would’ve been brutal.

	I slipped into my seat in his classroom as the last period bell rang.

	“Close call,” the girl sitting next to me whispered.

	I shot her a quick smile. Gabrielle Stone was the only thing about American government that could remotely be called fun. She was the most stared-at student in our school, and not just because she’d started here her senior year. Gabrielle was a celebrity—an international movie star living in Raleigh while she finished high school like an ordinary teen.

	Not that Neuse Academy—the area’s most expensive private school—had all that many ordinary teens.

	Gabrielle had been given a lot of freedoms the rest of us hadn’t, like right now, when she had her tablet out to “take notes.” I was probably the most aware of this privilege since, in addition to sitting beside her in government, I was her lab partner in physics.

	After school let out, I headed for the bike rack. As I was clipping on my helmet, Gabrielle strolled up, along with two of our physics classmates. An older guy, wearing aviator shades and an earpiece, followed a few paces behind them. He stopped when they stopped.

	I looked from him to Gabrielle.

	She smiled. “That’s Garrett. He’s my bodyguard.”

	Interesting. I’d never seen him inside the school, which was comforting. We must be secure if she didn’t need him during the day.

	She inclined her head toward the pair with her. “Do you know Jesse and Benita?”

	“Hey, Jesse.” Of course I knew him. He would likely be the valedictorian this year.

	Benita shook my hand with a strong grip and a big smile. We’d never been introduced before, but I knew who she was. It was hard not to notice her. She walked around our preppy campus in hippie clothes, hauling a cello case, her hands covered by gloves with cut-off fingertips.

	Jesse locked his arm around her waist. “Benita’s a sophomore.”

	Message received. They were a couple. I didn’t bother to tell him I was already taken too. “A sophomore who takes physics?”

	“I like science.” She smiled down at her boyfriend, who was a head shorter. “And I wanted to take a class with Jesse.”

	Gabrielle laid a hand on my arm. “We’re heading to Olde Tyme Grill to study. Want to come? We could share our notes from what you missed yesterday.”

	“Sorry. Not today.”

	“How about next week?”

	“Maybe.” I wasn’t sure if I ever would, but there was no point in blowing them off completely.

	“We’ll tell you after we decide when we’re going.” Her gaze flicked to the parking lot and back again. “Do you ride your bike every day?”

	“As long as the weather’s good.”

	“So you live close by?”

	“Yeah. Only six miles. Near Umstead Park.”

	She laughed. “Only six miles?” A black Mercedes SUV pulled to the curb and idled. “Here’s my driver. If you ever want to join us, we can give you a ride.”

	“Thanks.” Not going to happen anytime soon. Between needing to be with Susanna, mowing lawns for my lawn service, and wanting to squeeze in a training ride before sundown, I didn’t have much time to hang out.


Chapter 5

	Speaking Sharply

	 

	Norah drove to a shopping center called Cameron Village. Charlie told me not to worry that it only had stores. “It also has the best library in the county,” he said.

	When we walked through the entrance to the library, I knew that he must be right. It was like a two-story mansion full of couches and books. Thousands of books. I was speechless with wonder.

	Charlie patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll be in the mystery section. Where will you go?”

	Swallowing hard, I whispered, “History.”

	He chuckled. “When will you ever tire of reading about history?”

	“When I have caught up,” I said without thinking.

	“What?”

	I hurried to give a reasonable explanation. “There will be history on my high school equivalency examination. I must study what I have missed.”

	He cocked his head. “Didn’t you take history classes in that commune?”

	“Girls didn’t receive the same education as boys.” That, at least, was quite true.

	“Did you ever hear news from the outside?”

	“Very little.” Perhaps I should leave before he pressed the issue. I could make up no suitable response besides the truth, and he wouldn’t believe that. “I shall see you later.”

	I followed the signs to the history books, pausing with delight as I found shelf after shelf of true stories from the past.

	It was the summer of 1796 when I escaped. Worthville, my hometown, had yet to be destroyed by a tornado. My sister was living and working in young Raleigh—a city of mud streets and a state government in its infancy. I wanted to know what life had been like for Phoebe after I left her behind.

	A title caught my eye. Architecture in the Nineteenth-Century Carolinas. I drew the volume from the shelf, rested it on a table, and flipped with awe through its pages. Many photographs, in shades of white and brown, awaited me. Photo after photo of historical buildings.

	One of the pages held several views of a large house in Raleigh. The property had a side garden and two smaller buildings on its rear lawn. Neither the trees nor the grounds looked familiar, but I recognized the main house. My heart pounded faster. I’d been here before.

	The book called it the Avery-Eton House, but I knew it by a single name. Senator Nathaniel Eton, a much-revered member of North Carolina’s first legislature, had built this house for his family. Mrs. Eton had offered my sister a position as a housemaid.

	Charlie stopped beside me, a thick book in his hand. “Find something you like?”

	“I have.” I handed the volume to him. “Do you know where this house is located?”

	He read the caption. “Yeah. It’s a couple of blocks away from the Governor’s Mansion.”

	“Might we drive by it some time?”

	“Sure.” He glanced at his watch. “We could swing by today. Are you ready to go?”

	I nodded eagerly and followed him to the place for borrowing the books. He added mine to the top of his stack and handed a small plastic card to the lady at the counter. As she reached for our books, she smiled at me. “Would you like your own library card?”

	“Indeed.” My head buzzed with the possibilities. “How might I acquire one?”

	“All you need is proof that you live in the county and a photo ID.”

	Disappointment stabbed me. “I don’t have identification.” I turned to flee, tired of the reminders that I didn’t belong in my own country yet.

	Outside the library’s front doors, a bench sat in the shade. I sank onto it to wait.

	The shopping center was busy. Cars pulled in and out. Women in tight garments and leather boots walked past, their hands gripping tiny children and phones. It wasn’t long before Norah exited the grocery store at the corner, cloth sacks in each hand.

	“Hello.” She plopped onto the bench beside me. “Did you enjoy your visit?”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“Where’s my husband? Checking out books?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” I felt my cheeks warm.

	“Susanna, forgive me if this is too bold, but I bought you something.” She reached into one of the sacks and drew out a scrap of cloth. She unfolded it to reveal a shirt with sleeves of a peculiar length.

	I brushed my fingers over the fabric. It was wondrously soft and in a pretty shade of crimson.

	She laid it in my lap. “Red would be gorgeous with your coloring.”

	“Norah, you’ve given me too much already. I cannot accept another gift.”

	“It’s not a gift. I’ll make you work it off.”

	Interest tickled in my belly. “We shall barter?”

	“Yes. Based on what I paid for it, I think three hours of chores are fair.”

	“Three hours?” It didn’t seem like much. Was I an object of pity to her too?

	“Three hours of my least favorite chores, like weeding the garden and shoveling ashes from the fireplace.”

	I smiled. They weren’t favorites of mine either. It delighted me to receive them. “It’s a deal.”

	She patted my knee. “Here comes Charlie.”

	“All right, ladies,” he boomed, “I’m ready to go.”

	He strode to their vehicle. As he was helping his wife into the driver’s seat, he said, “We need to run downtown by the Governor’s Mansion for Susanna. I’ll give you exact directions when we’re closer.”

	I crawled into the back seat and buckled up. It took hardly any time to reach the government area and the Avery-Eton House.

	“Here we are.” He whistled. “Holy moly. Somebody has done some major renovations on this place.”

	The house gleamed with burnished brick and new paint. It was nestled in a manicured garden, bordered by a low white fence, and framed by large oaks. The Etons’ home was as elegant as I remembered. Age had merely made it lovelier.

	Norah pulled to the curb. “If you want to go in, it looks open.”

	I did want to go in, but not without Mark. “I shall wait.”

	Charlie pointed at a banner hanging in the yard. “They’re about to have their grand opening celebration. Plan to get down here Saturday.”

	 

	Norah and Charlie retired at nine. Too restless to sleep, I rocked on the deck in the warm air, listening to the night creatures come alive to their work.

	The phone rang with Mark’s signal. “Hello,” I said, happy that he’d called.

	“Hey.” A neutral word said in a neutral tone. “How was your day?”

	“Most enjoyable. I have a new book from the library.” He made no response, his silence heavy. I wouldn’t permit him to spoil my charming day. “Did you have homework?”

	“Just finished. Why are you at the lake house?”

	“Your grandparents invited me.” I understood the usefulness of a phone, but not seeing his face made it more difficult to gauge his mood. “They drove me to the Eton house. It still stands, and I should like to see it more closely. Will you take me?”

	“When?”

	“Perhaps Saturday?”

	“Yeah, I can do that.” He cleared his throat. “Did Mom chase you away?”

	“She wouldn’t do such a thing.”

	“Susanna, don’t let her get to you.”

	“It is your mother’s household. I must honor her wishes.” At least, I would try to honor them. I didn’t always understand what she wanted, and she seemed reluctant to explain.

	“I didn’t like coming home without you here. I miss you.”

	His words left me feeling warm and deliciously light-headed. “I miss you too. Will you pick me up tomorrow? I could make supper for you.” Already my mind sorted through the options. It was grand to plan a menu without worrying about its colors. Mrs. Lewis insisted that we fill our plates with food of green, red, and yellow. I preferred white: fried chicken, cornbread, mashed potatoes, and butter.

	“I love it when you cook. Susanna?”

	“Yes?”

	“I love you.”

	My cheeks heated. “Indeed.” I could say those words too, but he said them more often and more readily. Was it a unique part of Mark, or was it common to the young men of his century? I desperately wanted to believe that Mark’s words were especially meant for me, but perhaps it was the way of this world, like exposed skin. Or speaking sharply to one’s elders. “I shall see you tomorrow.”

	“You will.”


Chapter 6

	Opposite of Sympathetic

	 

	Benita stopped at the bike rack as I was putting on my safety gear. “Jesse and I are going with Gabrielle to the football game tonight. Want to come?”

	My gut reaction was hell, yeah. I loved football, it was my senior year, and our team had a seriously good chance at the league championship. But I also wanted to be with Susanna. I would offer to take her, except crowds freaked her out. She would have a horrible time in a dark, noisy stadium watching a sport she didn’t understand. Which was why I’d missed every game they’d played this season.

	So there it was. The same battle I’d been fighting for three weeks in a row.

	“Mark?”

	“Thanks, Benita. Not sure if I can make it.”

	“Okay. Let us know if you change your mind, or just show up. We’ll save you a seat.”

	Benita was friendlier than I’d expected from seeing her around campus. It was nice that she hadn’t let my vagueness deter her. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

	She sent me a smile as she loped away.

	I called Susanna the minute I got home. “Hey.”

	“Hello. How was your day?”

	“Great.” I could hear the smile in her voice. She’d had a good day too. “When will supper be ready?”

	She hesitated. “Why do you ask?”

	I was just going to tell her, and I was not going to feel guilty—’cause she’d chosen to spend last night away from me. “Some kids from school asked me to hang out with them tonight, but it would mean I’d have to drive to the lake house now, eat, and get us back here by six-thirty.” It would take forty-five minutes on three majorly clogged highways across two counties to reach my grandparents’ house, but I would do it if she wanted me to.

	“I think that is too much effort.” Her voice lost its smile. “You should go with your friends.”

	It was hard to tell with Susanna whether she was really upset or mildly disappointed. “Why don’t you come with me?”

	There was a long pause. “Where will you hang out?”

	The way she repeated “hang out” almost made me laugh. She enunciated each consonant so clearly that it gave the expression a foreign sound. “We’re going to a football game.”

	It was spooky how completely Susanna could fill silence with emotion, and this time, it wasn’t positive emotion. “Perhaps I should remain at the lake house for another night.”

	Of course she would. Why had I even tried? I’d known the answer before I asked the question. “Sure. Whatever.”

	“Why does this make you angry?”

	I bit off a sigh. “I’m not.”

	“You are. I don’t know what to say, except that I’m not ready.”

	“Yeah.” She was a refugee, except she’d crossed centuries instead of continents. Everything was different for her. I was trying to understand, but it was getting old fast. “How can I help?”

	“I need your patience.”

	“You have it.” She really did, but forgive me for wanting my girlfriend on my arm. She was hot and amazing, and I wanted to show her off. “Any ideas when you’ll be ready?”

	“No, but you shall be the first to know.”

	Wow. Smackdown. “Fine. Just don’t mind me enjoying life without you while I wait.”

	There was a stunned silence at the other end of the phone.

	She wasn’t any more stunned than I. “Susanna, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

	“It would sadden me if you gave up your friends for my sake. That isn’t what I want,” she said, a quiver in her tone. “Do as you wish. I trust you.”

	“You can trust me. I’m totally yours.” This was where I should be noble and skip the game, but did I want to get into that habit? I shouldn’t have to sacrifice hanging out with friends during my final year of high school while she adapted. Hiding away with her was taking its toll. “Maybe we could arrive late, after things have settled down.”

	“Mark, please go. Without me.”

	Okay, we’d said enough. “I’ll call you when I get home.”

	“When will that be?”

	“Ten o’clock. Maybe a little later.”

	“I shall have the phone in the bedroom. Mark, have you forgotten about tomorrow?”

	Great. She couldn’t enjoy the twenty-first century with me, but I had to relive the eighteenth century with her? “I won’t forget. I’ll pick you up after my training ride. Nine o’clock max.”

	After we hung up, I frowned at the clock. It was too early to leave for the game. I had an idea about what to do with the extra time. I ran up to my room and opened the laptop. At the meeting with Heather Cox two days ago, she’d thrown out a phrase I hadn’t noticed during my early investigations into delayed birth certificates.

	Short of a court order…

	That implied judges. I needed to research what that meant.

	It didn’t take long to discover that judges could order the Department of Vital Records to create birth records, but that route required a couple of things we didn’t have—decent evidence and a sympathetic judge.

	Slumping on my bed, I wondered how I might get them anyway. We had zero documents, but that didn’t have to be a hindrance. Since the government wouldn’t believe valid evidence if we produced it, I didn’t have any qualms about producing fake evidence that they could believe. Susanna was the weak link there. She might balk, which meant it would have to stay a secret for a while.

	The bigger issue was finding a sympathetic judge. I knew exactly one judge, and she was the complete opposite of sympathetic. Her son, a classmate who’d paid big for bullying me in middle school, went to Neuse Academy. Judge Nelson—and any judge who knew her—would be out of the question.

	Neither of these problems, though, would stop me from pursuing the court order option. There had to be a way to make it work, and I was going to find it.

	 

	Tonight, Neuse Academy was playing Wake Day School. I expected us to win easily.

	I rode over, locked my bike, and strolled in. The game had already started and, since we were the visiting team, Neuse students had been relegated to the cheap seats. Fortunately, that made it easier to spot Gabrielle, Jesse, and Benita. The fact that Benita wore lime-green fingerless gloves didn’t hurt either. The bodyguard was behind them, shades on, lips straight. Nobody sat anywhere near him.

	A few rows down from them were Alexis McChord, Carlton May, and the rest of our old crowd. Last year, before Alexis broke up with me, I would’ve been sitting right in their middle. It was strange to admit it, but I didn’t regret losing any of them except Carlton.

	My gaze slid back to Gabrielle. She hadn’t been at Neuse for long, but she’d already started hanging out with three of the school’s biggest misfits. Jesse was a scholarship kid and so smart that he’d been a loner for most of his time here. Benita had always seemed more interested in her cello than people. And me? Nobody considered my friendship worth risking Alexis’s wrath. I wasn’t sure why Gabrielle had included me, but I was glad she had.

	As I sat down beside her, she gave me a shoulder hug and immediately became engrossed in the play on the field. Yeah, just the way football ought to be enjoyed.

	After the game, I hung back with Jesse and Benita as the bodyguard murmured instructions to Gabrielle. Once he gave her the nod, we walked to the parking lot, where the SUV sat humming at the curb. Benita and Jesse crawled in.

	Gabrielle touched my arm. “Want to meet us at Goodberry’s for ice cream?”

	“It’ll take me fifteen minutes to get there.”

	“You rode your bike?” At my nod, she said, “The SUV can handle it. Throw it in and ride with us.”

	A glance at my watch showed I had an hour before I needed to call Susanna. “Okay.”

	We took our ice cream to Gabrielle’s house, which actually belonged to her aunt. They had a movie theater in the basement, with a dozen amazingly comfortable seats, the best sound system I’d ever heard, and a concession stand (except we didn’t have to pay). We finished our ice cream while watching outtakes from Gabrielle’s latest movie release. It was almost midnight before her driver took us home. We dropped off Benita, then Jesse.

	His home surprised me. It was located in a row of townhouses at the edge of a seriously rundown neighborhood.

	As we headed toward my house, Gabrielle said, “Where he lives is just another thing for Benita’s parents to hate about him.”

	“What are the other reasons?”

	“They think they have plenty. Benita is a nationally known cello prodigy, and Jesse’s Black, short, and poor.” Gabrielle bit her lip. “Really poor. Neuse Academy puts extra money in his scholarship to cover his clothes so that he doesn’t embarrass himself.”

	“How do you know this stuff?”

	“Everything in my life is carefully choreographed.” She shrugged. “My aunt had all of you investigated.”

	Damn. “By who? The school?”

	“The school couldn’t tell us much. Privacy concerns. They cooperated as far as ethics permitted. However, they did suggest you for my lab partner.”

	This information was vaguely creepy. Why was she telling me? I could’ve spent the entire semester being oblivious, and it would’ve been fine.

	At some level, though, I could understand her caution. Even at a school filled with the children of the rich and locally famous, Gabrielle would stand out. “Okay,” I said, staring at the back of the seats in front of us—just like she was. “Why did I get the job?”

	“I asked for a person who was good at something outside of school. The person had to have a photo release on file, and —”

	“Why a photo release?”

	“When Gabrielle Stone takes AP Physics at a ‘normal’ high school, it’s guaranteed that she and her lab partner will be photographed.” She blew out a resigned sigh. “Most importantly, if my lab partner was a guy, he had to be unlikely to hit on me. I’m taken.”

	I was too, but I wasn’t the kind of guy who would’ve hit on her anyway.

	The driver stopped at the curb in front of my house. I released the seatbelt and faced her. “Did our personalities matter?”

	She didn’t meet my gaze. “Naturally, but I had to figure that part out by myself.”

	“Not entirely. We have to decide too.”

	She frowned. “Decide what?”

	“If we want to hang out with you.” I slid out of the car and went around to the back for my bike.

	She leaned out the window. “Why wouldn’t you?”

	“Not everybody wants to have their friendships choreographed.” I set my bike on the driveway. “Thanks. This was fun.”

	The window rolled up, but not before I’d seen Gabrielle’s eyes widen in surprise.

	As the SUV slipped into the night, I entered the side door of the garage. There were no lights on at my house. I tiptoed up the back stairs, heading to my room. As I passed the landing beside the studio apartment, it hit me. I’d forgotten to call Susanna.

	 

	My brain became aware of a muffled sound. Someone jogged past my bedroom, their feet thudding on the carpet.

	My eyes snapped open. The room wasn’t the pitch dark of early morning. A thin line of sunlight edged the bottom of the door. I checked the clock. Crap. Had I really slept until nine? I rolled to my stomach and buried my head in the pillow. This screwed up my whole day.

	Feet thudded down the hall again, this time slowing as they neared my room.

	“I’m up,” I called.

	The door opened with a sucking sound. “Are you sick, Mark?”

	“No.” I shifted my head to see my mother better. “I overslept.”

	“Oh.” She frowned. “You were out late last night.”

	“Yeah. I went to the game with some friends from school.”

	“Did Susanna go?”

	“She stayed at the lake house.” I sat up in bed and rubbed my face. “I’m heading out there now. We have a date.”

	“Doing what?”

	“Visiting some historical site downtown.”

	“Oh. Will she be here tonight?”

	“I think so.”

	“Good. I’m going to do stir fry, but I’ll get chicken for her.”

	“You don’t have to treat her special, Mom.”

	“I do too. She’s our guest.”

	 

	I drove to the lake house without calling. I figured it would be better to see in person how Susanna reacted to my screw-ups.

	When I parked in the driveway, my grandfather was sitting on the deck, drinking coffee and reading a paperback. He didn’t look up as I approached.

	“Granddad?”

	He grunted.

	“Something wrong?”

	“I don’t know, Mark. Is there?”

	“Where’s Susanna?”

	“Maybe you should’ve called last night to find out.”

	This wasn’t his business. “I got back from the game too late to call. Is she here?”

	“Well, of course she is. Where else would she be?” He gave me a hard stare and returned to his book.

	When I entered the house, I found Gran in the kitchen, putting dishes away.

	“Hey.”

	Scowling, she called out, “Susanna, he’s here.”

	“I’ll be down in a moment.”

	I looked up at the soft tread of her feet on the staircase and stared. Something was different about her. It wasn’t until she started walking toward me that I got it. She wore a form-fitting shirt, daring for Susanna. It was red, with a V-neck and no buttons. She was showing some skin and curves, plus I couldn’t remember seeing her in such a nice color before. “You look great.”

	“Thank you.” Her hands brushed at her exposed collarbone. “It will take time to grow accustomed to being without a scarf.”

	“I’m glad you gave it a try.” I stood there admiring her, incredibly happy that she’d given something new a shot.

	“Mark,” Gran said. “Don’t you need to leave?”

	I nodded toward the door. “Oh, right. Let’s go.”

	We walked out to the truck holding hands. I helped her in and ran to my side.

	She didn’t say anything until we were on the highway.

	“Why didn’t you call?”

	She didn’t avoid the problem. I could appreciate that. “I didn’t get in until midnight.”

	“I was awake.”

	That surprised me. Staying up late was something she’d adapted to quickly. “If it happens again, I’ll call.”

	“Do you anticipate that you’ll stay out until midnight often?”

	I couldn’t tell if she were angry or not. “I don’t know, Susanna. Maybe.”

	“Very well.” She turned her head to look out the side window.

	“Are you upset?”

	“No.”

	How could she sound this neutral when I knew she couldn’t be? “I wasn’t alone.”

	“I didn’t imagine you were. You said you would be with friends.”

	She didn’t ask anything about them. Why not?

	As I exited the highway, I glanced toward her. All I could see was her hair braided neatly down her back. “Would you like to meet them sometime?”

	“Yes.” Her head whipped around. “Do you want them to meet me?”


Chapter 7

	Blots of Ink

	 

	Mark’s fist banged the steering wheel. “Dammit, Susanna. What kind of question is that?”

	This conversation made me weary. I’d been eager to hear from him. As the hours ticked by and the phone remained silent, I had put my book aside and watched the night sky through the bedroom window. I didn’t resent his evening away from me. I wasn’t upset that he had friends. But he hadn’t called as he promised, and he hadn’t apologized. Instead, he made me raise the subject. Why was this true? If this were an innocent mistake, why was it hard to discuss?

	I gestured at the traffic light, which had changed to green. “We can go.”

	He muttered something unintelligible as the truck lurched forward. We were soon racing toward the downtown of Raleigh, with its man-made mountains of concrete and steel. I closed my eyes against the sight and rested my head against the seat back.

	Moments later, we pulled to a stop near the Etons’ house. It had been grand in my century, yet it seemed far less so when compared to modern homes.

	Mark helped me from the truck but didn’t release me at once. Instead, he kept his hands at my waist, his face grave. “I’m sorry. I should’ve called.”

	I nodded. He should have. “It’s past us now.”

	“No, it’s not.” He pressed his lips to my temple and sighed, his breath tickling my hair. “I had a good time, but I should’ve called you.”

	“You have apologized. It’s enough.”

	“I don’t know if it is. We have to find things we can enjoy together.”

	I gestured toward the Etons’ house. “Today is a start.”

	We crossed the street and stood on the sidewalk. I had never been inside the house. Two centuries ago, I would’ve been invited in only as a servant. Today, I would enter by choice. A sweet excitement gripped me.

	A small crowd wandered about the front lawn. I hesitated on the sidewalk and pressed closer to Mark’s side.

	“Come on.” He squeezed my hand reassuringly. “I’m here.”

	We continued onto the property. Many of the people were dressed in late-eighteenth-century garb. They had done their research well.

	“We came on the perfect day,” Mark said. “It’s their grand opening. The sign says they started renovations a couple of years ago and took a lot of time to make sure everything was as correct as possible. See those people in costumes? They’re called re-enactors. Most of them have studied how things worked in your century and give demonstrations at events like this.”

	“I’m impressed at their accuracy.” If I allowed myself, I could relax and pretend I was at a celebration of old.

	We stopped in the midst of the activity. Children played games in one corner of the yard. An awning covered a table with lemonade and ginger cookies. A lady, attired as a shopkeeper’s wife, sat under a tree, stitching a sampler. A well-dressed housemaid showed a cluster of visitors how to dip candles.

