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Chapter 1

	An Inclination for Friendship

	 

	When Mark explained the holiday known as Valentine’s, I thought he must be joking. Why should a man shower his beloved with gifts in order to prove his devotion? It made no sense to me that a box of chocolates could convey tender feelings more profoundly than the delight of an everyday kiss.

	I assured Mark that I felt no need to celebrate Valentine’s Day, but he insisted we should do so anyway.

	That morning’s mail brought a beautiful card, handmade by Mark of cream paper, trimmed in gold, with simple words that professed his love. At midday, there was a knock at the door of the apartment I shared with his sister. When Marissa answered it, a delivery man handed her a bouquet of flowers—heavenly scented, in a riot of colors, and addressed to me.

	Perhaps I didn’t need to celebrate, but Mark was enchanting me just the same.

	Naturally, I wanted to please him too. In the two weeks since I’d moved in with Marissa, Mark had found it difficult to adjust to my absence. When he came home from school today, I would be there waiting for him. It would give us two extra hours to be together before leaving on our official dinner date.

	The choice of what to wear concerned me. I preferred long skirts, but they weren’t logical for a trip on a bike. I had two pairs of pants, yet neither was suitable for this evening’s date. The best solution was a blue dress that Mark’s grandmother had made for me. I could pedal in it well enough, for the hem stopped at the knee. I would don boots and stockings, required not only for modesty but also for warmth against the cold of February.

	After wrapping myself in a woolen cloak and attaching a small backpack to my cherry-red bike, I left for Mark’s home.

	The ride was pleasant. He’d mapped a safe route through neighborhoods. Although it would be quicker to cut through Umstead Park, I wasn’t ready for that yet.

	When I arrived, his house appeared deserted. I peered through a window into the three-car garage and saw only Mark’s truck. I knew the security code to go inside, yet it didn’t seem right to enter without one of the Lewises. It was no longer my home.

	Truly, it had never been.

	After locking my bike and detaching my backpack, I settled on the veranda’s loveseat. The wait wouldn’t be long.

	A bike whistled down the lane. Mark rolled onto the driveway and braked. After removing his helmet, he drew his phone from his pocket and tapped. A garage door whined open.

	“Mark?” I called.

	His head whipped around, a smile breaking through. “Just a sec.” He disappeared into the garage.

	I loved that smile. I never saw it for anyone else. Sweet and sensual at the same time.

	He jogged out, bounded up the veranda steps, and leaned over me, his mouth swooping down with unerring grace to lock on mine.

	Straightening, he kept his warm gaze on my face. “You haven’t complained that the neighbors might be watching.”

	“Indeed, but I was thinking it.”

	He laughed. “So, why are you here? I would’ve picked you up later.”

	“I did not wish to wait.” I cupped his roughened cheek. “Thank you for everything.”

	“We’re not done yet.” He pulled me up, his fingers firmly laced through mine. “Let’s go in.”

	Once we were inside, Mark dropped his backpack onto the foyer floor and reached for mine. His nose twitched. “Do I smell Sweet Dreams cookies?”

	I smiled smugly. “Perhaps I made a batch for you.”

	With a happy groan, he kissed me again. When he drew back, there was an anxious crease to his brow. “Jesse and Benita want to join us for dessert tonight. Do you mind?”

	“That would be lovely.”

	“Great. We have a couple of hours before we need to leave for dinner. What did you want to do?”

	“Just be with you.”

	“I like that plan. Is it okay if I study?”

	“It is, indeed.”

	A second garage door rumbled up. “Your mother is here.”

	“Yeah, I hear.” He kept a gentle hand at the small of my back and walked beside me to the kitchen. Once there, he headed to the fridge.

	“Mark,” his mother called as she stepped into the laundry room, her nurse’s clogs slapping on the stone floor. “When are you…? Oh, hi, Susanna.”

	“Hello, Sherri.”

	She hugged me. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

	Mark’s gaze met mine over her shoulder, his lips curling in a half-smile.

	I gave her an awkward pat and tried not to ponder the irony that I was more at ease in a public embrace with his mother than with him. “I wanted to surprise Mark.”

	“I’m glad you’re here.” She turned to her son. “Do you have homework?”

	He closed the fridge with his hip, holding two bottles of water. “Yes, that’s next on the agenda.”

	“Good.” She moved briskly past him to head up the back stairs.

	He waited until she’d disappeared from view. “It’s time for a study date in the family room.”

	“Can you be successful with me reading beside you?”

	“As long as you keep your hands to yourself.”

	I laughed. “Truly? I must only restrict my hands?”

	“What else were you thinking?”

	Rising on my toes, I pressed my mouth to his.

	“Feels pretty successful to me,” he murmured against my lips.

	 

	We dined at a restaurant called Carolina Ale House. It was noisy, but the food was delicious. I enjoyed a burger while Mark had steak.

	As the waiter cleared our table, I watched other waitstaff throughout the dining area carry dirty dishes away from other tables. Some of the plates held more food than I would’ve eaten for a day in my previous life. It made me restless to see so much discarded.

	“Hey, babe,” Mark said.

	I shook off my reverie. “Yes?”

	He handed me a small, thin box wrapped in pink paper. “I have one more gift for you.”

	I ripped the package open and gasped. “A phone.”

	“Yeah. Shouting your name doesn’t work anymore.”

	“Shouting never worked.”

	“True.” He laughed. “I’ve already programmed in the phone numbers of my family, plus our friends.”

	I set the phone on the tabletop, overwhelmed by his generosity. “You will teach me how to use it.”

	“Sure. Let’s try photos first.” He skimmed his fingers over its surface.

	When I shifted closer to him, he held the phone as far away as he could and snapped a picture of us. A few taps of the phone later, the photo appeared on the screen. “I’ve put our picture as your background. You don’t have to keep it that way, if you don’t want to.”

	“I love this photo. I love all of your gifts.” I smiled into his eyes. “I love you.”

	“Guys,” Benita said from the other side of the table. “Do you need us to give you a moment? Things are looking pretty hot over there.”

	Mark’s gaze tore away from mine. “No, join us.”

	I gave Benita and Jesse a welcoming nod and studied them with curious eyes. We’d gone on dates with them often enough that I’d grown accustomed to the extravagance of her style, but tonight she looked especially beautiful. Her golden hair was secured in a loose knot by two sticks of polished wood. She wore a short skirt of chocolate brown, a gold corset under a denim jacket, and red lace gloves. It might have looked unplanned, but I knew better, for the fabrics were expensive and the fit perfect.

	Beside her waited Jesse, a head shorter, his confident smile revealing white teeth in his dark, handsome face. Each time I saw him, I knew a quiver of surprise. Mark and I had a Black friend. Benita had a Black boyfriend. It was common enough in this century. It would never have been true in the century of my childhood. I would’ve been thrashed had I shown an inclination for friendship toward the Negro slaves on the farm where I was indentured.

	Jesse and Benita slid into the circular booth until she and I were nearly touching. After we ordered dessert, she turned to me. “So, Susanna, how’s the job search?”

	“Fine.” My lack of success ought to have discouraged me, but I wouldn’t permit it. Just yesterday, I’d found a new set of want ads for nearby restaurants that didn’t require a diploma or GED. The positions might only pay minimum wage, but that was a beginning. “I remain hopeful.”

	Mark snorted softly.

	Benita ignored him. “Do you like living with Marissa?”

	Beside me, Mark stiffened. I wished that Benita hadn’t asked. He and I had avoided this topic all evening, not wanting to ruin our date. “It has gone well.”

	She leaned on the table to smile at Mark. “How do you like it?”

	He made a growling sound in his throat. “Not at all.”


Chapter 2

	Vigilant Boyfriend Routine

	 

	Susanna stared across the restaurant, not meeting my gaze, as Benita boldly raised the issue that neither of us wanted to discuss.

	“I think it’s a good thing, Mark.” Benita kept her piercing eyes on me.

	“Goddess mine.” Jesse kissed a trail down his girlfriend’s neck to her shoulder. “Let’s talk about something else.”

	She laughed and relaxed into him.

	Thank you, Jesse. I took a couple of slow breaths and tried to shake off my irritation.

	On the opposite side of the booth, Jesse and Benita were getting into their PDA. As it became noisier, Susanna’s cheeks flushed red, an unhappy twist to her lips.

	Under the table, I linked our hands. “Look at me, please,” I whispered.

	She turned to me, her blush deepening. “Do you wish we had that kind of relationship?”

	Was that what was making her so unhappy—that they felt comfortable being exhibitionists and she didn’t? Sometimes, my body did wonder what was taking her so long to relax, but then my head regained control. I could wait as long as it took. “I have you, Susanna. Give me what you can, and don’t worry about the rest.”

	 

	After our date, I drove Susanna home—

	No. I drove Susanna to Marissa’s apartment. It was past nine. My sister was out with whatever guy she was seeing now. She’d only moved back to Raleigh three months ago, and already Marissa was over Fletcher-the-parasite.

	Susanna and I walked up the concrete steps to the second floor of the apartment building and stopped outside the door. I watched as she unlocked it, and then checked inside with my vigilant boyfriend routine.

	“Looks good,” I said.

	“Do you wish to stay a while?”

	“No, I need to get home. I have an hour’s worth of homework left.” I cupped her face in my hands and brushed her lips with mine. Her arms locked about my waist as the kiss deepened.

	I pulled back with a groan. “I’ve gotta go.”

	“It has been a wondrous day.”

	“I love you,” we said in unison, and then laughed.

	She walked me to the door and threw the deadbolt after the door closed behind me.

	Once I got home, I raced up the back stairs and into my room. After opening my laptop, I flipped the digital textbook to the assigned chapter in psychology and skimmed it. That didn’t take long, so I checked my email. And nothing there. I was half-expecting to see something from the admissions office at Brevard College. They’d promised a quick response.

	I’d applied to four other universities, but Susanna only knew about three. I didn’t want her to find out about Duke. It would upset her, since I’d never mentioned wanting to go there. She would think—correctly—that my only real reason for applying to Duke was her.

	Tonight was confirmation that a local university was a good idea. If I hated to be fifteen minutes away from her overnight, how much would I hate being hours away from her next fall?

	My computer pinged me. Gabrielle Stone waited to chat with me.

	Me: Hey

	Gabrielle: Hey. How was the date?

	Me: Amazing

	Gabrielle: Did Jesse and Benita make it for dessert?

	Me: Yeah. Mostly on time too. Do you want to switch to Skype?

	Gabrielle: No

	That was a surprise. Skype was Gabrielle’s favorite way to communicate online.

	Me: Why?

	Gabrielle: I’ve been crying. I’m a mess

	I didn’t want to ask, but that wasn’t cool. She was my friend.

	Me: Why?

	Gabrielle: Korry and I broke up tonight

	Me: Over the phone?

	Gabrielle: In person

	Me: Are you in New York?

	Gabrielle: I was until 10 minutes ago. I flew up here to surprise him. Bad idea

	Korry Sim might be the world’s best-known actor of my generation—next to Gabrielle, of course—but when it came to how he treated his girlfriend, he was a complete jerk.

	Wait. She was his ex-girlfriend now. I wondered how long that would last. He seemed to be irresistible to Gabrielle.

	Me: What happened?

	Gabrielle: He wasn’t alone. Surprise!

	Me: Where are you now?

	Gabrielle: Flying home. I’ll be at school tomorrow

	Her lifestyle was strange. She wanted to see her boyfriend, so she flew from Raleigh to New York for the evening. Then things didn’t go as planned, so she flew back and contacted me over the internet in route. Must be nice.

	Actually, in this case, it wasn’t nice at all.

	Me: Hey. I’m sorry. Will you be ok?

	Gabrielle: Yeah

	Me: See you in class then

	Gabrielle: K

	I shut down the laptop, turned off my light, and rolled onto my side on the bed. I had to stop complaining about where Susanna lived. At least I didn’t have to worry about who she was with. Susanna loved me almost as much as I loved her. I didn’t doubt us for a second.



	
Chapter 3

	Provocative Questions

	 

	Two weeks had passed since Valentine’s Day, and I hadn’t found a job.

	When Marissa invited me to move in with her, we’d negotiated an arrangement that pleased us both. I would cook and clean for half of my rent. The rest would be paid from the wages of whatever job I could secure. Until I had a regular paycheck, she was willing to wait for my share.

	It was most frustrating, the insistence employers placed on diplomas. After I’d received my identification documents, I’d thought that my problems were solved. Yet my job search had revealed this other piece of paper that employers wanted. Without it, no one cared that I would be a loyal and hard worker.

	Mark’s grandfather had offered to make me a fake diploma. I didn’t wish to accept, but my resolve was weakening.

	No, I must not give in. The interview I’d had this afternoon had gone well. The people had seemed kind, and the restaurant was close enough that I could ride my bike rather than take the bus. Perhaps I wouldn’t have much longer to wait.

	When my phone buzzed, I glanced at the caller ID. “Hello, Sherri.”

	“Hi, Susanna. I have another wedding job for you.”

	This was good news. Brides were charmed enough by my “colonial style” handwriting that they were willing to pay me to address their wedding invitations. I had several weddings booked already this year. “Thank you. I would be happy to accept.”

	“That’s what I told them. I have the invitations with me. Can you come over now?”

	“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be there shortly.” I hung up the phone and hurried to the door. After picking up my jacket and my helmet, I locked the apartment, retrieved my bike from our outside storage closet, and carried it down to the parking lot.

	Another check of my watch made me fret. If I took my normal route through quiet neighborhoods, it would take forty-five minutes or more to get there. Was that too long? Yet I felt anxious at the thought of taking the shorter route through Umstead State Park. It passed too near Whisper Falls.

	I gave my head a shake. How foolish. I would be fine on the trail through Umstead, and it would save me many minutes. With a push, I pedaled across the city street and into the silence of the park.

	The weather was fine for the first day of March. Mild. No rain. The trail was pleasant as it took me the four miles through the park without the honking cars or chatting joggers of the other route.

	I continued on the main trail until I reached Rocky Creek and turned onto the greenway that would lead me into Mark’s neighborhood. He and I had often walked along this path. It had been especially beautiful in the autumn with the trees ablaze with color. It was lovely still, although perhaps more stark with the trees bare of leaves. Indeed, the forest seemed unnaturally thin on the hill opposite me.

	As I neared the dirt track that led down to the base of Whisper Falls, I braked to a stop, my attention drawn to the glint of the creek and the murmur of the falls. Why was I hesitating? I should ride on. Sherri was expecting me.

	Apprehension quivered in my gut. I’d avoided this place for months. What odd force had brought me here today?

	With jerky movements, I dismounted the bike, locked it to a tree, and started down the track. I rounded the bend to find the waterfall sparkling in the afternoon light. Once I reached a boulder at the creek’s edge, I studied the rippling glass of the waterfall. My initial impression was wrong. The water held more than a sparkle. It shimmered. Whisper Falls wanted me to approach, yet the summons left me wary.

	“What do you want from me?” I asked. Leaning in cautiously, I held my hand in the flow and felt the familiar slide of warmth without wetness, a signal I could cross the centuries if I chose.

	“No!” I snatched my hand away and turned to flee from the falls and whatever it was that had drawn me down here.

	I leapt onto the dirt track, dread pounding like a hammer at my skull, but my leaden feet would take me no further. Spinning around, I peered through the water and into the cave on the other side. There was a glimmer of white in a high crevice. Something awaited me in my hidden haven from two hundred years ago.

	I knew it must also be March first on the other side of the falls, but which year? Nearly five months had passed since Mark and I had visited in 1801. Was it 1802 there or perhaps 1803? Had Whisper Falls chosen to show me a year even later than that?

	If I stepped through the falls to investigate, I would break my promise to Mark and to myself never to return to the past. Yet curiosity held me in its grasp. I was meant to be here. Whisper Falls wanted me to see this. Dare I risk a visit?

	What could it be? A message? A trick?

	No, it wasn’t a trick. Whisper Falls would keep me safe.

	With a leap, I passed backwards through time—although how many years I was crossing, I couldn’t know for sure. The journey caressed my body with a tingling foam.

	Dodging into the cave, I pried the bit of white from the crevice and watched as three letters tumbled to the cave floor. I picked them up with trembling hands. Across each, in the familiar handwriting of my dearest friend, was written Susanna.

	Dorcas had written me, as she had promised. A mixture of pleasure and melancholy burned within me. I couldn’t wait to read them, but how would she feel when I did not respond?

	I jammed the three letters into my pocket and turned toward the falls.

	A horse snorted directly above me on the bluff. Clapping a hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp, I flattened my body against the damp wall of the cave as my heart pounded wildly.

	The rider’s boots thudded to the ground and crunched to the cliff’s edge.

	“God in heaven, why have you plagued me so?”

	It was a voice I knew well—a voice that had haunted my dreams from the age of ten. My former master stood mere feet away. It would take Mr. Pratt but a few seconds to reach me if he were alerted to my presence.

	How could I have made such a horrible mistake?

	“Why must I have the patience of Job?” His question echoed loudly in the heavy hush of the forest.

	I gauged my distance from the cave to the falls. If my feet were sure, if I made it to the water without stumbling, I could leap to safety before he could scramble down the cliff. But the rocks were wet and slick with moss. It was better to wait than risk slipping.

	Minutes passed, and he did not move.

	At last, the saddle creaked. Mr. Pratt growled a harsh command, and the horse galloped away.

	Without a backward glance, I leapt through the waterfall, grabbed my bike, and finished the trip to Mark’s house, blanking from my mind how narrowly I’d missed a terrible outcome.

	Sherri’s car sat in its garage stall. I parked my bike inside the garage and knocked on the door.

	“Come in,” she called.

	I walked in to find her sitting at the kitchen table, still in scrubs, sorting through the mail.

	“Hi, Susanna. That took longer than I expected.” She looked up with a smile. “Would you like a cup of tea while I explain what this bride wants?”

	“Yes, please.”

	I perched on my chair, my trembling hands in my lap. It made me uncomfortable to be served, yet I knew that, with Sherri, it was best to accept with silent gratitude whatever she offered.

	“Mark should be here soon. He can drive you home.” She set the tea kettle on the stove and returned to her chair. “He’s studying this afternoon with Gabrielle.”

	My smile stayed neutral. I wasn’t jealous of his famous friend, but I hadn’t lived in this century long enough to grow accustomed to the idea of young men and women spending time alone unchaperoned.

	Sherri drew the box of invitations closer as she pushed aside the mail she’d been looking at earlier. “Mark got a letter today from Brevard College.”

	That was promising news. “An acceptance?”

	“I suspect so. That’ll make two.”

	“Two acceptances?”

	“Brevard and Appalachian State. We should hear from the other three by April first.”

	“Three more?”

	“He applied to Duke.”

	This news surprised me greatly. “The university near here? In Durham?”

	“The very one.”

	“Why would he apply there? He wishes to attend college in the mountains.” Duke’s campus was mostly flat. Not challenging for mountain biking.

	“I guess he’s changed his mind.”

	Here were decisions of tremendous importance. Why hadn’t he shared them? Disappointment flooded through me. “I cannot understand his silence.”

	Sherri’s face softened with pity. “I can.”

	Her look urged me to ponder the reason. He should be happy that Appalachian State had already admitted him. Yet he hadn’t mentioned this and had, instead, applied to a college only twenty miles away. I’d never heard him speak of an interest in attending Duke. Unless…

	I gripped the edge of the table, staggered by my conclusion. “Do you think he has done this for my sake?”

	“Yes. I also think it was wrong for him not to tell you.” At the whistle of the kettle, she slid from her chair. “Do you want honey in your tea?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” I stared blindly into the box of invitations, glad of an excuse to conceal my reaction. The knowledge that Mark had kept such secrets left me too unsettled to speak.

	 

	When Mark returned from his study session, I was waiting for him in the family room.

	“Hey, babe. Why are you here?”

	“Your mother invited me over for a visit.” I rose stiffly.

	“Is something wrong?” He crossed to my side and slipped an arm around my waist. “What did Mom say?”

	“You’ve received an envelope from Brevard College. It is likely the second school that has accepted you.” I leaned into his chest. “You’re awaiting news from three more.”

	He swore under his breath. “That’s true.”

	“You must promise me to pick the college that’s right for you.”

	“That’s an easy promise. I’ll pick the right school.”

	I lifted my gaze to his. “Perhaps I should clarify my meaning. I want you to go where your heart most desires.”

	“My heart most desires to be near you.”

	“The separation won’t be for long.”

	“It could take five years. I would hate that.”

	“You thought you would hate for me to live with Marissa, and you don’t.”

	He frowned. “I don’t see the point in comparing a fifteen-minute drive whenever I want to a four-hour commute each way on the weekends.”

	“We have survived worse.”

	Something akin to pain darkened his eyes. “I can’t be without you.”

	“I can’t be the reason you give up the college you want.”

	“I haven’t heard from all of the schools yet, and I don’t have to make a decision until May.”

	“Yet you hid this from me. I had to learn of it from your mother.”

	“I’m sorry. I was worried about how you would react.”

	I laid my head against his chest. “Perhaps you should have worried more about how it would hurt me when I found out.”

	 

	Dorcas’s letters remained hidden in my pocket until Mark had taken me home and left again. I said an early good-night to Marissa and disappeared into my bedroom. Once I’d flicked on the bedside lamp, I unfolded the heavy sheets of paper.

	Dorcas had written a date at the top of each letter. I selected the oldest and read.

	November 2nd, 1801

	Dear Susanna,

	It has been more than a year since we last met and I promised to write. Have you longed for my letters? Have you looked in vain? Oh, I do hope you have not.

	I did not forget. Truly, I did not. It has been difficult here. Please do not think badly of me.

	I shall write more now, perhaps not often, though, for if Papa learns of it, he will be furious and force me to stop.

	Would you like news of your sister? Of course, you would, and I should like to give it.

	Phoebe and Jacob Worth married two weeks ago. It was a lovely wedding. I had a secret hope you would find a way to attend, but I understand why you could not.

	She was a beautiful bride, Susanna. We all sighed at her happy smiles. Jacob had never looked more handsome. I shall very much want my bridegroom to watch me the way he watched Phoebe. I am quite sure that Jacob is smitten.

	She told me your husband brought her a lovely gift of buttons. They will be most welcome if she can find stitching work in the mountains.

	I do hope we hear from them and the adventure they will enjoy with their farm and orchards. I have begged Aunt Worth to let me know any time Jacob writes.

	With fondest regards,

	Dorcas

	 

	My husband? I ached with longing at the thought.

	Had my brother—or, perhaps, Jedidiah Pratt—shared this news? Unlike Mark’s century with its endless documents, the people of Worthville had to regard our relationship as a valid marriage once we’d claimed each other often and publicly. I should have expected such a result, but the sight of the term husband, used so casually in a letter, was still surprising.

	July 14th, 1802

	Dear Susanna,

	I have checked on my letter throughout the months and longed for it to disappear. I shall not give up hope, though. I know you will come.

	Would you like to know about my family? I shall assume the answer is yes and tell you all.

	Deborah is the wife of Aaron Foster. He works with his father in the store and owns a little house. They have two children, Edward and Emily.

	Jedidiah married a young lady whose father works for Governor Williams in Raleigh. Rebecca does not like living in Worthville, so they visit her family often. I should not be surprised if they decide to live in the capital soon. I shall miss Jedidiah if he moves. He has been so tender to me since my injury.

	Drusilla is my younger sister. You have never met her, but you would find her charming and clever.

	Joan does not allow me much time with my littlest brother. It is sad for us both. Peter could use a bit less mothering.

	With fondest regards,

	Dorcas

	 

	Dorcas didn’t elaborate on her injury. Had her brother mentioned our conversation in the week before my sister’s wedding? Perhaps Dorcas thought I knew more than I did.

	No, the more likely explanation was that she wanted no pity, and so she would get none from me. But I could be angry on her behalf, and I would learn more.

	The third letter was dated from February of 1803. It seemed likely that was the year I had visited earlier in the day.

	February 26th, 1803

	Dear Susanna,

	Will you ever come and collect your letters?

	It does not matter, of course. I have promised to write and so I shall, but it will be a remarkable day when I find that my letters are gone. That delight could only be surpassed if I found an answering letter from you.

	I have much news to share.

	Jedidiah and Rebecca live in Raleigh with her family. Papa was furious when they left. He wished for Jedidiah to help him on the farm. When Papa asked Uncle George for help, he sent another slave. Elijah is very gentle with horses.

	We now have three slaves and one indentured servant. Lydia works in the kitchen, although she is a miserable cook. A girl comes to clean each day and another does our laundry. We have never had so many servants as we do now.

	Joan lost a baby. She has been desperately sad for many weeks. I tend to Peter and Drusilla myself. It is a burden that is also a joy.

	With fondest regards,

	Dorcas

	 

	It was as if she spoke aloud, so clearly did these words evoke my Dorcas. They also raised provocative questions of the years she’d skipped and the years she had yet to experience.

	How long had Mr. Pratt sustained his prosperity?

	Who had survived the tornado that destroyed Worthville in the first decade of the nineteenth century?

	Did Dorcas ever marry?

	My heart longed to write back to her—to let her know I cared—but I knew I could not. There had been danger enough in retrieving these letters.


Chapter 4

	Exercise of Power

	 

	As I drove to school on Thursday, I couldn’t help thinking about how much my life was about to change. In the remaining three months of high school, there were a lot of big things left to experience. Prom. AP exams. Deciding on a college. Finals. Graduation.

	Then there was Susanna. What was I going to do about her?

	I pulled into the parking lot, more upset now about the college thing than I’d been in weeks. My mom should’ve kept her mouth shut. I hadn’t wanted Susanna to know. Once I’d heard from the three other universities, I would make the right choice.

	I wasn’t worried about Virginia Tech. My SATs and AP scores were great, and I was a legacy. I would get in. No, it was Newman that had me stirred up. My dream college, sitting in a gorgeous valley in Virginia, surrounded by mountains with some of the best biking trails around. If that weren’t good enough, it had a strong program in life sciences—which was about as far as I could narrow down a major at the moment.

	But Newman’s distance from Raleigh? Not so perfect. How could I stand to be four hours away from Susanna?

	I’d already thought about coming home every weekend, but I hated that idea. I wanted to enjoy college, hang out with friends, and get involved in sports.

	I’d also considered asking Susanna to come with me, but that had its share of problems. For one, my parents would freak. Mom would refuse to pay for an apartment, so Susanna and I would have to do that ourselves. She’d have to find a job to cover the rent, which I couldn’t let her do. It was the same dick move that Marissa’s ex-boyfriend had pulled on her. Fletcher had talked my sister into moving with him to Colorado, expecting her to pay the bills while he got his MBA. I’d been glad when she wised up, dumped him, and returned to North Carolina. No way would I ask Susanna to do the same thing.

	But there was an even bigger reason I wouldn’t ask Susanna to move. She was finally fitting into the twenty-first century, going to church, finding her way around, and making plans to work on her GED. Plus, she had the safety net of my family here. I wasn’t going to wrench her away from Raleigh.

	So, as a long shot, I’d applied to Duke. They had a great reputation and were a twenty-minute commute from home.

	I wished I had someone I could talk to about this, but no one—not my family, or my guidance counselor, or my friends, or even Susanna—would want me to base my college choice on her. If a friend had asked my advice, I’d say the same thing.

	But Susanna was different. I couldn’t leave her until she was ready. Moving her into my world had made her my responsibility. I could get a good college degree in a lot of places, but I could only take care of Susanna here.

	I spent the first two class periods barely tuned in, pissed that my mom had broken my confidence and that Susanna could be so stubborn that I felt like I had to hide things from her to keep the peace.

	When I entered the cafeteria for lunch, I was ready for a break from the tension. Good thing I spotted Jesse eating by himself. I was glad that Benita and Gabrielle weren’t around. Jesse wouldn’t get his feelings hurt if my mood stayed bad.

	“Hey.” I slid onto a chair opposite him.

	He nodded in acknowledgment but didn’t look up from his iPad.

	Got it. He was busy. I didn’t mind attacking my lasagna instead. It was one of the best dishes they made in the cafeteria.

	“Paying attention now.” He pushed his tablet to the side.

	“Where’s Benita?”

	“She has an extra practice session with her cello teacher.”

	“Good. I want to ask you about something I wouldn’t want her to hear.”

	He nodded as he tossed a grape in the air and caught it with his mouth.

	“Next year, you’re going to college at Berkeley,” I said, “which is in California.”

	“Yep, last time I checked.”

	“Your girlfriend will be here.”

	“If she gets accepted at the School of the Arts, my girlfriend will be in Winston-Salem.”

	“Which is data that makes no difference to my point.”

	“What is your point?”

	It wasn’t clear if he was being matter-of-fact or smartass, but it was irritating either way. “You and Benita will be three thousand miles apart.”

	He grabbed another grape. “Yeah, it sucks, but what can we do?”

	“Go somewhere closer than Berkeley.”

	He laughed. “Not an option.”

	Definitely matter-of-fact, like the distance didn’t even bother him. How could that be possible? “Won’t you hate being that far away from Benita?”

	“It’ll make Christmas break a lot of fun.” Then he leaned on the table, eyes scanning the room, looking everywhere except at me. “I love everything about Benita. I get that she’s passionate about music, just like she gets that my passion is chemistry. We’re relieved that we’ll be far apart. We can focus on school and not be tempted to see each other every day.”

	“Relieved?”

	“You’re not asking about us, Mark.” He looked at me, smile gone. “You and Susanna can’t live with our solution, not when your passion is your girlfriend.”

	I frowned. Was Jesse right?

	Well, of course, he was. What other answer could there be? I enjoyed the thrill of mountain biking, the sweat, the exercise of power, the feeling that it pitted me against nature. But compared to Susanna? Not even close. In a choice between Susanna and biking, she would win. Every time.

	“Do you think—” I never finished the question, because a hand touched my shoulder.

	“Hi.” Gabrielle slid onto the seat beside me. “What’re you talking about?”

	This conversational thread was officially over. “Nothing really.”

	“What did you think about the quiz in psychology?”

	“Not bad,” I mumbled, uninterested in discussing psych. Gabrielle didn’t need any encouragement, though. We were doing a unit on developmental psychology, and she was happy to carry the topic by herself.

	While she went all giggly over adolescence, I thought about what Jesse had said. Biking, while definitely something I enjoyed doing, wasn’t a passion I had any interest in turning into a job. There had to be other things I cared about, and it would be great if I could make money at them too. But what were they?

	I liked the idea of conserving natural resources, yet I wasn’t sure whether it was simply curiosity or something I could do for a career. For now, conservation was just the answer I gave when someone asked me about my college major.

	There wasn’t anything in this world I loved as much as Benita loved music or Jesse loved chemistry.

	Except Susanna.

	Somewhere deep inside me, there had to be a talent, a need, a passion waiting to be released, and it scared me shitless not to know what it was.


Chapter 5

	Flirting With Little Result

	 

	I spent most of Friday taking a placement examination to continue my education. I turned in my answer sheets with relief and confidence. I had done well. Soon I could participate in Wake Tech’s GED preparation program. Perhaps in a year, I would have a high-school equivalency diploma. That would increase my job opportunities greatly.

	On Saturday morning, I rose early to start the laundry. Marissa was working at one of her jobs, today at the adult literacy center. She would return to a clean apartment and fresh linens.

	Mid-morning, my phone buzzed with Mark’s ring tone. I ran to the kitchen table and snatched up the phone. “Hello?”

	“Ready to celebrate?”

	Celebrate the taking of an examination? It seemed like a trifle, but I would never decline the chance to be with Mark. “Indeed. Where shall we go?”

	“It’s a surprise. Be ready in fifteen minutes.”

	I put away the clean towels and waited impatiently at the glass doors that separated the great room from the balcony. When Mark’s truck pulled into the complex, I hastened from the apartment with eager anticipation.

	“Will you tell me now?” I asked, sliding onto the passenger’s seat.

	“You’ll figure it out soon enough.”

	He was correct. When he took the airport exit, I beamed with approval. I could never get enough of Observation Park, a place where I could watch airplanes take off and land.

	Mark had hardly finished braking before I was out of the truck and running up the ramp to the observation deck. A plane, decorated from nose to tail in vibrant blue and orange, screamed down the runway and soared into the air with the grace and ease of an immense bird. Even though I’d lived in this century for seven months, this sight never failed to delight me.

	An arm slipped around my waist. “I brought a picnic lunch. Want to pick a spot?”

	It took little time to find a nice location for the blanket. Mark sat beside me and captured my hand firmly with one of his. In this place, unlike any other we visited on a date, I did not mind being this public with our affection. The sights and sounds forced me to acknowledge how utterly modern and fantastic my new home was.

	“Did I make the right choice?” He pressed his lips to my cheek.

	I laughed. “For both of us. The airplanes distract me from the impropriety of our touching.”

	“That’s part of why I like this place so much.” He grabbed the cooler. “I’m ready to eat.”

	“Naturally.”

	An hour passed quickly. With regret, I allowed myself to be pulled to my feet and returned to his truck. As we were buckling in, my phone rang.

	I didn’t recognize the number. “This is Susanna Marsh.”

	“Hello, hon. This is Lucy Greer, from Lucy’s Farmhouse Restaurant.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Hope flickered. Of all the positions I’d applied for, this one had seemed the most comfortable to me.

	“We’d like to offer you a job.”

	“Thank you. I accept.” I reached blindly for Mark’s hand.

	“Wonderful. Can you come in this afternoon? We’d like you to train as soon as possible.”

	“Yes, ma’am. When would you like me to arrive?”

	“How about two? It’ll be quiet by then, and we can show you the ropes.”

	“I shall be there on time.”

	“I love your enthusiasm.” She chuckled. “See you then.”

	The phone went silent.

	Mark squeezed my hand, his smile wide. “Did you get a job?”

	I nodded, dazed by my good fortune, and slipped my phone into a pocket. A job. Finally.

	“So tell me. Which one?”

	I shifted on the seat until I faced him fully. “I shall be working at Lucy’s Farmhouse.”

	“The place near the hospital?”

	“Yes. I shall keep the dining area clean and clear the tables. They will pay me minimum wage.”

	“Busing tables?” He drew back with a scowl. “No. You should hold out for something better. Didn’t you apply for a receptionist job somewhere?”

	My smile faded. “I wouldn’t do well with those duties.”

	“Yes, you would. You’d be beautiful sitting behind a desk, smiling at people.”

	I shook my head. I knew what a receptionist’s duties entailed, and it was more than he imagined. “My computer skills are too basic for that job. I would have to answer the phone, and I don’t always understand what people in this century say or mean.”

	“You can learn.”

	“I know how to clean now. A restaurant suits me.”

	“You’re too smart to be busing tables.”

	“Do you believe that people work in food service because they aren’t intelligent enough to work elsewhere?”

	“No, it’s just…” His lips clamped shut.

	The manner of his response to my good news cooled my excitement. “At present, this is the best job available for someone like me.”

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“I am a refugee, a person who has moved from a distant time and place. I don’t have skills I can sell here.”

	He didn’t deny what we both knew to be the truth. “That will change once you get a college degree.”

	I blinked at him, surprised that he harbored this expectation. I’d never spoken of an interest in earning a degree beyond my GED. “I have no wish to spend money on college.”

	He let his head drop on the seatback. “My parents have money. Let them help you.”

	We’d argued this point too many times to count. I didn’t care to do so again. “They are your parents. Not mine.”

	He exhaled noisily. “When do you start at Lucy’s?”

	“Today. At two.”

	“What?” He straightened, frowning like a grumpy child. “You’re spending the day with me. You’ll have to call them back and say you can’t be there.”

	“I shall not.”

	“We have plans.”

	“You didn’t mention that to me. I thought the picnic was our celebration and you were taking me home now. What else is there?”

	“We’re going to a movie and dinner with Jesse, Benita, and Gabrielle.” He slipped on his shades before facing me. “It was supposed to be a surprise.”

	His friends from Neuse Academy. His clever, beautiful, educated friends. And in the instance of Gabrielle Stone, famous around the world. Perhaps they’d even chosen a movie starring her. “I don’t think your friends wish to celebrate something as simple as embarking on high-school studies.”

	“Why would you think that? They’re happy for you, too.”

	“My time is otherwise committed. Please take me home.”

	 

	Lucy Greer was a tall Black woman with a large scar at the base of her throat. Her laugh echoed readily within the walls of her restaurant. It felt like a happy place.

	She bustled about the dining room, explaining the precise instructions she had for getting this space clean. I had no concerns. Her expectations were quite reasonable.

	Once she’d finished, she took me to her office and handed me two long-sleeved red T-shirts and a list of the uniform items I would have to provide myself. I didn’t know what overalls were, but certainly Mark or Marissa could help me.

	After Lucy completed the orientation, she introduced me to the other staff. They were relaxing in the break room, drinking coffee, eating pie, and flirting with little result. The EMPLOYEES ONLY door opened and in walked a handsome young man in dark jeans and a leather jacket. His appearance had a startling effect on the group. The young ladies straightened from their slouches and smiled hopefully. The gentlemen shuffled their feet and peered at him with expressions of admiration.

	Lucy beamed with genuine welcome. “Isaac!”

	The man raised a hand in greeting, his gaze sweeping the group until it fell on me. “Hi.”

	“This is Susanna,” Lucy said. “She’s our new cleaning help.”

	“Are you a server?” I asked.

	Everyone laughed, as if my comment was vastly amusing.

	“No, I drive the food shuttle.”

	I gave a nod even though I had no idea what a food shuttle was.

	Isaac and Lucy disappeared into the back pantry. He left soon thereafter.

	The next hours passed swiftly. I learned that my chores were unevenly paced, my co-workers were pleasant—if a bit silly—and the patrons were unnecessarily slovenly and wasteful with their food.

	A few minutes before closing, Isaac returned and sat at a table in the dining area. Moments later, one of the young ladies hurried to serve him a cup of coffee and a piece of pie. He smiled at her, exuding kindness.

	Although he was a puzzle to me, I had to ignore him to give full attention to my duties. Washing tables. Running the sweeper. Restocking the napkins.

	As my first shift drew to a close, I reflected with satisfaction on how well the evening had gone. The tasks were easy. No one thrashed me for imagined mistakes. I could tell with a glance what I’d completed and how much I had yet to do. I would receive pay for a few hours’ work. Truly, it was the best job I’d ever had, and Mark hadn’t wanted me to take it.

	Resentment tightened my gut. Perhaps this position would be beneath him, but then, his options were limitless. Mine were not. I would do this job well and expect him to keep any opinions to himself.

	Once I reached the last table—where Isaac sat—the clock had ticked past nine, closing time. Yet he made no move to leave, nor did any of the staff hurry him out. My curiosity had reached a fever pitch. He was by far the most intriguing person I’d met here, besides Lucy herself.

	Now that I stood near him, I discerned things that hadn’t been initially evident. Isaac was older than I’d first imagined, closer in age to Marissa than to me. His clothing, although casual, had the fabric and styling of expensive brands. His dark blond hair was overly long but, like his beard, carefully trimmed. His hands were clean and smooth—hands that had never done hard, physical work.

	“Susanna?”

	I met his gaze, cheeks warming at being caught staring. “Yes?”

	“Am I in your way?”

	“No, indeed.”

	The light smile never left his face. “How has your first night gone?”

	“Very well.” I was curious to ask him who he was and the real reason for his presence here, but it was too soon. However, since he was engaging with me politely, I would respond. “Did you drive your food shuttle tonight?”

	“Yes, I completed a route. Do you know what a food shuttle is?”

	“No.”

	“Local restaurants donate leftover food to soup kitchens that are located near downtown Raleigh. I pick up the food in a van and drive it down there.”

	“What is a soup kitchen?”

	“That’s where people who are hungry can go to get a free meal.” The response gave no indication if my question had surprised him.

	“How admirable. Is this your job?”

	“No, it’s something I care about.”

	“Indeed. A person who eats well while those around him go without their meals is displaying the worst kind of arrogance.”

	“You’ve known hunger.”

	“I have.”

	“Maybe you can ride along with me sometime.” He rose. “It was nice to meet you, Susanna, and thank you for not chasing me out.”

	With Isaac gone, I completed my chores and carried the sweeper and rags to the custodial closet. As I walked through the dining area one last time, a truck pulled into the parking lot. Its headlights dimmed, and Mark got out. I crossed to the public entrance and pushed open the door as he strolled up.

	“Hey,” he said, his fists buried in his pockets.

	“Hello. Why are you here?”

	“To drive you home.”

	I gazed at him with surprised joy. “I rode over on my bike.”

	“We’ll throw it in the back of the truck. No way am I letting you bike that distance after dark. Ever.” He watched me intently. “Even though I wouldn’t have picked this job for you, I want to help.”

	Pleasure smothered my earlier resentment. I took a step closer to him. “You don’t have to do this, Mark. I’ll be careful and take the bike lanes—”

	“No. Way.” His face grew somber. “I know you’ll be careful, but the drivers around here at night? Yeah, I don’t trust them. Please let me do this for you. It’s a gift to me, too.”

	“I accept.” I checked behind me in the dining room. No one was there to watch. I lifted my lips to his and gave him a kiss. “I’ll look forward to ending my shifts with you.”


Chapter 6

	Cautious Exploration

	 

	I spent Sunday morning mountain biking through Umstead with my dad. After cleaning up, I drove over to Marissa’s apartment. Susanna was standing in the middle of the living room, modeling the dorkiest clothes I’d ever seen on her. “Do you have to wear overalls at Lucy’s?”

	“Yes.” She frowned at them, huge, shapeless, rolled up at the ankles. “I bought the largest pair possible.”

	“They are…big.” And ugly. Probably that was good for wearing on the job. She was hot enough without body-hugging clothes. “Why are you trying them on now?”

	“Lucy has asked me to work this afternoon. I must leave soon.”

	Irritation sliced through me. “When do you get off?”

	“After closing, and I work the day shift tomorrow. I’ll be home by five.”

	Why didn’t she tell me this sooner? It was the weekend, and we’d barely had any time together. “Let’s go. I’ll take you.” Spinning on my heel, I headed for the truck. I hated her job, and it was only the second day.

	When we got to the restaurant, she unbuckled her seatbelt but didn’t get out. “Mark, I don’t like us to part this way.”

	“Me neither.” I had to get over it. This was important to her. Making an instant decision, I cut off the engine, got out, and went to the passenger side. After helping her from her seat, I dropped a light kiss on her lips. “I’ll eat a late lunch here. Can you bring my food to me?”

	She smiled. “I cannot serve customers, but I can clear their tables.”

	“I’ll be extra messy,” I said with a laugh.

	The meatloaf was amazing, and the mashed potatoes rivaled my mom’s. I had an on-purpose mishap with the salt shaker, one that required Susanna’s assistance. I didn’t feel bad about it, though. The dining room was empty except for me.

	Before I left, she introduced me to Lucy and her co-workers. They seemed nice, which was good. Or maybe not. If they hadn’t been, I would’ve had a reason to insist she quit.

	As we were saying our good-byes, a Mercedes SUV rolled to a stop next to my truck. A guy in a leather jacket and jeans got out. As he entered, he waved at Susanna and then disappeared through the EMPLOYEES ONLY door.

	“One of the staff?” I asked, not really seeing how that could be possible.

	“I don’t know how to describe Isaac. He’s neither customer nor employee.” She picked up a rag and bottle of cleaner. “Perhaps we should call him a friend.”

	Friend? Okay. “I’ll see you at nine.”

	She nodded automatically, her attention already consumed with cleaning the messy table I’d just vacated.

