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Prologue

First off, riding on a whiskered dragon
following a breadcrumb trail across time and space is not for
everyone. I wouldn't have said it's even for me, but nobody asked
for my opinion.

My name is Virginia, Gin for short. Lately,
I've spent a lot of time either alone or with strangers, untethered
to the demands of family. In the 21st century, I would have given
my eyeteeth to have so much freedom, such anonymity. I dedicated my
life trying to balance being a proper daughter to my Korean parents
and a supportive faculty wife for my American husband. But since
I've been chosen, I ache, I want, I burn for. . . my people. I'm
sitting on a sandy beach, while gray-blue waves gently roll in from
a distant winter horizon. It looks enough like the Outer Banks to
pass muster. Now and then, I repeat my name, to keep it mine.

Are there mystical ley lines that align
places and times? I don't know. I do know that I can travel from
place to place, sometimes even across galaxies, and from time to
time, from now to then. I can stay wherever--or whenever--I want.
It's just that I dare not remain anywhere for very long. I've got
to keep looking. I'm not a time traveling vacationer, visiting
people and places of my design, like Dr. Who. I'm closer to a
clueless detective on a short deadline, grasping at any possible
lead. I pray my family are alive and looking for me too.

Sometimes I feel optimistic. The scientific
theories in my world said there might be an infinite number of
universes, each having its own physical laws. I tell myself that I
am a creature of my own universe, and that if I were in a very
different universe I would not still be alive. That narrows it down
to a mere infinite number of possibilities. I can’t chase every
breaking wave, yet I will know it when I see it.

Other times I despair. That way madness lies.
I've been completely mad several times. But the universe always
reveals something that catches my eye, giving me the courage once
again to venture away from the safety of this little haven.

Why should the universe care about me, or for
any human, for that matter? Earth is an infinitesimally small speck
in the vastness of things. What's so special about this place? This
galaxy, even? But in spite of the sheer enormousness of the cosmic
realm, I think we must be rare and precious. At least, that's how I
feel about my family. Alan and I tried for years to have Grace, and
when she was born, I knew she was God's gift to the universe, not
just to me and Alan. So even though life on Earth seems plentiful,
such pockets of life may be rare. They're worth preserving, aren't
they? I can't shake the feeling that with recent events the
universe suddenly has a personal interest in what's been happening
to me.

I call it the Unwinding. Like a needle caught
in the feed dogs of a sewing machine, threads are snarling, then
breaking. If it's not fixed, the needle will break too. But how can
the needle get clear of the teeth so the fabric can move freely
again?

Since the Unwinding began, I've gradually
come to realize a strange truth: the universe is alive in the midst
of all-hell-breaking-loose, it wants love just as badly as I do,
and for some reason it thinks we can help each other. God, I hope
it's right.
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Part I: THE LABYRINTH

Our Universe is really a labyrinth. We
can't see the barriers, but they are there, and they shunt us down
many paths, only one of which is right.

--Emperor Calaneris XXIII

 


1.
Virginia

I was sitting on a beach very like this, on
Christmas morning, enjoying a picnic with my family. My daughter
was back home visiting with her new husband, and we were all
celebrating the future. I began unpacking a special basket I'd
prepared to both please the palate and impress Eric, the rich boy
that Grace had finally married after a rocky engagement. A nice
bottle of 2015 Mouton Cadet, some tangy Irish cheddar, salty Greek
olives, and pork-stuffed Cuban sandwiches, and not to leave out the
great cuisine of Korea, my homemade banchan, which I'd
slaved over all week. I'd even slept well the night before, instead
of tossing and turning with assorted hormone-fueled nightmares,
like I usually do.

I was admiring my handiwork, when I spotted a
newspaper blowing down the beach. Full of more energy than I'd felt
in a long time, I chased it as it skipped along in the shore
breeze, not wanting it to escape, finally grabbing it in triumph
and looking for a trash or recycling bin. I glanced down, trying to
read what it said. It was a broadside poster, printed in
old-fashioned type, with those tall esses that look like effs. The
wind kept blowing at it, and I wished I had a rock to hold it in
place. A rock appeared in my hand. At first, that didn't strike me
as unusual.

The sheet was dated March 28, 1827, a
publication called "Freedom's Journal." The banner read:

"We wish to plead our own cause. Too long
have others spoken for us."

"Hey, everybody, look at this. It looks like
an antique newspaper. How do you suppose it got here?" I
called.

"Hmm," my husband Alan said. "Maybe it's from
the Nag's Head historical museum, a mile or so toward town, but I
have no idea how it got here." Eric and Grace didn't show much
interest. They were already digging in to the goodies.

The sky had an unusual greenish cast, so I
thought we should get on with the picnic before the weather turned
wintry. Climate change was welcome, at least on Christmas, even if
it meant the beach was eroding away at a fast clip.

"Hey, leave some for the rest of us. I want
to propose a toast—" I started to say.

Suddenly I was alone, while the sky grew dark
and lightning and thunder crashed around me. A huge wall cloud
loomed impossibly close, shedding sheets of black rain and staring
down at me. A storm surge rose up and knocked me off my feet,
pulling me under gray, bubbling surf. I tumbled over and over.

I clawed for the surface, until with a gasp I
surfaced and struggled against the insistent undertow. Finally
reaching solid sand, I rested on my hands and knees, alternately
panting for air and coughing up salt water. Rain cascaded off the
tips of my bare breasts; the powerful wave had completely turned my
halter top around and ripped off my wedding ring. Embarrassed—but
still alive—I retrieved what missing clothing I could find and
surveyed the beach. The picnic basket was gone, and so was my
family. I ran up and down the beach, holding my baseball cap on
while the wind and rain lashed my face.

I cried their names: Alan, my beloved
husband, Grace, my daughter, Eric, my son-in-law.

"Alan! Grace! Eric! Where are you? Can you
hear me? Let me know if you can hear me!" If there was any answer,
the bellowing tempest would certainly have drowned it out. Then, as
quickly as it had happened, the storm subsided, and I stood alone
on the beach. The only evidence there had been a storm was my
dripping hair and clothes. A moment later, I was completely dry. I
turned around and around, feeling my arms, my hair, my dry shorts,
over and over. I have a tendency toward OCD, I've been told. Taking
its cue from my inner ear, my stomach began to revolt.

What was happening to me? I screamed, while
my mind took a short intermission.
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2.
Quantum Opposable Singularity

"She seems safe for the moment," QoS said.
"I don't want to tell you what you already know, but that probably
won't last long. I calculate your brother's next incursion in a day
or two at most, her time. As usual, Golaeth has said it's done
everything it can and we're on our own. I told it we were about to
try repairing the anomaly, but then we'd lost track of it. Virginia
may be our last chance."

"**"

"Well, how do you propose I do that? Yes, I
realize that you're the divine one, and it wouldn't do to talk to
her directly. I manifested the Cintamani pearl and an Earth
newspaper as you instructed, but I think it went right over her
head. Giving her the Cintamani makes her incredibly powerful."

"**"

"Yes, she loves detective stories, but I
think this was a bit obtuse, don't you? Why ask her to do all this
ratiocination? Why not just broadcast it in lights on a big
marquee—you know, "WORLD ENDING!"

"**"

"Oh, that's a good idea. A big flying one,
that'll get everyone's attention. At least until we can find her
daughter. I'll get right to manufacturing one. Meanwhile, I'll keep
up with the missives, for what good they'll do. Maybe keeping up
with the clues will keep her engaged. We've got to hurry. Humans
die quickly—and easily.

"**"

I didn't mean to imply she's a complete
dunce, but she has primitive ideas about how the universe works.
Every time you let her bend the rules, it's just going to confuse
her more. I'll do what I can to get her up to speed and help
release us from this maze we've made for ourselves. And for the
love of—You—please keep a low profile while I'm away. Build some
castles in the sand or something. This stasis point can't last
forever."
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3.
Families

Bluish light flickered across the faces of
the four family members locked in the hypnotic trance of the
"Trollhunter" movie, their eyes intent on the hairy creature with
venom dripping from its rotting teeth. It lashed out with
lethal-looking claws and prepared to spring. Virginia pushed the
pause button.

"Does anyone want to take a break? They had a
ton of snacks on Christmas special at the Go-Mart."

"I could eat some," said her husband Alan,
"and could you bring me a beer?"

"Anybody else want a drink? Eric?"

"No thanks, Mrs. Jones. I'm trying to lay off
the booze lately."

"Hmm, I see. And would you please call me
Virginia, or Mom, or something less formal? You and Grace have been
married nearly two months, for God's sake. Grace, I've got your
favorite, the Tia Maria liqueur. Want a shot?"

"No, thanks, Mom. Just some chai tea for me
and Eric." Her new husband put his arm around her.

"On second thought, let me help you, Mom,"
Grace said, jumping up from the couch. "Then it'll only take one
trip." They went to the kitchen, and Gin's taller daughter began
busying herself pulling mugs from the cabinet. A large tin of
polar-bear-themed popcorn sat on the gleaming granite counter.

"Thanks for watching the movie Eric brought,"
Grace said. "It was either that, or video games, and I know how you
hate those."

"Not hate, exactly, but truth be told," Gin
said, "I prefer mysteries and detective stories, you know, like
Edgar Allen Poe. Somebody gets killed, and you have to find the
bastard who dunnit."

"Well, you do have a competitive streak,"
Grace said. Look at all the Tae Kwon Do stuff you've got."

Gin glanced up at the glass ornament hanging
in the kitchen transom light. Perhaps she had overdone the
martial arts thing a bit. She'd had the tricolored taeguk
symbol commissioned recently by a friend who'd taken up stained
glass as a hobby. The yin and the yang were supposed to aid
understanding of change in the world as the interactions of the
heavens, the Earth, and Man. But, sometimes, Gin just wished she
had even a little control over the universe. Like a crazed game of
Whack-a-Mole, change seemed to pop up faster than she could bat it
down. Here Grace was all grown up and married, and now she was
moving away. . .

"It's helped me keep my girlish figure," Gin
said. "My hands are a mess, though, between the TKD and twenty-five
years of doing your laundry."

"Very funny. You know, we're really looking
forward to the picnic on the beach tomorrow at Nag's Head. Eric and
I have both had our noses to the grindstone with me teaching and
him trying to finish his degree, and that's not counting writing
all those thank-you notes for the wedding gifts."

"I can hardly wait, either," Gin said. She
reached under the kitchen table and pulled out a large wicker
basket. "I've got a great spread planned, with expensive French
wine and everything, though I'm glad to hear you and Eric are
cutting back on the drinking."

"You know, Mom, I'd appreciate it if you
would stop commenting on how Eric's not drinking," Grace said.
"He's working on it. We don't need you to bring it up constantly.
When he had his accident, I wished so hard for him to live, I— I
don't think I could have survived if he hadn't."

"I'm sorry, don't get all emotional,"
Virginia said. "Your father and I just want you two to be
happy."

"I know, but sometimes you can seem too
hands-on. Dad seems to get along fine with Eric," Grace said.

"You're right," Gin replied. "Let's change
the subject. The forecast is for the low seventies, so it'll be the
warmest Christmas in years. It'll probably be mobbed tomorrow, so
we should get there early. What's a good time?"

"Two o'clock?"

Gin chuckled. "I actually reserved a picnic
site for noon, figuring no one would ever think of sleeping through
Christmas morning. Oh, and look what I found on the beach when I
was scoping out sites."

"Oooh, very pretty. What is it? Pearl?"

"Yes, I think so, or mother-of-pearl. I bent
down to pick a piece of nacre off the sand. At first I thought it
might be a broken piece of shell from a nautilus, but when I looked
more closely, it turned out to be this little beauty. I'm thinking
of having it set in a pendant or something, but that will have to
wait until after the holidays."

The electric kettle lever snapped, indicating
the water was at the boil. Gin spooned the chai into the screened
basket in the dark red cast iron teapot and poured steaming water
in.

Eric entered the kitchen. "How's it going in
here?"

"We're making tea," Grace responded. "Mom, is
that Grandma Sun's kettle she brought from Korea? I've always loved
the dragon on it, especially his whiskers."

"Me too," Gin said. "It reminds me of her
stories about the magical Korean water dragon, which was controlled
by a mystical jewel, called the Cintamani."

"Hmm," Eric said. "Well, it reminds me
a little of Dragon Ball Z."

"You're going to have to learn some Korean
mythology, if you want to be in this family, Eric," Grace teased.
"Hey Mom, maybe your dragon could give Eric's Kraken a run for its
money."

"I've heard of it, but never understood what
the 'Ball' or the 'Z' stood for," Virginia said. "Yet another one
of you kids's arcane cultural references."

Grace frowned. "You want us punks to get off
your lawn, eh?"

"No, just the opposite," Gin said. "In fact,
I have to admit that a dragon does feel more like the real me. If
at first you don't succeed, try, try another avatar."

"I know you're trying, Mom," Grace said.
"Give us a hug, dragon lady."

Savoring the spicy smell of cinnamon and
cloves, Gin piled the cups and kettle onto a tray and followed
Grace and Eric back to the living room.

"All right, let's kill us some trolls."

***

Watching its charges in the immense
disk-shaped Hatchery of universes, Golaeth pondered the current
crisis.

It had guarded the embryo until the dark
energy within caused it to germinate. A pitifully small bud, not
nearly as fine as its parent universe, but, still, it deserved
protection, like all the others. Each cosmos was unique, though
descended of the same parent components. Finally, there was motion.
The bud began to swell, slowly at first, then suddenly mushrooming.
The bud was growing much too fast. At this rate, Golaeth knew it
would run into the other broodmates, especially the Black Universe,
possibly breaching its sheath and provoking an immunity
reaction.

Golaeth spun a delicate tendril of
510-nanometer radiation and reached out to touch the boundaries of
the new universe, checking its specifications and spinning it into
the proper flattened shape indicated by its metadata. It was not
enough. The infant universe collapsed into a spinning platter of
viscous matter and began to vomit heavy elements never seen before
in the other universes. If these new elements were to infect the
other universes, Golaeth feared they might all die of the
contagion. Hot gases coalesced into galaxies and spiraled outward
at impossibly fast speeds, hurtling toward the face of the
Golaeth.

For billions of years, Golaeth continued to
shoot tendril after tendril after the runaway matter, in an effort
to cauterize the expansion and restore the out-of-control
detonation to a more orderly pace. It pumped out dark energy to
fill and cushion the voids between the spilling galaxies. But it
was falling behind. Golaeth pondered whether it was time to
terminate the unhealthy universe. Incursions into the Black
Universe could not be permitted.

Just before its oldest galaxy exceeded the
unruly universe's permitted range, Golaeth heard the cry of a
helpless infant.
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4.
Shipwrecked

When I come to my senses, I'm still alone.
The sun's struggling to make an appearance through gray overcast,
but it looks like it is losing the battle. The waves have left the
beach sparkling as they deposited fine new silica crystals and
retreated. I feel in the pocket of my shorts. Empty. Nothing but
that little pearl.

I feel empty, but oddly, I've lost my
appetite. I'd been looking forward to that picnic with Alan and
Grace for a long time. Where are they, anyway? I wait a while
longer, unwilling to admit they have vanished before my eyes. My
heart begins to thud against my ribs. Finally, I set off back
toward town, prepared to report them lost in the mysterious
disaster.

The beach is deserted. It is usually crawling
with locals and tourists. Everyone but me and my family seems to
have had the good sense to get off the beach when the storm came
up. I don't see the parking lot; it is usually overflowing, cars
circling and fuming the beachgoers trying to escape civilization.
The lack of wreckage after such a big storm is remarkable. I would
expect the boardwalk to be a pile of lumber, but there is nothing,
as though the boardwalk also has been swept out to sea. And the
lighthouse isn't visible in the distance. I must really be turned
around. I walk for what seems like hours along the line of sand
dunes. I don't have any water, and the Mouton Cadet has vanished
along with my family. I tell myself I'm not thirsty anyway. Clouds
begin to thicken and move inland, and soon it is raining. I'm
soaking wet again, but happy to be cool. I begin to fantasize that
the storm has returned, bringing the irrational premonition that it
will carry my family to me.

So I turn around and run back to the picnic
spot. No one there. I fall to my knees, all of my short burst of
energy drained. It's quiet, no wind, like this little spot has no
weather. Wiping my face, I stumble to my feet and begin to trudge
back toward the town I failed to reach before. Obviously help is
not coming, so I will have to go and get it myself.

The town seems to elude me for a long while.
Where has the marina gone? Surely there should at least be some
pier pylons poking out of the water.

"There should at least be some footprints
around here somewhere," I mumble. Sure enough, a set of footprints
leads inland, toward a thicket of bushes obscuring anything beyond.
I follow the footprints, in case this little social trail offers a
shortcut into town.

A narrow opening in the hedge reveals itself
when I get closer, and I hesitantly step through into a small
garden, with crossed sticks propping up a variety of vegetables.
Off to the side, a goat stands tethered, chewing on a small pile of
hay. So, there should be a house nearby.

"Where's the house?" I demand, as if the
universe has an answer for me. A weathered gray clapboard shack
shimmers into existence, surrounded by pieces of driftwood, in a
feeble attempt at front yard decoration. Not quite believing them,
I rub my eyes. They feel bloodshot, like I was up all night
drinking. How could this house appear right in front of me without
my seeing it from afar? I run to the porch and pound on the door,
yanking my baseball cap off and running my fingers through my
matted, cropped hair to make myself more presentable.

The door opens a crack.

"Johnny, that you?" a woman's voice asks.

"No, my name's Virginia," I say. "There's
been an accident in the storm. May I use your phone?"

The door opens wider.

"Did you see my husband on your way up?" She
wears a long dress covered by a dirty apron. She looks hardly older
than sixteen.

"No, sorry."

"Well, that's good, what with you going
around half-naked like that," she says, seeming equally surprised
at my clothes. I have on my favorite Quik-Dry nylon shorts, beach
thongs, and a sleeveless blouse. She stares down at my bare
legs.

"Are you all right, you poor thing?" It's as
if she assumes I've been attacked and some of my clothes torn off
or stolen.

"I'm fine, but I need help," I say. "Have you
got a phone? I'd be happy to pay for the call." Of course, I don't
have a cent on me.

Surmising this immediately, she offers, "I
ain't got one of them 'foam' things, but I'll lend you my other
dress. I'll take you to the Reverend. Maybe he can spare something
from the poorbox. Did you say you saw Johnny?"

"No, I didn't see anyone for the longest
time. I'm so glad I finally saw you."

"Well, Ginny, is it? I'm Hope. Let's see if
we can get you back on your feet." She reaches under the mattress
on the floor to pull out a blue dress. It's wrinkled, but nicer
than what she's wearing, probably her good Sunday dress.

I used to think I'd be too proud to accept
charity, but at that moment I am so grateful I could hug her. For a
split second I think that maybe she's a figment of my overheated
imagination, and maybe I invented her house, and I invented her.
She's the kind of person I'd want to meet if I were in trouble. Or
else, she is real, and I've called her up, because I need a kind,
generous woman like her right now to give me hope. Either way, it
seems too bizarre, and I've got more important things to think
about. I slip into Hope's dress and put my sole possession in the
pocket. I roll my outfit into a small bundle.

"Hope!" a man's voice calls. "We got a good
haul last night. And I got some rabbits for supper." His heavy
footsteps sound on the porch.

Hope grabs my arm and pulls me behind a
curtain to their sleeping corner. She puts her finger across her
lips to signal me to be quiet. Why is she hiding me? I realize this
young woman is actually afraid of her husband. Alan has always
treated me as an equal. I nod assent, and she returns to the front
room.

The screen door slams, and I can hear him
drop something on the table.

"Those are some fine coneys, Johnny," Hope
says. "I'll cook 'em with some carrots and spuds from the
garden."

Rabbits. Suddenly my appetite is back with a
vengeance.

I can't resist a peek. A lean young man with
a lined face wearing a tricorner hat is leaning his musket next to
the door. A musket, not a rifle. And it's not something that blew
away from a museum.

"But first," Johnny replies, "I've been up
all night, but I ain't too tired to get some of your sweet potato
pie. Come here, woman."

"Wait a sec, Johnny. I got something to tell
you."

I hold my breath. Just how is she going to
explain me? And how can I explain to myself that I appear to
be in the 1800s, like in the newspaper on the beach? I feel sick.
Maybe it is just me who's missing—everybody else is where I
left them, in 2019, and nearly 200 years separate us. That seems
crazy. But it feels real. How will I ever get back to Alan and the
kids? Oh, God.

"Yeah, what is it? You know, you look good
enough to eat, chérie," Johnny says.

"I found a gal on our porch. . ."

"Damn it, woman. Where's she at?"

"Here," I say, stepping out from the
corner.

Johnny's hand slides off Hope's waist, and he
turns to look at me, anger on his face. His expression turns to one
of relief.

"A colored gal," he pronounces. "Not an
escaped slave, are you?"

"Um, Asian-American, actually," I say. Then I
realize that makes no sense to him. "From China." That is close
enough to Korea, where my mother was born, I figure.

"Ain't never seen one of those," he avers,
staring at me. "How'd she get here?"

"There was a storm—" I begin.

"And you lost your way," Hope finishes for
me. "I been helping her with some food and clothes. Reckon we can
take her over to the church? The Reverend could help her find a
place to stay."

"She ain't seen anything, has she?" Johnny
asks. His eyes flick over to the musket propped against the
wall.

"Just some biscuits and chickory coffee,"
Hope says. I can tell she is trying to cover up something Johnny
has inadvertently said, but I put on my blankest expression and
play dumb.

"All right, you get her on over to Reverend
Remy, though I don't know what he'll do with her, either. I'll be
waitin' for you to get back, so don't dawdle."

Hope leads me out the door and waves goodbye
to Johnny. I hold my wadded-up shorts, ballcap, and sandals in a
bundle. Hope and Johnny seem to be going barefoot, and I'm pretty
sure baseball caps haven't been invented yet. She leads me down to
the beach again, where we continue in the direction I'd travelled
before looking for town. I grab a stick and thread it through my
clothes, leaving my right hand free to catch myself when I flounder
through the soft sand of the dunes.

The beach looks entirely different than it
did just an hour ago. A lot of debris has washed up, like flotsam
or jetsam from a ship.

"What is all this stuff?" I ask Hope.

"Oh, jist junk from the sea," she says.

"Is it from the storm?" I ask. "Look, there
are some boxes. Some have broken open. And—are those coins?" Hope
just shrugs. We walk another mile or so before arriving at a small
cluster of tiny frame houses. A slightly larger house has been
whitewashed, evidently the church. I'm Catholic, but I haven't been
observant lately, and my mind is racing furiously against my heart
about just exactly what to ask God at this point.

A man scratches a hoe in the dirt beside the
building, tending a garden a lot like Hope and Johnny's. I
recognize tomatoes and beans. Gardening isn't just a hobby,
everyone here grows their own food.

"Reverend Remy," Hope says, "this pore gal
was washed up on shore and has got no place to go." That doesn't
seem strictly true, but I want to find out where I am. Am I still
in North Carolina, even? Even if I tell them where I want to go,
they probably won't know how to get me there. Even if I came here
for a reason, I don't know what that is. But I damn well am going
to find out.

The man pulls out a grimy rag from his pocket
and mops at his face, regarding me for the first time.

"You ain't a runaway, are you?" he asks. "We
can't shelter anybody who's part of a rebellion."

I shake my head vigorously and say nothing. I
know that's wrong, but it's hard to be a rebel when you're
alone.

"She's Chinese," Hope says. "She cain't
hardly speak English at all," she adds, poker-faced. "Probably
washed up in last night's storm." Hope finally acknowledges there
was a storm.

"Oh, well, then maybe we can find her a place
with one of the freed slaves," Reverend Remy says. "I've got to
finish my hoeing before I can take her, though."

"Thanks, Reverend. That's what I was hoping,"
Hope says with a grin. "I've got to git back to Johnny. He's
starvin' after bein' out all night, so I'll just leave her here,
all right?"

"What's her name?" the Reverend asks.

"Virginia, I think."

"Jin-Yi," I interrupt, bowing to the
clergyman in what I hope is a good imitation of Chinese courtesy.
Hope squeezes my hand and then runs off.

"Here, grab a hoe, Virginie," the Reverend
says, pointing to the row of rusty tools along the wall. I do so,
and set about scuffing up the sand-caked ground. Luckily, I've had
my tetanus shots. As we hoe, a few of the local residents wander
by, obviously curious about what I am doing there. The Reverend
says nothing to satisfy their curiosity about this sweating
visitor.

An hour later, the Reverend puts his hand on
my shoulder and hands me a ladle. He points to the buckets on the
church porch.

"Let's get cleaned up a little, and I'll take
you up to Freetown," he says. I am glad to hear this, as blisters
are forming on my fingers. I've always enjoyed gardening, but only
in my mostly nonexistent spare time.

We begin marching farther north up the beach,
until we come upon another small settlement, even poorer than the
one we've left. A woman wearing a big gingham bonnet calls to the
Reverend from the side of her house. It seems like all the arable
land around here has been put to use growing vegetables.

"Fine day, isn't it, Reverend? Who you got
with you?"

"This here is Virginie," he says. "She's
Chinese." That seems to be all anyone knows or cares to know about
me. I'm crestfallen, about to be left off with some strangers
somewhere in the far distant past, in a place I have no real idea
where is. At least I can understand them.

The woman takes off her bonnet and fans
herself with it. A mass of gray-streaked dark hair winds in soft
rolls at the nape of her neck. Intelligent brown eyes take the
measure of me.

"I'm Pauline Bernard," the black woman says,
holding out her hand. I take it and repeat, "Paw-Leen."

She grins and without looking away says,
"What brings Virginie here?"

"Hope found her, and we thought maybe you
could use a hand," the Reverend said. "She doesn't have anything
except the clothes we gave her. And those rags," he added, looking
at my hobo bundle.

"Well, maybe she can stay with me. Since Reg
died I could use the help, like you say—" Pauline says. I smile
hopefully. "—at least until my son gets back from Raleigh. He's up
buying a freedom."

"Where's he getting the money?" the Reverend
asks bluntly. I'd be curious to hear the answer too.

"George is share cropping, and any extra
money, we put towards buying freedoms," she says, standing up
straighter.

"Well, tell him he ain't gonna get a share of
last night's pickings, since he wasn't there to help with the work.
And tell him to come over to church once in a while," the Reverend
says. "I'd be happy to hold a service for the coloreds on Sunday
afternoons." I think he is also hinting that this George could
contribute some cash toward finding a cheap worker for him.

"I'll do that, Reverend," Pauline says,
watching the Reverend's retreat. She turns to me.

"Hungry?"

"Am I!" I exclaim.

"Hah, I knew you spoke English," Pauline
laughs. "Let's get you some biscuits, and you can tell me how you
got here. Do you drink coffee?"

"I love coffee!"

Pauline laughs again. She takes a pottery mug
from a hook on the wall and hands it to me.

"You can have Georgy's mug for now. Coffee
pot's in the fireplace."

In the fireplace? A soot-covered
fireplace sits on the floor against the wall, lined loosely with
clay bricks. There's no chimney. The nearest vent must be an open
window. No wonder they used to burn the house down back in the day.
An open pot hangs from a tent-shaped frame set right in the middle
of the coals, which have gone out long ago. Well, beggars can't be
choosers. I pour myself a cup of lukewarm, murky sludge. It's
delicious. A thought crosses my mind. Why haven't I just
asked?

"Pauline, before I tell you my story, could
you tell me where and when I am?"

"You're in Freetown, North Carolina, Ginny.
You don't even know what day of the week it is, you poor girl?"

"No, I mean what year is this?"

"1827, of course," she says.

I was afraid of that.

"And could you tell me if you read
newspapers? I saw a newspaper blowing down the beach before the
storm."

"Well, of course," she says. "Georgy edits
Freedom's Journal that argues to free all slaves. He gets
them printed in Raleigh and delivers them all over. I read books,
too," she says proudly, "so if you're real careful, I might let you
borrow one."

Just like that, I am living on an
old-fashioned farmstead. Up to now, I've been pretty passive,
letting everything happen to me. No one has tried to kill me or
exploit me, but on the other hand, none of these people have
anything I want, either.

That night, on a pallet prepared for me by
the kind Pauline, I lie awake, suffering silently, fearful that I
might never have what I desire most. I think about Hope and Johnny,
probably breeding like bunnies, making a family of their own. I may
be nearing the end of my child-bearing days, but I still hunger for
the taste of my husband's kiss and the feel of his hands on my
body.

The next morning, Pauline rises early and
shakes me by the shoulder. Still groggy, I feel like I just dropped
off. It's still practically dark out.

"Get on up, we've got a lot of chores to do,"
Pauline says. She sits in the corner and lets her hair down to her
waist and combs it with a wide-toothed wooden comb. She dips her
fingers in a pot of grease and smoothes it down her hair before
rolling it back into coils and pinning them up. She dons her
sunbonnet and an apron. I'm already dressed--I've slept in my
poorbox dress, which is my sole article of clothing and much
dirtier than the one Hope loaned me. My short hair is probably a
scandal of some sort, but at least it's easy-care. I've never been
able to keep a decent hair-do.

We set to work setting up the food supplies
for the day. Pauline shows me how to milk the goat, which does not
want to be milked by an amateur like me. Pauline laughs as I jump
up and down after having my foot stomped upon.

"She'll like you better once she knows you'll
be feeding her," Pauline says. She shows me a patch of tall grass
and hands me a bushel basket. "Trim enough to fill this up. You can
give it to her tonight."

"We're going to need more biscuits," Pauline
says. "You do know how to cook, don't you?"

"Of course," I say. "But I may need some help
figuring out your oven."

"You're completely useless is what you're
saying," Pauline says. She sets me to work the rest of the morning
harvesting tomatoes and plucking hornworms off the plants. The
little monsters look much bigger up close, as they cling stubbornly
to the vine, eating it down to a bare skeleton. It's a gruesome job
dislodging them one at a time then hacking squeamishly at their
soft bodies with a hoe until the green blood fertilizes the ground.
It's a cruel world out there, and I've become soft
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