Death on the Nile
Connie Willis

Connie Willisisthe only writer ever to have won Nebula Awardsin all four categories of fiction. She hasin addition
won five Hugo Awards, including one for her novel Doomsday Book, which was also honored with the Nebula Award
and the Locus Award, and one for this story. Her other honors include the John W. Campbell Memorial Award for her

first novel, Lincoln’s Dreams. Impossible Things, arecent collection of her short fiction, and Uncharted Territory, a

new novella, display this compulsively readable writer at her best.

Of her Nebula Award nominee “ Death on the Nile,” she writes:

“Stories of wonder often have their beginnings in noticing some magic everyone else has missed, in making some
connection no one else has seen, or in illuminating some ordinary thing with ), skill and style so that it seems
extraordinary. :

“1 don’t claim any of that for ‘ Death on the Nile.” It is, after .’; all, about Egypt, that place of’ wonders more in number
than those \ of any other land, as Herodotus said, and | never met anyone who wasn’t immediately drawn to (and
troubled by) its magic and mystery. Even Napoleon’s army, arriving at Luxor, 'at the site of its scattered ruins, halted
of itself, and by one spontaneous impulse, grounded its arms." How could they not be awed by its wonders— its
pyramids and sphinxes and pharoahs? Its curses and treasures and kings?

“1 can’t even claim credit for the connections. They are all right there in plain sight: the torchlit tombs and the tarry
linen bandages, the jackals and snakes and silence. And the stone steps, drifted with sand, leading down and down.
And down.”

CHAPTER ONE:
PREPARING FOR YOUR TRIP— WHAT TO TAKE

“‘Totheancient Egyptians,’ ” Zoereads, “ ‘ Death was a separate country to thewest—' " The plane
lurches. “ ‘*—the west to which the deceased person journeyed.” ”

We are on the planeto Egypt. Theflight is so rough the flight attendants have strapped themselvesinto
the nearest empty sedts, looking scared, and the rest of us have subsided into anervous
window-watching silence. Except Zoe, acrossthe aide, who isreading doud from atrave guide.

Thisoneis Somebody or Other’s Egypt Made Easy. In the seat pocket in front of her are Fodor’s
Cairo and Cooke's Touring Guide to Egypt’ s Antiquities, and there are half adozen othersin her
luggage. Not to mention Frommer’s Greece on $35 a Day and the Savvy Traveler’s Guide to Austria
and the three or four hundred other guidebooks she' s aready read out loud to us on thistrip. | toy briefly
with theideathat it’stheir combined weight that’ s causing the plane to yaw and careen and will shortly
send us plummeting to our deaths.

“ *Food, furniture, and weapons were placed in thetomb,” ” Zoereads, “ ‘asprovi—' ” The plane
pitches sdeways. “ ‘—sonsfor the journey.’”

The plane lurches again, so violently Zoe nearly drops the book, but she doesn’t missabedt. “ *When
King Tutankhamun’'stomb was opened,” ” shereads, “ ‘it contained trunksfull of clothing, jars of wine, a
golden boat, and a pair of sandals for walking in the sands of the afterworld.’”



My husband Neil leans over meto look out the window, but thereis nothing to see. The sky isclear and
cloudless, and below usthere aren’t even any waves on the water.

“ *In the afterworld the deceased was judged by Anubis, agod with the head of ajackal, ” Zoe reads, “
‘and his soul wasweighed on apair of golden scales.” ”

| am the only onelistening to her. Lissa, onthe aide, iswhispering to Neil, her hand almost touching his
on the armrest. Acrossthe aide, next to Zoe and Egypt Made Easy, Zo€' s husband is adeep and
Lissa' s husband is staring out the other window and trying to keep hisdrink from spilling.

“Areyoudoing dl right?” Nell asksLissasolicitoudy.

“It’ Il be exciting going with two other couples,” Nell said when he came up with theideaof our al going
to Europe together. “ Lissaand her husband are lots of fun, and Zoe knows everything. 1t Il be like having
our own tour guide.”

Itis. Zoe herds usfrom country to country, reciting historical facts and exchangerates. Inthe Louvre, a
French tourist asked her where the Mona Lisawas. She was thrilled. “He thought we were atour
group!” shesad. “Imaginethat!” Imaginethat.

“ ‘Before being judged, the deceased recited his confession,” ” Zoereads, “ ‘alist of sinshehad not
committed, such as, | have not snared the birds of the gods, | have not told lies, I have not committed
adultery.””

Neil pats Lissa s hand and leans over to me. “ Can you trade placeswith Lissa?’ Nell whispersto me.

| dready have, | think. “We re not supposed to,” | say, pointing at the lights above the seats. “The
seat-belt Ssgnison.” Helooks at her anxioudy. “ She' sfeding nauseated.” Soam I, | want to say, but |
am afraid that' swhat thistrip isdl about, to get meto say something. “Okay,” | say, and unbuckle my
seet belt and change placeswith her. While sheis crawling over Nell, the plane pitches again, and she
haf-falsinto hisarms. He steadies her. Their eyeslock.

“ | have not taken another’ sbelongings,' ” Zoereads. “ T have not murdered another.

| can't take any more of this. | reach for my bag, which is<till under the window seet, and pull out my
paperback of Agatha Christie's Death on the Nile. | bought it in Athens.

“About like death anywhere,” Zoe' s husband said when | got back to our hotel in Athenswithiit.
“Wha?' | said.

“Your book,” he said, pointing at the paperback and smiling asif he d made ajoke. “Thetitle. I'd
imagine death on the Nileisthe same as desth anywhere.” “Which iswhat?’ | asked.

“The Egyptians believed death was very smilar to life,” Zoe cut in. She had bought Egypt Made Easy at
the same bookstore. “ To the ancient Egyptians the afterworld was a place much like the world they
inhabited. It was presided over by Anubis, who judged the deceased and determined their fates. Our
concepts of heaven and hell and of the Day of Judgment are nothing more than modern refinements of
Egyptianidess,” she said, and began reading out loud from Egypt Made Easy, which pretty much put an
end to our conversation,

and | till don’'t know what Zo€e' s husband thought death would be like, on the Nile or elsewhere.

| open Death on the Nile and try to read, thinking maybe Hercule Poirot knows, but theflight istoo
bumpy. | fed dmost immediately queasy, and after half a page and three more lurches| put it in the seat



pocket, close my eyes, and toy with the idea of murdering another. It'sa perfect Agatha Chrigtie setting.
She dways has afew people in a country house or on anidand. In Death on the Nile they wereon a
Nile steamer, but the planeis even better. The only other people on it are the flight attendants and a
Japanese tour group who apparently do not speak English or they would be clustered around Zoe,
asking directionsto the Sphinx.

Theturbulence lessens alittle, and | open my eyes and reach for my book again. Lissahasit.

She'shoalding it open, but sheisn't reading it. Sheiswatching me, waiting for meto notice, waiting for me
to say something. Neil looks nervous.

“Y ou were done with this, weren't you?” she says, smiling. “Y ou weren't reading it.”

Everyone has amotive for murder in an Agatha Chrigtie. And Lissa' s hushand has been drinking steadily
snce Paris, and Zo€e' s husband never getsto finish a sentence. The police might think he had snapped
suddenly. Or that it was Zoe he had tried to kill and shot Lissa by mistake. And thereisno Hercule
Poirot on board to tell them who realy committed the murder, to solve the mystery and explain dl the

Strange happenings.

The plane pitches suddenly, so hard Zoe drops her guidebook, and we plunge agood five thousand feet
beforeit recovers. The guidebook has did forward severa rows, and Zoetriesto reach for it with her
foot, fails, and looks up at the seat-belt Sign asif she expectsit to go off so she can get out of her seat to
retrieveit.

Not after that drop, | think, but the seat-belt Sign pings amost immediately and goes off.

Lissa shusband ingtantly calsfor the flight attendant and demands another drink, but they have aready
gone scurrying back to the rear of the plane, still looking pale and scared, asif they expected the
turbulence to tart up again before they make it. Zoe' s hushand wakes up at the noise and then goes
back to deep. Zoe retrieves Egypt Made Easy from the floor, reads afew moreriveting factsfromiit,
then putsit facedown on the seat and goes back to the rear of the plane.

| lean across Neil and look out the window, wondering what’ s happened, but | can’t see anything. We
areflying through aflat whiteness.

Lissaisrubbing her head. “I cracked my head on the window,” she saysto Nell. “Isit bleeding?’
Heleans over her solicitoudy to see.

| unsnap my seat belt and start to the back of the plane, but both bathrooms are occupied, and Zoeis
perched on the arm of an aide seet, enlightening the Japanese tour group. “The currency isin Egyptian
pounds,” she says. “There are one hundred piastersin apound.” | sit back down.

Nell isgently massaging Lissa stemple. “Isthat better?’” he asks.

| reach acrossthe aide for Zoe' s guidebook. “Must-See Attractions,” the chapter is headed, and the first
oneonthelig isthe Pyramids.

“Giza, Pyramids of. West bank of Nile, 9 mi. (15 km.) SW of Cairo. Accessible by taxi, bus, rentd car.
Admission L.E.3. Comments: Y ou can't skip the Pyramids, but be prepared to be disappointed. They
don’t look at dl like you expect, thetraffic’ sterrible, and the view’ s completely ruined by the hordes of
tourigts, refreshment stands, and souvenir vendors. Open daily.”

| wonder how Zoe stands this stuff. | turn the page to Attraction Number Two. It sKing Tut’ stomb, and



whoever wrote the guidebook wasn't thrilled with it either. “ Tutankhamun, Tomb of. Vdley of the Kings,
Luxor, 400 mi. (668 km.) south of Cairo. Three unimpressive rooms. Inferior wal paintings.”

Thereisamap showing along, straight corridor (Iabeled Corridor) and the three unimpressive rooms
opening one onto the other in arow—Anteroom, Burid Chamber, Hall of Judgment.

| close the book and put it back on Zo€' s seat. Zoe shusband is still adeep. Lissa' sis peering back over
his seet. “Where d the flight attendants go?’ he asks. “| want another drink.”

“Areyou sureit’snot bleeding? | can fed abump,” Lissasaysto Nell, rubbing her head. “Do you think |
have aconcussion?’

“No,” Nell says, turning her face toward his. “Y our pupilsaren't dilated.” He gazes deeply into her eyes.
“Stewardess!” Lissa s husband shouts. “What do you have to do to get adrink around here?’

Zoe comes back, dated. “ They thought | was aprofessional guide,” she says, sitting down and fastening
her seet belt. “ They asked if they could join our tour.” She opens the guidebook. “ The afterworld was
full of monsters and demigodsin the form of crocodiles and baboons and snakes. These monsters could
destroy the deceased before he reached the Hall of Judgment.” ”

Neil touches my hand. “Do you have any aspirin?’ he asks. “Lissa’ shead hurts”
| fishin my bag for it, and Neil gets up and goes back to get her aglass of water.

“Nell’sso thoughtful,” Lissasays, watching me, her eyesbright. “ To protect against these monsters and
demigods, the deceased was given The Book of the Dead, ” Zoereads. “ *More properly trandated as
The Book of What Isin the Afterworld, The Book of the Dead was a collection of directionsfor the
journey and magic spellsto protect the deceased. ”

| think about how | am going to get through the rest of the trip without magic spellsto protect me. Six
daysin Egypt and then threein Isradl, and thereis dtill the trip home on aplane like this and nothing to do
for fifteen hours but watch Lissaand Neil and listento Zoe.

| consider cheerier possihilities. “What if we' re not going to Cairo?’ | say. “What if we're dead?’

Zoelooks up from her guidebook, irritated. “ There ve been alot of terrorist bombingslately, and thisis
the Middle East,” | go on. “What if that last air pocket was redly abomb?What if it blew us apart, and
right now we're drifting down over the Aegean Seaiin little pieces?’

“Mediterranean,” Zoe says. “We ve dready flown over Crete.” “How do you know that?’ | ask. “L ook
out thewindow.” | point out Lissa swindow at the white flatness beyond. “ Y ou can't seethe water. We
could be anywhere. Or nowhere.”

Neil comes back with the water. He handsit and my aspirinto Lissa

“They check the planes for bombs, don’t they?” Lissaaskshim. “Don’'t they use metal detectors and
things?’

“| saw thismovie once,” | say, “where the people were al dead, only they didn’'t know it. They were on
aship, and they thought they were going to America. There was so much fog they couldn’t seethe
water.”

Lissalooks anxioudy out the window.



“It looked just like ared ship, but little by little they began to notice little things that weren't quiteright.
There were hardly any people on board, and no crew at al.”

“Stewardessl” Lissa s husband calls, leaning over Zoeinto theade. “1 need another ouzo.”

His shouting wakes Zo€' s husband up. He blinks at Zoe, confused that sheis not reading from her
guidebook. “What' sgoing on?’ he asks.

“We'readl dead,” | say. “Wewerekilled by Arab terrorists. We think we' re going to Cairo, but we're
redly going to heaven. Or hdl.”

Lissa, looking out the window, says, “ There’'sso much fog | can't seethewing.” Shelooksfrightenedly
a Nell. “What if something’ s happened to thewing?

“WEe re just going through acloud,” Nell says. “We re probably beginning our descent into Cairo.”

“The sky was perfectly clear,” | say, “and then al of a sudden we were in thefog. The people on the ship
noticed the fog, too. They noticed there weren't any running lights. And they couldn’t find the crew.” |
smileat Lissa “Have you noticed how the turbulence stopped al of a sudden? Right after we hit that air
pocket. And why—*

A flight attendant comes out of the cockpit and down the aideto us, carrying adrink. Everyonelooks
relieved, and Zoe opens her guidebook and begins thumbing through it, looking for fascinating facts.

“Did someone here want an ouzo?” the flight attendant asks.
“Here” Lissd s hushand says, reaching for it.
“How long before we get to Cairo?’ | say.

She gartstoward the back of the plane without answering. | unbuckle my seat belt and follow her.
“When will we get to Cairo?’

| ask her.

Sheturns, smiling, but sheisstill pae and scared looking. “Did you want another drink, ma am? Ouzo?
Coffee?’

“Why did the turbulence stop?’ | say. “How long till we get to Cairo?’

“Y ou need to take your sedt,” she says, pointing to the seat-belt Sign. “We re beginning our descent.
WEe |l beat our destination in another twenty minutes.” She bends over the Japanese tour group and tells
them to bring their seat backsto an upright position.

“What destination? Our descent to where? We aren’t beginning any descent. The seat-bdt sgnisdill
off,” | say, and it bingson.

| go back to my seat. Zo€' s hushand is dready adeep again. Zoeisreading out loud from Egypt Made
Easy. “ Thevistor should take precautions before traveling in Egypt. A map isessentid, and aflashlight
isneeded for many of thestes.” ”

Lissa has gotten her bag out from under the seat. She puts my Death on the Nile init and gets out her
sunglasses. | look past her and out the window at the white flatness where the wing should be. We
should be able to see the lights on the wing even in the fog. That' s what they’ re there for, so you can see
the planein the fog. The people on the ship didn’t realize they were dead at first. It was only when they



darted noticing little things that weren't quite right that they began to wonder.
“*A guideisrecommended, ” Zoe reads.

| have meant to frighten Lissa, but | have only managed to frighten mysdf. We are beginning our descent,
that'sdl, | tdl mysdlf, and flying through acloud. And that must be right.

Because herewe arein Cairo.

CHAPTER TWO:
ARRIVING AT THE AIRPORT

“SothisisCairo?’ Zoe' s husband says, looking around. The plane has stopped &t the end of the runway
and deplaned us onto the asphalt by means of ametal stairway.

Thetermind isoff to the east, alow building with palm trees around it, and the Japanese tour group sets
off toward it immediately, shouldering their carry-on bags and camera cases.

We do not have any carry-ons. Since we always have to wait at the baggage claim for Zoe' s guidebooks
anyway, we check our carry-ons, too. Every timewedo it, | am convinced they will go to Tokyo or
disappear dtogether, but now I'm glad we don’t haveto lug them all the way to thetermind. It lookslike
itismilesaway, and the Japanese are dready dowing.

Zoeisreading the guidebook. Therest of us stand around her, looking impatient. Lissa has caught the
hed of her sandd in one of the metal steps coming down and isleaning againgt Nell.

“Didyoutwigit?’ Nell asksanxioudy.

Theflight attendants clatter down the steps with their navy blue overnight cases. They ill ook nervous.
At the bottom of the stairs they unfold wheeled meta carriers and strap the overnight casesto them and
st off for thetermina. After afew stepsthey stop, and one of them takes off her jacket and drapes it
over thewhedled carrier, and they start off again, walking rapidly in their high hedls.

Itisnot ashot as| expected, even though the distant termina shimmersin the heated air rising from the
asphdt. Thereisno sign of the clouds we flew through, just athin white haze that dispersesthe sun’slight
into an even glare. We are al squinting. Lissalets go of Neil’sarm for a second to get her sunglasses out

of her bag.

“What do they drink around here?’” Lissa s husband asks, squinting over Zo€e' s shoulder at the
guidebook. “1 want adrink.”

“Thelocd drink iszibib,” Zoe says. “It' slike ouzo.” Shelooks up from the guidebook. “I think we
should go see the Pyramids.”

The professiona tour guide strikes again. “Don’'t you think we d better take care of first thingsfirst?” |
say. “Like cusoms? And picking up our luggage?’

“And finding adrink of ... what did you call it? Zibab?’ Lissa s husband says.

“No,” Zoe says. “I think we should do the Pyramidsfirg. It'll take an hour to do the baggage claim and
customs, and we can't take our luggage with usto the Pyramids. W€ |l have to go to the hotel, and by



that time everyone will be out there. | think we should go right now.” She gestures at the terminal. “We
can run out and see them and be back before the Japanese tour group’ s even through customs.”

Sheturns and starts waking in the opposite direction from the termind, and the others straggle obediently
after her.

| look back at the terminal. The flight attendants have passed the Japanese tour group and are nearly to
the palm trees. “Y ou’re going the wrong way,” | say to Zoe. “We' ve g*Y ou’ re going the wrong way,”
the termind to get ataxi.”

Zoedtops. “A taxi?’ shesays. “What for? They aren’t far. We can walk it in fifteen minutes.”
“Fifteen minutes?’ | say. “Giza snine mileswest of Cairo. Y ou haveto crossthe Nileto get there”

“Don't bedlly,” she says, “they’reright there,” and pointsin the direction she waswalking, and there,
beyond the asphdlt in an expanse of sand, so close they do not shimmer &t dl, are the Pyramids.

CHAPTER THREE:
GETTING AROUND

It takes uslonger than fifteen minutes. The Pyramids are farther away than they look, and thesand is
deep and hard to walk in. We have to stop every few feet so Lissa can empty out her sandals, leaning
agang Nell.

“We should have taken ataxi,” Zo€' s hushand says, but there are no roads, and no sign of the
refreshment stands and souvenir vendors the guidebook complained about, only the unbroken expanse of
deep sand and the white, even sky, and in the distance the three yellow pyramids, standing in arow.

“ ‘Thetalest of the threeisthe Pyramid of Cheops, builtin 2690 B.C.,” ” Zoe says, reading as she
walks. “ It took thirty yearsto complete.” ”

“You haveto take ataxi to get to the Pyramids,” | say. “There salot of traffic.”

“ It was built on the west bank of the Nile, which the ancient Egyptians believed wasthe land of the
dead.’ ”

Thereisaflicker of movement ahead, between the pyramids, and | stop and shade my eyes against the
glaretolook at it, hoping it isasouvenir vendor, but | can't see anything.

We start walking again.

It flickersagain, and thistime | catch sight of it running, hunched over, its hands nearly touching the
ground. It disappears behind the middie pyramid.

“I saw something,” | say, catching up to Zoe. “Somekind of animdl. It looked like a baboon.”

Zoe legfs through the guidebook and then says, “Monkeys. They’ re found frequently near Giza. They beg
for food from the tourigts.”

“Therearen’t any touridts,” | say.

“I know,” Zoe says happily. “I told you we d avoid the rush.”



“Y ou have to go through customs, evenin Egypt,” | say. “You can't just leavethe airport.”
“ The pyramid on the left isKheophren,” ” Zoe says, “ "builtinB.C." *

“In the movie, they wouldn’t believe they were dead even when somebody told them,” | say. “Gizais
nine milesfrom Caro.”

“What are you talking about?’ Neil says. Lissahas stopped again and isleaning against him, standing on
onefoot and shaking her sanda out. “ That mystery of Lissa's, Death on the Nile?’

“Thiswasamovie,” | say. “They were on this ship, and they were dl dead.”

“We saw that movie, didn’t we, Zoe?" Zo€e' s hushand says. “ MiaFarrow wasin it, and Bette Davis.
And the detective guy, what was his name—"

“Hercule Poirot,” Zoe says. “ Played by Peter Ustinov. ‘ The Pyramids are open daily from8am. to 5
P.M. Eveningsthereisa Son et Lumiere show with colored floodlights and anarration in English and

“Therewereall sortsof clues” | say, “but they just ignored them.”

“I don't like Agatha Chrigtie,” Lissasays. “Murder and trying to find out who killed who. I'm never able
to figure out what' s going on. All those people on the train together.”

“You'rethinking of Murder on the Orient Express,” Nell says. “I saw that.”
“Isthat the one wherethey got killed off one by one?’ Lissa's husband says.

“| saw that one,” Zo€' s husband says. “ They got what they deserved, asfar as|’m concerned, going off
on their own like that when they knew they should keep together.”

“Gizaisnine mileswest of Cairo,” | say. “You haveto take ataxi to get there. Thereisdl thistraffic.”
“Peter Ugtinov wasin that one, too, wasn't he?” Neil says. “The onewith thetrain?’
“No,” Zo€ s hushand says. “It wasthe other one. What' s his name—"

“Albert Finney,” Zoe says.

CHAPTER FOUR:
PLACESOF INTEREST

The Pyramids are closed. Fifty yards (45.7 m.) from the base of Cheops thereisachain barring our way.
A metal Sgn hangsfromiit that says* Closed” in English and Japanese.

“Prepare to be disappointed,” | say.
“| thought you said they were open daily,” Lissa says, knocking sand out of her sandals.

“It must beaholiday,” Zoe says, leafing through her guidebook. “Hereit is. ‘ Egyptian holidays.” She
beginsreading. * * Antiquities Stes are closed during Ramadan, the Mudlim month of fasting in March. On
Fridaysthe Stesare closed from elevento onep.m.” ”



Itisnot March, or Friday, and evenif it were, it is after one P.M. The shadow of Cheops Stretcheswell
past where we stand. | ook up, trying to see the sun where it must be behind the pyramid, and catch a
flicker of movement, high up. It istoo large to be amonkey.

“Well, what do we do now?’ Zo€e' s hushand says.

“We could go see the Sphinx,” Zoe muses, looking through the guidebook. “Or we could wait for the
Son et Lumiere show.”

“No,” | say, thinking of being out herein the dark.
“How do you know that won't be closed, too?” Lissaasks.
Zoe consults the book. “ There are two shows daily, seven-thirty and nine P.M.”

“That’ swhat you said about the Pyramids,” Lissasays. “7 think we should go back to the airport and get
our luggage. | want to get my other shoes.”

“| think we should go back to the hotel,” Lissa s husband says, “and have along, cool drink.”

“WEe Il go to Tutankhamun’stomb,” Zoe says. “ ‘ It's open every day, including holidays.
expectantly.

“King Tut'stomb?’ | say. “Inthe Valey of the Kings?”’

Shelooksup

“Yes,” shesays, and sartsto read. “ ‘It was found intact in 1922 by Howard Carter. It contained—' "

All the belongings necessary for the deceased’ sjourney to the afterworld, | think. Sandals and clothes
and Egypt Made Easy. “I’d rather have adrink,” Lissa s husband says. “And anap,” Zo€' s husband
says. “You go on, and we || meet you at the hotel.”

“I don't think you should go off on your own,” | say. “1 think we should keep together.”
“It will be crowded if wewait,” Zoe says. “I’m going now. Are you coming, Lissa?’

Lissalooks gppedingly up at Neil. “1 don't think I’ d better walk that far. My ankl€ s starting to hurt
agan.”

Nell looks helplessly at Zoe. “I guesswe d better pass.” “What about you?’ Zo€' s husband saysto me.
“Areyou going with Zoe or do you want to come with us?’

“In Athens, you said death was the same everywhere,” | say to him, “and | said, ‘Whichiswhat? and
then Zoe interrupted us and you never did answer me. What were you going to say?’

“I'veforgotten,” he says, looking at Zoe asif he hopes she will interrupt us again, but sheisintent on the
guidebook.

“You sad, ‘ Deathisthe same everywhere,’” | persigt, “and | said, ”Which iswhat? What did you think
death would be like?"

“I don’'t know ... unexpected, | guess. And probably pretty damn unpleasant.” He laughs nervoudy. “If
we're going to the hotel, we' d better get started. Who elseis coming?’

| toy with theidea of going with them, of sitting safely in the hotel bar with ceiling fans and pams, drinking
zibib whilewewait. That’ swhat the people on the ship did. And in spite of Lissa, | want to stay with



Neil.

| look at the expanse of sand back toward the east. Thereisno sign of Cairo from here, or of the
termind, and far off thereisaflicker of movement, like something running.

| shake my head. “1 want to see King Tut’stomb.” | go over to Neil. 1 think we should go with Zoe,” |
say, and put my hand on hisarm. “ After al, she sour guide.”

Neil looks helplesdy at Lissaand then back at me. “1 don’t know...”

“Thethree of you can go back to the hotdl,” | say to Lissa, gesturing to include the other men, “and Zoe
and Nell and | can meet you there after we' ve been to the tomb.”

Neil moves away from Lissa. “Why can't you and Zoe just go?’ he whispersat me.
“I think we should keep together,” | say. “It would be so easy to get separated.”

“How come you' re so stuck on going with Zoe anyway?’ Neil says. | thought you said you hated being
led around by the nose dl thetime.”

| want to say, Because she has the book, but Lissa has come over and iswatching us, her eyesbright
behind her sunglasses. “I’ ve dways wanted to seetheinsde of atomb,” | say.

“King Tut?’ Lissasays. “Isthat the one with the treasure, the necklaces and the gold coffin and tuff?’
She puts her hand on Neil’sarm. “I’ ve dways wanted to see that.”

“Okay,” Nell says, rdlieved. “1 guesswe Il go with you, Zoe.”
Zoe looks expectantly at her husband.
“Not me,” hesays. “We Il meet you in the bar.”

“WEe |l order drinksfor you,” Lissa' s hushand says. He waves good-bye, and they set off asif they know
where they are going, even though Zoe hasn't told them the name of the hotel.

“‘The Vdley of theKingsislocated in the hillswest of Luxor,” ” Zoe says, and starts off across the sand
the way shedid at the airport. Wefollow her.

| wait until Lissagetsashoeful of sand and she and Nell fall behind while she emptiesit.
“Zoe” | say quietly. “There' s something wrong.”
“Umm,” she says, looking up something in the guidebook’ sindex.

“The Vdley of the Kingsisfour hundred miles south of Cairo,” | say. “Y ou can't walk there from the
Pyramids.”

She finds the page. “Of course not. We have to take a boat.”
She points, and | see we have reached a stand of reeds, and beyond it isthe Nile.

Nosing out from the rushesisaboat, and | am afraid it will be made of gold, but it isonly one of the Nile
cruisers. And | am so relieved that the Vdley of the Kingsisnot within waking distance that | do not
recognize the boat until we have climbed on board and are standing on the canopied deck next to the
wooden paddie whed!. It isthe steamer from Death on the Nile:



CHAPTERFIVE:
CRUISES, DAY TRIPS, AND GUIDED TOURS

Lissaissick onthe boat. Neil offersto take her below, and | expect her to say yes, but she shakes her
head. “My ankle hurts,” she says, and sinks down in one of the deck chairs. Nell kneelsby her feet and
examines a bruise no bigger than a piagter.

“Isit swollen?” she asksanxioudy. Thereisno sign of swelling, but Neil eases her sandd off and takes
her foot tenderly, caressingly, in both hands. Lissa closes her eyes and leans back againgt the deck chair,

sghing.
| toy with theideathat Lissa's husband couldn’t take any more of this either, and that he murdered usall
and then killed himsdif.

“Hereweareon aship,” | say, “like the dead people in that movie.

“It'snot aship, it' sasteamboat,” Zoe says. “ The Nile steamer isthe most pleasant way to travel in
Egypt and one of the least expensive. Costs range from $180 to $360 per person for afour-day cruise.’

Or maybeit was Zoe' s husband, finaly determined to shut Zoe up so he could finish aconversation, and
then he had to murder the rest of us one after the other to keep from being caught.

“We'redl aoneontheship,” | say, “just likethey were.”
“How far isit tothe Vadley of theKings?' Lissaasks.

“ *Three-and-a-half miles (5 km.) west of Luxor,” ” Zoe says, read-

“ ‘Luxor isfour hundred miles south of Cairo.

“If it'sthat far, | might aswell read my book,” Lissasays, pushing her sunglasses up on top of her head.
“Neil, hand me my bag.”

Hefishes Death on the Nile out of her bag and handsit to her, and sheflipsthrough it for amoment, like
Zoelooking for exchange rates, and then beginsto read.

“Thewifedidit,” | say. “ Shefound out her husband was being unfaithful.”

Lissaglaresat me. “I already knew that,” she says cardlessly. “I saw themovie,” but after another half
page she lays the open book facedown on the empty deck chair next to her.

“I can't read,” she saysto Nell. “ The sun’stoo bright.” She squints up at the sky, which is till hidden by
its gauze-like haze.

“ ‘The Vdley of the Kingsisthe ste of the tombs of sixty-four pharoahs,” Zoe says. “ * Of these, the
most famousis Tutankhamun's.””

| go over to therailing and watch the Pyramids recede, dipping dowly out of sight behind the rushes that
linethe shore. They look flat, like yelow triangles stuck up in the sand, and | remember how in Paris
Zo€ s hushand wouldn't believe the MonaLisawasthered thing. “It' safake,” heindsted before Zoe
interrupted. “ The red one’ smuch larger.”



And the guidebook said, Prepare to be disgppointed, and the Valey of the Kingsisfour hundred miles
from the Pyramidslikeit’ s supposed to be, and Middle Eastern airports are notorious for their lack of
security. That's how al those bombs get on planesin the first place, because they don’'t make people go
through customs. | shouldn’t watch so many movies.

“ * Among its treasures, Tutankhamun'stomb contained a golden boat, by which the soul would travel to
theworld of thedead,” Zoe says.

| lean over therailing and look into the water. It is not muddy, like | thought it would be, but aclear
waveessblue, and in its depths the sun is shining brightly.

“ *The boat was carved with passages from The Book of the Dead,” ” Zoereads, “ ‘to protect the
deceased from monsters and demigods who might try to destroy him before he reached the Hall of

Jdgment.”

Thereis something in the water. Not aripple, not even enough of a movement to shudder the image of
the sun, but | know thereis something there.

“ *Spellswere aso written on papyruses buried with the body,” ” Zoe says.

Itislong and dark, like acrocodile. | lean over farther, gripping therail, trying to see into the transparent
water, and catch aglint of scaes. It isswimming straight toward the boat.

“ *These spellstook the form of commands,’ ” Zoereads. “ * Get back, you evil one! Stay away! | adjure
you in the name of Anubisand Ogris’”

Thewater glitters, hestating.

“ ‘Do not comeagainst me,’ ” Zoesays. * My spdls protect me. | know theway.” ”

Thething in the water turns and swims away. The boat followsit, nosing dowly in toward the shore.
“Thereitis” Zoe says, pointing past the reeds at adistant row of cliffs. “The Valey of the Kings.”
“| supposethis|l be closed, too,” Lissasays, letting Neil help her off the boat. |

“Tombs are never closed,” | say, and look north, across the sand, at the distant Pyramids.

CHAPTER SIX:
ACCOMMODATIONS

The Vdley of the Kingsis not closed. The tombs stretch along a sandstone cliff, black openingsin the
yellow rock, and there are no chains across the stone steps that lead down to them. At the south end of
the valley a Japanese tour group is going into the last one.

“Why aren’'t the tombs marked?’ Lissaasks. “Which oneisKing Tut’s?’ and Zoe leads usto the north
end of the valey, where the cliff dwindlesinto alow wall. Beyond it, acrossthe sand, | can seethe

Pyramids, sharp against the sky.

Zoe stops a the very edge of adanting hole dug into the base of the rocks. There are stepsleading down
into it. “ Tutankhamun’ s tomb was found when aworkman accidentally uncovered thetop step,” she

Says.



Lissalooks down into the stairwell. All but the top two steps are in shadow, and it istoo dark to seethe
bottom. “ Are there snakes?’ she asks.

“No,” Zoe, who knows everything, says. “ Tutankhamun’ stomb isthe smallest of the pharaohs tombsin
the Valey.” Shefumblesin her bag for her flashlight. “The tomb consists of three rooms—an
antechamber, the buria chamber containing Tutankhamun'’s coffin, and the Hall of Judgment.”

Thereisadither of movement in the darkness below us, like adow uncoiling, and Lissa steps back from
the edge. “Which room isthe stuff in?’

“Stuff?” Zoe saysuncertainly, still fumbling for her flashlight. She opens her guidebook. “ Stuff?” she says
again, and flipsto the back of it, asif sheisgoing to look “ stuff” up in theindex.

“Suff,” Lissasays, and thereisan edge of fear in her voice. “All the furniture and vases and stuff they
take with them. Y ou said the Egyptians buried their belongings with them.”

“King Tut' streasure,” Neil sayshepfully.

“Oh, the treasure” Zoe says, relieved. “ The belongings buried with Tutankhamun for hisjourney into the
afterworld. They’re not here. They'rein Cairo in the museum.”

“InCairo?’ Lissasays. “They'rein Cairo? Then what are we doing here?’
“We'redead,” | say. “Arab terrorists blew up our plane and killed us all.”
“I came al the way out here because | wanted to seethe treasure,” Lissasays.

“Thecoffinishere” Zoe says placatingly, “and there are wall paintingsin the antechamber,” but Lissahas
dready led Neil away from the steps, talking earnestly to him.

“Thewadl paintings depict the stagesin the judgment of the soul, the weighing of the soul, the recitd of the
deceased’ s confession,” Zoe says.

The deceased’ s confession. | have not taken that which belongs to another. | have not caused any pain. |
have not committed adultery.

Lissaand Nell come back, Lissaleaning heavily on Nell’sarm. “| think we' Il pass on thistomb thing,”
Nell says apologetically. “We want to get to the museum beforeit closes. Lissahad her heart set on
seeing the treasure.”

“ *The Egyptian Museum isopen from 9 A.M. to 4 p.m. daily, 9t0 11:15 A-¥- and 1:30to 4 P.M.
Fridays,’ ” Zoe says, reading from the guidebook. * * Admission isthree Egyptian pounds.” ”

“It'sdready four o'clock,” | say, looking at my watch. “It will be closed before you get there.” 1 look up.

Neil and Lissahave aready started back, not toward the boat but across the sand in the direction of the
Pyramids. Thelight behind the Pyramidsis beginning to fade, the sky going from whiteto gray blue.

“Wait,” | say, and run across the sand to catch up with them. “Why don’t you wait and we'll al go back
together? It won't take us very long to see thetomb. Y ou heard Zoe, there' s nothing inside.”

They both look at me.
“I think we should stay together,” | finish lamdly.



Lissalooksup dertly, and | redize shethinks | am talking about divorce, that | have finaly said what she
has been waiting for.

“I think we should dl keep together,” | say hadtily. “Thisis Egypt. Thereare dl sortsof dangers,
crocodiles and snakesand... it won't take us very long to see the tomb. Y ou heard Zoe, there’ s nothing
ingde”

“We d better not,” Neil says, looking at me. “Lissa sankleis starting to swell. I’ d better get someiceon
it”

| look down at her ankle. Where the bruise was there are two little puncture marks, close together, like a
snake bite, and around them the ankle is sarting to swell.

“| don't think Lissa sup to the Hall of Judgment,” he says, dill looking at me.
“You could walit at thetop of the steps,” | say. “Y ou wouldn't haveto goin.”

Lissatakes hold of hisarm, asif anxiousto go, but he hesitates. “ Those people on the ship,” he saysto
me. “What happened to them?’

“l wasjust trying to frighten you,” | say. “I'm sure there salogica explanation. It' stoo bad Hercule
Poirot isn't here—he d be able to explain everything. The Pyramids were probably closed for some
Mudim holiday Zoe didn’t know about, and that’ swhy we didn’t have to go through customs either,
because it was aholiday.”

“What happened to the people on the ship?’ Nell saysagain.

“They got judged,” | say, “but it wasn't nearly as bad asthey’ d thought. They were dl afraid of what was
going to happen, even the clergyman, who hadn’t committed any Sins, but the judge turned out to be
somebody he knew. A bishop. He wore awhite suit, and he was very kind, and most of them came out
fine”

“Mogt of them,” Neil says.

“Let’'sgo,” Lissasays, pullingon hisarm.

“The people on the ship,” Neil says, ignoring her. “Had any of them committed some horrible Sn?’
“My ankle hurts,” Lissasays. “Come on.”

“I haveto go,” Neil says, dmost reluctantly. “Why don’t you come with us?’

| glance at Lissa, expecting her to be looking daggers at Neil, but she iswatching mewith bright, lidless
eyes.

“Yes. Comewith us,” she says, and waitsfor my answer.

| lied to Lissaabout the ending of Death on the Nile. It wasthe wife they killed. | toy with the idea that
they have committed some horrible sin, that | am lying in my hotel room in Athens, my temple black with
blood and powder burns. | would be the only one here then, and Lissaand Neil would be demigods
disguised to look like them. Or mongters.

“I’d better not,” | say, and back away from them.

“Let’'sgothen,” Lissasaysto Nell, and they start off acrossthe sand. Lissaislimping badly, and before



they have gone very far, Neil stops and takes off his shoes.
The sky behind the Pyramidsis purple blue, and the Pyramids stand out flat and black against it.

“Comeon,” Zoe calsfrom thetop of the steps. Sheis holding the flashlight and looking &t the
guidebook. “I want to see the Weighing of the Soul.”

CHAPTER SEVEN:
OFF THEBEATEN TRACK

Zoeisdready halfway down the stepswhen | get back, shining her flashlight on the door below her.
“When the tomb was discovered, the door was plastered over and stamped with the seals bearing the
cartouche of Tutankhamun,” she says.

“It'll be dark soon,” | cal down to her. “Maybe we should go back to the hotel with Lissaand Neil.” |
look back acrossthe desert, but they are dready out of sight.

Zoeisgone, too. When | look back down the steps, there is nothing but darkness. “Zoe!” | shout, and
run down the sand-drifted steps after her. “Wait!”

The door to the tomb is open, and | can seethelight from her flashlight bobbing on rock wals and celling
far down anarrow corridor.

“Zoel” | shout, and start after her. The floor isuneven, and | trip and put my hand on thewall to steedy
mysdlf. “Come back! Y ou have the book!”

Thelight flashes on asection of carved-out wall, far ahead, and then vanishes, asif she hasturned a
corner.

“Wait for me!” | shout, and stop because | cannot see my hand in front of my face.

Thereisno answering light, no answering voice, no sound at dl. | stand very ill, one hand gtill on the
wall, listening for footsteps, for quiet padding, for the sound of dithering, but | can’t hear anything, not
even my own heart begting.

“Zoe” | cdl out, “I'm going to wait for you outside,” and turn around, holding onto thewall so | don't
get disoriented in the dark, and go back the way | came.

The corridor ssemslonger than it did coming in, and | toy with theideathat it will go on forever inthe
dark, or that the door will be locked, the opening plastered over and the ancient sedls affixed, but thereis
aline of light under the door, and it opens easily when | push onit.

| am at the top of a stone aircase leading down into along wide hdl. On either sdethe hdl islined with
gone pillars, and between the pillars | can seethat the walls are painted with scenesin sennaand yellow
and bright blue.

It must be the anteroom because Zoe said its walls were painted with scenes from the soul’ sjourney into
death, and there is Anubis weighing the soul, and, beyond it, a babboon devouring something, and,
opposite where | am standing on the stairs, apainting of aboat crossing the blue Nile. It ismade of gold,
and init four souls squat in aline, their kohl-outlined eyeslooking ahead at the shore. Beside them, inthe
trangparent water, Sebek, the crocodile demigod, swims.



| start down the steps. Thereisadoorway at the far end of the hall, and if thisis the anteroom, then the
door must lead to the burial chamber.

Zoe said the tomb consists of only three rooms, and | saw the map myself on the plane, the steps and
straight corridor and then the unimpressive rooms leading one into another, anteroom and buria chamber
and Hall of Judgment, one after another.

So thisisthe anteroom, even if it islarger than it was on the map, and Zoe has obvioudy gone ahead to
the buria chamber and is standing by Tutankhamun’s coffin, reading doud from thetravel guide. When |
comein, shewill look up and say, “ The quartzite sarcophagusis carved with passages from The Book
of the Dead.'*

| have come hafway down the stairs, and from here| can seethe painting of the weighing of the soul.
Anubis, with hisjackd’ s head, standing on one side of the yellow scales, and the deceased on the other,
reading his confession from a papyrus.

| go down two more steps; till | am even with the scales, and St down.

Surely Zoewon't be long—there' s nothing in the buria chamber except the coffin—and even if she has
gone on ahead to the Hall of Judgment, shell have to come back thisway. There' sonly one entrance to
the tomb. And she can’t get turned around because she has aflashlight. And the book. | clasp my hands
around my knees and wait.

| think about the people on the ship, waiting for judgment. “It wasn't as bad as they thought,” I’ d told
Neil, but now, stting here on the steps, | remember that the bishop, smiling kindly in hiswhite suit, gave
them sentences appropriate to their sns. One of the women was sentenced to being alone forever.

The deceasad in the painting looks frightened, standing by the scale, and | wonder what sentence Anubis
will give him, what Sns he has committed.

Maybe he has not committed any sinsat dl, like the clergyman, and isworried over nothing, or maybe he
ismerely frightened at finding himself in this strange place, done. Was desth what he expected?

“Degth isthe same everywhere,” Zo€e' s husband said. “Unexpected.” And nothing isthe way you thought
it would be. Look at the MonaLisa. And Neil. The people on the ship had planned on something else
atogether, pearly gates and angels and clouds, al the modern refinements. Prepare to be disappointed.

And what about the Egyptians, packing their clothes and wine and sandasfor their trip? Was desth, even
on the Nile, what they expected? Or wasit not theway it had been described in the travel guide at al?
Did they keep thinking they were dive, in spite of dl the clues?

The people on the ship were killed by abomb, like we were. | try to remember the moment it went
off—Zoe reading out loud and then the sudden shock of light and decompression, the travel guide blown
out of Zoe' s hands and Lissafalling through the blue air, but | can’t. Maybe it didn’t happen on the plane.
Maybe the terrorists blew us up in the airport in Athens, while we were checking our luggage.

| toy with theideathat it wasn't abomb at dl, that | murdered Lissaand then killed mysdif, likein Death
on the Nile. Maybe | reached into my bag, not for my paperback but for the gun | bought in Athens, and
shot Lissawhile she was|ooking out the window. And Neil bent over her, solicitous, concerned, and |
raised the gun again, and Zoe' s husband tried to wrestle it out of my hand, and the shot went wide and hit
the gastank on thewing.

| am il frightening mysdlf. If I'd murdered Lissa, | would remember it, and even Athens, notoriousfor



itslack of security, wouldn't have let me on board a plane with agun. And you could hardly commit
some horrible crime without remembering it, could you?

The deceased clutches his papyrus, and | wonder if he has committed some horrible sin. Adultery. Or murder. | wonder
how he died.

The people on the ship didn’t remember dying, even when someone told them, but that was because the
ship was so much like ared one, the railings and the water and the deck. And because of the bomb.
People never remember being blown up. It’ s the concussion or something, it knocks the memory out of
you. But | would surely have remembered murdering someone. Or being murdered.

| St on the steps along time, watching for the splash of Zoe sflashlight in the doorway. Outsideit will be
dark, timefor the Son et Lumiere show at the pyramids.

It seems darker in here, too. | have to squint to see Anubis and the yellow scales and the deceased
awaiting judgment. The papyrus heis holding is covered with long, bordered columns of hieroglyphics
and | hope they are magic spellsto protect him and not alist of al the sns he has committed.

| have not murdered another, | think. | have not committed adultery. But there are other sins.

It will be dark soon, and | do not have aflashlight. | stand up. “Zoe!” | cal, and go down the stairs and
between the pillars. They are carved with animals—cobras and baboons and crocodiles.

“It' sgetting dark,” | cal, and my voice echoes hollowly among the pillars. “ They’ || be wondering what
happened to us.”

Thelast pair of pillarsis carved with abird, its sandstone wings outstretched. A bird of thegods. Or a
plane.

“Zoe?’ | say, and stoop to go through the low door. “Areyou in here?’

CHAPTER EIGHT:
SPECIAL EVENTS

Zoeisn'tinthe buria chamber. It is much smaler than the anteroom, and there are no paintings on the
rough walls or above the door that leads to the Hal of Judgment. The ceiling is scarcely higher than the
door, and | have to hunch down to keep from scraping my head againgt it.

It isdarker in here than in the anteroom, but even in the dimness| can seethat Zoeisn't here. Neither is
Tutankhamun’ s sarcophagus, carved with The Book of the Dead. Thereisnothing intheroom at dl,
except for apile of suitcasesin the corner by the door to the Hall of Judgment.

It isour luggage. | recognize my battered Samsonite and the carry-on bags of the Japanese tour group.
Theflight attendants navy blue overnight cases arein front of the pile, strapped like victimsto their
whedled carriers.

Ontop of my suitcaseisabook, and | think, “It'sthetravel guide,” even though | know Zoe would
never have left it behind, and | hurry over to pick it up.

Itisnot Egypt Made Easy. It ismy Death on the Nile, lying open and facedown theway Lissaleft it on
the boat, but | pick it up anyway and open it to the last pages, searching for the place where Hercule
Poirot explains dl the strange things that have been happening, where he solves the mystery.



| cannot find it. 1 thumb back through the book, looking for amap. Thereisawaysamap in Agatha
Chrigtie, showing who had what stateroom on the ship, showing the stairways and the doors and the
unimpressive rooms leading one into another, but | cannot find that either. The pages are covered with
long unreadable columns of hieroglyphics.

| close the book. “There sno point inwaiting for Zoe,” | say, looking past the luggage at the door to the
next room. It islower than the one | came through, and dark beyond. “ She' s obviousy gone on to the
Hall of Judgment.”

| walk over to the door, holding the book against my chest. There are stone steps leading down. | can
seethetop onein the dim light from the burid chamber. It is steep and very narrow.

| toy briefly with the ideathat it will not be so bad after all, that | am dreading it like the clergyman, and it
will turn out to be not judgment but someone | know, asmiling bishop in awhite suit, and mercy isnot a
modern refinement after al.

“I have not murdered another,” | say, and my voice does not echo. “I have not committed adultery.”

| take hold of the doorjamb with one hand so | won't fal on the sairs. With the other | hold the book
againg me. “Get back, you evil ones,” | say. “Stay away. | adjure you in the name of Osirisand Poirot.
My spells protect me. | know theway.”

| begin my descent.



