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T hefirst thing she did upon arising was count her money. The sun itsalf was bardly up, the morning cool
with the threatening freshness peculiar to the tropics, the freshness, she thought, that says, "Breathe deep
of mewhileyou can.”

Three thousand and eighty-seven U.N. dollars|eft. It was dl there. She pulled on the hot-pink
underpants that had been the only ones she could find to fit her in Kota Kinabau and hid the money as
she had the day before. The same skirt and blouse as yesterday; there would be no chance to do more
than rinse, wring out, and hang dry before they made land.

And precious little then, she thought; but that was wrong. With this much money she would have
been able to board with an upper-class family and have her laundry micropored, rest, and enjoy adozen
good meals before she booked passage to Zamboanga.

Or Darwin. Clipping her shoes, she went out on deck.

Hejoined her so promptly that she wondered whether he had been listening, his ears attuned to the
rattle and squesk of her cabin door. She said, "Good morning.” And he, "The dawn comes up like
thunder out of Chinaacrossthe bay. That's the only quote I've been able to think of. Now you're safe for
therest of thetrip.”

"But you're not,” shetold him, and nearly added

Doctor Johnson's observation that to be on aship isto bein prison, with the added danger of
drowning.

He cameto stand beside her, leaning as she did againgt the rickety railing. "Thingstalk to you, you
sad that last night. What kind of things?"

She amiled. "Machines. Animals, too. Thewind and therain.”

"Do they ever give you quotations?' He was big and looked thirty-five or alittle past it, with awide
Irish mouth that smiled easily and eyesthat never smiled at all.

"I'd haveto think. Not often, but perhaps one has."

Hewas slent for atime, atime during which she watched the dim shadow that was ashark glide
under the hull and back out again. No shark's ever talked to me, she thought, except him. In another
minute or two hell want to know thetime for breskfast.

"| looked a amap once." He squinted at the sun, now haf over the horizon. "It doesn't come up out
of Chinawhen yourein Mandelay."

"Kipling never said it did. He said that happened on the road there. The soldier in his poem might
have gone there from India. Or anywhere. Mapmakers colored the British Empire pink two hundred
years ago, and two hundred years ago haf Earth was pink.”

He glanced a her. "Y ou're not British, are you?"

"No, Dutch."

"Youtak likean American."

"I'velived in the United States, and in England, too; and | can be more English than the British when



| want to. | have heerd how many ord'nary veman one vidder's equal to, in pint 'o comin' over you. |
think it's five-and-twenty, but | don't rightly know verther it an't more."

Thistime he grinned. "Therea English don't talk like that.”

"They did in Dickenssday, some of them.”

" ill think you're American. Can you spesk Dutch?”

"Gewiss, Nar!"

"Okay, and you could show me a Dutch passport. There are probably alot of placeswhere you can
buy one good enough to pass dmost anywhere. | ill think you're American.”

"That was German,”" she muttered, and heard the thrum of the ancient diesdl-electric:
"Dontrustim-don-trustim-dontrustim.”

"But you're not German."

"Actudly, | am."

He grunted. "I never thought you gave me your right name last night. What time's breskfast?”

Shewas looking out across the Sulu Sea. Some unknown idand waited just below the horizon, its
presence betrayed by the white dot of cloud forming aboveit. "1 never thought you wereredly so
anxiousto go that you'd pay mefive thousand to arrange this."

"There was adtrike at the airport. Y ou heard about it. Nobody could land or take off." Aft, a
blackened spoon besat a frying pan with no pretense of rhythm.

Seated inthe smdly little sdon next to the gdley, shesad, "To eat well in England you should have
bresekfast threetimes aday.”

"They won't have kippers here, will they?' He wastrying to clean hisfork with his handkerchief. A
somewhat soiled man who looked perceptionally challenged set bowls of steaming brown ricein front of
them and asked aquestion. By signs, hetried to indicate that he did not understand.

She sad, "He desiresto know whether the big policeman would like some pickled squid. It'sa
Odicacy."

He nodded. "Tell him yes. What language isthat?"

"Méayu Pasar. We cdl it Bazaar Maay. He probably does not imagine that there is anyonein the
entire world who cannot understand Meayu Pasar." She spoke, and the somewhat soiled man grinned,
bobbed his head, and backed away; she spooned up rice, discovering that she was hungry.

"Y ou'reawidow yoursdlf. Isn't that right? Only awidow would remember that bus ness about
widows coming over people.”

She swalowed, found the tegpot, and poured for both of them. " Aha, a deduction. The battle-ax
scenteth the battle afar.”

"Will you tell methetruth, just once? How old are you?”

"No. Forty-five."

"That'snot so old.”

"Of courseit'snot. That'swhy | saidit. Y ou're looking for an excuse to seduce me." She reached
across the table and clagped his hand; it felt like muscle and bone beneath living skin. "Y ou don't need
one. The sea has always been a seducer, acareless, lying fellow.”

Helaughed. "Y ou mean the seawill do my work for me?"

"Only if you act quickly. I'm wearing pink under-drawers, o I'm aflame with passion.” How many of
these polyglot saillors would it take to throw him overboard, and what would they want for it? How much
auminum, how much plastic, how much stedl”? Four would probably be enough, she decided; and settled
on six to be safe. Fifty dollars each should be more than sufficient, and even if there was quite alot of
plastic hewould sink like astone.

"You'reflirting with trouble," hetold her. The somewhat soiled man came back with ajar of
something that looked like bad marmalade and plopped a spoonful onto each bowl of rice. He tasted it,
and gave the somewhat soiled man the thumbs-up sign.

"l didn't think you'd carefor it," shetold him. "Y ou were afraid of kippers.”



"I've had them and | don't like them. | like calamari. Y ou know, you'd be nice looking if you wore
makeup."

"Y ou don't deny you're a policeman. I've been waiting for that, but you're not going to."

"Did heredly say that?"

She nodded. "Polis-polis. That'syou.”

"Okay, I'm acop.”

"Last night you wanted meto believe you were desperate to get out of the country before you were
arrested.”

He shook his head. "Cops never break the law, so that hasto be wrong. Pink underwear makes you
passionate, huh? What about black?!

"Sadidic.”

"I'll try to remember. No black and no white."

"Thetimewill comewhen you'l long for white." Listening to the thrum of the old engine, the knock
of the propeller shaft in itsloose bearing, she ate morerice. "l wasn't going to tell you, but this brown
suff isrealy made from the penises of water buffaloes. They dice them lengthwise and stick them into the
vaginas of cow water buffal oes, obtained when the cows are daughtered. Then they wrap thewhole
messin bananaleaves and bury it in apig pen.”

He chewed appreciatively. "They must sweet alot, those water buffaloes. Therésa sort of sty
tang”

When she said nothing, he added, "They're probably big fat beasts. Like me. Still, | bet they enjoy
it

Shelooked up at him. "Y ou're not joking? Obvioudly, you can eat. Can you do that, too?"

"l don't know. Let'sfind out.”

"You cameheretoget me. .. ."

He nodded. "Sure. From Buffalo, New Y ork."

"l will assume that was intended aswit. From America. From the United States. Federd, sate, or
locd?"

"None of the above."

"Y ou gave me that money so that we'd sail together, very likely the only passengers on this ship.
Which doesn't make any sense at al. Y ou could have had me arrested there and flown back."”

Before he could speak she added, "Don't tell me about the airport strike. | don't believe in your
arport strike, and if it wasred you arranged it."

"Arrest you for what?' He Sipped histea, made aface, and looked around for sugar. "Areyou a
crimina?What law did you bregk?'

"Nonel"

He signaed to the somewhat soiled man, and she said, "' Silakan gula.”

"That's sugar? Silakan?'

"Silakan isplease. | stole nothing. | 1&ft the country with one bag and some money my husband and |
had saved, less than twenty thousand dollars.”

"And you've been running ever snce.”

"For the wanderer, time doesn't exist.” The porthole was closed. She got up and opened it, peering
out a the dow swell of what was amost aflat cam.

"Thisis something you should say, not me," hetold her back. "But I'll say it anyhow. Y ou stole
God'sfingertip.”

"Don't you cdl meathief!"

"But you didn't bregk the law. He's outside everybody'sjurisdiction.”

The somewhat soiled man brought them athick glass sugar canigter; the "big policeman™ nodded
thanks and spooned sugar into histea, stirred it hard, and sipped. "' can only taste sweet, sour, saty, and
bitter," hetold her conversationdly. "That'sal you can taste, too.”

Beyond the porthole, awheding gull pleaded,

"Garbage? Just one little can of garbage?' She shook her head.



"Y ou must be God-damned tired of running.”

She shook her head again, not looking. "I loveit. | could do it forever, and | intended to.”

The slence lasted so long that she almost turned to see whether he had gone. At last he said, "'I've
got alist of the nameswe know. Seven. | don't think that's dl of them, nobody does, but we've got those
seven. When you're Dutch, you're Tilly de Groot.”

"I redly am Duich,” she said. "l was born in the Hague. | have dud citizenship. I'm the Flying
Dutchwoman.”

He cleared histhroat, a surprisngly human sound. "Only not Tilly de Groot."

"No, not Tilly de Groot. She was afriend of my mother's.”

"Your riceisgetting cold," hetold her.

"And I'm German, at least in the way Americanstalk about being German. Three of my
grandparents had German names."

She sensed hisnod. "Before you got married, your name was—"

Shewhirled. " Something I've forgotten!™

"Okay."

She returned to their table, ignoring the sailors stares. "The farther she traveled into unknown
places, the more precisdy she could find within herself amap showing only the cities of theinterior.”

He nodded again, thistime as though he did not understand. "Wed like you to come home. Wefed
like we're tormenting you, the whole company does, and we don't want to. | shouldn't have given you so
much money, because that was when | think you knew. But we wanted you to have enough to get back
homeon."

"With my tail between my legs. Looking into every face for new evidence of my defeat.”

"What your husband found? Other people...." He went silent and dackjawed with redlization.

Shedrove her spoon into her rice. "Yes. Thefirst hint came from me. | thought | could control my
expression better.”

"Thank you," he said. "Thanksfor my life. | wasthinking of that picture, you know? Thefinger of
God reaching out to Adam? Al thistime I've been thinking you stole it. Then when | saw how you
looked. . .. You didn't sted God'sfinger. It wasyou.”

"Youredly are sdf-avare? A sdf-aware machine?'

He nodded, amost solemnly.

Her shoulders dumped. "My husband seized upon it, as| never would have. He devel oped i,
thousands upon thousands of hours of work. But in the end, he decided we ought to keep it to ourselves.
If thereis credit due—I don't think so, but if there is—ninety-five percent is his. Ninety-five. Asfor my 5
percent, you owe me no thanks at al. After he died, | wiped out hisfiles and smashed his hard drive with
the hammer he used to use to hang picturesfor me.”

The somewhat soiled man set a plate of fruit between them.

Shetried to take abite of rice, and failed. " Someone e se discovered the principle. Y ou said that
yoursdlf."

"They knew he had something.” He shifted uneasily in his narrow wooden chair, and hisweight made
it cresk. "1t would be better, better for me now, if | didn't tell you that. I'm capable of lying. | ought to
wanyou."

"But not of harming me, or |etting me be harmed.”

"l didn't know you knew." He gave her awry smile. "That was going to be my big blackout, my
dincher.”

"Theresvideo evenin the chegp hotds," she said vaguely. "Y ou can get newsin English from the
sadlites”

"Sure. | should have thought of that.”

"Once | found amagazine on atrain. | can't even remember where | was, now, or where | was
going. It can't have been that long ago, ether. Someplacein Audtraia. Anyway, | didn't redlly believe that
you existed yet until | saw it in print in the magazine. I'm old fashioned, | suppose.” Shefdl slent, lisening
to the clamor of the sailors and wondering whether any understood English.



"We wanted you to have enough to get home on,” he repeated. "That was us, okay? Thisisme. |
wanted to get you someplace where we could talk alot, and maybe hold hands or something. | want you
to seethat I'm not so bad, that I'm just another guy. Areyou afraid well outnumber you? Crowd you
out? We cost too much to make. There's only five of us, and ther€ll never be more than a couple of
hundred, probably."

When she did not respond, he said, "'Y ou've been to China. Y ou had flu in Beijing. That'sabillion
and ahdf people, just China."

"L et observation with extensive view, survey mankind from Chinato Peru.”

He sighed, and pinched his nostrils as though some odor had offended them. "L ooking for us, you
mean? Y ou won't find us there, or much of anyplace else except in Buffdo and meright here. Ina
hundred years there might be two or three in China, nowhere near enough to fill thisroom.”

"But they will fill it fromthetop.”

His nervous fingers found a bright green orange and began to ped it. "That'sthe trouble, huh? Even
if we treat you better than you treat yoursalves? We will, you know. Weve got to, it's our nature. Listen,
you've been doneal thistime. Alonefor acouple of hundred thousand years, or about that." He
hestated. "Arethese green thingsripe?’

"Yes. It'sfrost that turns them orange, and those have never fdt the frost. See how much you learn
by travding?'

"l said | couldn't remember any more quotes.” He popped a segment into his mouth, chewed, and
swallowed. "That'swrong, because | remember one you laid on me last night when we weretalking
about getting out. Y ou said it wasn't worth anybody's time to go halfway around the world to count the
casin Zanzibar. That'saquote, isn't it?'

"Thoreau. | was gill hoping that you had some good reason for doing what you said you wanted to
do—that you were human, and no more than the chance-met acquaintance you seemed.”

"Y ou didn't know until out there, huh? The sunlight?"

"Last night, donein my cabin. | told you machinestak to me sometimes. | lay on my bunk thinking
about what you had said to me; and | redlized that when you weren't talking as you are now, you were
telling me over and over again what you realy were. Y ou said that you could lieto us. That it'salowed
by your programming.” "Uh-huh. Our ingtincts"

"A digtinction without a difference. Y ou can indeed. Y ou did last night. What you may not know is
that even while you lie—especidly while you lie, perhaps—you cannot prevent yourself from reveaing
the truth. Y ou can't harm me, you say."

"That'sright. Not that I'd want to." He sounded sincere.

"Hasit ever occurred to you that at some level you must resent that? That on some level you must
be fighting againgt it, plotting ways to evade the commandment? That iswhat we do, and we made you."

He shook hishead. "I've got no problem with that at all. If it wasn't built in, 1'd do the same thing, 0
why should | kick?"

"Y ou quoted that bit from Thoreau back at meto imply that my travels had been usdess, dl of my
changes of appearance, identity, and placefutile. Y et | delayed the coming of your kind for dmost a
generdion.”

"Which you didn't haveto do. All of you would be better off if you hadn't.” He sSighed again.
"Anyhow it's over. We know everything you knew and alot more. Y ou can go back home, with measa
traveling companion and bodyguard.”

She forced herself to murmur, " Perhaps.”

"Good!" He grinned. "That's something we can talk about on therest of thistrip. Likel told you,
they never would havelooked into it if your husband hadn't given a couple of them theideaheld found it,
discovered the principle of consciousness. But you had the original idea, and you're not dead. You're
going to be kind of asaint to us. To me, you dready are.

"From women's eyesthis doctrine | derive—they sparkle il the right Promethean fire. They arethe
books, the arts, the academes, that show, contain, and nourish all theworld."

"Yeah. That'sgood. That's very good.”



"No." She shook her head. "I will not be Prometheusto you. | rgect therole, and infact | rejected it
lat night.”

He leaned toward her. ™Y ou're going to keep on counting cats? Keep traveling? Going noplace for
no reason?’

Shetook haf hisorange, feding somehow that it should not perishinvain,

"Listen, you're kind of pathetic, you know that? With al those quotes? Traveling so many years, and
living out of your suitcase. Y ou love books. How many could you keep? Two or three, and only if they
werelittle ones. A couple of little books full of quotes, maybe a newspaper oncein awhile, and
magazines you found on trains, like you said. Places like that. But mostly just those little books. Thoreau.
Shakespeare. Peoplelikethat. | bet you've read them to pieces.”

Shenodded. "Very nearly. I'll show them to you if you will cometo my cabin tonight.”

For afew seconds, he was silent. ™Y ou mean that? Y ou know what you're saying?'

"l mean it, and | know what I'm saying. I'm too old for you, | know. If you don't want to, say .
Therewill be no hard fedings.”

He laughed, revedling teeth that were not quite as perfect as she had imagined. "How old you think |
am?'

"Why ..." She paused, her heart racing. "I hadn't redlly thought about it. | could tell you how old you
look."

"So could I. I'm two. I'll be three next spring. Y ou want to go on talking about ages?"

She shook her head.

"Likeyou sad, for travelerstimeisn't real. Now how do | ask you what time you'd like me to come
around?'

"After sunsat." She paused again, consdering. "As soon asthe stars are out. I'll show you my
books, and when you've seen them we can throw them out the portholeif you like. And then—"

He was shaking his head. "I wouldn't want to do that."

"Y ou wouldn't? I'm sorry, that will makeit harder. And then I'll show you other things by starlight.
Will you do meafavor?'

"A thousand.” He sounded sincere. "Listen, what | said aminute ago, that came out alot rougher
than I meant for it to. What I'm trying to say is that when you get home you can have awholelibrary, just
like you used to. Red ones, CD-ROM, cube, whatever. I'll see you get the money, alittle right away and
alot more soon.”

"Thank you. Before | ask for my favor, | must tell you something. | told you that | understood what
youredly areas| lay in my bunk last night.”

He nodded.

"l did not remain there. | had read, you see, about the laws that are supposed to govern your
behavior, and how much trouble and expense your creators have gone to, to assure the public that
you—that your kind of people—could never harm anyone under any circumstances.”

Hewas staring at her thoughtfully.

"Perhaps | should say now that | took precautions, but the truth isthat | made preparations. | got
up, dressed again, and found the radio operator. For one hundred dollars, he promised to send three
messages for me. It was the same message three times, actualy. To the police where we were, to the
police where we're going, and to the Indonesian police, because thisship isregistered there. | said that |
was sailing with aman, and gave them the name you had given me. | said that we were both Americans,
though | was using a French passport and you might have false papersaswell. And | said that | expected
youto try to kill me on the voyage.”

"l wont," hetold her, then raised hisvoice to make himsdlf heard over the clamorous conversations
of the sailorswho filled the room. "1 wouldn't do anything like that.”

She said nothing, her long, short-nailed fingers fumbling a segment of hisorange. "Isthat al?"

She nodded.

"You think I might kill you. Get around my own ingtincts some fancy way."

Carefully, she said, "They will get in touch with their repective U.S. embassies, of course. Probably



they dready have; and the Government will contact your company soon. Or at least | think so.”

"Youreafradl'll beintrouble.

"Youwill be" shetold him. "Therewill be agreat dedl of checking before they dare build another.
Added safetieswill have to be devised and instaled. Not just software, | would guess, but actud,
physicad circuitry.”

"Not when | bring you back in one piece.” He sudied her, the fingers of one hand softly drumming
the plastic tabletop. ™Y ou're thinking about killing yourself, about trying again. Y ou've tried twice dready
that we know about."

"Four times. Twice with deeping pills" Shelaughed. "1 seem to possess an extraordinarily tough
condtitution, at least where deeping pills are concerned. Once with apigtol, while | wastraveling in India
with aman who had one. | put the muzzle in my mouth. It was cold, and tasted like ail. | tried and tried,
but I couldn't make mysdlf pull thetrigger. Eventudly | started to gag, and beforelong | wassick. I've
never known how one cleansapigtal, but | cleaned that one very carefully, using three handkerchiefsand
some of hispipe cleaners.”

"If you're going to try again, I'm going to have to keep an eye on you," hetold her. "Not just
because | care about the Program. Sure, | care, but it's not the main thing. Y ou're the main thing."

"l won't. | bought a straight razor once, | think it wasin Kabul. For years| dept with that razor
under my pillow, hoping some night I'd find the courage to cut my throat withiit. | never did, and
eventudly | began usng it to shave my legs, and left it in apublic bath.” She shrugged. "Apparently, I'm
not the suicidd type. If | give you my word that | won't kill myself before you see me tonight, will you
accept it?"

"No. | want your word that you won' try to kill yoursdlf at dl. Will you give methat?"

She was silent for amoment, her eyes upon her rice as she pretended to consider. "Will you accept
itif | do?'

He nodded.

"Then | swear to you most solemnly, upon my honor and dl | hold dear, that | will not take my own
life. Or attempt to tekeit. If | change my mind, or cometo fed | mugt, I'll tell you plainly that I'm
withdrawing my promise first. Should we shake hands?"

"Not yet. When | wanted you to give me an honest answer before, you wouldn't, but you were
honest enough to tell me you wouldn't. Do you want to die? Right now, while were sitting here?”

She started to speak, tried to swallow, and took a sip of tea. "They catch you by the throat,
questionslike that.”

"If you want to die they do, maybe."

She shook her head. "1 don't think you understand us half so well asyou believe, or asthe people
who wrote your software believe. It'swhen you want to live. Lifeisamystery as deep as ever degth can
be; yet oh, how sweet itisto us, thislifewelive and see! I'm sorry, I'm being pathetic again.”

"That'sokay."

"l don't think there has ever been amoment when | wanted to live more than | do right now. Not
even one. Do you accept my oath?"

He nodded again.

"Say it, please. A nod can mean anything, or nothing.”

"| accept it. Y ou won't try to kill yoursdf without telling mefirst.”

"Thank you. | want a promise from you in return. We agreed that you would come to me, come to
my cabin, when the stars come out.” "Y ou ill want me to?!

"Yes Yes, | do." She amiled, and felt her smile grow warm. "Oh, yes! But you've given me agreat
dedl to think about. Y ou said you wanted to talk to me, and that was why you had me arrange for usto
be on this ship. Weve talked, and now | need to settle agreat many things with myself. | want you to
promisethat you'll leave me aone until tonight—aloneto think. Will you?"

"If that'swhat you want." He stood. "Don't forget your promise.”

"Believeme, | have nowishto die." For a second or two she sensed hisinterior debate, myriads of
tiny trangstors changing state, gates opening and shutting, infinitesmal currentsflowing and ceasing to



flow. At last he said, "Wdll, have anice morning, Mrs—"

She clapped her hands over her ears until he had gone, ate two segments of his orange very dowly,
and called the somewhat soiled man from hissinkful of rice bowlsinthe galley. "Aku takut,” she said, her
voicetrembling. ("l am afraid.”)

He spoke at length, pointing to two sailors who were just then finishing their breakfasts. She
nodded, and he caled them over. She described what she wanted, and seeing that they were incredulous
lied and ingsted, finding neither very easy in her choppy Maay. Thirty dollars apiece was refused, fifty
refused with reluctance, and seventy accepted. "Mdam ini," shetold them. ("Thisnight.") " Sewaktu kami
pergi kamarku.”

They nodded.

When he and she had finished and lain side-by-side for perhaps an hour (whispering only occasionally)
and had washed each other, she dressed while he resumed his underwear and his shirt, hiswhite linen
suit, and his shoes and stockings.

" figured you'd want to deep,” he said.

She shook her head, dthough she was not certain he could seeit in the dimness of her cabin. "It's
men who want to deep afterward. | want to go out on deck with you, and talk alittle more, and—and
look at the gars. Isthat al right? Do you ever look at the stars?"

"Sure," he said; and then, "the moon'll be up soon.”

"l suppose. A thin crescent of moon like aclipping from one of God'sfingernails, thrown away into
our sky. | saw it last night." She picked up both of her tattered little books, opened the cabin door, and
went out, suddenly fearful; but hejoined her a once, pointing at the sky.

"Look! There'sthe shuttle from Singapore!™

“ToMars"

"That's where they're going, anyhow, after they get on the big ship." His eyeswere still upon the
shuttlestiny scratch of whitelight.

"Y ou want to go."

He nodded, hisfestures solemn in thefaint starlight. "1 will, too, someday.”

"l hope s0." She had never been good at verba structure, the ordering of information. Wasiit
desperately important now that she say what she had to say inlogica sequence? Did it matter in the
least?

"I need towarn you," shesaid. "l tried to thismorning but | don't think you paid much attention. This
time perhgpsyou will."

His strong, somewhat coarse face remained lifted to the sky, and it seemed to her that his eyeswere
full of wonder.

"You arein great danger. Y ou have to save yoursdf if you can—isn't that correct? One of your
ingtincts? That'swhat |'ve reed and heard.”

"Sure. | want to live as much as you do. More, maybe."

She doubted that, but would not be diverted. "I told you about the messagesthat | bribed the radio
operator to send last night. Y ou said it would be dl right when you brought me home unharmed.”

He nodded.

"Have you considered what will be doneto you if you can't?If | die or disappear before we make
port?'
Helooked at her then. "Are you taking back your promise?”

"No. And | want to live asmuch as| did when we talked thismorning." A gentle wind from the east
sang of lifeand lovein beautiful words that she could not quite catch; and she longed to stop her earsas
she had after breakfast when he was about to pronounce her husband's name.

"Thenit'sokay."

"Suppose it happens. Just suppose.”



Hewasslent.

"I'm superdtitious, you see; and when | cadled mysdf the Flying Dutchwoman, | was at least half
serious. Much more than hdlf, really. Do you know why there's always a Flying Dutchman? A vessd that
never reaches port or sinks? | mean the legend.”

He shook his head.

"It'sbecauseif you put an end to it—throw holy water into the sea or whatever—you become the
new Dutchman. Y ou, yoursdf."

Hewas silent, watching her.

"What I'm trying to say—"

"I know what you'retrying to say."

"It's not so bad, being the Flying Dutchman. Often, I've enjoyed it.” Shetried to strike alight note.
"One doesn't get many opportunitiesto do laundry, however. One must seize each when it occurs.” Were
they in the shadows, somewhere near, waiting for him to leave? She listened intently but heard only the
song of thewind, the seadowly dapping the hull like the tickings of aclock, tickings that had dways
reminded her that desth waited at the end of everyonestime.

Hesad, "A Hong Kong dollar for your thoughts.”

"l wasthinking of aquotation, but I don't want to offend you."

"About laundry? I'm not going to be on the run like you think, but I wouldn't be mad. | don't think |
could ever be mad at you after—" He jerked his head at the door of her cabin.

"That iswell, because | need another favor.” She held up her books. "1 was going to show you
these, remember? But we kissed, and—and forgot. At least | did.”

Hetook one and opened it; and she asked whether he could see well enough in the darknessto
read. He said, " Sure. This quote you're thinking of, it'sin here?"

"Yes. Look under Kipling." She visudized the page. "Thefifth, | believe." If he could seein the dark
well enough to read, he could surely see her sailors, if her sallorswerethere at al. Did they know how
well he saw? Almost certainly not.

He laughed softly. "If you think you're too smdll to be effective, you've never beenin bed with a
mosquito.”

"That'snot Kipling."

"No, but I happened to seeit, and | likeit."

"| likeit, too; it's hel ped me through some bad moments. But if you're saying that mosguitoes bite
you, | don't believeit. Y ou're agenuine person, | know that now—but you've exchanged certain human
wesknessesfor others.”

For an ingtant, his pain showed. "They don't have to bite me. They can buzz and crawl around on
me, and that's plenty.” Helicked hisforefinger and turned pages. "Here we go. It may be you wait your
time, Beadt, till | write my last bad rhyme, Beast—quit the sunlight, cut the rhyming, drop the
glass—follow after with the others, where some dusky heathen smothers uswith marigoldsin lieu of
English grass. Am | the Beast? Isthat what you're thinking?”

"You—inaway it waslikeincest." Her ingincts warned her to keep her fedingsto hersdf, but if
they were not spoken now ... "I felt, dmost, asthough | were doing al those things with my son. I've
never borne a child, except for you." Hewas slent, and she added, "It's afilthy practice, | know, incest.”

He started to speak, but she cut him off. ™Y ou shouldn't bein theworld a dl. We shouldn't be ruled
by things that we have made, even though they're human, and | know that's going to happen. But it was
good—so very, very good—to be loved as| wasin there. Will you take my books, please? Not as a gift
from your mother, because you men care nothing for gifts your mothers give you. But asagift from your
first lover, something to recal your first love? If you won', I'm going to throw them in the seahere and

"No," hesaid. "l want them. The other one, too?"

She nodded and held it out, and he accepted it.

"Thanks. Thank you. If you think | won't keep these, and take redlly good care of them, you're

crazy."



"I'm not crazy," shetold him, "but | don't want you to take good care of them, | want you to read
them and remember what you read. Promise?”’

"Yeah," hesad. "Yeah, | will." Quite suddenly shewasin hisarms again and he waskissng her. She
held her breath until she redized that he did not need to breathe, and might hold his breeth forever. She
fought for air then, haf-crushed againgt his broad metal chest, and he let her go.

"Good-bye," shewhispered. "Goodbye. "

"I've got alot moreto tell you. Inthe morning, huh?!

Nodding was the hardest thing that she had ever done. On the other Side of therailing, little waves
repeated, "No, no, no, no—" as though they would go on thusforever.

"Inthe morning,” he said again; and she watched his pale, retreating back until hands seized and
lifted her. She screamed and saw him whirl and take the first long, running step; but not even hewas as
quick asthat. By thetime hisright foot struck the deck, shewas over therail and faling.

The sea dapped and choked her. She spat and gasped, but drew only water into her mouth and
nostrils; and the water, the bitter seawater, closed above her.

At her elbow the shark said, "How nice of you to drop infor dinner!"

-end-

About the author:

Gene Wolfe continues to produce challenging, complex fiction in fantasy, horror, and science fiction. He has now been
publishing in SF for more than thirty years, although he did not draw much notice until twenty-five years ago, in the
early 1970s, when his outstanding short fiction began to appear on award ballots. By the end of the decade, with the
advent of his masterly The Book of the New Sun, he began to be generally acknowledged as one of the finest SF
writers. He is so much a unique writerly talent that one has to stretch to make literary comparisons—if there's anyone
in our century in the English language perhapsit is Vladimir Nabokov he is most like. Others have compared him to
Borges and to Mozart. Last year he was given a Grand Master award by the World Fantasy Convention. He published
the fourth and concluding volume of his The Book of the Long Sun, Exodus from the Long Sun, in 1996, aswdl as
several science fiction and fantasy stories. Each story has such signal virtues that it was difficult to choose the one for
thisvolume. Thisisarobot story full of questions more than answers. To read it for plot is to risk disappointment. It
remains amystery, disturbingly clear.



