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"It's difficult, isn't it?' God said with aweary smile. "Y ou're truly free for the first time
What could be more difficult than that?"

Martha Bes looked around at the endless grayness that was, along with God, al that sh
could see. In fear and confusion, she covered her broad black face with her hands. "If only
could wake up," she whispered.

God kept silent but was so palpably, disturbingly present that even in the silence Martt
felt rebuked. "Where isthis?' she asked, not really wanting to know, not wanting to be dea
when she was only forty-three. "Where am | ?"

"Here with me," God said.

"Redlly here?' she asked. "Not at home in bed dreaming? Not locked up in a mental
institution? Not ... not lying dead in amorgue?’

"Here," God said softly. "With me."

After amoment, Martha was able to take her hands from her face and look again at the
grayness around her and at God. "This can't be heaven," she said. "There's nothing here, na
here but you."

"Isthat al you see?' God asked.

This confused her even more. "Don't you know what | see?*' she demanded and then qui
softened her voice. "Don't you know everything?"

God smiled. "No, | outgrew that trick long ago. Y ou can't imagine how boring it was."

This struck Martha as such a human thing to say that her fear diminished alittie—althot
shewas still impossibly confused. She had, she remembered, been sitting at her computer,
wrapping up one more day's work on her fifth novel. The writing had been going well for ¢
change, and she'd been enjoying it. For hours, she'd been spilling her new story onto paper
that sweet frenzy of creation that she lived for. Finally, she had stopped, turned the comput
off, and redlized that she felt stiff. Her back hurt. She was hungry and thirsty, and it was alr
five A.M. She had worked through the night. Amused in spite of her various aches and pair
she got up and went to the kitchen to find something to et.

And then she was here, confused and scared. The comfort of her small, disorderly hou
was gone, and she was standing before this amazing figure who had convinced her at once



he was God—or someone so powerful that he might as well be God. He had work for her 1
do, he said—work that would mean a great deal to her and to the rest of humankind.

If she had been alittle less frightened, she might have laughed. Beyond comic books an
bad movies, who said things like that?

"Why," she dared to ask, "do you look like atwice-live-sized, bearded white man?' In
seated as he was on his huge thronelike chair, he looked, she thought, like aliving version:
Michelangel o's Moses, a sculpture that she remembered seeing pictured in her college
art-history textbook about twenty years before. Except that God was more fully dressed the
Michelangelo's Moses, wearing, from neck to ankles, the kind of long, white robe that she |
so often seen in paintings of Christ.

"Y ou see what your life has prepared you to see," God said.

"| want to see what's really here!"

"Do you? What you seeis up to you, Martha. Everything is up to you."
She sighed. "Do you mind if | sit down?"

And she was sitting. She did not sit down, but simply found herself sitting in a comfort
armchair that had surely not been there a moment before. Another trick, she thought
resentfully—Ilike the grayness, like the giant on his throne, like her own sudden appearance
here. Everything was just one more effort to amaze and frighten her. And, of course, it was
working. She was amazed and badly frightened. Worse, she didliked the giant for manipula
her, and this frightened her even more. Surely he could read her mind. Surely he would pur

She made hersdlf speak through her fear. "Y ou said you had work for me." She paused,
licked her lips, tried to steady her voice. "What do you want me to do?"

He didn't answer at once. He looked at her with what she read as amusement—I|ooked
her long enough to make her even more uncomfortable.

"What do you want me to do?' she repeated, her voice stronger thistime.

"I have agreat deal of work for you," he said at last. "As| tell you about it, | want you
keep three people in mind: Jonah, Job, and Noah. Remember them. Be guided by their stor

"All right," she said because he had stopped speaking, and it seemed that she should sa
something. "All right."

When shewas agirl, she had gone to church and to Sunday School, to Bible classand
vacation Bible school. Her mother, only a girl herself, hadn't known much about being a
mother, but she had wanted her child to be "good," and to her, "good" meant "religious." A
result, Martha knew very well what the Bible said about Jonah, Job, and Noah. She had co
to regard their stories as parables rather than literal truths, but she remembered them. God



ordered Jonah to go to the city of Nineveh and to tell the people there to mend their ways.
Frightened, Jonah had tried to run away from the work and from God, but God had caused |
to be shipwrecked, swallowed by a great fish, and given to know that he could not escape.

Job had been the tormented pawn who lost his property, his children, and his hedlth, in
bet between God and Satan. And when Job proved faithful in spite of al that God had
permitted Satan to do to him, God rewarded Job with even greater wealth, new children, a
restored health.

Asfor Noah, of course, God ordered him to build an ark and save hisfamily and alot ¢
animals because God had decided to flood the world and kill everyone and everything el s

Why was she to remember these three Biblical figuresin particular? What had they do
her—especialy Job and all his agony?

"Thisiswhat you'reto do," God said. "Y ou will help humankind to survive its greedy,
murderous, wasteful adolescence. Help it to find less destructive, more peaceful, sustainak
waystolive."

Martha stared at him. After awhile, she said feebly, "... what?"
"If you don't help them, they will be destroyed."”
"Y ou're going to destroy them ... again?' she whispered.

"Of course not," God said, sounding annoyed. "They're well on the way to destroying
billions of themselves by greatly changing the ability of the earth to sustain them. That's wr
they need help. That's why you will help them."

"How?' she asked. She shook her head. "What can | do?"

"Don't worry," God said. "'l won't be sending you back home with another message that
people can ignore or twist to suit themselves. It'stoo late for that kind of thing anyway." G
shifted on his throne and looked at her with his head cocked to one side. "Y ou'll borrow sc
of my power," hesaid. "You'll arrange it so that people treat one another better and treat tr
environment more sensibly. Y ou'll give them a better chance to survive than they've given
themselves. I'll lend you the power, and you'll do this." He paused, but this time she could 1
of nothing to say. After awhile, he went on.

"When you've finished your work, you'll go back and live among them again as one of t
lowliest. Y ou're the one who will decide what that will mean, but whatever you decideis
the bottom level of society, the lowest class or caste or race, that's what you'll be."

This time when he stopped talking, Martha laughed. She felt overwhelmed with questic
fears, and bitter laughter, but it was the laughter that broke free. She needed to laugh. It gav
her strength somehow.

"| was born on the bottom level of society," she said. "Y ou must have known that."



God did not answer.

"Sure you did." Martha stopped laughing and managed, somehow, not to cry. She stood
stepped toward God. "How could you not know? | was born poor, black, and femaleto a
fourteen-year-old mother who could barely read. We were homeless half the time while | \
growing up. Isthat bottom-level enough for you? | was born on the bottom, but | didn't stay
there. | didn't leave my mother there, either. And I'm not going back there!"

Still God said nothing. He smiled.

Martha sat down again, frightened by the smile, aware that she had been shouting—sho
at God! After awnhile, she whispered, "Isthat why you chose meto do this ... thiswork?
Because of where | came from?"

"I chose you for al that you are and all that you are not," God said. "l could have chose
someone much poorer and more downtrodden. | chose you because you were the one | war
for this."

Martha couldn't decide whether he sounded annoyed. She couldn't decide whether it wi
honor to be chosen to do ajob so huge, so poorly defined, so impossible.

"Please let me go home," she whispered. She was instantly ashamed of herself. She we
begging, sounding pitiful, humiliating herself. Y et these were the most honest words she'd
spoken so far.

"Y ou're free to ask me questions,” God said as though he hadn't heard her pleaat all.
"Y ou're free to argue and think and investigate al of human history for ideas and warnings.
You'refreeto take all the time you need to do these things. As| said earlier, you'retruly fr
Y ou're even freeto be terrified. But | assure you, you will do thiswork."

Martha thought of Job, Jonah, and Noah. After awhile, she nodded.

"Good," God said. He stood up and stepped toward her. He was at |east twelve feet hit
and inhumanly beautiful. He literally glowed. "Walk with me," he said.

And abruptly, he was not twelve feet high. Martha never saw him change, but now hev
her size—just under six feet—and he no longer glowed. Now when he looked at her, they
eyeto eye. Hedid look at her. He saw that something was disturbing her, and he asked, "W
Isit now? Has your image of me grown feathered wings or a blinding halo?"

"Y our halo's gone," she answered. "And you're smaller. More normal."
"Good," he said. "What else do you see?’

"Nothing. Grayness."

"That will change."



It seemed that they walked over a smooth, hard, level surface, although when she looke
down, she couldn't see her feet. It was as though she walked through ankle-high,
ground-hugging fog.

"What are we walking on?' she asked.
"What would you like?' God asked. "A sidewalk? Beach sand? A dirt road?’

"A healthy, green lawn," she said, and was somehow not surprised to find herself walk
on short, green grass. "And there should be trees," she said, getting the idea and discoverin
she liked it. "There should be sunshine—Dblue sky with afew clouds. It should be May or €
June.”

And it was so. It was as though it had always been so. They were walking through wha
could have been avast city park.

Marthalooked at God, her eyeswide. "Isthat it?' she whispered. "I'm supposed to cha
people by deciding what they'll be like, and then just ... just saying it?

"Yes," God said.

And she went from being elated to—once again—being terrified. "What if | say somet
wrong, make a mistake?"

"Y ou will."
"But ... people could get hurt. People could die."

God went to a huge deep red Norway Maple tree and sat down beneath it on along wo
bench. Martha realized that he had created both the ancient tree and the comfortable-lookin
bench only amoment before. She knew this, but again, it had happened so smoothly that sh
was not jarred by it.

"It'sso easy,” shesaid. "Isit always this easy for you?"
God sighed. "Always," he said.

She thought about that—his sigh, the fact that he looked away into the trees instead of a
her. Was an eternity of absolute ease just another name for hell? Or was that just the most
sacrilegious thought she'd had so far? She said, "'l don't want to hurt people. Not even by
accident."

God turned away from the trees, looked at her for several seconds, then said, "It woulc
better for you if you had raised a child or two."

Then, she thought with irritation, he should have chosen someone who'd raised a child
two. But she didn't have the courage to say that. Instead, she said, "Won't you fix it so | dor
hurt or kill anyone? | mean, I'm new at this. | could do something stupid and wipe people o



and not even know 1'd done it until afterward.”
" won't fix things for you," God said. "Y ou have afree hand."

She sat down next to him because sitting and staring out into the endless park was easi¢
than standing and facing him and asking him questions that she thought might make him angr
She said, "Why should it be my work? Why don't you do it? Y ou know how. Y ou could do
without making mistakes. Why make me do it? 1 don't know anything."

"Quiteright," God said. And he smiled. "That's why."

She thought about this with growing horror. "Isit just agame to you, then?' she asked. '
you playing with us because you're bored?"

God seemed to consider the question. "I'm not bored," he said. He seemed pleased
somehow. "Y ou should be thinking about the changes you'll make. We can talk about them.
don't have to just suddenly proclaim.”

Shelooked at him, then stared down at the grass, trying to get her thoughtsin order. "Ol
How do | start?"

"Think about this. What change would you want to make if you could make only one? T
of oneimportant change.”

She looked at the grass again and thought about the novels she had written. What if she
were going to write anovel in which human beings had to be changed in only one positive
way?"Well," she said after awhile, "the growing population is making alot of the other
problems worse. What if people could only have two children? | mean, what if people wh
wanted children could only have two, no matter how many more they wanted or how many
medical techniques they used to try to get more?’

"Y ou believe the population problem is the worst one, then?' God asked.

"l think so," she said. "Too many people. If we solve that one, we'll have more time to
solve other problems. And we can't solve it on our own. We all know about it, but some of
won't admit it. And nobody wants some big government authority telling them how many ki
have." She glanced at God and saw that he seemed to be listening politely. She wondered |
far hewould let her go. What might offend him. What might he do to her if he were offende
"S0 everyone's reproductive system shuts down after two kids," she said. "I mean, they get
live aslong as before, and they aren't sick. They just can't have kids any more."

"They'll try," God said. "The effort they put into building pyramids, cathedrals, and mo
rockets will be as nothing to the effort they'll put into trying to end what will seem to them
plague of barrenness. What about people whose children die or are serioudly disabled? WI
about awoman who'sfirst child isaresult of rape? What about surrogate motherhood? Wi
about men who become fathers without realizing it? What about cloning?"



Martha stared at him, chagrined. "That's why you should do this. It's too complicated."
Silence.

"All right," Martha sighed and gave up. "All right. What if even with accidents and mo
medicine, even something like cloning, the two-kid limit holds. | don't know how that coul
made to work, but you do."

"It could be made to work," God said, "but keep in mind that you won't be coming here
again to repair any changes you make. What you do is what people will live with. Or in thi
case, diewith."

"Oh," Martha said. She thought for amoment, then said, "Oh, no."

"They would last for agood many generations," God said. "But they would be dwindlit
all the time. In the end, they would be extinguished. With the usua diseases, disabilities,
disasters, wars, deliberate childlessness, and murder, they wouldn't be able to replace
themselves. Think of the needs of the future, Martha, aswell as the needs of the present.”

"| thought | was," she said. "What if | made four kids the maximum number instead of
two?"

God shook his head. "Free will coupled with morality has been an interesting experime
Free will is, among other things, the freedom to make mistakes. One group of mistakes wil
sometimes cancel another. That's saved any number of human groups, athough it isn't
dependable. Sometimes mistakes cause people to be wiped out, enslaved, or driven from t
homes because they've so damaged or atered their land or their water or their climate. Fre
will isn't aguarantee of anything, but it's a potentially useful tool—too useful to erase
casually."

"| thought you wanted me to put a stop to war and davery and environmental destructio
Martha snapped, remembering the history of her own people. How could God be so casua
about such things?

God laughed. It was a startling sound—deep, full, and, Martha thought, inappropriately
happy. Why would this particular subject make him laugh? Was he God? Was he Satan?
Martha, in spite of her mother's efforts, had not been able to believe in the literal existence
either. Now, she did not know what to think—or what to do.

God recovered himself, shook his head, and looked at Martha. "WEell, there's no hurry,"
said. "Do you know what anovais Martha?'

Marthafrowned. "It's ... astar that explodes," she said, willing, even eager, to be
distracted from her doubts.

"It'sapair of stars," God said. "A large one—a giant—and asmall, very dense dwarf.
dwarf pulls materia from the giant. After awhile, the dwarf has taken more materia than i



control, and it explodes. It doesn't necessarily destroy itself, but it does throw off agreat d
of excess material. It makes a very bright, violent display. But once the dwarf has quieted
down, it beginsto siphon material from the giant again. It can do this over and over. That's
what anovais. If you change it—move the two stars farther apart or equalize their density,
it's no longer anova."

Marthalistened, catching his meaning even though she didn't want to. "Are you saying t
iIf ... if humanity is changed, it won't be humanity any more?"

"I'm saying more than that," God told her. "I'm saying that even though thisistrue, | wil
permit you to do it. What you decide should be done with humankind will be done. But
whatever you do, your decisions will have consequences. If you limit their fertility, you wi
probably destroy them. If you limit their competitiveness or their inventiveness, you might
destroy their ability to survive the many disasters and challenges that they must face.”

Worse and wor se, Martha thought, and she actually felt nauseous with fear. She turned
away from God, hugging herself, suddenly crying, tears streaming down her face. After a
while, she sniffed and wiped her face on her hands, since she had nothing else. "What will
do to meif | refuse?' she asked, thinking of Job and Jonah in particular.

"Nothing." God didn't even sound annoyed. "Y ou won't refuse.”
"But what if | do? What if | really can't think of anything worth doing?"

"That won't happen. But if it did somehow, and if you asked, | would send you home. A
all, there are millions of human beings who would give anything to do this work."

And, instantly, she thought of some of these—people who would be happy to wipe out
whole segments of the population whom they hated and feared, or people who would set u
vast tyrannies that forced everyone into a single mold, no matter how much suffering that
created. And what about those who would treat the work as fun—as nothing more than a
good-guys-versus-bad-guys computer game, and damn the consequences. There were peop
like that. Martha knew people like that.

But God wouldn't choose that kind of person. If he was God. Why had he chosen her, a
all? For all of her adult life, she hadn't even believed in God as aliteral being. If this
terrifyingly powerful entity, God or not, could choose her, he could make even worse choi

After awhile, she asked, "Was there really a Noah?"

"Not one man dealing with aworldwide flood," God said. "But there have been a numlt
of people who've had to deal with smaller disasters.”

"People you ordered to save afew and let the rest die?"
"Yes," God said.
She shuddered and turned to face him again. "And what then? Did they go mad?' Even



could hear the disapproval and disgust in her voice.

God chose to hear the question as only a question. " Some took refuge in madness, some
drunkenness, somein sexua license. Some killed themselves. Some survived and lived lor
fruitful lives."

Martha shook her head and managed to keep quiet.
"l don't do that any longer,” God said.

No, Martha thought. Now he had found a different amusement. "How big achangedo |
to make?' she asked. "What will please you and cause you to let me go and not bring in
someone el se to replace me?’

"l don't know," God said, and he smiled. He rested his head back against the tree. "Bec
| don't know what you will do. That's alovely sensation—anticipating, not knowing."

"Not from my point of view," Martha said bitterly. After awhile, she said in adifferen
tone, "Definitely not from my point of view. Because | don't know what to do. | really don'

"Y ou write stories for aliving," God said. "Y ou create characters and situations, probl
and solutions. That's less than I've given you to do."

"But you want me to tamper with real people. | don't want do that. I'm afraid I'll make <
horrible mistake."

"I'll answer your questions,” God said. "Ask."

She didn't want to ask. After awhile, though, she gave in. "What, exactly, do you want”
utopia? Because | don't believe in them. | don't believeit's possible to arrange a society so
everyoneis content, everyone has what he or she wants."

"Not for more than afew moments," God said. "That's how long it would take for some
to decide that he wanted what his neighbor had—or that he wanted his neighbor as a dave
one kind or another, or that he wanted his neighbor dead. But never mind. I'm not asking yo
create a utopia, Martha, although it would be interesting to see what you could come up wi

"So what are you asking meto do?"
"To help them, of course. Haven't you wanted to do that?"

"Always," shesaid. "And | never could in any meaningful way. Famines, epidemics,
floods, fires, greed, davery, revenge, stupid, stupid wars ..."

"Now you can. Of course, you can't put an end to all of those things without putting an e
to humanity, but you can diminish some of the problems. Fewer wars, less covetousness, I
forethought and care with the environment ... What might cause that?"'

She looked at her hands, then at him. Something had occurred to her as he spoke, but it



seemed both too simple and too fantastic, and to her personally, perhaps, too painful. Couls
be done? Should it be done? Would it really help if it were done? She asked, "Wastherer
anything like the Tower of Babel? Did you make people suddenly unable to understand eac
other?"

God nodded. "Again, it happened severa timesin one way or another."
"So what did you do? Change their thinking somehow, ater their memories?"

"Y es, I've done both. Although before literacy, all | had to do was divide them physica
send one group to anew land or give one group a custom that altered their mouths—knocki
out the front teeth during puberty rites, for instance. Or give them a strong aversion to
something others of their kind consider precious or sacred or—"

To her amazement, Marthainterrupted him. "What about changing people's... | don't ki
their brain activity. Can | do that?'

"Interesting,” God said. "And probably dangerous. But you can do that if you decide to
What do you havein mind?"

"Dreams," she said. "Powerful, unavoidable, realistic dreams that come every time pe
Seep.”

"Do you mean," God asked, "that they should be taught some lesson through their drean

"Maybe. But | really mean that somehow people should spend alot of their energy intt
dreams. They would have their own personal best of all possible worlds during their drear
The dreams should be much more redlistic and intense than most dreams are now. Whateve
people love to do most, they should dream about doing it, and the dreams should change to
keep up with their individual interests. Whatever grabs their attention, whatever they desir
they can haveit in their deep. In fact, they can't avoid having it. Nothing should be ableto
the dreams away—not drugs, not surgery, not anything. And the dreams should satisfy muct
more deeply, more thoroughly, than reality can. | mean, the satisfaction should be in the
dreaming, not in trying to make the dream real."

God smiled. "Why?"'

"I want them to have the only possible utopia.”* Martha thought for a moment. "Each per
will have a private, perfect utopia every night—or an imperfect one. If they crave conflict.
struggle, they get that. If they want peace and love, they get that. Whatever they want or nee
comesto them. | think if peoplegoto a... well, aprivate heaven every night, it might take
edge off their willingness to spend their waking hours trying to dominate or destroy one
another." She hesitated. "Won't it?"

God was still smiling. "It might. Some people will be taken over by it as though it were
addictive drug. Some will try to fight it in themselves or others. Some will give up on their
lives and decide to die because nothing they do matters as much astheir dreams. Some wil



enjoy it and try to go on with their familiar lives, but even they will find that the dreams
interfere with their relations with other people. What will humankind in general do? | don’
know." He seemed interested, almost excited. "I think it might dull them too much at first—
they're used to it. | wonder whether they can get used to it."

Martha nodded. "I think you're right about it dulling them. | think at first most peoplew
loseinterest in alot of other things—including real, wide-awake sex. Real sex isrisky tok
the health and the ego. Dream sex will be fantastic and not risky at al. Fewer children will
born for awhile."

"And fewer of those will survive," God said.
"What?'

"Some parents will certainly be too involved in dreams to take care of their children.
Loving and raising children isrisky, too, and it's hard work.

"That shouldn't happen. Taking care of their kids should be the one thing that parents w
to do for real in spite of the dreams. | don't want to be responsible for alot of neglected ki

" S0 you want people—adults and children—to have nights filled with vivid, wish-fulfi
dreams, but parents should somehow see child care as more important than the dreams, anc
children should not be seduced away from their parents by the dreams, but should want anc
need a relationship with them as though there were no dreams?"

"As much as possible." Marthafrowned, imagining what it might be like to live in such
world. Would people still read books? Perhaps they would to feed their dreams. Would sh
still be able to write books? Would she want to? What would happen to her if the only wor
she had ever cared for was lost? " People should still care about their families and their wec
she said. "The dreams shouldn't take away their self-respect. They shouldn't be content to
dream on apark bench or inan aley. | just want the dreamsto slow things down alittle. A
little less aggression, as you said, less covetousness. Nothing slows people down like
satisfaction, and this satisfaction will come every night."

God nodded. "Isthat it, then? Do you want thisto happen.”
"Yes. | mean, | think so."
"Areyou sure?

She stood up and looked down at him. "Isit what | should do? Will it work? Please tel

me.

"| truly don't know. | don't want to know. | want to watch it al unfold. I've used dream:s
before, you know, but not like this."

His pleasure was so obvious that she amost took the whole idea back. He seemed able
be amused by terrible things. "Let me think about this," she said. "Can | be by myself for a



while?"
God nodded. " Speak aoud to me when you want to talk. I'll cometo you."

And she was alone. She was alone inside what |looked and felt like her home—her littl
house in Seattle, Washington. She was in her living room.

Without thinking, she turned on alamp and stood looking at her books. Three of the wa
of the room were covered with bookshelves. Her books were there in their familiar order.
picked up several, one after another—nhistory, medicine, religion, art, crime. She opened tt
to see that they were, indeed her books, highlighted and written in by her own hand as she
researched this novel or that short story.

She began to believe shereally was at home. She had had some sort of strange waking
dream about meeting with a God who looked like Michelangel o's Moses and who ordered
to come up with away to make humanity aless self-destructive species. The experience fe
completely, unnervingly real, but it couldn't have been. It was too ridicul ous.

She went to her front window and opened the drapes. Her house was on a hill and face
east. Itsgreat luxury wasthat it offered a beautiful view of Lake Washington just afew blo
down the hill.

But now, there was no lake. Outside was the park that she had wished into existence
earlier. Perhaps twenty yards from her front window was the big red Norway maple tree a
the bench where she had sat and talked with God.

The bench was empty now and in deep shadow. It was getting dark outside.

She closed the drapes and |ooked at the lamp that lit the room. For a moment, it bothere
her that it was on and using electricity in this Twilight Zone of a place. Had her house beer
transported here, or had it been duplicated? Or was it all a complex hallucination?

She sighed. The lamp worked. Best to just accept it. There was light in the room. There
was aroom, a house. How it all worked was the least of her problems.

She went to the kitchen and there found all the food she had had at home. Like the lamp
refrigerator, the electric stovetop, and the ovens worked. She could prepare ameal. It wol
be at least as real as anything else she'd run across recently. And she was hungry.

She took asmall can of solid white abacore tuna and containers of dill weed and curry
power from the cupboard and got bread, lettuce, dill pickles, green onions, mayonnaise, ar
chunky salsafrom the refrigerator. She would have atuna-salad sandwich or two. Thinking
about it made her even hungrier.

Then she had another thought, and she said aloud, "May | ask you a question?"

And they were walking together on a broad, level dirt pathway bordered by dark, ghos
silhouettes of trees. Night had fallen, and the darkness beneath the trees was impenetrable.



Only the pathway was aribbon of pale light—starlight and moonlight. There was afull mo
brilliant, yellow-white, and huge. And there was a vast canopy of stars. She had seen the n
sky thisway only afew timesin her life. She had always lived in cities where the lights an
the smog obscured all but the brightest few stars.

She looked upward for several seconds, then looked at God and saw, somehow, withol
surprise, that he was black now, and clean-shaven. He was atall, stocky black man wearin
ordinary, modern clothing—a dark sweater over a white shirt and dark pants. He didn't tov
over her, but he was taller than the human-sized version of the white God had been. He did
look anything like the white Moses-God, and yet he was the same person. She never doubt:
that.

"Y ou're seeing something different,” God said. "What isit?' Even his voice was chang
deepened.

She told him what she was seeing, and he nodded. "At some point, you'll probably deci
to see me asawoman,” he said.

"I didn't decideto do this," she said. "None of it isreal, anyway."
"I'vetold you," he said. "Everything isreal. It'sjust not asyou seeit.”

She shrugged. It didn't matter—not compared to what she wanted to ask. "I had a thougl
she said, "and it scared me. That'swhy | called you. | sort of asked about it before, but you
didn't give me adirect answer, and | guess | need one."

He waited.

"Am | dead?"

"Of course not," he said, smiling. "Y ou're here."
"With you," she said bitterly.

Silence.

"Doesit matter how long | take to decide what to do?"
"I've told you, no. Take aslong asyou like."

That was odd, Martha thought. Well, everything was odd. On impulse, she said, "Woul
you like atuna-salad sandwich?"

"Yes," God said. "Thank you."

They walked back to the house together instead of smply appearing there. Marthawas
grateful for that. Once inside, she left him gitting in her living room, paging through a fantas
novel and smiling. She went through the motions of making the best tuna-salad sandwiches
could. Maybe effort counted. She didn't believe for amoment that she was preparing real fi



or that she and God were going to est it.

And yet, the sandwiches were delicious. Asthey ate, Martha remembered the sparkling
apple cider that she kept in the refrigerator for company. She went to get it, and when she ¢
back to the living room, she saw that God had, in fact, become a woman.

Martha stopped, startled, then sighed. "l see you asfemale now," she said. "Actually, |
think you look alittle like me. We look like sisters." She smiled wearily and handed over :
glass of cider.

God said, "You really are doing this yourself, you know. But aslong as it isn't upsetting
you, | suppose it doesn't matter."

"It does bother me. If I'm doing it, why did it take so long for me to see you as a black
woman—since that's no more true than seeing you as a white or a black man?"

"Asl'vetold you, you see what your life has prepared you to see." God looked at her, ¢
for amoment, Marthafelt that she was looking into amirror.

Marthalooked away. "I believe you. | just thought | had already broken out of the ment
cage | was born and raised in—a human God, awhite God, amale God ..."

"If it weretruly acage," God said, "you would still beinit, and | would still ook the v
did when you first saw me."

"Thereisthat,” Marthasaid. "What would you cal it then?'

"Anold habit," God said. "That's the trouble with habits. They tend to outlive their
usefulness.”

Marthawas quiet for awhile. Finally she said, "What do you think about my dream ide
I'm not asking you to foresee the future. Just find fault. Punch holes. Warn me."

God rested her head against the back of the chair. "Wéll, the evolving environmental
problems will beless likely to cause wars, so there will probably be less starvation, less
disease. Real power will be less satisfying than the vast, absolute power they can possess
their dreams, so fewer people will be driven to try to conquer their neighbors or extermine
their minorities. All inal, the dreamswill probably give humanity more time than it woulc
have without them.

Marthawas alarmed in spite of herself. "Time to do what?"

"Time to grow up alittle. Or at least, time to find some way of surviving what remains
its adolescence." God smiled. "How many times have you wondered how some especialy
self-destructive individual managed to survive adolescence? It's avalid concern for humar
aswell asfor individual human beings."

"Why can't the dreams do more than that?"' she asked. "Why can't the dreams be used nc



just to give them their heart's desire when they dleep, but to push them toward some kind of
waking maturity. Although I'm not sure what species maturity might be like."

"Exhaust them with pleasure," God mused, "while teaching them that pleasure isn't
everything."

"They aready know that."

"Individuals usually know that by the time they reach adulthood. But all too often, they
care. It's too easy to follow bad but attractive |eaders, embrace pleasurable but destructive
habits, ignore looming disaster because maybe it won't happen after all—or maybe it will
happen to other people. That kind of thinking is part of what it meansto be adolescent.”

"Can the dreams teach—or at |east promote—more thoughtfulness when people are aw
promote more concern for real consequences?

"It can bethat way if you like."

"I do. | want them to enjoy themselves as much as they can while they're asleep, but to
lot more awake and aware when they are awake, alot less susceptible to lies, peer pressul
and self-delusion.”

"None of thiswill make them perfect, Martha."

Martha stood looking down at God, fearing that she had missed something important, a
that God knew it and was amused. "But thiswill help?' she said. "It will help more than it
hurt."

"Yes, it will probably do that. And it will no doubt do other things. | don't know what t
are, but they areinevitable. Nothing ever works smoothly with humankind."”

"You like that, don't you?"

"| didn't at first. They were mine, and | didn't know them. Y ou cannot begin to understa
how strange that was." God shook her head. "They were as familiar as my own substance,
yet they weren't."

"Make the dreams happen." Martha said.
"Areyou sure?'

"M ake them happen.”

"Y ou're ready to go home, then."

"Yes."

God stood and faced her. "Y ou want to go. Why?"

"Because | don't find them interesting in the same way you do. Because your ways scar



me."

God laughed—a less disturbing laugh now. "No, they don't,” she said. "Y ou're beginnir
like my ways."

After atime, Marthanodded. "Y ou'reright. It did scare me at first, and now it doesn't.
gotten used to it. In just the short time that 1've been here, I've gotten used to it, and I'm Start
to likeit. That's what scares me."

In mirror image, God nodded, too. "Y ou really could have stayed here, you know. No t
would pass for you. No time has passed.”

"l wondered why you didn't care about time."

"Y ou'll go back to the life you remember, at first. But soon, | think you'll have to find
another way of earning aliving. Beginning again at your age won't be easy."

Martha stared at the neat shelves of books on her walls. "Reading will suffer, won't
it—pleasure reading, anyway?"

"It will—for awhile, anyway. People will read for information and for ideas, but they
create their own fantasies. Did you think of that before you made your decision?"

Marthasighed. "Yes," shesaid. "I did." Sometime later, she added, "I want to go home
"Do you want to remember being here?' God asked.

"No." On impulse, she stepped to God and hugged her—hugged her hard, feeling the
familiar woman's body beneath the blue jeans and black T-shirt that looked as though it ha
come from Martha's own closet. Martha realized that somehow, in spite of everything, she
cometo like this seductive, childlike, very dangerous being. "No," she repeated. "I'm afrais
the unintended damage that the dreams might do."

"Even though in the long run they'll amost certainly do more good than harm?' God ad

"Even s0," Marthasaid. "I'm afraid the time might come when | won't be able to stand
knowing that I'm the one who caused not only the harm, but the end of the only career I've e
cared about. I'm afraid knowing al that might drive me out of my mind someday. She stepg
away from God, and aready God seemed to be fading, becoming translucent, transparent,
gone.

"| want to forget," Martha said, and she stood alone in her living room, looking blankly
the open drapes of her front window at the surface of Lake Washington and the mist that hul
aboveit. She wondered at the words she had just spoken, wondered what it was she wante
badly to forget.

TheEnd



