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There are days you wake up and everything is right with the world. The sun shines across 
your boat, the wind whips through the hatches, and the day opens itself full of possibilities. 
There is no work to do, at least none you don’t love. There are no worries, only a great sense of 
impending joy. If you are especially lucky, a man who thinks you are beautiful is still asleep 
below deck, his breath even, his exotic body half-covered in sheet. 

I have not had a day like this since I can remember. And if you add the “especially lucky” 
part, I never have. 

I am particularly disappointed today, because last night I went to bed praying to any god or 
goddess that exists to please, please, please let me wake up to a day that is different in any way 
from the one I had yesterday, and the day before that. And the day before that. 

Perhaps, as I have long suspected, no gods or goddesses exist. 
The stateroom hatch is still leaking. A stack of bills still sit in my microwave, without a 

sliver of hope of being paid unless I either find the motivation to re-varnish several of the smaller 
boats in my marina as promised or take yet another lump sum from my dwindling retirement 
portfolio. The answering machine is blinking with a message from my mother, no doubt 
reminding me yet again that quitting my corporate job to live on a boat was in terribly poor form 
for a Wellington woman. Especially when there is no man in my bed. Not even one snoring like 
a freight train, as Edward used to. 

Espresso. At least there is espresso. 
I move toward the galley, open the hatch to let the cloudy great outdoors in, and start to 

prepare a double shot. Waiting, I stare at the painting I have nearly finished of the Goddess 
Venus. She’s not the voluptuous, fair-skinned maiden arriving on a clam shell, as Botticelli 
envisioned her in his famous painting. Instead, she’s bone-thin and erupting out of a hacked-open 
can of pork and beans. 

Don’t ask me why I’m painting her at all, let alone in this way. I don’t really know. All I can 
say for sure is that it lets me tell people I’m actually using my undergraduate art degree, and it is 
in keeping with the name of my boat, the Venus II. I imagine that they imagine that means I’m 
following some kind of long-lost dream. I’m not sure that’s true, but it sounds good. 

In front of me is my daily inspiration, the last card I received from Maja, my fellow MBA 
grad school roommate and then corporate teammate, right before her cancer ended both of our 
lives as we knew them. It says “Leap and the net will appear.” It’s framed, but I can recall 
exactly what it says inside. “Dearest Sydney, A.K.A. Sally: We’ve spent nine years together, 
brilliantly successful and absolutely miserable ~ except in those brief moments of perfection 
when we killed the bosses in racquetball. I’m leaving you the Venus II and the convertible. Get a 
life.” 

I sigh. No life, no Maja, and it’s beginning to look like no net. 
I make my way up the stairs to sit in my favorite spot of consolation, a padded corner seat 

where I can put my feet up, sniff the moist air, hear the halyards clanking in the wind, and 
sometimes catch a glimpse of Steve, the Adonis who has lived out his summer five boats down. 



It’s almost fall, and the word is he’s leaving for the Virgin 
Isles day after tomorrow. This could be my last chance to watch him remove his t-shirt and 

do push-ups on the deck of The Whale, his 72- foot yacht. It is an activity which is nothing short 
of the thrill of my existence. 

Halfway up the stairs, I stop, stunned, mouth gaping, head hitting the hatch, espresso spilling. 
In my own special spot is the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. And she’s naked. 

“Do you have any clothes I could wear?” she asks with big, wide-open eyes and a mouth that 
seems to go on for miles. 

“Uh. Uh. Uh.” 
Naked! Woman! On my boat! 
I look away, look back at her, then towards her but not directly at her. 
“What size do you wear?” I finally respond, internally considering the wide variety of sizes I 

have to offer. 
“Whatever you wear,” she replies, pulling her legs up closer to her chest, flashing an 

impossibly cellulite-free curve of hip. 
I check to see if anyone’s looking. We are alone in the morning. How did she get here? 
“Come on down,” I say, grabbing a towel to wipe up the espresso. The last thing I need is a 

naked stranger slipping on my stairs, hitting her head, and—if she lived—suing me for my every 
last possession. 

“No, thank you,” she says, smiling, “I can wait here. But could you bring me a coffee on 
your way back up?” 

“A coffee,” I parrot back, blinking at her calm exposure, pretending I don’t see two 
absolutely stunning breasts blinking back. 

“I haven’t had mine yet today,” she says, her face bright and aglow. Even her eyes smile, I 
notice. 

“Of course. Sure. What’s a morning without coffee?” I say, trying to be friendly but 
stumbling over my words, wondering if my eyes have ever smiled like that. 

I quickly go and return, handing her a pair of pink spandex Capri pants and a boxy grey t-
shirt. I stay only long enough to see her sniff at them, probably due to their wrinkles. Obviously, 
she’s never lived on a boat. Even so, I feel a wave of irrational guilt over not having had all my 
clothes perfectly pressed in the event a naked woman should happen to appear on my boat some 
morning. My mother would have. 

Now making another double espresso and a coffee, I have time to think, but seemingly no 
brain. I look below deck toward my stateroom, to make sure I’m really awake. 

I am. 
I assume. 
I return again with the drinks, disturbed to find she has made my clothes look absolutely 

marvelous. She is sunning herself, legs outstretched, her long, gently waved hair gleaming like 
pure gold in the sunlight, which seems to have arrived just to greet her. 

I hand her a cup, noticing there are no rings on her slim fingers, though her nails are perfectly 
manicured. She’s forty if she’s a day—fingers never lie—though her face would lead anyone to 
question my assessment. Marilyn Monroe meets Princess Diana meets Elizabeth Taylor in her 
best years. 

“What happened?” I ask. Normally I wouldn’t have. After all, showing up naked, she could 
have been accosted or something. She might not want to talk about it. But she seems perfectly at 
ease, looking out over the still morning water. 



“The clothes? They fit.” 
“I see that. I mean, what happened to you, that you’re here on my boat, without clothes?” 
Even as I ask, I’m distracted, looking for Steve. I’m glad he has not shown himself yet, 

because one look at her, naked or not, and any fantasy I have of a moment with him in the belly 
of The Whale is going to be shot to hell. I’ve been the unattractive sidekick girlfriend enough 
times to understand that once you’ve been pegged as such, that’s pretty much it from there on 
out. 

“You called,” she says, as if her reply is as obvious as the daylight that is brightening her 
Caribbean blue eyes. 

“I did?” 
“Yes.” 
“Who?” 
“Any god or goddess capable of making today different in any way from yesterday.” 
“How... How do you know that?” 
“You also began painting me. Do you think that is not an invocation? Do you think I did not 

appear to Botticelli when he invoked my image? Even if his vision was a little too innocent for 
my taste.” 

I look down the hatch steps and into the salon where I usually paint. You cannot see my 
canvas from any angle, and I have not painted above board for weeks. She must have been 
snooping around here for a while now. A chill runs up my spine. I have a sudden desire to bolt, 
to get out while I can. 

“Besides all of that,” she continues, her voice honeysuckle-smooth, “we are aboard the Venus 
II. Is that not also a form of call?” 

I could reply that Maja named the boat and docked it here long before it was mine. But after 
she died, I stopped speaking of her with others. I’ve found it keeps her memory sacred, and so 
our years together more profound. 

“So,” I begin, then stop, then begin again. “So you think you’re...” 
“Venus. That is right. Or Aphrodite, if you prefer. Roman or Greek, it is all the same to me.” 
“I see,” I say, sure I must be missing something. “And you have come because...?” 
“You called.” 
“That’s right,” I reply, slowly bobbing my agreement, though I feel my own eyebrows 

scrunched in both confusion and doubt. “For a day different than yesterday. I did do that. Do you 
always come to someone who makes such a call?” 

“Heavens no. He called too. Although technically, he went through Athena. Besides, you 
were finally ready.” 

“He?” 
Now we are going somewhere interesting. 
She leans toward me, speaking slowly, her golden glow reaching directly into my personal 

space. “My dear, how would it be if I spelled it all out?” 
Well, she’s direct. I’ll give her that. 
“It would be lovely,” I say, sitting back and taking my first sip of espresso. Bitter as hell, just 

how I like it. I internally note that I don’t for a moment believe this woman is Venus, however 
much she fits the part. In fact, I’d probably do well to assume she’s completely insane. But 
already she’s changed my day. For that, I’m delighted. Besides, I’ve always believed a wider 
berth ought to be given for insanity in the world, if only to make it more colorful. At least so 
long as I am not the one taking my crayons outside of those lines. 



“You are miserable, are you not?” she continues. 
“Perfectly,” I reply. Why not be honest about it? 
“As are most women in this world today. Yet you do not know why. Nor do they. Not 

really.” 
“Quite possible.” 
She smiles, though this time it looks pressed onto her, like already I’m testing her patience. 

Wouldn’t be the first time. 
“I can tell you why,” she continues. “Even better, I can help you out of your misery.” 
“Sounds fabulous,” I say. Highly unlikely, but fabulous. 
“I thought you might think so. In addition, I’m going to help out your friend.” 
“Which one?” I ask, like I have any real friends at all these days. After Maja... 
“The one at the end of the dock.” 
I look toward where she is nodding and see The Whale. “Steve?” I say a little too loud, both 

horrified and intrigued. Thankfully, he’s still not out. 
“If you say so,” she says, shrugging. “I never got his name. He has been asking, praying 

really—though these things do not require direct supplication so much as a vision anymore—at 
the altar of the feminine for quite some time. He has worked with Athena on his own odyssey for 
long enough, so she says. He is ready for his true home now, and a woman who understands her 
own heart. In short, he wants a goddess.” 

“So you want me to introduce you?” Bummer. I watch my fantasies dissipate like an early 
morning fog over the water as the sun comes up. 

“Oh no,” she says. “No, no. I want to be you. Just for a day.” 
“Be me?” That’s a first. 
“Correct. I will train you in the most important subjects—it will take all of today and a long 

night—to prepare you for a merging of my spirit and your body. Tomorrow, together, we will be 
ready to present ourselves to your lover.” 

Again her smile changes. This time it’s subtle, as if it is covering something, maybe even 
something a little shady. Or is it my imagination, still wondering about how she knows what she 
knows? 

“You’re kidding, right?” 
She waves off my doubt with a graceful hand. “Not at all. This way, you will have your day 

unlike any other and your lover will have a goddess to make love to.” 
“You? Me? Let me get this straight. You’re going to teach me to make love like a goddess, 

then invade my body, and together we are going to seduce Steve?” 
“Sounds fabulous, yes?” Again her eyes are wide blue orbs. She bites her lip, as if this 

merging and loving is worthy of the greatest anticipation. 
“Utterly fabulous,” I say. “Absolutely utterly. But, just a thought here, why don’t I invade 

your body? I think we would have a much better chance at getting the likes of Steve. He’s like 
the resident movie star around here. No one knows much about him, but all you have to do is 
look at him to see the kind of woman he could get would have the kind of thighs you have to 
offer.” 

Again she waves off my concern. “Once Venus invades a woman, whatever her form, any 
man will fall to her seduction. You see how much you have to learn?” 

“Apparently,” I offer, still a little uncomfortable with the idea of an invasion of my body, not 
to mention that I’m actually considering it a real possibility. But any man? Already I’m thinking 
Steve might only be the beginning. If I were to be properly trained, who’s to say The Whale is 



the biggest fish in the sea? 
“So,” she says with one perfectly plucked eyebrow raised, “are you game?” 
I look out towards Steve’s boat, just in time to see him do his first set of push-ups, one hand 

tucked behind his back. If there are bigger fish, I don’t need them. I have a sudden flash of 
imagination, seeing my hands moving toward his six-pack belly, then touching him right above 
the tie of his white cotton pants. A shocking thrill runs through me, culminating in a shudder. I 
have my fantasies, sure, but they don’t usually come in so vivid. And while I’ve never really 
been a one-night-stand kind of woman, I’m not beyond enjoying the possibility of it. Throw a 
guy like Steve into the mix and yeah, you could probably push me over my own general code of 
sexual ethics. 

I pull myself from my thoughts and look back to this rose petal of a woman. 
What she claims can’t be true. Not a bit of it. But looking like that, she must know something 

about getting men like Steve. If I could learn... 
Just thinking about it has me going. Me, Venus, for a day? Me? It’s like the ultimate, 

ultimate makeover. 
Another imagine appears in my imagination—me and Steve drinking a glass of wine side-by-

side on his cushy deck chairs watching the gorgeous pink sunsets our marina is famous for. His 
arms are around me, and he is flashing that gorgeous grin he offers like candy tossed at a parade. 

I shake my head to pull away from my imagination again, feeling like I have to work against 
some kind of tide to do so. 

Looking at “Venus” more seriously, I decide the only thing I can: not to take her seriously at 
all. Goddesses don’t come in human bodies. They are myths—facets of our minds and energies 
in our lives. This woman is a hoax, for sure. But that doesn’t mean I can’t go along with her for a 
while. 

I swig down the rest of my espresso in one gulp and bang the cup down on the side rail like 
it’s a bottle of beer at a bar. “Where do we begin?” 

“Indeed,” she says, looking me over. 
I sit tall, suck in my gut and stick out my chest with a good dose of dramatic humor. It’s a 

bluff, pretending that I’m okay with being so overtly judged by someone so obviously my 
superior in beauty. 

“Yes, yes,” she says, as if it’s all coming together for her. 
It’s not that I consider myself downright ugly. Truth is, I’m attractive enough. An overall 

seven out of ten, if ten is really pretty and twenty is airbrushed, cover-girl stunning. I have my 
own bright blue eyes, or so I’m told. And it’s a fact I inherited the high, broad cheekbones the 
women in my family are often complimented for. I’ve got decent light-brown hair, with quite a 
few shades of blonde mixed in thanks to a nearly two-hundred-dollar color job scored at the best 
salon in town. Mother insisted she would pay for it, since it was “becoming obvious” I was going 
to let my hair, as well as my body, go completely. It seemed a real shame to her, with me only 
thirty-two years old and still without a husband. 

As Venus ponders, her mind obviously clicking away at her own makeover plans, I decide to 
smile widely, as my teeth are straight and whiter than most. My nose could use some work, I 
suppose, but it’s within the range of normal. 

Really, it’s the body that’s the trouble, with my slightly smaller-than-ideal breasts and 
horrendous thugging thighs. Maja always insisted they were not nearly so bad as I and my 
mother believed, but you can’t trust the opinion of a woman who was nice about absolutely 
everything. 



“Your curriculum,” Venus finally says, “must include basic goddess lore, the politics of 
beauty, the body as art, the wholehearted male, intuitive sight, sacred lovemaking...” 

I guess the thunder thighs passed. 
“I have an undergraduate degree in art,” I reply. “And I took a class on Greek and Roman 

mythology, so I’m probably up to speed on those.” 
She snorts and again I imagine I see that darker side of her smile. 
“You have not studied the kind of art I will teach you about. If you learned anything in your 

mythology class, it was how to get an easy A.” 
“How did you know that?” It was, in fact, the easiest A I ever earned. I’ve often said so. 
She looks to the sky, exasperation tightening her lips. Maybe she thinks someone up there 

will understand what we mere mortals don’t. 
She looks at me with eyes that seem to bore a hole right through. 
Suddenly I’m remembering my classical mythology lessons, and what Venus did to Psyche 

when the young beauty tried to steal her rule as the fairest of them all. To say it was not pretty 
would be to say that erupting volcanoes are a tad agitated. I’m also remembering, for the first 
time since that class, how I used to dream of Psyche when we were studying her. She was always 
weeping, and though I could not figure out why, each time I woke up with tears on my own 
pillow. It made no sense to me. 

“You,” Venus continues with a finger pointed down the hatch, “have painted me coming out 
of a can of pork and beans using the most uninspired strokes I can imagine. Need I say more?” 

“Whatever,” I say, sitting as far back into my chair as it will allow. The artist in me is slightly 
insulted, but I can take it. After all, I cut my competitive teeth in the corporate world. I know all 
about below-the-belt accusations, not to mention when to pick a fight and when to smile and nod. 

“Whatever? Whatever? What kind of attitude is that?” She stands to pace. It’s a fifty-two foot 
yacht, so while we are not cramped by boating standards, neither is there a football field of space 
in which to walk off your troubles. It seems to irritate her all the more. 

So now we see her true colors. That didn’t take long. 
“One of the most famous icons of art and mythology,” she fumes, “the very essence of Love 

and Beauty, is offering to personally mentor you in the body as art and goddess lore, and you say 
‘whatever’?” 

“Sorry. I got all excited about the sacred lovemaking. I thought maybe we could get right to 
that.” 

“Just get to the point?” she asks in a pointed tone. 
“That’s my style,” I readily admit, though I know it’s not what she wants to hear. 
“My Goddess,” she exclaims as if truly horrified, “what has this world done to you? Where is 

your feminine nature? Your sensual soul? You don’t go to the symphony to hear the last note, do 
you? No, my dear, the body as art will not be skipped over, nor the great truths found within 
goddess lore. Indeed, they must be the true foundation of your lovemaking.” She looks again to 
the sky. “What kind of woman does not know even that?” 

“You are absolutely right,” I concede, if only to calm her down. “Though if you plan to teach 
me how to stand just-so when being painted or sculpted, you needn’t bother. It’s not like any 
great artists are going to come calling to capture my thunder thighs for the Louvre.” 

She rolls her eyes. Even the shady side of her smile is gone now. 
“That said,” I offer with a dip to her highness, “I’m ready when you are.” 
“I was born ready,” she replies in a highly sensual tone. 
Thinking back to the mythological Venus, I seem to recall that little fact. She was born a full-



grown woman, ready to make love to any and every god or man that struck her fancy. I also 
recall that she—along with all the gods and goddesses of her time—was not known for kindness 
and compassion. More like jealousy and vindictiveness. As my college professor used to say at 
the end of each class, “Remember, oh ye young, the gods and goddesses are only playing out 
human folly one step up. Best pray to yourselves.” 

The reminder tempts me to call her hoax and the cops. Or at least the local mental institution. 
But I did make a prayer last night, and lame as it might seem, I take that kind of thing seriously. 
Besides, there is something about her, some kind of magnetism I have not seen up- close in this 
world. So even if she can’t be for real, maybe something real could come from her visit. It’s a 
long shot, I realize. But so is my whole life these days. 
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“Do you know where I come from?” Venus asks. 
We are making our way to the grocery store in Maja’s little red convertible. According to my 

new guest, there is virtually nothing “alive” to eat on my boat, and she is hungry. She 
understood, she said, about my not having pomegranates on hand, but not a single golden 
delicious apple? I handed her a pair of my tennis shoes, which happened to fit perfectly, and off 
we went. 

“You mean as Venus, mythologically?” I ask. 
“Of course.” 
“Well,” I stall, calling forth what was once a nearly photographic memory, “Venus, Roman 

name for the Greek Aphrodite, two versions of her birth as well, if I recall. Homer’s and 
Hesiod’s.” It was an easy A, but not an easy class. I just ate the stuff up. 

Venus sighs as if profoundly content to know the gods and goddesses are being remembered. 
“Indeed.” 

“In one, you were daughter of Zeus and some sea nymph.” 
“Mama Dione,” she agrees. 
“And the other... Oh yes. How could I forget? From the dismembered member of the god 

Ouranos. Some guy threw the poor god’s thing into the sea, then the sea and sperm mixed, then 
you arrive as a fully grown goddess.” 

Without warning, I hear a growl come from my passenger seat. 
“Thing? THING?” She breathes fire with each word, I swear it. With the roof down, going 

fifty miles an hour, it’s only the wind saving my ass now. I make a mental note of Lesson 
Number One: Never call a goddess’s father’s thing a thing. 

“Pull over,” she demands with such a power I feel no ability to disobey. Who is this woman? 
Why can she make the blood drain from my face with only two words? 

There is not much of a shoulder, but a space miraculously opens under a few trees. I tuck the 
car inside it, fearing to look at her directly. Would her eyes be burning red? Would the veins in 
her neck be standing out? Might she have some supernatural agenda, like taking that fire and 
turning our oasis into an honest-to-god burning bush? 

A part of me must be scared, because my stomach is suddenly turning heavy on itself. But 
another part is intrigued, already re-thinking my painting of her. What’s a skinny icon popping 
out of a can of pork and beans next to a red-eyed witch in a burning bush? 

We sit in silence too long for my comfort. At last she speaks. 
“A thing?“ she repeats, this time in a mixture of dismay and disgust. “Have you no poetry in 

you?” 
Poetry? 
All that for poetry? 
“What would you call it?” I ask, then dare look at her. Her eyes are red, but not from fury 

alone. She’s been crying. 
I’m stunned. It’s the last thing I expected, really. 



“If we were speaking of my father, the sky god, I would call it a Lost Lightning Rod. For a 
lover, perhaps a Jade Stalk. Yet for any man in your world today, I would suggest his True 
Source of Great Weakness. Or, perhaps, The Dowsing Tool For His Great Yearning. Or his 
Rooting Tree, Lost Without Soil. Tell me, Sydney, how can you imagine making love to a man, 
taking him home to himself, yet consider what he offers you an object?” 

“Men themselves consider it an object, at least these days,” I argue in a feeble defense. 
She shakes her head and speaks softly. “No, they do not. Not deep down. They know how 

their own desire tortures them, brings them to edges that no other passion can reach. They know 
how helpless they are when enchantment comes. They know how willingly they allow 
themselves to be led into chaos. Thus they also understand, at the deepest levels, that they must 
use every ounce of their masculine power to squash this poetry, and so reduce a woman’s power 
over them.” 

“Seriously?” I ask. Doesn’t sound like she’s hung around the men in corporate America 
much. 

“When you agree with them, when you play the game by their rules, only then do they feel 
safe. Your entire culture is built around getting women to play by men’s rules for this exact 
reason.” 

She speaks with conviction. “Find your poetry, and the game is once again yours. Use your 
poetry in every word you utter, in every movement you make and in every meeting of the eye. In 
this, you will rediscover your own potency.” 

“You make it sound like a competition, not a love affair,” I say. 
“Without poetry, it is. With poetry, it is a dance. Even war is a dance, with poetry. Now 

drive. I am all the hungrier.” 
I obediently pull back onto the road, thinking how much there is to think about. What have I 

gotten myself into? Poetry? My creative mind was sucked dry in business school. So much so, I 
can barely recall how to put two colors effectively together on a canvas, let alone put feelings to 
words. If poetry is required to get Steve, I’m seriously out of luck. 

Even so, remembering Steve gets me thinking of how he might have a Rooting Tree, Lost 
Without Soil. It doesn’t really compute with my current impressions of him, but what do I really 
know about him? 

“So I was born,” Venus says, the wind once again whipping through our hair. “Then what 
happened to me?” 

“Let’s see,” I say, stalling, yet happy to bring my intellectual gifts back to the conversation. 
Outbursts and poetry are difficult terrains to maneuver around, but facts are facts. History, even 
mythological history, is history. “Venus, a.k.a. you, were escorted by Eros, the god of Love, and 
that god of Desire...” Again I am reaching. My memory is strong, but it was a long time ago. 

“Himeros.” 
“Right. Himeros. You all went into the assembly of the gods and you were received as a 

goddess. From there, unlike most of the goddesses who get abducted or told what to do, you 
were allowed to choose your own husband, whose name was...” 

“Hephaestus.” She fills in the blank with a faraway look, as if in a bittersweet remembrance. 
“Oh, that’s right. You chose a lame but artsy god, but then had a ton of affairs. Why did you 

do that? I mean, if you wanted to screw around, why get married at all?” 
Her disheartening expression spills from her eyes onto her entire face. It’s a truly pitiful 

sight. You’d think it would detract from her beauty, but it does not. It just makes for a pitiful 
kind of beauty. 



“Hephaestus was a master craftsman,” she explains. “Beauty must marry craft to create true 
art. Yet once that was accomplished? Well, what’s the fun of being the most beautiful goddess of 
all, and only one male, human or god, to tell me so?” 

Fun? Fun! This woman is amazing in range, going from tears and poetry to adulterous fun in 
a one-mile stretch of road. 

“Point well taken,” I say, like I’m in full agreement, as any woman of the world would be 
these days. Yet something in me stirs. Something that does not agree. Something... I can’t say 
what. So I push it aside. When in Rome, do as the Romans do, right? 

“Can you name a few of my primary lovers?” 
“Oh God, this class was a long time ago. You’re asking me to really reach here.” 
“Yes, I am. I always will. And it is ‘Goddess,’ not ‘God.’ Watch your language. It is the 

underpinnings of your continuously created reality.” 
“Right,” I reply. I’m not sure what she actually means by that, but I’m thinking that sticking 

to the history lesson may make things clear, with enough time. “Seems to me I recall something 
about the god of war?” 

“Ah, yes, Aries. Magnificent Aries.” She smiles extra wide and leans her head on the seat 
headrest, looking like a woman who was very properly laid. 

“But why would love and beauty consort with war?” I ask. “Isn’t that like an oxymoron?” 
“Who could match my passion but a warrior god?” 
“I don’t know, another god of love and beauty?” 
“Humph! Do you think we divine beings are here to play it small in humanity? Love begets 

love begets love? Why, we might as well just die and go to heaven now. Harps playing, golden 
streets. What are we waiting for? Let us all take out our swords and kill ourselves, shall we?” 

I would think there is a little middle ground possible, but I don’t say so. She’s starting to heat 
up again, and I would like to actually get to the store. 

“My dear, a boring story is never worth being told. Happily ever after is the point of the story 
where you put the tale down, is it not? Who wants to hear how Prince Charming and Cinderella 
spent every day after the wedding staring into each other’s eyes and adoring each other’s mutual 
choice in salad dressing? If you want anyone to read that tale further, something has to go wrong 
again. That is just the way it is, in fairy tales and in life.” 

She puts a hand on my arm for emphasis, and an electric jolt runs through me. A strong one. 
Who is this woman? 
“This world,” she continues with conviction, “is a world of opposites—up defines down, 

good defines bad, and the clashing of one against the other creates passion. Shadow and depth 
makes the painting, and without it, nothing you paint will hold anyone’s interest for long.” 

I am not sure if she is talking about my specific painting of her now or the act of painting in 
general. Either way, I can see her point. My painting of her is not nearly deep enough. I get that 
now. Again I imagine painting her as the burning bush witch woman, using a palate of shocking 
oranges, yellows and reds. 

I pull into the grocery parking lot, yet when I open my door, she makes no move to do the 
same, so I close mine and settle in. 

“I also was lover to Hermes, messenger of the gods.” She pulls my sun visor from the back 
and puts it on, settling herself more deeply into the seat. I notice her knees, perfect under her 
Capri pants, and the way that her hips meet her thighs, like she was sculpted into form. I pull my 
legs as far away from hers as I can to avoid comparison. 

“Don’t get distracted, dear,” she says, though I have said nothing. 



“Why Hermes,” I ask? 
“He offered me something Aries never could. He brought messages for me, from the ones 

even higher than I.” 
“Higher gods and goddesses?” 
“Yes,” her voice becomes strangely resonant, as if she is truly touched by her own thoughts. 

“From The Sources of The Source. SHE who was before the beginning of time. For even gods 
and goddesses were created. But by what vast power? What intricate intelligence? What innate 
creativity?” 

“I thought you would know that,” I say before I can censor myself. “I mean, who your 
higher-ups are.” 

Well, now I have done it. I am sure I have said this wrong, and wait for her chastisement. I 
mean, if a man’s Rooting Tree is insulted by being called a thing, how much more of an insult 
that the Vaster Powers be called higher-ups? She seems not to have noticed, lost in her own 
reverence. 

“I know those who have come before me. Yet even I can barely know HER, the one who has 
birthed it all. SHE who is not the opposite of he, but mother to all that is male and female.” 

We sit in silence. As the pungent tar of the summer parking lot rises to fill the open 
convertible, I feel her words resonate powerfully in my chest. I notice my spine is still tingling 
from the charge she shot me. 

Who is this woman? 
“Just as each and every human has a mission,” she continues, “so each created god and 

goddess has one. It is not clearly spelled out from the beginning for any of us. It must be 
discovered in the course of eons of time. Then, to truly fulfill it... that task is even harder for our 
kind than yours.” 

“What was your mission?” I ask, surprised by how deeply I’m being sucked in. It’s not like 
me. 

“Was?” she repeats with a huff. “You think I am all washed up? A wasted goddess from 
another time? No. My mission continues.” 

“And that is...?” 
She offers a sideways look and sly, challenging smile. “Perhaps if you recall Psyche, my 

human daughter-in-law, you would gain a clue.” 
Psyche? I shudder at the sound of her name, spoken by this woman. It makes me remember 

the way Venus was perfectly happy to have the young innocent tied to a rock to await the vilest 
of monsters for a bridegroom, and then, when rescued, put to death-defying tests again and 
again. It gave me a bad feeling to consider it’s true meaning. This is what love does to you? 
What beauty does? This is what it does to the psyche—the mind? The idea frightened me, 
because I was pretty sure there was a good bit of truth to it. I’d already gone a few tough rounds 
with love, and beauty never seemed to be a force in my favor. 

“I thought you were hungry,” I say, opening my door again, hoping she gets the hint. 
She throws back her head, exposing a gloriously sensuous neck, and offers up a melodious, 

full-bodied laugh. I think she knows I’m avoiding the story. 
She gets out of the car like a model on camera, throwing back her hair and bending over a 

little to shut the door. As we walk the twenty yards from the car to the store, I notice that the 
eyes of every man we pass are glued to her. So much so, they don’t even glance at me. It’s okay, 
I rationalize, taking comfort in the safety that comes with being invisible. 

“Playing it safe will never get you where you are meant to go, 



Sydney,” she insists as we arrive at the automatic door. “Besides, you can’t avoid your 
destiny forever.” 

Her words startle me. 
Destiny? 
I didn’t think I had one. 
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“A house of poisons,” Venus says upon entrance to the grocery store. 
I laugh in agreement, until I turn to look at her. She has gone a sickly gray, and it appears her 

knees are buckling. Quickly I guide her to sit in a nearby electric cart for the handicapped. She 
tucks her trembling legs in. 

“Are you alright?” I ask. 
“A house of poisons,” she repeats in a faint voice, her eyes now those of a frightened doe, 

darting here and there, looking for escape. 
“It’s a grocery store,” I say, looking to see if there is anything scarier than a huge rack of 

two-for-one super-sized bags of potato chips. 
Nope. Just a store. Still, she seems utterly fragile. 
“What do you eat?” she asks, sounding like a wounded child. For a moment an image from 

the past comes to me, a commercial against pollution from years ago. It is of a Native American 
man looking at trash thrown onto the side of the road. He has a single tear rolling down his 
cheek. Venus looks like that native now, though there is no tear, only bewilderment. Despite the 
reality of our safety, I can’t help but feel for her fear. 

“Any of it,” I say, “whatever appeals to you. Of course, everyone knows some choices are 
better for you than others.” 

She sniffs, looking the store over aisle by aisle. “There is more than food here. What is this 
corruption?” 

Okay, now I see where she is going with this. “You mean the additives, pesticides, and 
genetically engineered foods? Yea, that’s here too. But that is not exactly news to anyone.” 

Still, her face is contorted in bafflement, her body awkward and discomposed. 
“Come on,” I urge, wondering if anyone could be this good at making a point. “It’s not like 

you’ve never been to a grocery store. Isit?” 
“No wonder there was no living food to eat on your boat. There is none anywhere. Yet how 

can we go on with our plan? If we do not eat food that is alive, how can my spirit enter your 
body and have any hope of enduring the catharsis? How could we possibly have the strength to 
match your lover’s?” 

An image of Steve’s strong biceps on either side of me, his face near mine and his pelvis 
moving closer, flashes in front of my eyes. It sends a jolt of Venus-like power surge through me, 
uncoiling me on the spot. 

Really, this is unlike me. I have the fleeting thought that the vision could be a direct 
manipulation on Venus’s part. I would not put it past her to lead me on, but could she actually 
get images into my head? Or are they simply my own base desires unleashed with possibility? 

I bring myself back into the store, again surprised that it takes such effort, like trudging 
through the bay against the tide. 

“Nothing is living,” I argue, “I mean, not even the fruit, once you pick it.” 
She looks at me with confused eyes, seeming both disbelieving and amazed at once. 
“Do you really think a thing dies the moment it is taken from its immediate earthly source of 



life? Energy goes on, Sydney. All real living goes on.” 
“Can I help you?” a middle-aged and likely middle-management clerk asks. I look at his 

name tag to see that “Barry” is indeed the assistant manager. No doubt he has seen our gorgeous 
damsel in distress and was only too happy to find a reason to come to her rescue. 

Without a word, Venus takes his hand in hers. 
Something is happening, though I am not sure what. Something I have never seen. In a 

matter of half a minute, maybe less, I watch her grow strong, the pink returning to her face, 
especially the cheeks. Yet as she recovers, he visibly weakens, his own face now as grey as hers 
had been. 

Last time he helps a damsel, I bet you. 
“Thank you,” she says to him, her voice dripping in sugar-coated appreciation. “I feel better. 

But we must talk.” 
“Okay,” he agrees, his voice cracking. However ill he appears, his eyes do not leave her. 
“Sydney,” Venus speaks without looking at me, without unlocking her eyes from those of our 

fine Assistant-Manager-in-Shining-Name-Badge, “now is the time for your intuitive training. 
Find something edible in this store. Something still alive. Do not look at labels for information, 
though. They may lie to you. Let your body confirm what you sense.” 

What? I’m not going to be intuitive right off the bat. “I don’t know what you mean by 
‘alive.’” 

“Of course you do,” she says, her tone direct. “You yourself know what it means to be cut off 
from the vine, dying, yet still with life in you. Look for what foods can give you life. For what is 
yet alive, though plucked from its earthly source. If you are unsure, simply ask.” 

Suddenly, I don’t want to leave her, especially with Barry. “But... but...  how can I ask you if 
I don’t know where you will be?” 

She turns to give me a stinging glare, one that says she should never be questioned, and 
certainly not in front of a man. “I do not mean that you should ask me.” 

She returns her attention to Barry without further explanation. He begins to show her how to 
maneuver the cart and I realize I have been left in the dust by them both. She fawns at him, 
deeply grateful, yet sucking him dry without his knowing it. 

I’ve always hated women who do that. 
“Alive?” I grumble as I make my way through the meats, milk and cheese. What a ruse. Who 

wants to be a woman like her anyway? Obviously weak and manipulative. And going for a guy 
like that? Hell, he looks to be only one step up from a used-car salesman. Even I could do better. 
Has she no sense of dignity? No strength of her own? Why would I let someone like her teach 
me anything? Why give away all the civilized ground that I and every woman in this century 
have made? She would take us back to the Dark Ages! 

I’ve half a mind to storm out, leave her here with her doting manager. He can take care of her 
mercurial moods, and her crazy agendas, whatever they really are. I could be done with her. 

Unfortunately, the other half of my mind resists relinquishing her. At least for now. Yet it is 
not, oddly enough, only the fantasy of Steve that is the draw. More, it is that I really do want to 
find something in this place with life in it. I have long overlooked the reality that this is a house 
of poisons, just because that is the way it is. 

Today, for some reason, I can’t. 
I make my way through the canned goods and fruit juice aisle. Nothing alive that I can feel. 

That’s scary. 
I pass the pastas, the packaged dinners in boxes and bags, and move on to the frozen foods. 



Nothing. 
Shit, is it really this bad? 
I make my way down the bread aisle. Though there are a good forty brands of bagels, 

muffins, donuts, and more, only one seven-grain loaf appeals to me at all. 
I lift it, hold it in my hands, wonder if it still has life. How am I to know? I am tempted to 

read the label, but recall I’m in training. If you’re going to do something, might as well do it 
right. 

“Ask,” Venus had said. Crazy as it seems, I do as instructed. 
Are you alive? I ask without a voice, using my best imitation of mental telepathy. 
No reply. 
I ask again. 
Nope. 
I beg and plead in my mind. 
Nothing. 
Perhaps it takes a greater risk. I check to see if anyone is close enough to hear me. I’m alone 

in the aisle. I pretend to sniff the loaf as I whisper “Are you alive?” 
Immediately I feel like an idiot. An hour with a crazy woman and I am talking to bread. 

Perhaps this is some new reality TV show, and I am the unaware contestant. I look for cameras, 
utterly embarrassed. 

Shit, now I’m paranoid, too. 
This can’t be happening to me. I have an MBA, for God’s sake! 
I go to put the bread down, fully defeated. Yet as my hand leaves the loaf, something 

happens. 
Something...  feels like something. 
In my hands. 
A tingling. 
I pick the loaf back up. I feel... 
Could it be? I feel... 
Life? 
The thought sends a further surge through my hands. The question “Are you alive?” goes out 

of me, this time through my hands. It feels like another wire of electricity, the very same kind 
that seems to come with Venus’ touch. Is that how she does it? Can anyone? 

Again, the tingling is offered back to me. 
Unbelievable! Communication! I am in communication with a loaf of bread! I let it tingle me 

again and again, just to be sure. 
Amazing. I want to run to Venus and tell her I understand. I get it. But no. Woman does not 

live by bread alone. I begin to search the aisles, no longer disheartened by what is not edible, but 
in search of what is. 

I find a natural peanut butter and some figs with life sun-dried in. Good, but not enough. As 
if with new ears, ears within my ears, I hear the vegetables calling to me to return. Carrots—
firm, earth-scented, bright orange, with the tops still on them. They do not say organic, but I 
know they have not been raised with poisons. I don’t know how I know, but I know. 

I stop my shopping to consider that perhaps intuition is as simple as that. As simple as a 
feeling or a knowing. Whether Venus is a real goddess or not, I just may be learning something 
here. 

I head towards the checkout counter, wondering if Venus will have blown me off and how I 



would feel if she did. I make it all the way through the line before she arrives. Next to her, I see 
our assistant manager has been fully restored. In fact, he looks radiant, with a wide, stupid grin 
and adoration in his fawning eyes. In fact, he almost looks handsome. Determined, too, like a 
man with a mission. 

God knows—no, Goddess knows—where she went with him and what she did. But whatever 
she had taken, she has surely restored. 

Back in the car, she looks eagerly into our bag. “We have food?” 
“I felt it, Venus, in my hands! A tingling! It’s not a gourmet meal, mind you. But I remember 

there’s a natural food store in town, so we could go there to get some other things.” 
“There is? Why on earth do you shop here, then?” 
“It’s a bit pricey. I don’t have a lot of money, not working much these last eighteen months.” 
“You do not have a lot of energy, you mean.” 
“That either.” 
I put the car in reverse and pull out of the space, nearly hitting a young woman with a bag of 

groceries in one hand and a small child in the other. 
“Sorry,” I call out, even as I mentally remind myself to keep focused. Gifted goddess or not, 

there’s a real world going on around here, and I’m pretty sure the basic rules of physics still 
apply to me 

 “Food and money are one and the same thing,” Venus says. “If you give your body no 
energy—energy as in good food—it has no energy to create more energy, i.e. money. Really, for 
all that logic that rolls around in your head, you put it to sorely little practical use.” 

I start to argue, but find it hard to. 
“To the natural food store?” I ask, wondering how much this will cost me. A shopping trip 

with a goddess is not something I budgeted for the month, and the petty cash funds are already 
low. 

She looks at me, then out the window. I can nearly see the wheels turning in her head. “First 
things first. Do you have a place to get crafts nearby?” 

“Crafts? Sure. In fact, right next door to that store there’s a clothing outlet store. While you 
shop for what you need, I could look for a new blouse to wear for Steve.” 

Venus visibly shudders. “The outlet stores. America at its ghastly best.” 
“If you look for what’s marked down a few times,” I defend as I pull onto the highway, “you 

can get really good deals.” 
“A deal?” she nearly bellows. Again she is incensed, her eyes sharp and narrow, her cheeks 

aflame. If nothing else, you have to marvel at her range. 
“You find clothes you do not really like,” she nearly spits out, “buy more than you need 

because they are cheap, and if you actually wear what you purchase—if you do!—you certainly 
do not feel beautiful wearing it.” 

She looks away and continues to fume silently. I can see the wheels are still turning, though. 
When at last she speaks again, her voice is calmer, but her face is still crimson. “This is only one 
link in the chain of events which occurs, you understand.” 

It is a statement, not a question. Again I wait. 
“You do not feel beautiful, wearing these rack room clothes, and you ask yourself why. Not 

consciously, you understand, but mindlessly. Somewhere deep in your background thoughts. It 
must be that it is you who are not beautiful enough, you answer yourself, again, somewhere deep 
in the background of your nearly unconscious mind. If you cannot afford beautiful clothing, it 
must follow that it is you who are not successful enough. Whose fault could that be but your 



own? You, yourself, feel like a discounted, rack-room woman. But there is a solution to that, of 
course! What do you suppose that is?” 

I’m not saying a word. 
“Buy more clothes! More shoes! More anything! That will solve everything!” 
“So what do you need at the craft store?” I interject, trying to steer the conversation in a less 

daunting direction. 
I don’t like the truth she is telling. Not that I’ve never told myself this very thing. But like 

she says, I do so in the back of my mind. I’ve never considered it so carefully. Nobody does. It’s 
too depressing. 

“Yes, depressing. But why? Do you ever think of where these clothes come from? Who 
makes them? Why they are so cheap? Do you think of the seamstress, probably some twelve-
year-old girl living on the other side of the world who has stitched them together for you so that 
you can get a good deal on something you will rarely if ever wear? Do you believe that her 
handiwork, crafted in a state of mindless misery, will have no effect on you, just because the 
miles and lifestyles separate you? Life is more connected than that. You are more connected than 
that.” 

She is staring at me now, boring those holes again. “Consider carefully, Sydney. Is there any 
way, when you pay next to nothing for a blouse, that your ‘fair trade’ could trickle down enough 
to properly feed a child working sunrise to sunset every day in a sweat shop?” 

“I suppose not,” I say, though something in me is getting hot. Only not the kind of hot I 
agreed to this morning. I agreed to lessons in love and beauty, not guilt. 

“Pull over,” she insists for the second time. 
I don’t like to be told what to do, but I also don’t like trying to drive with an angry—and in 

all likelihood one hundred percent crazy—woman bitching at me from the passenger seat. 
Another patch of trees offers itself and its shade. I duck in, but keep the car running. I don’t plan 
to stay with this topic any longer than absolutely required. 

She shifts her whole body to look at me. “This is about love and beauty. If you do not realize 
that everything you do is connected to everything that happens to you and the rest of the world, 
you will never learn to make ecstatic love. If you close yourself to the implications of purchasing 
and wearing a so-called “on sale” shirt, thinking it affects only your little part of the world, on 
this particular day of the week, you close yourself to everything, including the love and beauty 
that wants to enter into your cold, closed-off heart.” 

Okay, this is pissing me off, not to mention unnerving me with the way she seems to know 
what I’m thinking, whether I speak my mind or not. Besides, if she can bite, if that’s the way she 
wants it, I can at least bark back. “What the hell am I supposed to do about a kid on the other 
side of the world?” 

“Open yourself to her,” Venus insists. “Open yourself to every stitch of work that has that 
little girl’s misery in it. Then thank her, which might offer some cure to the situation.” 

“Right. My thanks are going to change her plight? Get real.” 
“You really do not believe that everything is connected, do you?” She sounds dismayed, as if 

I am totally lost. “You do not see that she is you, and you are her, and you are woven into a 
world fabric with threads far greater than those stitched into a shirt. No, of course you do not 
believe you can touch a child on the other side of the world with a comforting thought. Even if 
you did, why should you worry yourself with her plight? You are fine. You have an MBA.” 

That’s it. I’ve had enough. I pull back onto the road, permission or not. 
“Look,” I explode, “I don’t need a starving child commercial to pull on my heart strings to 



prove I have a heart, and I don’t need you to make it sound like it’s all my fault. It’s a machine. 
Okay? We live in a machine here. If you think I don’t know that, you’re wrong. In fact, on some 
level, everyone knows it. But if you can’t fight city hall, you certainly can’t fight the machine. 
So get the hell off my case or get the hell out of my car.” 

Shit, even Steve isn’t worth this. 
“I do not believe you,” she says flatly. 
“What are you talking about now?” I snap. 
“You,” she replies with conviction. “You fight the machine. You left your corporate job 

when you could no longer believe in what you were selling. You stopped perpetually trying to 
buy your way to happiness. You even changed your own name to suit the person you were 
becoming. A woman of the world—Sydney. You took the leap to become a true human being.” 

How the hell does she know these things? 
Even with what she does know, she’s not fully on target. 
“You want to know what is true? I quit my job because I could not stand to work without my 

best friend. I was being weak and short- sighted according to every one of my male colleges and 
most of the females, too. They all swore I would get over it, if I just kept working. But I knew I 
would not. Something died in me when she died. Something is still dead. And for the record, I 
changed my name to Sydney because it was a name from the other side of the world, and I 
wanted to get as far away from myself as I could.” 

I take a deep breath and a hard right turn, though I am not at all sure why I don’t just head 
home. “Now all I have are questions, not the least of which is where has anything I’ve done in 
the last eighteen months gotten me but ten steps closer to the poor house and a hell of a lot more 
afraid that there is nowhere in the world I belong?” 

Venus smiles like she has a real answer. “On the way to a house of crafts with the Goddess of 
Love and Beauty to personally guide you through it.” 

She puts her hand on mine, sending another jolt through my entire body. Strangely, I feel the 
anger dissipate. Though I’m increasingly weary from the yo-yo of emotions—hers and mine. 

“I want you to know I have heard you,” she says. “That is why I am here.” 
I take another deep breath as we stop for a red light and brave saying what I am thinking, 

what I have been thinking in the back of my mind since we started this conversation. “I’m 
wondering about this deal we have made,” I say. “It’s not what I was expecting. So I’m starting 
to think it might be better if we just called all of this off.” 

“I’m sure Psyche felt the very same way,” Venus replies. 
Something jabs me in the gut. It hits, strong, again frightening me. What is it? Why do I 

care? Most curious, why does it seem Psyche herself is off somewhere, weeping, waiting, 
compelling me to continue when all else points toward jumping ship? 

It makes no sense, and I am a sensible woman. 
Above us, the light turns green. 
Despite my fear, or perhaps because of it, I gun the powerful engine, pushing past my 

questions as well as my need for this to be rational. At least for the moment. 
“Okay,” I say, “but watch yourself. I don’t have to do this.” 
Venus offers a superficial nod, the way a woman nods to agree, even when she doesn’t. 


