
Venus, from the Sea 

I didn't believe in God until I saw her.

 

        It was summer, hot enough that any residual self-consciousness from the scars on my 

exposed legs was burned away in the hundred-degree weather. The cloying coconut smell of 

sunblock made me a freshly broiled lobster, all red skin and tender sweet flesh.

 

        With my feet stuck in the sand, I watched as she dove fearlessly from a rock along the 

shore, toes en pointe as they entered the water.  

 

        I was 21, a virgin, and much too aware of the fact that I was gay. I spent every conscious 

moment trying to blend in with all the other Southern Belles living in our small coastal town. 

Kept myself pretty, blonde, and pure. Mama and Papa were proud of my newfound vanity; every 

Christmas home from college was spent dodging questions about when I was going to start 

dating, when I'd finally find myself a nice Georgia boy to settle down with and have babies. 

Mama was much more invested in the idea of having grandchildren than she was in me.

 

        I stayed coy, dropping small smiles and staring down into my lap, like I had a secret to 

hide. They stopped asking; probably thinking I had found a boy and was just being shy. Mostly, I 

was just glad. In their minds, they thought I'd cut the sickness out of myself. I don't think Mama 

ever had a nightmare more terrifying than being a mother to a gay daughter.

 

        We sat through countless hours of prayers at night, Mama and I kneeling at the foot of 

my bed as if it were an altar, asking God for forgiveness and begging him to chase away the 

sickness in me. If I'm going to Hell when I die, the eyes of the Devil will be my Mama's, red-

rimmed with tears and filled with vile disgust.

        

        But the wounds I carved into my thighs during the height of my self-hatred didn't get rid 

of it. If anything, they were a promise made in blood, that this was who I was, and would always 

be. And, like the scars, I learned to live with them in secret, concealing them in quiet shame and 

layers of makeup.



 

        Hiding in a closet large enough to fit my burgeoning sexuality, right next to my dusty old 

hunting knives, was a stack of Playboy magazines I stole from Papa, carefully stacked in a 

cardboard shoebox. I'd read them cover to cover, memorizing the biography details of the 

featured women in each edition.

        

        Sally had blonde hair, green eyes, and double D breasts. She liked History in high school. 

Erica had black hair, brown eyes, and ran track--she competed at the state level, until she had to 

drop out of school, and then she went "boy-crazy." They were all beautiful.

 

        Papa accused Jared of stealing the magazines. "Teenage boys," he gruffed, though there 

was a measure of pride in his voice, as if stealing porn magazines from your father was a rite of 

passage. Little did he know.

 

        But she, with hair as dark as seaweed, wasn't a photo in a magazine, or someone on TV. 

It was as if, like Athena, she had been borne from the wells of my deepest fantasies and landed 

on Earth, a warrior. She was real.

 

        In her black one-piece swimsuit, she cut through the waters like a shark that owned the 

ocean. That was the first thing I noticed. A natural born swimmer, built with broad, powerful 

shoulders and narrow slender hips.

        I was completely and utterly the wrong shape for the water--big boobs, small feet, thin 

shoulders, and bones dense enough to sink ships. Too much traction and drag, not enough grace.

        

        When she came out of the water, she saw me looking. She smiled.

 

        I don't think I'd ever blushed that hard in my life.

 

        And the next thing I knew was a pair of feet standing in front of the patch of sand I was 

staring at, and a slender hand stuck in front of my face.

 

        "What's your name?"



 

        "Kelsey," I managed, through my cotton stuffed mouth. "Nice to meet you."

 

        I stared back up and looked at her eyebrows, too intimidated to look directly into her 

eyes. I thought I might go blind if I did. Even her eyebrows were nice, arched and dark black.

 

        "Jen," she said. And that was that.

 

        I think about that day a lot. That maybe if I hadn't met her, hadn't stared at her so openly, 

I could have gone on living the life I was supposed to live.

 

        "Want to go for a swim?"

 

        "Um," I said, intelligently. I decided it wasn't worth mentioning that my fear of large 

bodies of water was second only to my Mama's wrath.

 

        "Come on," she said. Her hand was warm in mine as she pulled me to my feet. The salt 

water lapped up to my ankles, then my shins, my hips, and then my chest.

        

        "Don't you know how to swim?"

 

        I shrugged. "Not really. Teach me?"

        

        I gave away a piece of my soul to a girl that was so lovely that the Devil himself couldn't 

bear to steal from her.

        

        Had I known she would be dead within the year, I would have swam as fast as I could 

with her back to shore, and never returned to the ocean.

        

        She was Venus, reborn from the sea, and in the end, I could do nothing but watch as it 

reclaimed her into its dark and endless depths. That no matter how strong of a swimmer she was, 

even she couldn't win against a riptide.



 

        But at the peak of August, with white-tipped waves stretching out to the ends of the 

Earth, we knew nothing but the push and pull of the ocean, the sun hot on our backs, and the 

taste of salt on each others' lips.

 

 


