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On Monday morning at 9:00 a.m., Pythia set her half-full cup of coffee on her cluttered desk and stood up. She already smelled the methane gas. Her throat itched in anticipation. 

“I am going downstairs for a minute,” she announced. Her assistant Debra waved a dismissive hand above her half-wall cubicle barricade. 

Pythia exited the office into the dingy back hallway that ran the length of the building. She opened a solid metal door, revealing pitted concrete steps descending into darkness. The complex aroma of tar, sulfur, methane, and moldy cardboard assaulted her nose. That smell. She inhaled to let the odor settle deep in her lungs. The door swung shut behind her, softened by her backside. Ignoring the nonfunctional light switch, she descended the familiar concrete steps by feel, scuffing her sandals past forty years of dusty client files she stored and ignored.

In ten years, Debra had never ventured into the basement. On her first week on the job, she balked at the top step. “It stinks! What’s down there, a gateway to hell?” 

The odor was not surprising, given the office was just a block away from the famous La Brea Tar Pits. Every basement in the area reeked of methane gas. Some even had little fountains of tar burbling up through the concrete. On rare occasions, basements exploded.

Pythia visited the office basement almost every Monday. When she needed a boost, she’d sneak away during the week. No one knew those diesel fumes were the sole reason she bought the place in 1973. Pythia didn’t explain. No need. While assistants came and went, the Earth persisted, exhaling its noxious fumes. Some gas burst free to pollute the atmosphere. Some was bottled, pulverized, or smelted into an endless stream of products. The one constant, wherever she lived, whether inhaled from a natural source or sniffed from a metal canister marked Danger! Do not inhale! was that smell.

Waving her hand, she found a cord and pulled. Yellow light from a bare 40-watt bulb illuminated a path along the broken floor. She felt around on a shelf for the BIC lighter. After a couple tries, the spark flared. She lit five candles arrayed on a dusty wooden table, shedding weak light on a musty alcove. Every Christmas, someone gave her a candle with some kind of Christian symbol on it, which she accepted with good cheer even though she was not a Christian. These candles tended not to last long but they smelled nice. Her favorite was a pumpkin spice jar from Better Bed & Bath.

She dug in her skirt pocket and pulled out a heart-shaped rock. She polished it with a well-worn handkerchief and placed it among other rocks in a misshapen unglazed clay bowl on the table.

“For you, my Lord, my heart,” she whispered, gazing at a framed portrait propped against the concrete wall at the back of the table. Years of dust obscured the image in the painting. She pondered the face, holding her breath, waiting for a connection. Nothing. She tried to remember what he looked like, his curling golden hair, intelligent eyes, and handsome lips. She tried to recall the joy of being his acolyte. Three thousand years, give or take a few centuries, had scraped chasms in her memory. 

The candlelight guided her to the tall four-legged stool a few feet from the table. She checked to make sure it sat square over the wide crack in the floor. Wobbles led to painful falls. She hitched up her flowered skirt, settled onto the stool, and tucked her sandals behind the lowest rung. No way will I be speaking in dactylic hexameters. She didn’t know where the claim to that trait originated. She would be the first to admit she had no facility with poetry. However, sometimes, when her vision was slow in coming, she would raise her arms in the classic Oracle pose she’d seen in old paintings from the nineteenth century. She made sure no one saw her do that, though—it seemed so pretentious. 

Clearing her mind, she sucked in a lungful of geothermal fumes. Her stomach lurched and then settled into a familiar clench. Yes, it was still there—the bleached center, the desiccated fount, the weary worn nub of her prescience, somewhere near the shriveled remains of her uterus. I need to know the future. I cannot stand not knowing. Head lifted, eyes closed, Apollo’s last Oracle hauled in another deep breath, and another. Her head sank onto her chest. 

Her consciousness clouded and shredded into tatters. Her last coherent thought was my assistant thinks I take drugs in the basement.

***
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A loud scream echoed in a dark cavernous space. Not the basement, somewhere else, a cave? The scream disintegrated into laughter. Light flickered—flames, perhaps lanterns? No, torches, made of dried spruce branches, giving off sweet smoke. Before Pythia could turn, hands grabbed at her clothing, dragging her backwards down stone steps. She kicked and heard giggles. The hands let go. She pulled her hair out of her face, trying to see who chased her. More laughter, echoing off high walls. She dropped to her knees and scrambled away, gathering her . . . peplos? Yes, a long length of coarse fabric restricted her legs. Where was she? When was she?

She twisted the fabric and tucked the hem into her leather girdle, peering through thick haze. Where were her comfortable Birkenstocks, her underwire bra, the practical reliable gear of her modern American life? She had forgotten how scratchy, how rough. When was I ever this slim? She sat on the tiled steps and waited for her vision to clear. She realized she was not in a cave. Huge marble columns held up a distant ceiling.

Hazy running figures swept past, giggling. 

“Come on, lazy donkey!” a familiar voice taunted her.

A wicker basket fell at her feet and spilled red berries across the tiled floor. She reached for one and put it on her tongue. Tart juice burst in her mouth. Ripe currants. She touched the mosaics on the step, marveling at tiny squares of turquoise, viridian, rose, and yellow tile, laid by skilled hands into white mortar. Casting her eyes past the columns, she saw mosaic images of white sheep, green olive trees, pale-skinned gods and goddesses riding chariots across azure skies. Pythia smiled. She knew this place. It was the Temple of Apollo, her home. 

“Pythia, come on!” That sweet voice calling across the millennia woke many lifetimes of sorrow. 

“Dione,” she whispered. “Sister, wait for me. I am coming.” She stood, ready to follow the slender figure disappearing behind huge fluted columns.

Torches ensconced along the tiled wall burst into flames, blocking her path. Eerie light flickered around the chamber. Laughter echoed in the distance. Confused, she tried to see past the flames. “Dione!” she cried. “Come back!” 

The vision ended before she could take a step. One moment she was backing away from the scorching heat, the next moment she was straddling a wobbly stool in a dark smelly basement. Her chest hitched and heaved as she returned to her body, dragging despair and loneliness with her. 

The stench of smoke resolved into a cloying blend of pumpkin spice and black tar, the signature scent of her present. 

Sometimes the future unrolled like an old-time movie, flickering, shadowy, filmed by an unknown camera operator at the behest of an unknown director. Characters entered and exited a changing stage. Other times she saw color-drenched snapshots of possibilities, ranged across her mind like a deck of tarot cards and just as ambiguous. She had no control over how the visions appeared or unfurled. Sometimes she was spectator, other times she was participant. Usually, she preferred to be a spectator. 

This time, she longed to remain in that sacred space, chasing her sister and their friends across the Temple floor to savor fresh berries, dodging servants in their path before bursting out into heat and light on the hills below Mt. Parnassus.

It was rare for her to revisit the past. Most of her trances sent her forward. Why am I dreaming of Dione? Pythia hadn’t dreamed of Dione for months, even years. 

Images flooded her mind. 

She remembered the feel of Dione’s hand in hers, pulling her along the dusty trails to the hot springs hidden in secret rock basins. She remembered braiding jasmine and heather into Dione’s hair. Memories of Delphi reawakened in her bones. Her sister’s face rose in her mind, more clear than usual. Dione’s blue-green eyes dominated a beautiful face framed by light-brown hair flowing unbound to her waist. Her lithe figure could always be found leading the cohort of young acolytes, exhorting them to shirk their kitchen duties and run wild on the steep hillsides above the Temple. 

Dione was the older sister, the beautiful sister. Before she lost her oracular sense, Pythia’s gift had been stronger than Dione’s, but she never felt superior. She loved Dione’s beauty, strength, and courage. She would give anything to see Dione again. 

Pythia sighed. That moment in the Temple happened long ago, one of many similar moments she’d forgotten. Was there a message she could carry forward to her future self? She sorted through the images, searching for meaning. Familiar frustration welled up, flavored with despair that her broken oracular talent had once again left her grasping at nothing. 

“Rest easy, my darling sister,” she whispered. She smoothed her dusty skirt, marveling at the reliable smoothness and banality of cheap machine-made cotton broadcloth. 

She regarded the painting of Apollo. “Do you live, my lord? Or are you withered like an ancient currant berry? Have you mellowed with time or are you still a jealous god?” 

Apollo’s unreadable eyes regarded her. 

It was a remarkable likeness. She found this painting in a thrift store in Oxnard back in the 1980s, some amateur painter’s castoff. She wondered how the artist had managed to capture the essence of a myth. His full lips were frozen in paint, one moment from pulling back in a smirk. Yet, in the next moment, his lips could be so generous with praise. 

She had worshiped Apollo with childlike faith; after almost three thousand years, that faith was all but dead. She leaned to blow out the candles. The chemical perfumes wafted past, mixing with the vapors emanating from the crack in the floor.

She shook off her melancholy and trudged toward the steps, yanking the cord to turn off the light as she passed. She still grieved the loss of her sister, but she could not bear to think her once-beloved god Apollo might also be gone. She blamed herself. Nothing kills a god quicker than lost faith.

***
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Pythia crossed the hall and entered the office. She paused just inside, inhaling the layered aromas of burned coffee, cheap perfume, printer toner, and body odor. A scratchy song with a heavy beat emanated from behind Debra’s barricade. Pythia tolerated Debra’s music, along with many other of her assistant’s quirks. Music styles came and went, like fashion fads, politicians, celebrities, and assistants. She paid little attention. Modern music could not compare to the simple harps, guitars, and flutes of her childhood. 

She surveyed the office, hiding behind the tall four-drawer filing cabinet, which Debra had insisted on painting orange. When did things become so decrepit? She noted the shabby square carpet in the waiting area, Debra’s solution to disguise the 1970s beige linoleum. Sun-faded visitors’ chairs lined the walls in front of the never-used display windows. A wobbly bookshelf in a corner held musty books collected by Debra from thrift stores and yard sales. “These will give us some charm,” Debra had said. 

Over the years, they had both added little treasures to the shelf—a bronze singing bowl and wooden mallet, an antique picture frame holding a sepia photo of someone’s ancestor. 

Pythia perused the faded peeling wallpaper. Was it really ten years since they had redecorated? Debra had been so excited about the gold foil accents. Now the whole place reeked of defeat. 

Debra made a snorting sound Pythia had come to associate with long-held resentment. “Have a nice nap?” she said from behind her hand, motioning toward Pythia’s office with her head. “Your ten o’clock has been waiting fifteen minutes.” 

Pythia emerged from behind the filing cabinet and peered at Debra over the half-wall. Untidy stacks of unfiled documents flanked the desk space occupied by Debra’s massive computer tower and old flat-panel monitor. The flickering screen illuminated Debra’s scowl. It does not take an Oracle to see this whole thing is falling apart.

“Who might that be?” Pythia asked.

Debra whispered, “It’s that S and M freak.”

“Ah. Thank you, Ms. Sandhill.” Pythia entered her tiny office. “Hello, Ms. Harper.” Cindi Harper slouched in the visitor chair, black vinyl spike-heeled boots on the desk, talking on Pythia’s phone. 

“I’ll be there in an hour, and you’d better be waiting,” Cindi growled, winking at Pythia. 

Pythia sank into her fraying chair and looked at the scuff marks on the soles of Cindi’s boots. She pictured those boots grinding into a fat man’s groin and winced. Every now and then, her oracular “gift” gave her some images she would rather not have seen.

“You’d better be wearing that dog collar, too, if you know what’s good for you.” 

Cindi made kissing sounds into the phone and slammed down the receiver. She thumped her boots on the floor and rubbed her hands along spandex-covered thighs. 

She grinned at Pythia. “You have to show them who is boss, right? Well, you probably wouldn’t know. Let me tell you, there is an art to this domination stuff. I’m kind of digging $200 per hour!” 

“How is your business plan coming along?” Pythia asked, straightening her phone.

“Great! Look, here’s a mockup of our new catalog.”

***
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An hour later, Pythia ushered Cindi to the front door. 

“Did Ms. Sandhill help you make another appointment?” 

Outside on Wilshire, bumper-to-bumper traffic signified the intensification of afternoon rush hour.

“She sure did. That woman is a treasure.”

“She certainly is.” 

Debra had ordered $35 worth of product from Cindi’s not-yet-printed catalog. Given Cindi’s business history, Pythia wondered if Debra would ever receive her order. Not my problem. “Email me if you have any questions about the financial section.” 

“Thank you, Ms. Apulu. You know, if you ever want to try some of my products, I have some kinky little dildos, might be just your style.”

Debra waved something pink and phallic from behind her cubicle wall.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Pythia said, nodding. How could she possibly know my “style”?

“Well, just because you aren’t . . . a spring chicken anymore, pardon me for saying, doesn’t mean you can’t have some fun once in a while,” Cindi grinned. Pythia’s gift revealed that Cindi was planning on a tummy tuck in the near future. Spring chicken, indeed. Cindi fluffed her halo of bleached hair and bared yellowed teeth at Pythia as she fought with her leopard print bag to see who would make it out the door first. “World domination, here I come!” The door swung closed, jangling the tarnished bell hanging from the ceiling. 

Pythia peered between the faded Visa, Discover, and MasterCard stickers and watched the endless flow of traffic as Cindi got into her Volkswagen Beetle. Rush hour seemed to last all day along the Miracle Mile section of Wilshire Blvd. Most of the time she could tune out the sounds of growling engines and honking horns. Later in the evening, when traffic thinned, she would open the windows of her upstairs apartment and revel in the silence. Is it too early to call it a day? She felt a familiar twinge behind her left eye. A nap sounded good right now. Coaching humans is exhausting. 

A rusting hubcap leaned against a parking meter post, like a piece of street art. Without any prompting, the history of the hubcap spooled out in her mind’s eye. It was lost on Monday from Arthur Maler’s 1975 Datsun B-210, spinning off his vintage wheel and wobbling to rest against the curb. Some kind stranger—Maury Wilson, to be exact—rescued the hubcap and propped it against the meter, certain that soon its owner would return to retrieve it. And, in fact, Arthur will return next week for lunch at Cheese Louise, see his hubcap, and praise the generosity of the god of his understanding. Pythia saw all this with oracular clarity, past and present, as if she had seen it in a movie—part of the unpredictable torrent of useless trivia provided by her so-called gift. 

Her eyes fell on the office fire extinguisher hanging on the wall near the conference room door. A couple of the fragments from her vision snapped together. 

Pythia ripped the extinguisher from the wall and rushed outside. She rapped on Cindi’s passenger side window. When Cindi rolled down the window, Pythia thrust the extinguisher onto the passenger seat next to the gargantuan shoulder bag. 

“I have a feeling you are going to need this. You know how to work it? Just pull that thing. Okay? All right, be safe.” She slapped the roof of the Beetle, producing a hollow thud. Cindi waved. The engine stuttered to life. 

Pythia watched as Cindi dove into the stream. Within moments, another driver had swooped in to claim the space. 

Reluctant to go back inside, Pythia peered into the windows of the frame shop to the east of her office. 

Frank Bristol, the slim red-haired proprietor of I’ve Been Framed, was hanging some L-square frame samples on the wall while his wife, Helen, helped a woman in lavender pants choose a frame at the long table. He saw Pythia and waved. She waved back. 

Turning the other direction, she saw two diners sitting at one of Cheese Louise’s two canopied picnic tables, oblivious of the vehicles moving nearby. Louise Romano glided out the door of her café with two menus under her arm and a tray holding two full water glasses. She saw Pythia and nodded her head. Pythia waved. 

At the far west end of the block, she saw a handful of fit women in yoga pants carrying yoga mats into Stacy Lander’s yoga studio. A class was about to start. Stacy kept inviting Pythia to try a yoga class. Pythia kept declining.

She turned and looked at the façade of her own storefront. Twenty years ago, she had paid a local sign painter to print Apulu Ltd in bright red Greek uncials on the stucco wall above the door. The summer sun had beaten the lettering to a pale grayish pink. Was it time for a new sign? Was it time for a new business? Is my long life finally ending? She tried to muster some grief and felt only a dusty indifference as she reentered the office. Even the bell sounded exhausted.

“Another one of your feelings?” Debra asked from behind her cubicle wall.

“What? Oh, yes, I guess you could say so,” Pythia replied. “How are you coming on the copy for that brochure we talked about?”

“You can see the future, right?”

“Sometimes,” Pythia acknowledged.

“Well, look in your crystal ball. Do you see me finishing that brochure?”

Pythia walked to the half-wall and looked over the trailing philodendrons at Debra, who stared at her computer monitor, ignoring Pythia’s scrutiny. Debra’s pale hair was silvering at her temples. She had a trace of jawline sag. When had Debra become so cynical? She used to be so . . . What’s the word? Optimistic. She used to be eager. In 2005 Pythia had hired Debra as her assistant straight out of Los Angeles Community College with a freshly minted associate’s in business administration. She remembered the day Debra interviewed for the job. She’d worn a short skirt suit she’d made herself from plaid wool, even though it was sweltering outside. Anyone who had the guts to wear wool in summer deserved a job. The young woman had negotiated pay raises every year as she grew into the perfect assistant. Unfortunately, Debra’s zeal had evaporated over ten years of boredom and neglect; her enthusiasm peaked around 2010 but she still coerced ridiculous annual raises, which Pythia paid out of guilt.

“How many times do I have to tell you—” Pythia began and then bit her lip, chagrined to find herself falling yet again into Debra’s trap.

“I know, I know, you don’t have a crystal ball. As your marketing manager, I recommend you get one. I think you’d do better as a fortune-teller than as a coach. People just want to know what’s going to happen. They don’t want to write a stupid business plan.”

“You are right, as usual. Maybe it is time for a makeover.” 

“Well, let me know what you decide before I do your stupid brochure,” Debra said. “Check your calendar, Pythia. You aren’t done for the day. You’ve got Mathison at one and Kahn at two. And that new guy at five. Don’t forget to eat something so you don’t get a headache.”

***
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After two more coaching appointments, Pythia’s migraine was in full bloom. She squinted at her desk calendar. She had a two-hour break before her final appointment of the day. She navigated half-blind past Debra’s cubicle.

“I am going upstairs.”

“Oh, got a migraine? Poor thing,” Debra said with no sympathy. “Did you eat any lunch? I warned you.”

“Notify me if the place burns down,” Pythia growled. 

“You bet, Boss.”

Pythia trudged along the hallway and up the stairs to the second floor. Familiar pain gnawed behind her eyes. Migraines often followed trips to the basement. 

She navigated with squinting eyes past Frank and Helen’s apartment door to her own door, which she seldom remembered to lock. She staggered into her living room, sucking in the aromas of sandalwood and currant incense. 

A small sitting room occupied the space between the galley kitchen on the left and a tiny bedroom and closet-sized bathroom on the right. Pythia no longer noticed the once-festive red and gold stripe wallpaper, now faded to pinkish gray. She crossed the brown shag rug to the bedroom. Groaning, she sank onto her worn bedspread and pulled a pillow over her head. 

***
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When Pythia stirred, an orange sun hung over the smoggy Los Angeles skyline, silhouetting rows of Mexican fan palms. 

A moment after she sat up, the speaker on the wall by the bed buzzed twice. Time for her 5:00 p.m. appointment. She hauled herself upright, smoothed her skirt, combed her hair, and headed down to the office. 

Debra was leaning back in her chair, looking tired. Her desk was tidy. Her red leather purse sat by the computer. She squinted at Pythia. “You look somewhat better.” 

“Thank you. And thank you for buzzing me. Am I late?”

“The client just called to say he’ll be here in five minutes. I’ll give him the paperwork and make sure he’s not an axe murderer and then I’m going home.”

Pythia went into her office. Her desk looked unusually clean.

“Did she do some filing?” she mused.

“I can hear you.”

“Am I going to be asking you to unfile things later?”

“I don’t know, are you?”

Pythia sighed.

The bell over the front door jangled. 

“Well, hello! You must be Mr. Haven,” Debra said in a sultry voice Pythia had not heard before. “I’m Debra Sandhill, Ms. Apulu’s colleague. Please come in.” 

Colleague, indeed. Pythia leaned to the side to peer at the visitor. She saw a lean, tall, dark-skinned man wearing a well-tailored suit and carrying a briefcase. She sat up straight and patted her hair. What kind of business does he have? Real estate? Wedding planning? She checked in with her oracular sixth sense. Nothing came clear. The only thing she could see was him dropping off his suit tomorrow at a drycleaner in West Hollywood. 

Pythia listened with amusement as Debra flirted. While she waited, she looked around her office, trying to imagine it from a visitor’s point of view. The once-blue low-pile carpet was threadbare in places. A couple large framed photos of ancient Greece spruced up the faded beige walls. The oak furniture was heavy and outdated. Behind the desk, a scratched credenza held some business books. All for show. Few visitors would be impressed. 

Debra appeared in the office doorway.

“Mr. Haven, I’d like you to meet Ms. Pythia Apulu. Ms. Apulu, this is Mr. Glen Haven.”

Pythia held out her hand, trying not to chuckle at Debra’s uncharacteristically formal introduction. Debra seemed smitten with the new client.

“Ms. Apulu, I’m very pleased to meet you,” said the man in a warm voice with no accent. 

“Please call me Pythia,” she replied as he took her hand and held it a long moment. 

“Please call me Glen,” he smiled, showing brilliant straight white teeth. Pythia heard the hallway door slam as Debra left the office, headed for the back parking lot. I hope she remembered to lock the front door. 

Pythia waved the handsome man to the visitor chair. “Please have a seat, Glen, and tell me how I can help you.”

Glen settled onto the chair and put his briefcase on the floor. He raised his eyes to hers, paused a moment, and said, “First, if you don’t mind, I’d like to find out about you, if I may?”

Pythia sat down behind her desk. 

“Why, certainly, Glen. What would you like to know?”

“You are Greek, are you not?”

“Yes, I emigrated from Greece in the 1970s.” 

“With your husband?”

“I never married, Glen. I have always been more interested in helping people build thriving businesses.” Pythia wished her prescience worked more like a faucet and less like a cloudburst. Not much was coming through. He would be meeting a group of people for dinner, she predicted. How was that foresight useful? Unless he planned to invite her? No, unlikely. She saw her future self in her robe and slippers sitting at her desk upstairs typing a blogpost. 

“Right on.”

“Would you like to tell me about your business ideas?”

“I’m in property management and real estate development.”

“Oh, that sounds interesting. Can you give me more details about what you do?”

“More details?” 

“Yes, such as your target audiences, that sort of thing.”

Glen laughed. Was that a self-conscious laugh? Something was going on, but her sixth sense wasn’t cooperating. She saw him drinking margaritas at El Coyote—no salt. Apollo save me! How is that helpful?

“I’d really like to know more about you,” Glen said with a disarming smile.

Pythia studied him for a long moment, considering her options. Could he be an axe murderer after all? No, not likely. The suit he would be dropping at the dry cleaners tomorrow did not appear to have bloodstains. He looked much too fastidious to be hiding an axe in his elegant briefcase.

“I assure you I am well qualified to advise you on whatever type of business you plan to launch,” she said. Pythia arranged her hands on the desk in front of her with her index fingers pointing toward the visitor. Her A.A. sponsor, Lena, had once promised this configuration would ward off bad energy and return it to the sender. 

Glen didn’t appear to mind reabsorbing his own bad vibes. “Oh, I’m sure you are, please don’t think I’m questioning your credentials, Ms. Apulu. I’m so sorry, it’s just that, well, you see, I have a silent partner.”

Pythia looked around her tiny office, observing the bland wallpaper. “A silent partner?” 

“Yes. And this person, my partner, uh, they want me to find out a few things about you before we agree to work together.”

“Very well, Glen. What would your partner like to know?”

“First, do you have any family?”

“Not living.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. No siblings?”

“A long time ago, I had a sister,” Pythia said. 

“What happened to her, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“She died.”

“When was that?”

Pythia stared at the man in the visitor chair. She wanted to say, three millennia ago, give or take a few centuries; you have no idea how long I have been alone, but she knew self-pity was a dubious luxury best left to mortals better able to handle it. She thought she was a mortal, just one that for some reason had not yet been allowed to die.

“A long time ago, Glen. I prefer not to remember.”

Glen nodded and pulled his briefcase onto his lap. He rummaged inside for a moment and then stopped. He nodded at a large framed photo on a wall of her office. “I’ve seen those ruins.”

She followed his gaze. “Yes, that is one of the Temples of Apollo.” She studied the picture of tourists in shorts gawking at a few restored columns and piles of rubble, a forlorn remnant of her god’s power.

“At Delphi, I believe.” He turned back to Pythia. “Weren’t you born near there?”

“Yes, in a small town near the sea,” Pythia said. “As I recall, a few ramshackle huts, olive trees, and lots of goats. Not exactly a tourist destination.” 

“What a beautiful place.” 

Pythia admired Glen’s profile and thought about all the years of her long life she had somehow missed after her illness and exodus from Delphi. Decades had passed during which she was alive but half-aware, going through the motions of living, moving around Greece, from village to village, working in farms and fields, eating with the women, tending the children, feeding the sheep and goats. As time passed, she lost herself in cities. Later, she moved to America and worked for anyone who would accept a somewhat dazed but hard-working woman with a heavy Greek accent.

“You don’t have much of an accent anymore.” 

Pythia stared at him. Is he a mind reader? Does he know who I am?

Glen looked stricken. “I’m sorry, did I offend? Please forgive me, I meant to pay you a compliment.” He sounded apologetic. Yet he also seemed to radiate satisfaction. Pythia sensed Glen had achieved the purpose of his visit. That worried her a bit. However, she did not sense any violence coming from him. 

“Thank you, I appreciate that. Now. I hope I have answered your questions adequately. Please tell me how I can help you, Mr. Haven,” Pythia said. 

Glen handed her a slick full-color brochure, smiling. On the cover was a rendering of Apollo’s Temple at Delphi, a perfect version of the ruins in the photo on her wall. Pythia stared in surprise. Once again, her intermittent prescience had failed to warn her. 

“Well, after all my questions, I thought you might guess it has something to do with Greek culture. Take a look at this. My partner and I have a client who wants to build a replica of a Greek temple on some private property above Malibu.”

Pythia opened the brochure, mind reeling. What is happening here? Who is this man and how did he find me? She studied the brochure. Something about a retreat center, a private members-only club, a small hotel with spa amenities and a four-star restaurant. 

“Temple of Apollo Hotel and Conference Center. This is an ambitious project,” she said, not looking up.

“Yes, it is impressive.”

“How do you think I might be able to help?”

Glen looked again at the photo on the wall.

“From what I’ve been told, you have an ability to identify problems before they happen. My partner and I raised funds to purchase the property, but we need another round of venture capital in order to break ground. We are hoping you might use your ability to guide us in our search for one or more angel investors.”

From what I’ve been told? Who is talking about me? 

Pythia tried to empty her mind, desperate for guidance from the future. She received muddled images that made no sense. She saw a blonde woman standing on a terraced hillside overlooking an azure ocean. Wolves running among black conifers. A silent wave sweeping a swimmer out to sea. Lovers embracing in a cave.

“Mr. Haven, how did you hear about me?”

Glen looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to disclose details to you—yet. Not yet! But soon!” 

Pythia handed the brochure back to Glen and stood up. Surprised, he held his briefcase closed and stood as well.

“Mr. Haven, I appreciate you taking the time to consult with me. I fear I am not the right person for this project. Please accept my apologies. I wish you the best with your fundraising.”

Glen’s mouth opened and closed. “All right, I see, certainly, Ms. Apulu.” He cast a worried glance at the photograph on the wall. “Please, keep the brochure. Thank you for taking time to see me. I’ll convey the news to my partner. Maybe—if you change your mind, you have my number. I’m hopeful you’ll see—I really believe this, that our futures are connected.” 

Pythia frowned. 

“In a very good way, I assure you!” Glen added. 

He laid the brochure on her desk, snapped his briefcase closed, and reached out to shake her hand. An brief image flashed of a house on a hill with a view of the ocean. A street sign with the words Oracle Drive. 

Pythia disengaged her hand and led the way to the front door. She unlocked the door and stood back to let him exit. He paused on the threshold as if to say more, and then nodded once and went out onto the sidewalk. She closed and locked the door. They stood staring at each other through the glass. A moment later, Glen walked away. 

Pythia waited thirty seconds and went outside. Hands on her hips, she watched him get into the back seat of a white stretch limousine parked in front of Cheese Louise. The windows of the car were opaque black. If other people were in the car, they were anonymous. The car glided into a break in traffic and accelerated west toward the ocean. 

***
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After a dinner of store-bought bread, oil, olives, and apples, Pythia opened a window, settled at her kitchen table, and woke up her desktop computer. Something buzzed in the innards of the old machine and then settled into a steady hum. The monitor brightened, already open to her blog page. 

She clicked the button to start a new post.

April 6, 2015


In almost three thousand years, I’ve been through all the layers of grief—starting with denial and ending with resignation. The years have scraped the regret and sorrow from my bones, leaving me skeletal with weariness. I begin to think my adolescent mind dreamed the whole thing, like a childhood infatuation with a handsome soldier who never once looks your way. Crushing blow, to realize you don’t even rate a glance. All young girls feel this from time to time, until they outgrow their fantasies and mature into clear-eyed young women who know their duty and obligation.

I thought my duty and obligation was to love my Lord God Apollo and to be loved by him in return. I was taught thus from the day I was consecrated to the Temple at Delphi. My parents sold two of their seven children—Dione and me—to serve in Apollo’s Temple. The fear of leaving home was tempered by the presence of my older sister, and after a time, I stopped missing my parents and other siblings, who no doubt forgot about us as soon as we left the yard. More food for fewer mouths.

I took to the rigors of service willingly, being young and pliable. My teachers taught me that Apollo would reward me for my devotion, and indeed, I was well fed and housed in the Temple dormitories, sleeping head-to-toe with a hundred other acolytes, all being trained in service to the god. 

I can still conjure up some shame at my naiveté. I believed in Apollo with all my heart, the way a child believes in magic. How could I not? Even though I rarely saw him, the beauty of my god’s creation was all around me, in the sunrise, in the ripening grapes, in the green olives, in the lambs I helped raise every spring. Immersed as I was in the world’s splendor, it never occurred to me to fear I would someday lose it all. The thought, inconceivable impossibility, never entered my mind. I lived from moment to moment, content to live and breathe in my god’s bounty under a boundless blue sky and willingly serve him in his temple. To this service had I been called, and to this service did I devote my best efforts. Long after he deserted me, I continued to worship him. I am ashamed to admit how long I strove—centuries. Even today, I confess, I still have a remnant of hope.

My sister lovingly teased me for my devotion. Dione did not believe in Apollo. She performed her tasks adequately, but reluctantly and perfunctorily, and as soon as she was free to roam, she would disappear until twilight. 

Mistress Dora often sent me to find her and bring her home. I searched in the marketplace and found her talking with soldiers by the city wall. I searched in the baths and found her primping with Zaphira. I searched in the Temple gardens and found her not plucking weeds but gossiping with Hester and Lilianna. Sometimes I knew where she was because of our sister connection. Other times, she eluded me, and I had to return to Mistress Dora to admit I had failed in my task. Dione chafed under the yoke of service while I in my ignorance worshiped with blind faith and misplaced loyalty.

Now I fear Dione was right. The god I worshiped was an illusion, a construct created, organized, and implemented by an oligarchy of statesmen who hired cruel teachers to find young female acolytes to train in the ways of servitude toward men. There was never a god Apollo. 

Yet if I am not missing a real god, I am missing the idea of him. Why do I miss what I never had? If I had been born with only one hand, would I miss the one I never knew? I miss the potential of him. Not unlike the Christian god, he was a god of sunshine and harvests, courage and wisdom, music and poetry. What is the point of living? Had I the power, I would leave this wretched century that masquerades as civilization to return to the orchards and fields of ancient Greece. 

—Yours in exile, Delphina



Pythia had been posting once or twice a week as “Delphina, a three thousand-year-old Oracle” for several years. She had a small following. Most readers visited without leaving comments. However, some commenters praised her “performance art.” Some wished her well on her quest to publish her fiction. Some thought the blog was a joke—half of these readers pretended to be in on the joke; the others expressed annoyance at her audacity. One of her more ardent followers, ClassAct, often wrote something like, “Hey, Delphina, if you hate it here so much, go back to where you came from, you sick liberal Commie spy.” Bettina-the-Muse, a frequent visitor, wrote, “You sound so sad. Why do you persist in claiming you are three thousand years old? Admit you are a fraud. Jesus will forgive you.” 

A recent comment caught her eye. GodsChosen (gender unknown) had invited her to the Church of Apollo. Is there really such a church? 

She closed the blogging program. She never responded to comments. Mistress Dora taught her never to engage the enemy lest they fill their quivers with your own words and shoot you through the heart.
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Chapter 2
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The next day, Pythia was in the office before Debra, which didn’t often happen. Most days, Debra buzzed Pythia to remind her of her first appointment. Today, Pythia was early. In fact, she had been unable to sleep. Images of Dione burbled up unbidden. Lying in bed, Pythia stared at the dark ceiling, remembering games of hide-and-seek in the scrubby hillside grasses under the blue skies of Delphi. She remembered leaning into the wind, imagining she could smell the ocean that tantalized just beyond her view on clear days. 

Spent from restlessness, just after dawn, she trudged downstairs to the office and coaxed the Mr. Coffee machine to life as she watched the sky lighten over the Miracle Mile through the grime on the tall street-facing windows. 

In a corner of the waiting area was an ancient portable television meant to entertain clients as they waited for their consultations. She had an impulse to turn it on. 

The TV warmed into a glowing yellowish image of four attractive, well-dressed, animated women sitting around an oblong glass-topped table. Three had smooth pale skin and one was a little less pale but just as smooth. An orange neon M lit up the camera side of the table, giving all the women an unhealthy pallor. That light is probably pink. What fool would put white women under an orange neon light? 

A commercial teaser interrupted the banal chatter to announce an upcoming celebrity guest. The screen showed a close-up of a young vivacious woman with pale twisted locks of hair behind a flashing tagline: Coming soon! New York celebrity Divina Dee, Psychic to the Stars. 

Anyone claiming to be a psychic was interesting to Pythia. It was no news to her that people just wanted to know their futures. However, humans could still surprise her. Most of those who claimed to read the future were good-natured frauds, but a few were the genuine article. What was Divina Dee?

“She’s the real deal!” gushed a dark-skinned woman with puffy black hair, as if in answer to her question. 

“She predicted I would win the lottery,” squealed a heavy woman in a hot pink jumpsuit. “And I did!” She threw her hands in the air in a praise God salute.

“Meet this mysterious psychic who is advising the stars,” invited another TV anchor. “Enter to win a chance to meet the psychic and ask her your questions about your future!”

“Rumor has it she is filming a documentary here in the L.A. area,” screamed a blonde woman Pythia recognized as one of the speakers sitting at the oblong table. “Go to KWOW dot TV to get the latest news about Divina Dee!”

A teaser for a news show came on showing a video clip of an interview with a blonde-haired woman running for the U.S. presidency, followed by a commercial for a product for gum sensitivity. Pythia mused about humans’ desperation to know their fates, as if knowing meant controlling. Any reader of myths and fairy tales should know you need to be careful what you wish for. She half-listened to several more commercials for products she would never use. People bought these products based on the manufacturers’ promises. Whiter teeth, cleaner toilets, faster cars. It’s the same way Americans elect their presidents. That is what marketing is all about, as Debra often reminded her. Is it ethical to make impossible promises in exchange for customers’ money? Debra would say yes. 

***
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Debra came through the hallway door at 9:00 a.m., lugging her giant satchel, which Pythia knew held a pasta salad, a thermos of tea, several books, a Franklin planner, an entire makeup kit, and sundry other gear necessary for enduring another day at Apulu Ltd.

“Who is this Divina Dee person?” Pythia asked.

“What are you talking about?” Debra said, disappearing into her cubicle. Pythia heard a thump as the satchel found its place on the floor under Debra’s desk. Debra reemerged, empty coffee cup in hand, and headed for the small kitchen area in the back of the office. “Hey, thanks for making coffee. I need more hair on my chest.” A moment later, she returned. “Now. What’s up?”

Pythia waved at the TV, which was showing another commercial for Divina Dee. A pale young woman with long blonde dreadlocks stood on a stage in front of a large audience. 

“She’s a psychic.” Debra sipped her coffee and gazed at the screen. “She has a show on the Psychics Network called Psychic to the Stars. She’s quite the celebrity.”

“Why does she wear her hair like that?”

“It’s a style thing. Dreadlocks. You wouldn’t understand. Anyway, other celebrities rave about her.”

“Like who? Anyone we know?”

“Since when do we know any celebrities? Oh, wait, you mean, like Ram Leonardo, before he got famous for embezzling funds from the business we helped him start?”

Pythia glared at a hangnail. “Yes, I should have seen that one coming.”

Debra looked at her, eyebrows raised. “Are you being serious right now? Because I can’t tell.” 

“I seriously want to know who this Divina Dee is. I have a strange feeling about her.”

“Well, luckily, you and Divina Dee aren’t the only ones who can predict the future. In anticipation of this discussion, I looked her up online. No, not really. Actually, she’s just fascinating. As far as I can tell, she appeared on the celebrity circuit out of nowhere just last year. Her manager is that famous agent from New York. She got Divina Dee on the talk shows. Ellen. Oprah. All the big ones. Now she’s the host of her own show. They say her predictions are almost always right.”

“Predictions.”

“Yep. She predicted Angie Jane and Tad Wheeler would break up.”

“Anyone could have seen that coming.”

“She predicted that hurricane.” 

“Which one? We’ve had so many this year. That is why we call it hurricane season.”

“She must have an excellent publicist. She has almost a million TipTap followers.”

“What is TipTap?”

Debra stared at her. “You aren’t that much older than me, Pythia,” she said. “You think email is magic. Hell, you act like TV is a modern invention. It’s called TipTap! Welcome to the twenty-first century!”

“You have no idea,” Pythia said. 

“You’d better get going. You’ll miss your witches’ meeting.”

“We are not witches, Debra, how many times do I have to tell you?”

“As good as,” Debra grinned. “Go, I got this covered. I’ll work on your social media until you get back.”

***
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At 9:30, Pythia unplugged her silver Honda Insight and drove across the city in heavy traffic to the radio station in Westwood. She parked under the building in the vast dark parking structure, always in the same spot so she could find her car again. Below ground her sense of direction deserted her. Even though appearances didn’t matter for radio, she checked that her skirt’s side seams were straight. The gray calf-length linen skirt was loose and comfortable and complemented her Birkenstocks.

Parking ticket in hand, she ascended the parking elevator to the lobby. She waved to the front desk attendant, Brian, as she switched to the elevator that would take her to the sixth floor. 

Feeling inordinately cheerful, she strode along the carpeted hall to the Mystics Roundtable sound booth, pausing to wave through the glass wall at Arnie Solomon, the daytime KROO radio DJ, who was just starting his shift. He smiled and waved back. She liked his gravelly warm voice and the way his eyes crinkled when he smiled. She suspected he hid a dimple under his gray-gold beard—maybe even two. 

Pythia was the last to arrive to the sound booth at the end of the corridor. She hurried around the curved table to her place by the wall. In the first seat, Sylvia Benjamin shuffled a deck of Tarot cards, looking like a red-haired goddess in glitter makeup. In the next seat, Mary McMillen, the astrologer, sat with her eyes closed, humming mantras under her breath. Next to Mary, Moon Cloud-River, real name Susan Mooney, rolled a bronze-colored I-Ching coin across her knuckles and drummed the fingernails on her other hand on the Formica. 

“Sorry, am I late?” Pythia put her purse on the floor under her chair and adjusted the headphones over her ears. She angled the overhead microphone into place.

“No, plenty of time,” smiled Lena Tollefson, the host of the monthly Mystics Roundtable radio show. Lena was an actor but spent evenings and weekends working as a server at the Wild West Arcade, a children’s party venue on Pico. Lena also happened to be Pythia’s A.A. sponsor. Pythia had been a volunteer Mystic for a few years, at Lena’s insistence she “be of service.” 

The four participants sat around the table, facing Lena who presided from behind the soundboard. Today, Lena wore a green fedora with a dark green wool pantsuit. Her long brown hair was swept up under the hat.

“Do we have a topic for tonight, or are we just going to take questions?” Sylvia asked. 

Oh, thank God, pets, Pythia thought with some relief. Better than romance. It is so much easier to predict the futures of pets than of people. 

“I think our theme tonight will be pets! Surprise!” Lena said, pressing buttons on the board. Pythia heard the show’s theme song and opening announcements playing in her headphones. Lena mouthed “three, two, one,” and said, “Mystics, are you ready? Hello to our four Mystics, Sylvia the Magnificent, Mistress Mary of the Stars, Conjuror of Coins Moon Cloud-River, and Pythia, our Seer without Peer. I hope you had an excellent month. Welcome, Listeners! Today we are taking your questions about your pets. Looks like we already have our first caller. Lucy is on the line from Burbank. Go ahead, Lucy.”

A young child’s voice said, “What is my cat Muffin trying to tell me when he stares into my eyes and twitches his tail?” 

Lena chuckled. “Okay, Mystics, let’s see what we can do to help Lucy.”

As the other Mystics competed to answer the question using their various mystical tools and methods, in a single flash of prescience, Pythia already knew everything about Lucy and her cat. A bored, demanding, long-haired child and a restless tomcat in one small room added up to tears before bed. 

She let her mind wander. While Sylvia gave Lucy and Muffin a tarot card reading, Pythia reviewed the conversation she’d had last week with Glen Haven, the mysteriously reticent business client. Despite Debra’s assurances that he was a great guy, Pythia sensed something off about Glen. Why was he hiding the identity of his “silent partner”? Why all the personal questions? 

Lena’s voice interrupted her reverie. “Let’s see what Pythia our Peerless Seer can make of Crowley’s lovemaking.” 

“All cats make noises,” Pythia said. 

“Crowley’s a dog, Pythia,” Sylvia said, laughing. 

“Oh, sorry,” Pythia said. One moment of reflection showed her Crowley’s imminent fate. “Say, Bill, is it? Bill, you had better go check that garden gate.”

“Garden gate? What are you talking about?” the caller asked, puzzled.

“I would do it now rather than later,” Pythia said. 

“Bill, if Pythia says jump, we jump,” Lena said.

“Uh, okay. Hold on a sec.” A thumping sound ensued, followed by yelling and barking in the background. 

While the line was open, Pythia regarded her fellow Mystics, who were staring at her. “What?” she said.

Bill returned, breathless. “Oh, my god, lady, you just saved my dog from getting run over by a trash truck! Crowley, you bad boy!”

Lena laughed. “That’s Pythia, our Seer without Peer.” Pythia winced.

“I can’t thank you enough!” Bill said. “Who’s a bad boy? Is it you? Crowley, you’re such a bad boy!” He hung up the phone.

“How do you do that?” Moon demanded, rolling a coin across her knuckles. The coin went spinning across the table. 

Pythia caught it and handed it back to Moon. “Do what?”

“Mystics’ mysterious methods are wondrous to behold,” Lena intoned into her mic. 

A few callers later, the show was over. The Mystics began to pack up their gear. 

“Say, Lena, how’s your mom doing?” Sylvia asked as she swept her Tarot cards into a silk cloth bag. Pythia knew that the three Mystics had graduated together from Mystics Institute, a school for spiritual advisors. Lena’s mother was the owner and president of the Mystics Institute. She was also the main patron supporting the Mystics Roundtable Radio Show. 

“Fine,” Lena said. “Crazy as ever.”

“Give her my regards,” Sylvia said. “See you soon!” She exited, leaving behind a glitter cloud on the table and floor around her chair.

Mary turned to Pythia. “Hey, Pythia, why haven’t I done your chart for you? When is your birthday?” 

“Pythia doesn’t want anyone to know how old she really is,” Moon said. She packed the coins and yarrow sticks into a velvet-lined carved wooden box and stuffed it in her leather shoulder bag. 

Pythia smiled. “Are we all not entitled to some secrets?”

“Pythia is an old soul, anyone can see,” Lena said, shutting down the computer. “Anyone want to meet me at the Arcade for lunch? On the house.”

“I have a stack of papers to grade,” Mary sighed. She taught English comp at a career college when she wasn’t giving astrology readings. 

“I need to return to the office. Maybe next time,” Pythia said. 

“I’ll go, why not?” Moon said. “I’ll meet you there.” She turned to Pythia. Her eyes narrowed behind her wireframe glasses. “Wait. Pythia, tell me the truth, did you work that out ahead of time?”

“No, that would be silly.” Pythia retrieved her purse from under her chair. “That would be insane.” 

“Not impossible, though. You have some scam going on, don’t you? I want in on it.”

“Moon, there is no scam.” Humans are exhausting. I need a nap. 

“I need the money, you don’t understand.” Pythia caught a brief image of Moon’s teenage son Riley. Down payment on braces, $4,500. A handsome kid with crooked teeth and a desperate mother who thought that a perfect smile would be his ticket to Hollywood. Maybe as a bellhop at the Beverly Hilton.

Pythia shook off her pessimism. “I do understand,” she said. “We want the best for our loved ones. Moon, I have a lucky feeling. Do you ever play the lottery? You know that 7-11 over by that Ethiopian place you like so much, on Fairfax? I heard that is a lucky place.” 

Moon looked skeptical but, in a moment, Pythia’s vision shifted to show Moon winning a modest sum on a lottery ticket. She smiled with satisfaction. 

“You had better hurry, though. Maybe skip the Arcade this time.” 

Pythia watched Moon rush out the door. 

“I know what you’re doing.”

Pythia turned to look at Lena. “What am I doing?”

“It’s the power of suggestion, isn’t it? Somehow you help people believe something will happen, and then they act as if it will, and then it does.” 

“That is as good an explanation as any.”

“The alternative explanation is that there is a God. And I know you don’t believe that!”

Pythia smiled. “Are you going to the meeting tonight?”

Lena nodded. “I’ll see you there, but I really don’t know why you keep going. I don’t think you are an alcoholic.”

“Well, I am something,” Pythia said. “Not sure what, but something.”

***
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Debra accosted Pythia as she came through the front door. Usually, Debra’s words were something like, “You’re late!” or “Did you forget the toner?” 

This time, Debra said, “You aren’t going to believe what just happened!” 

Pythia’s “gift” kicked into gear. She saw the tale laid out before her like a storyboard, frame by frame. Out of respect for Debra, she said, “What happened?”

“You know that weirdo Cindi Harper? She just called to say her car caught fire as she was driving on the 405!”

“Oh, dear. Is she okay?”

“She’s okay, but her car is toast.”

“I had hoped she would be able to figure out how to use that fire extinguisher.”

“That’s just it! She did. She used it to put out the other guy’s car. She saved his life!”

“That’s good.” Pythia went into her office.

Debra followed her, vibrating with excitement. “Wait, that’s not all. Guess who the guy was!”

Carl Clement. 

“Tell me.”

“Carl Clement, the producer of Business Barracudas!” 

“Well, is that not something,” Pythia murmured. 

“Wait, you already knew all this, didn’t you?” Debra said, frowning. “Did you see it on the news?”

“Yes, I did, I saw it on the news.”

“You are such a lousy liar, Pythia. Well, Miss Crystal Ball, Carl Clement is going to invest a million dollars in Cindi’s business!”

Pythia laughed. “Now that I did not see coming. Good for them.”

“I’m going to post something on FacePlace. We oughta be able to get some mileage out of this. Finally, one of our clients makes it big—legitimately!”

***
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After locking the office, Pythia walked through the building and out the back door to her Honda Insight, which she parked in one of the few spaces marked for tenants behind the office building. She would have preferred to have showered and changed her clothes but the A.A. meeting started at 7:00 p.m. and she disliked being late. 

She unplugged the car and motored on autopilot through Beverly Hills, mind meandering in and out of the present and future. The drive to the church on Wilshire near Malcolm in Westwood took about thirty minutes in traffic. Driving time was thinking time. When she’d first learned to drive, the task needed her full attention. Years of practice in Los Angeles had made her an expert. It also helped that she could foresee small fender benders before they happened. 

She thought about Glen Haven, the real estate developer. Pythia’s oracular gift had so far failed to unravel the riddle of his many personal questions. His visit had left her feeling uneasy, as if something important was hiding just out of sight.

She thought of Moon. In a moment, she saw in her mind Moon sitting next to her son in a pizza restaurant. Across the table from Moon was a dark-skinned woman Pythia had never met. Moon’s bright eyes and laughter revealed an aspect of her life she might have preferred to keep hidden. I will never tell. But why can I not see Glen Haven the way I see Moon? Is it because she is my friend? Apollo, where are you in all of this?

Pythia thought of Apollo. She pictured his lithe form lounging on the sun-warmed rocks above the hidden springs near Delphi. His golden skin always seemed to glow with inner light, even when clouds obscured the sun. As a child she was content to sit nearby, soaking in the heat and light. I was where I belonged. I knew the truth in my bones, with a child’s unshakeable conviction. 

She found a cramped space to park in the church lot and hustled through the basement door. Someone had forgotten to hang the welcome signs. She didn’t need her foresight to know she would spend the next five minutes wandering the basement hallways. Her ability to navigate deserted her in the dark. Basements, caves, underground parking lots . . . she lost all sense of direction. She was a creature of the sun. This happened every week if someone forgot to tape up the signs. 

She found the meeting room at last and sank onto an empty folding chair near the back wall. She didn’t mind missing the opening prayer. She had her own prayers. Apollo, god of my understanding, are you in a place like this, a pale imitation of the sacred spaces we consecrated to you on the hills of Delphi? Every olive tree, every bubbling spring, every dark ravine singing with the earth’s breath—all of it was yours, my Lord God Apollo. Have you forgotten me? 

Almost every seat in the room was occupied. Pythia noted Lena’s green felt fedora near the podium. She recognized many people by the backs of their heads. She’d been attending this A.A. meeting for at least ten years and she had yet to speak in front of the group. They would laugh me out of the church if I told them what I am. She wasn’t an alcoholic. What would they say if she stood at the podium and told them she inhaled geothermal gas to induce a trance? No one would understand; in fact, they might send her to some other anonymous program. Was there a program for inhalers of toxic earth fumes? 

Leaders of the group had long since given up inviting her to speak, she’d been silent for so long. They probably think I am a hopeless drunk, she thought. Still, she felt at home here. Like her, these alcoholics sought a spiritual solution for their affliction. All higher powers welcome. 

She sometimes imagined what it would be like for her god Apollo to enter the room, blazing with golden light and radiating love. No doubt he would find their addiction to alcohol amusing. He might cause all their plastic water bottles to overflow with potent Greek wine. No, on second thought, better he not come here. 

A tall, beefy man with sandy hair leaned on the lectern. “I can’t seem to get past this God thing,” he confessed. Heads nodded. “I’m trying to imagine God as good orderly direction, but I don’t feel good or orderly, and I’m definitely going in the wrong direction.” More head nodding. “My last drink was Sunday, and I feel like I’m jumping out of my skin. Every time my wife walks by, I—well, I won’t say what I’m thinking, but it ain’t pretty.” 

He stomped the two steps off the podium to the floor and threw himself into a brown metal folding chair, making it skid on the scratched linoleum.

Applause spattered against the concrete basement walls. Pythia clapped, too. Alcoholics were a supportive bunch, for sure. Four days without drinking was a miracle for an alcoholic. She rarely went a week without huffing gas in the basement. Not quite the same thing, but she could relate.

During the closing prayer, group members held hands. Pythia squinted against the members’ psychic energy, transmitted across the clasped hands. She knew three people had cancers of various kinds, one person would soon be heading for a nearby bar, and one person was going to die in a drive-by shooting on Friday. Nothing Pythia did or said was going to change their fates, so she said a prayer to Apollo and wished them well. 

People dropped hands. Some hugged. The volume of voices swelled against the cinder block walls. Lena waved from across the room. Pythia nodded back. She smiled at some familiar faces milling past her seat: Blake, Charlotte, and Patty . . . some other people whose names she half knew.

“Hey, Pythia, you want to come out for coffee?” Charlotte asked, moving past.

As usual, Pythia declined. She stood up and waited for the crowd to thin. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a man with long gray-gold hair and a beard. She leaned sideways but Lena coming toward her blocked her view. Lena pointed a thumb over her shoulder.

“Wasn’t that the new DJ?” Lena pointed. She took off her hat, inspected it for fluff, and settled it back on her head. “Have you seen him here before?”

“Perhaps, I did not get a clear look. I could not tell,” Pythia said. She walked with Lena into the hallway. The man was gone. 

“Pythia, have you ever been to the Renaissance Faire? Sylvia called me. She needs some help at her booth on Sunday the nineteenth. Can you make it?” 
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