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			THE LAYERS

			I have walked through many lives,

			some of them my own,

			and I am not who I was,

			though, some principle of being

			abides, from which I struggle

			not to stray. . . .

			

			“Live in the layers,

			not on the litter.”

			Though I lack the art

			to decipher it,

			no doubt the next chapter

			in my book of transformations

			is already written.

			I am not done with my changes.

			Stanley Kunitz

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			THE BEST DECISIONS we make in our lives are often the most difficult ones. When I chose to give primary custody of my children to their father, my ex-husband, at the time of our divorce, I had no way of knowing what was around the bend. But I knew that my decision came from a place of deep trust and acceptance of life itself, with all its uncertainties and glory. Today, as a result, I am a changed woman, not because I no longer care about those I love or about how my choices adversely affect others, but because I know our greatest gift as women, as mothers, is not to try to avoid the consequences of our actions or even to try to minimize them. Our greatest gift is our willingness to live our lives with the courage to test our boundaries, to dive ever deeper into uncharted waters, to see how much more fully we can love and live. This is my story.

			THE QUOTATION MARKS positioned around the story are intentional, an offering to the way all our stories are simply one version of what happened, no better or worse, truer or less true, than anyone else’s memory or recollection.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Summer of ’75

			“AT THE AGE OF TWELVE, I wrote the story of my life. The words flowed effortlessly onto the page; I knew everything then.

			My sister Diana and I were leaning against the trunk of the maple tree that marked the dividing line between our backyard and the neighbor’s next door. It was early August, a week before my thirteenth birthday; Diana was two years younger than me. We were bored and sweating in the heat, streaks of dirt creased into the backs of our knees and under our chins. I was wearing the same shorts and T-shirt I had worn the past few days, and my canvas tennis shoes, which had been bright white at the beginning of the summer, were now scuffed and gray. Diana drew circles with a stick in the dirt, and I waved halfheartedly at our younger sister and brother, who were riding their bikes up and down the alley with a pack of neighborhood kids, whooping and hollering each time they passed.

			The two of us sat in the middle of a circle of limp white string that was tied to wooden stakes our father had erected in an attempt to keep us off the grass he was trying to grow in the only shady part of the yard. Our father was nothing if not disciplined and persistent. Working long hours as a janitorial supply salesman during the week and as a member of the Air Force Reserves on weekends, his scant bit of free time was spent seeding and reseeding patches of dirt. Even so, our yard was mostly dusty sand, a constant parade of bicycles and endless games of Kick the Can crushing any hope of a lawn taking root.

			Our house was one of the smallest on the block. It was painted gray on one side, white on the other. Years ago, someone had started painting it and never finished. My parents rented it from Mr. Nyland, a stocky, good-humored man who lived in a bigger house across the street with his wife and teenage kids. Our neighborhood was a midwestern mix of hardworking middle-class families and those who were significantly less hardworking. The most scandalous thing to happen so far that year, besides the juvenile detention of the boy next door for “borrowing” his aunt’s car, was the impending divorce of my friend Anne’s parents. Her father, a doctor, had been having an affair with one of his nurses. All the mothers in the neighborhood spoke in hushed whispers about it. Nothing, however, was said to us kids.

			“I’m bored,” Diana said, flinging her stick across the yard.

			I tipped my head back and squinted into the sun.

			“Boring is what summer is,” I said. “At least until we’re grown-ups,” I added, thinking about our mother, who was inside the house, stretched out on the couch in front of the fan, a cool washcloth folded neatly over her forehead. “When we’re grown-ups, we’ll be able to do anything we want.”

			“Yeah, as long as we don’t die of boredom first. My butt’s even falling asleep,” Diana said.

			“Hey, wait here,” I said, standing up and brushing off the back of my shorts. “I have an idea.”

			I was careful to be quiet as I let myself into the house. Mom didn’t like us kids traipsing in and out, banging the bent screen door. I tiptoed upstairs to my dad’s office, which was set up in the corner of my parents’ bedroom, just down the hall from my brother’s room and the one we three girls shared. I opened the bottom drawer of my dad’s desk and lifted a stack of blank typing paper out of the folder in the back. I found two pencil stubs in the pencil holder my brother had made the previous Christmas out of an empty soup can and pieces of felt.

			Diana was still sitting in the shady “no-man’s-land” when I returned.

			“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said, handing half the paper and a pencil to her. “We’re going to write letters to each other as if we’re already grown up. You tell me about your life, and I’ll tell you about mine.”

			“How old should we be?” Diana asked, getting into the game.

			“Oh, old enough to have everything we want, but not too old to enjoy it. You be thirty-four and I’ll be thirty-six,” I said.

			I leaned back against the trunk of the tree and closed my eyes. The image of what I saw is as clear to me now as it was then. I began writing.

			Dear Diana,

			My life is perfect. My husband James and I are happily married. We met when I was an architect just out of college, the year I published my first book. James is a wonderful man, a banker, tall and handsome with black curly hair, twinkling blue eyes and large, strong hands. We live on a horse ranch in the mountains outside Denver, Colorado, just the two of us with our twelve kids.

			Our children are growing so fast. Justin, the oldest, is already 12. The twins, Elizabeth and Anastasia, are 10, John is 9, Rebecca and Christian are 8, Emily is 7, Ben is 6, Julia and Molly are 4, Thomas is 3, and Sarah is 1. As you can imagine, they keep me very busy. I have time for myself though, too. I love to go horseback riding in the mountains, paint, write, or play tennis during the day. At night, James and I often go to fancy restaurants with our friends.

			Our family lives in a lovely old Victorian mansion that’s painted blue with white gingerbread trim. It has a large porch that goes all the way around the house, and bedrooms for each of our kids. A swing hangs from the branches of a tree in the front yard, and in the back there’s a playhouse with lace curtains in the windows, barns with chickens and goats, and a rolling, green horse pasture.

			Despite the demands of our busy household, I am able to manage everything quite effortlessly. I love my life, and feel lucky to be the woman I am, the mother of twelve beautiful children, and James’s wife.

			I hope your life is wonderful too, and that you will be coming to visit us here soon.

			Love,

			Maria

			As I reread my letter before handing it over to my sister, I felt warm and quiet inside. I loved this woman I imagined I would become, this capable, vibrant, sexy, beautiful wife and mother. I knew that her toes were manicured, her purse well organized, and her children neatly dressed and polite. I loved her life, the wholeness and fullness, joy and satisfaction in it.

			I felt as if great things were possible for me, things that felt real and familiar even though there was no evidence of them in the life I was now living. I was a secret being kept hidden until the time was right, ripening and waiting for the external world to change before I could be revealed. Sitting beneath the maple tree in our backyard, I felt a deep quiet in the center of myself as I imagined this woman I would become, as if it were already done, as if it were already true for me.

			Each of us, in the most silent part of ourselves, has always known who we are. The eyes that look into ours from the image in the mirror recognize something that does not change with time or age. It would take me twenty-four more years to spiral into this center of myself, to discover and begin fully living the sense of happiness and possibility that I dreamed for myself when I was twelve. And in the process, I would have to learn to be fiercely honest with myself and with others, and to unravel, with integrity and discernment, all my ideas about the way life is supposed to be.

			 

			
			PART ONE
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			Summer 1998

			SUNDAY

			THE ONLY LIGHT in the room came from a single kerosene lamp. I ran my hand along the wall beside the wide-plank door, found a switch, and flicked it on. A copper lamp with a fringed shade made a circle of light on the small wooden table next to the bed. I stood in the center of the room and felt a sense of excitement growing in me. Although I had dreamed of this moment for years, envisioned this place many times before, I hadn’t ever truly believed it would happen. Looking around now, anything felt possible, as if something new was coming alive in me, a sense without form, poised to take shape.

			The idea of a retreat had been planted in my heart in the first months after Hannah’s death. Holding her lifeless body in my arms, part of me had released itself; something in me had irreparably changed. I had known then that I would have to get away, to immerse myself in a silence that was only mine, if I were to ever understand fully what had happened, if I were ever to know what I was supposed to do next.

			The Hermitage, the center where I was now staying, had been established years ago by an elderly Mennonite couple who had converted a huge barn into several floors of small bedrooms, libraries, and a kitchen–dining room. For a modest fee, guests were given their own rooms and bath and encouraged to spend their days quietly on their own, reading, painting, writing, or walking in the fields and surrounding woods. All meals, except for breakfast, were prepared by Mary and served to guests around the farm table in silence. It seemed the perfect space for my retreat.

			Now, gazing around the room, I felt as if I had been transported into another, timeless place, far from any life I had ever known. The walls were paneled with knotted pine boards that climbed horizontally to the beamed ceiling. Two screened windows on wide hinges were open to the warm summer evening, their white lace curtains catching the breeze. A well-worn plank floor was partially covered by a brown braid rug, and along one wall, facing the largest window, was a double bed with a carved, wooden headboard and muted patchwork quilt. A small teddy bear with button eyes and suede paws leaned against the pillow.

			I laid my suitcase on the bed and began to unpack. I stacked my folded clothes in the drawers of the simple bureau, placed my new journal alongside a silver pen on the small desk that sat beneath the window across from the bed, and slid several photographs of my husband, Claude, and our four children, Will, ten; Hannah, who would have been seven; Margaret, three; and Madelaine, two, under the edges of the window frame above. In the drawers of the desk I put pages of drawing paper, a few pencils, and a deck of cards.

			Beneath the second window, next to the dresser, was a small kneeling bench with a wooden shelf nailed to the wall above it. Here I placed a votive candle and the gold cross I wore around my neck during the last year of Hannah’s life. When I had finished, I slid my suitcase under the bed and sat down in the large, upholstered reading chair in the corner. From my vantage point, I could see fireflies blinking in the dark outside the windows. I sat quietly, not moving, feeling myself breathe.

			Mary, the caretaker, had told me when I checked in that one other guest was scheduled to arrive in a day or two; other than that, I would be on my own. Having shared a room with two younger sisters until I was eighteen, and never having lived on my own, the idea of so much solitude and silence seemed too good to be true. And, as a wife and mother, I had become so acclimated to constant interruptions that I couldn’t help thinking now that this peaceful feeling couldn’t possibly last.

			Sitting in the light of the flickering lamp, I heard a rustling noise, just outside the window, and felt a shiver up my spine, suddenly frightened of being alone. Quickly I stood up and, with a running start, leaped across the floor onto the bed, just as I had as a little girl, afraid of monsters that lurked in dark corners. Undressing beneath the covers, I dropped my clothes onto the floor and burrowed beneath the soft sheets and thick quilt. Closing my eyes against the dark and silence, I fell almost immediately into a deep sleep.

			Winter 1988

			SLIP, SLIDING AWAY

			MY BODY WAS NOT MY OWN; every pore was yawning open. Even the air particles felt charged with anticipation, poised for what was about to happen. The nurse, standing on one side of the bed, was anchoring my foot in the stirrup. Claude, his eyes wild with excitement, held one of my outstretched hands in his.

			The whole of my life, twenty-five years, I had known this moment was coming with the same sense of certainty in which we draw our next breath. What I did not know was whether this baby, my first child, was going to be a boy or a girl. Claude and I had chosen to be surprised at the moment of our baby’s birth. I felt grateful, in this breath between contractions, for the sense of excitement I felt, already loving this little person so wholly and completely without knowing for certain whether this baby was a Hannah or a Will.

			The next contraction gripped my body, and all my attention was sucked into the sensation as I felt the weight in my pelvis bear down. I imagined the muscles around my cervix expanding and lengthening, the head of the baby, our baby, being pushed through. Dr. Menon, a petite, Indian woman, smiled encouragingly from between my legs at the foot of the bed.

			“You’re doing great,” she murmured softly. “Once this contraction subsides, I’ll hold the mirror up so you can see the baby’s head.”

			I nodded briefly, consumed by the intensity of the crescendo running through my body as I tried to remember to breathe. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the grip of the contraction released and my attention returned to what was happening in the room. Everyone got busy in the pause. The nurse helped the doctor position the mirror between my legs. Claude asked, “Do you want some more ice chips, honey? Is there anything you need?”

			“No, just keep holding my hand. I’m doing fine as long as I know you’re there.”

			I had barely exhaled the last word when the next contraction began. It rose like a tsunami from the center of my body. Relentlessly, it rolled outward into the whole of my awareness, swallowing any separate sense of myself. I gave myself to it—opening, offering, and surrendering. Leaning forward, aware of nothing but sensation, I saw in the mirror my swollen, bulging vagina, impossibly stretched around a protruding, dark orb. Dr. Menon took my left hand and placed it gently on the wetness between my legs.

			“That,” she whispered, “is your baby’s head.”

			Some part of me, silently watching, suddenly woke up. As my fingers lightly caressed the slippery softness, the being who until now had been an inherent part of my self and my body became in this moment its own separate person, touching me with its own, slippery head!

			I took a deep breath and bore down again, feeling the burn as my perineum tore. “Breathe,” the nurse reminded me in a loud voice. I pulled myself away from the center of my body just long enough to expand my lungs and inhale another breath. I screwed up my face and bore down again. “Relax your face!” The nurse spoke more loudly. I had never experienced such fullness in any moment; so many things were happening in my body and my awareness that it took everything I had to bring my attention to any single thing.

			Then it happened. The intensely concentrated pressure pushing out from the center of my body shifted slightly and began to slide. As the outer lips of my vagina became an expanding ring of fire around the baby’s head, Dr. Menon leaned in, closer to my body, and the nurse lifted the mirror out of the way.

			“One more push, Maria. Make it a strong, good one,” she said.

			Claude gripped my hand more tightly and turned his gaze from my face toward what was happening between my legs. I opened my mouth, inhaled a huge breath, closed my lips around it, and bore down. I felt as if my body was being forced through my legs, outside of itself. In the moments before this one, when I had tried to imagine the moment of my baby’s birth, I always imagined my eyes closed as I concentrated on the last push. Instead, they remained fully open, allowing everything: the ring of fire, Claude’s anxious face, the sweeping second hand of the clock behind Dr. Menon’s head, the relentless pushing, sliding, straining pressure inside me, between my legs.

			Suddenly, the intensity popped, and I felt the baby’s body, distinctly, sliding through me.

			“The head is out. Pant without pushing just for a moment.” Dr. Menon and the nurse busied themselves with a blue bulbed syringe, clearing the baby’s mouth and throat. Claude started to cry. “I can see our baby’s face,” he said.

			I could no longer contain the pressure building inside me. In a single rush, the rest of his body slid into the world.

			“It’s a boy! It’s a boy!” Claude exclaimed, tears sliding down his cheeks. The two of us couldn’t take our eyes off our son’s slippery form. Everyone, even the busiest nurse, was smiling. Although Will’s umbilical cord was still attached to the unborn placenta inside my body, Dr. Menon laid him, cheek to breast, against my chest. As I held our son in my arms, he gazed at me quietly, not crying, awake. Claude leaned over and kissed the top of Will’s head, then turned to me. The two of us looked into each other, transparent and trembling as if we were each seeing the other for the first time.

			Dr. Menon quietly interrupted our reverie by handing Claude a pair of scissors, instructing him where to make the cut in the umbilical cord. I stroked the top of Will’s head and brushed my lips across his cheek. Instinctively, his head turned toward my breast. I slipped my nipple between his lips and he began to suck. I felt a searing goodness being pulled from inside me. As he nursed, Will’s blue, deep-seeing eyes never left mine. For a single, timeless moment, the rest of the world vanished, and everything was my son and me.

			INHERITANCE

			CLAUDE AND I, giddy with happiness, were bringing our little boy home. As we wound through the quiet streets of our neighborhood, I stared out the window and could not believe how much had changed in the two days since Will’s birth. Everything familiar looked different and somehow more beautiful, as if the light falling on it had passed through a special filter, allowing it to be seen more perfectly and precisely than before.

			Glancing at Claude’s profile, I was filled with a sense that everything we had done together since we’d married five years before had been in preparation for this. Each decision we had made, from finishing college to sending Claude to graduate school, and saving enough money to buy our first home in a town with excellent schools, forty-five minutes from Claude’s parents, had been part of a carefully orchestrated plan. Although we had married young, when I was twenty and Claude was twenty-five, each of us was sure that, like our parents, we’d be married forever, and the two of us shared a sober determination to make an even better life for our children than the lives we’d lived so far.

			Feeling my eyes on him, Claude turned. “I love you,” I said, blowing him a kiss. He smiled as we pulled into the drive. Climbing out of the car, I gathered the diaper bag and small suitcase. Claude opened the door behind me, unhooked the safety latch, and lifted Will in his infant carrier from the backseat. I followed the two of them as they passed through the gate of the white picket fence. The stone path leading to the back door led us past the rose garden. In early December, the bushes were mostly a tumble of bare branches, but the manicured lawn of the backyard was still a deep green. As we approached the back door of our little Cape Cod, Claude suddenly stopped and turned. Tipping Will’s infant seat slightly forward, he said, solemnly but with a sparkle in his eye, “Someday son, this will all be yours.”

			The two of us had grinned at each other, drunk in our shared love for our son. Looking back, I realize that neither of us had any way of knowing, then, how far from reality our shared dreams were.

			         

			UNCHARTED WATERS

			WILL HAD ALREADY CRAWLED halfway up the steps when he turned, plopping his diapered bottom on the stair behind him, and giggled at me. Standing two steps below him, I smiled and clapped my hands encouragingly. I was trying to hide my concern, not wanting to scare him, half wondering if I should whisk him up and away from danger, but too excited to interrupt his climb. I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when he finally reached the top.

			Will turned back to the task, and I slowly followed. As soon as he reached the top step, he scooted his chubby legs around until he was in a sitting position and, beaming at me, began clapping his hands. His delight in this new perspective, looking down on me, was worth every breathless moment I had experienced during his climb. I grinned and clapped too, reaching over to kiss his cheek.

			“Good job, Will! You did it,” I said, feeling that I couldn’t have been more proud if he had just scaled Mt. Everest. “You must be so proud of yourself,” I said, reaching down to pick him up.

			Two hours later, my friend Ann and I were sitting in her living room, which was comfortably cluttered with toys, unfolded laundry, and half-drunk cups of coffee. Will and Ann’s daughter Jillian were crawling around the gated childproofed space. I admired Ann. She was the kind of woman I secretly wanted to be. She was smart and sexy, and seemed sure of herself in a way that I wasn’t. She was finishing her graduate degree in child psychology and was unapologetically in love with Mark, her second husband, a talented and successful graphic artist and the father of Jillian.

			Ann seemed to know everything when it came to the health and safety of her child. I was sure she had memorized every dot and mole on Jillian’s body, while I hadn’t even remembered to count Will’s fingers and toes in the moments after his birth. Ann seemed unconcerned about what other people might think about the way her house or life looked; as long as Jillian was happy, everything was okay. I was pretty sure my priorities weren’t as noble or clear. I knew I loved Will as much as Ann loved Jillian, but I still considered the care and running of my home one of my primary responsibilities. It really mattered to me, the way things looked.

			Every morning, after Claude left for work and Will went down for his morning nap, I scurried around, emptying and loading the dishwasher, dusting, vacuuming, making the beds and straightening each room. I had a list of daily, weekly, and monthly household tasks taped to the refrigerator door, as well as a frequently updated grocery list, organized according to the supermarket aisles. I prided myself on my efficiency and organization, and loved it when Claude raved to friends and family about how quickly I had bounced back after Will’s birth. Everything I did was done with one eye open to the way it would look to someone else.

			Now, listening to Ann, I watched Will practice pulling himself up to stand while Jillian crawled around on the living room floor. Ann suddenly paused in the middle of a sentence when she saw what Will was doing.

			“Oh, my God! Look at him,” she exclaimed. “He’s going to be walking before you know it!”

			I smiled, trying to look more modest than I felt. “You won’t believe what he did this morning,” I said, and then recounted how he had crawled up the steps to the second floor. When I finished, I knew I was beaming, but I couldn’t help it; I felt as proud as I had the moment he’d reached the top. Ann, however, was more horrified than impressed.

			“No! Where were you? Don’t tell me you were there and let him do it. Now you’re going to have to watch him like a hawk to keep him from doing it again,” Ann said.

			My smile slid off my flushed cheeks as I took a sip of my tea to camouflage my embarrassment. Of course Ann was right! What had possessed me to allow Will to do something so foolish and unsafe? Closing my eyes briefly, I vowed to be more attentive to my child’s health and well-being. No matter how clean or well organized my house was, it couldn’t make up for the shame I now felt as a mother.

			         

			NO FOOLING

			I BENT DOWN, placed my hands on either side of Will’s face, and kissed both of his cheeks. “Remember, Muffin, Mommy always comes back,” I said.

			“Yes, Momma, I know,” he replied, throwing his arms around me for a final, quick hug before running to join the other two-year-olds in his day care class.

			For the past year and a half, since Will was three months old, I had been working part-time as a financial analyst for a large telecommunications company. There had never been any question between Claude and me that I would return to my job after taking a maternity leave. We both knew that I was a different kind of mother—more capable and independent—than our mothers had been when we were growing up. Besides the fact that we could certainly use the additional income, it was important to me that Will and any other children we might have understand that though I was a wife and mother, I was also a woman who had individual interests and a successful career.

			But lately, the last thing I wanted to do each morning was pull on another pair of panty hose, leave Will in the arms of someone else, and pretend to care about a corporate job. Becoming a mother had rearranged my priorities in a way I hadn’t expected. I couldn’t tell if it was because I was unusually efficient or shamefully unmotivated that I now seemed to spend most of my time shuffling papers around on my desk, leaving file drawers haphazardly open, and making sure there was a complicated-looking spreadsheet on the screen of my computer in case a manager popped into my office unannounced. Stretching ten hours of work into a twenty-hour week seemed more exhausting than the actual work was.

			Now, as I weaved in and out of highway traffic on my way to work, I didn’t feel as certain about what I wanted as I had just a few months before. Rather than tailored suits and business meetings, a part of me longed for turtleneck sweaters and jeans and play dates with other moms and kids. It wasn’t that I had lost interest in being an independent woman, or that I didn’t value the idea of

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			In memory of my beloved father, 

Ronald Guy Schlack
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