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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


MORE


More is a daring and inspirational memoir offering the reader the opportunity to experience the potential for healing and enlightenment from the inside out as you go with Mariah on a journey of self-discovery that begins when she and her husband participate in my yearlong Love and Ecstasy Training. Mariah’s memoir offers a ray of light both to individuals and to couples. Her work will appeal to a large audience.


Margot Anand, SkyDancing Tantra founder and author of The Art of Sexual Ecstasy


More is just as the title promises. It is much more than a journey of a woman and man finding healing through sexual intimacy, orgasmic pleasure and sensual adventure, all of which it includes. It is the journey of a human spirit moving to inner peace with herself so she can find divine union with another. It is more than a self-help book. More is a book of transcendence that speaks to all people as we attempt to rise above our fears and traumas to our higher selves.


Asra Q. Nomani, former Wall Street Journal reporter and author of Tantrika: Traveling the Road of Divine Love


Here is a bold celebration of holy intimacy and its capacity to heal. Kudos to McKenzie for her courage to share this story!


Elizabeth Jarrett Andrew, author of Writing the Sacred Journey


I heartily endorse Mariah’s story of her spiritual journey. It has all the features that make a compelling spiritual autobiography as well as those that make a touching love story. There is soulsearching, despair and its transcendence as well as heart-wrenching desire and its fulfillment. Mariah and her husband have committed themselves to the spiritual path as well as to each other with commendable tenacity. And the juicy bits are sure to turn the properly prudish red with embarrassment or perhaps green with envy. I highly recommend this book to anyone trying to balance busy lives with meditation practice, and especially to anyone seeking to heal from sexual trauma and transform their lives in the pursuit of highest Love.


Matthew Sieradski, Spiritual Teacher, Center for Sacred Sciences


Mariah’s story of love and spiritual transformation will not only grab your heart but will challenge you to think of the way you view love, sexuality and spiritual fulfillment in ways you probably have not done before. It’s the story for every busy mom who thinks she has no time for spirituality or sexuality. It’s the story for anyone who has experienced trauma or shame and wonders if they can be fully sexual and love with a full heart. It’s the story for anyone who yearns for more but fears they cannot pursue their deepest dreams. Mariah’s seductive and beautifully written tale gives us all the permission we need to begin our own search for “more.”


Marni Freedman, Therapist, Professor of Writing, Playwright
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Dedicated to My Beloved Rudra











This is a wake-up call; the events in your life are trying to show you a pattern as ancient as the journey of your own soul.


~ Osho











In Gratitude


Thank you to San Diego Writer’s Ink for hosting the 2012 Fall for Writing Conference, and to Judy Reeves for teaching a “Show, Don’t Tell” workshop that enticed me to begin writing again after an 18-year hiatus. After stepping into Judy Reeve’s workshop, I fell back in love with the whole writing process. Everything stilled in that room and I noted the fluttering of the leaves behind the leaded glass windows. I noted Judy Reeves’ short hair, pointy cowboy boots and infectious easy laugh and I remembered what I love about writing—it brings me precisely to the present moment, paying attention and appreciating everything.


Thank you also to Judy Reeves for pointing to the back of the room that day and introducing Marni Freedman. Marni, she said, was a great resource for non-fiction writers. I was thinking about writing a cooking blog, so I made it a point to introduce myself. What I didn’t know at the time is that I would be writing a spiritual memoir instead and that Marni would become my writing coach/therapist and good friend—someone I could trust with my baby when it was newly born. Truthfully, this memoir would not have been written without her support and encouragement not only for the writing, but for the in-between moments when I struggled emotionally, when I doubted myself, when I shied away from the hard truths. Marni’s Memoir Club also provided a safe place for me and my fellow memoirists to practice sharing our personal stories and to learn together how to structure them for the enjoyment of others. I am deeply grateful to her. An appreciative nod also to Tracy Jones for her reading of a very early draft. Her comments led to important restructuring.


A happy thank-you too to the Alpine Writers Guild, in particular Catherine, Marla, Shirley, and Teresa for helping me hone key chapters of the memoir and for working on endless drafts of my synopsis. A special thank-you to Marla for being the first advanced reader of the pre-edited manuscript and offering key advice before I turned it over to Shirley Clukey for copyediting. Shirley’s gentle, respectful, yet spot-on copyediting turned the manuscript into a real book and I am deeply grateful for her invaluable service and also for her friendship.


A deep gassho to Durga, my friend, confidante, and fellow spiritual wayfarer, who has always been there for me, offering love and compassion, turning my attention back to the Truth, back to the Source. Durga once told me the highest aspiration in life is to be a good friend. That she is. Durga has seen the good, the bad, and the ugly and always remained a friend, regardless of distance or circumstance.


Finally, to my beloved husband Rudra, who has lived this entire sacred and profane journey with me, and with whom I have touched the infinite, a deep bow: “I honor you, Rudra, as an aspect of myself.” In the moments when I realize that if there is no “I” there is no “we” either, I have fallen apart. But you, Rudra, in your inimitable way gently remind me there is always an “us.” Thank you for holding my hand along the way.





Part I
The Doorway


It began with a distinct urgent need to go home immediately—a feeling so strong and compelling I at once turned to the young man sitting next to me, whom I knew only as a minor acquaintance, and asked if I could borrow his truck. He looked at me strangely, but must have seen the panic in my eyes and agreed. I snatched the keys from him and ran out of the writer’s conference. I drove straight home, and pulled into my driveway with heart pounding.


What happened next changed the course and direction of my life. It was a course correction that ultimately did lead me home—a home that I discovered was not a physical place, but the deepest inviolable core of my heart.





Chapter 1



Kindred Spirits


Back to the beginning …


It was a rare hot day in Bellingham, Washington, the day I met Jake in the summer of 1981. I pulled into the parking lot of my apartment relieved to be home. The weekend had been hectic as the younger 17-year-old brother of a friend had contacted me and asked if I’d take him and his buddies on a tour of the university and town. I had spent the last half-day driving them around in a loud, old, non-air-conditioned Mustang, with the music blaring. I dripped with sweat and felt cranky after having been stuffed between two immature, boisterous teenage boys in the back seat—uggh. I was happy to have done my duty and to be home. They pulled up and I clambered out clumsily from the low-slung vehicle, hailing a goodbye to them as they peeled out laughing and singing, barely noticing I had left.


I readjusted my bikini top, which was somewhat askew after my escape from the teen-boy-mobile, finger combed my thick, wavy, shoulder-length brown hair, then looked up and saw another car in the parking lot. My friend, Debbie, who lived in the same apartment complex as me, was standing by the car and motioned to me to come over. I walked to the car, saw her parents in the front seat, and hailed a warm greeting. Debbie introduced me to her brother, Jake, sitting in the back, and I found myself falling into the most beautiful blue eyes in the world, set in a tanned face surrounded by tight blond curls. I forgot Debbie had mentioned to me that her brother—someone she briefly described as “a 4.0 engineering-frat-boy from UCLA”—was going to be visiting that summer. I had written him off before meeting him, thinking he was out of my league and never imagining that I could be attracted to a frat boy. His compelling presence took me by surprise. I would find out later he wasn’t at all what his sister’s description implied with the frat boy label—neither overly preppy, nor overly Animal House rambunctious. No, he chose his fraternity for practical reasons: it was located close to the university and he was able to barter dishwashing services in exchange for room and board—an important consideration while putting himself through college. Years later, wondering if it was love at first sight for him too, I asked him what he’d thought when he first saw me that day.


“Ha!” he said chuckling. “When I saw you climb out of that car full of guys that day, half falling out of your bikini, I thought you were either taken … or a hussy!”


I was flabbergasted, but also secretly pleased. At the time, although not a virgin, I was rather naive and self-conscious, and identified more with being a dedicated student and outdoor adventure type than a party girl. Actually, I worried about being five pounds too heavy to be considered “sexy.” Thus, despite the fact that I was wearing a bikini top (as were all the college girls that hot July day), it never occurred to me that I could come off that way.


Thankfully, I had another chance to make a better impression a few days later, when he and his parents came to eat at the restaurant where his sister and I worked. That night I was dressed up to be hostess for the evening and had the chance to escort them to their table. His sister and I had just come up with the idea of going dancing in Vancouver, British Columbia, and we invited him along as an escort.


A few days later, on a crowded dance floor, Jake and I gazed into one another’s eyes while we danced for hours and the rest of the world slipped away, leaving only each other at the center. At last, I inwardly sighed, a guy who likes to dance. I was so sick of hanging out with guys who didn’t like to do anything except sit around drinking, smoking, and listening to music.


A little over a month later, now officially dating, we lay on our backs on sleeping bags set on the cool grass in his parents’ backyard on Lummi Island. The embers of our bonfire were still burning, as though ready to ignite our new friendship into something more. We gazed together into the endless, dark, night sky, exclaiming with wonder and delight at a multitude of shooting stars—courtesy of the Perseid meteor shower. Staring into infinity with him, I remembered being a small child, looking up into the sky and seeing my first rainbow, spell-struck by the unexpected mystery and beauty of that sight.


“Let’s travel together,” Jake whispered to me under the stars.


“Okay. Where should we go?” I whispered back, giggling.


“How about Mexico? Let’s drive to the Yucatan.”


My heart leapt out of my chest. I loved the idea.


“Really? Is that possible?”


“Sure, why not?”


“You mean now? This summer?”


“Well, we might not make it that far this summer,” he said with a twinkle in his eye, “but we can get to Mexico, for sure. And we can drive and camp through Yosemite and the Grand Canyon on the way.”


“Oh Jake. I would sooooo love to do that.” My 20-year-old bohemian pixie self was tickled with the thought that I might have found a smart, dancing, adventuring, kindred soul to play with. I felt an opening in my tremulous heart. Maybe this was the man for me …


The next day we decided to take a long walk with his sister down the western shore of Lummi. The beach was strewn with rocks, driftwood, and kelp; tiny bits of sea glass peppered the walk along with miscellaneous flotsam and jetsam. The frigid Puget Sound quietly lapped the shore; on the cliffs above, tall evergreen trees stood sentinel the whole way. Occasionally we would hear the chattering cries of a couple of bald eagles who frequented the area.


The three of us walked for miles down the beach, happy and unconcerned. At the far end a gathering of tiny islands called “Lummi Rocks” rested a half-mile offshore.


Jake looked longingly over at them. “I’ve always wanted to go out there,” he said.


He stood looking out to sea for a moment, and then turned his attention back to the beach.


“Hey, I know,” he said. “Let’s build a raft. Right here. Right now. We can have our picnic out there.” He pointed to the little island and his eyes sparkled with fun and delight at the prospect.


“A raft?” I said. “How are we going to build a raft?”


I looked around at the deserted stretch of coast and mentally considered what we had brought along in our daypack that might help … a knife, a fork?


“We’ll have to gather big pieces of driftwood,” he said slowly, and then added enthusiastically, “and we can tie them together with pieces of bull kelp.”


Make a raft out of driftwood and kelp? How exciting! What fun!


“I don’t want to do that,” his sister said, a look of terror passing over her face. My heart fell for a minute. “But you two go ahead. I’ll wait here,” she added quickly. It seemed sort of mean to leave her out, but I couldn’t resist the thrill of it. She smiled and encouraged us. “It’s better this way in case you need someone back on shore to rescue you.”


Jake and I began searching for just the right pieces, leaving behind all thoughts of the dangers and foolhardiness of trying to build a raft seaworthy enough to cross the expanse of water to Lummi Rocks. I mean anyone who lives in Washington State learns to appreciate the potential for hypothermia if you swim unprotected in the Puget Sound for more than 20 minutes or so. What if the raft fell apart half way? But that was not our focus. Instead Jake and I were on the same wavelength: little kids playing, exploring, about to embark on an uncharted adventure. Westward Ho!


We hauled the biggest logs we could find and lined them up in rows, tying them together, as Jake had suggested, with pieces of kelp. We put two strong brace logs crosswise underneath and tied those on too.


Jake tested the knots. They held. We pushed our contraption to the water’s edge.


“Okay,” Jake said gamely. “Let’s set sail.”


“Wait,” I cried, running up the beach. I came back triumphantly carrying two additional pieces of wood. “Our paddles,” I said, grinning, climbing on board.


We felt our raft begin to float and we began paddling away from shore, our legs straddled over the logs, dangling in the water.


Midway across, it got pretty scary. The current pulled us along, and eddies haphazardly circled our raft. I felt a little nervous and could see Jake’s furrowed brows as he appraised the situation.


“We have to paddle harder,” he said. “We need to make sure we stay in the lee of the island. We don’t want to get swept around the corner of Lummi Rocks into the open Sound.”


“Should we turn back?” I asked Jake.


“We could,” he said. “What do you think?”


I paused, considering. “Let’s see if we can make it.”


We kept on, now paddling harder, and began to make headway again; the tiny island grew closer. We selected a landing spot and just as we were making our way in, a large wave came and threw us hard onto the rocks. I managed to grab our backpack, just as it came untied and began sliding off the raft. We heard something shatter.


“Oh! Our wine!” we cried together.


We pulled our rickety, though still intact craft up onto a rock as best we could and awkwardly clambered ashore, unable to walk properly at first because our legs were so numb from the freezing water.


Standing on our conquered shore, we waved back at his sister, turned and grinned gleefully at each other, “We made it.”


In that moment with that man, it seemed anything might be possible. Life stretched before us as one grand adventure and I sensed that we might have found in each other a companion to share the way, however foolhardy and rough it got.


At the end of that summer Jake had to return to LA where he was at school. We talked on the phone and sent cards and letters to one another that fall, then I flew down to be with him for Christmas. Jake picked me up at the airport in an old, red Triumph sports car that he had spent months getting to run. It was super-cute and romantic, but what I remember most about the drive back to his place was the silence. Even at the time I noted it was unusual that, although we barely knew each other, the silence between us was comfortable rather than awkward. Within a month, I had moved to Los Angeles and changed schools.


Four years after we met, we got married in a small glass church called “The Wayfarer’s Chapel,” perched high on a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean in Rancho Palos Verde, California—still the hero and pixie of our own fairytale. We continued to fill our life with adventure: backpacking through Europe on a shoestring, walking 450 miles from San Francisco to the Oregon border, and yes, as promised, eventually driving to the Yucatan and back in an old, mustard yellow pickup truck with a bright orange wood canopy. Five years later, we embarked on an adventure of a different kind, when we decided to have children. We moved back to Washington State, where our parents lived, and were blessed with two tow-headed, sweet girls.


Still, we made time for one another. One night when we’d been contemplating the meaning of life and love, Jake whispered to me in the darkness, “It’s easy to overlook the obvious. After twelve years you still excite me. I lust after you. You turn me on. That is something rare and real—a foundation to grow on—even if it goes against the grain to think of life in terms of sex.”


I turned that thought over in my mind, wondering about all the things I had read about sex not having to be the basis of marriage. But I reflected on all the closeness we had felt and concluded that if there was one thing I couldn’t bear to live without, it was our hot steamy nights—our unbridled passion, his eagerness always—the dark, rich passages we had traveled together in heated, wild moments of ecstasy.


Some would say—I would say—that we lived a dream life and a juicy one at that. Nevertheless, there was a growing feeling within me that one day the other shoe would drop. I realized that our love had never been tested. Fear began to grow inside me insidiously. I feared death. I feared the unknown. Mostly, I feared losing Jake. I felt like we had a precious thing and I wanted desperately to control our destiny—to keep our fairytale life intact. I didn’t know the source of my fear, although I had begun to realize that Jake suffered from bouts of depression, probably genetic and certainly compounded by the gray Pacific Northwest weather.


In the fall of 1994, the other shoe did begin to slip, slowly at first, with my dawning awareness that Jake was stuck in a deep, mostly work-related depression. He stopped responding to my efforts to cheer him up, leaving me feeling powerless and scared. I should be able to help him. Where is he? I need him!


I missed him terribly during his bouts of depression. My sense of being alone and helpless compounded my fear, which grew and started to present itself as anxiety attacks.


I hated to let Jake out of my sight, to be apart from him. I recognized I wasn’t like the other wives, who welcomed a day off from their guy. I wanted to be with him every moment. I wanted to hold him back, to keep him home, to keep him safe. Also, truthfully, I wanted my hero to be available to protect me—from what I wasn’t sure. I only knew that I felt secure in his arms.


A growing series of “what ifs?” began to control me. What if something happened to Jake? What if he died?


In less than a year, we were in a tailspin careening toward a crisis—a crisis that tested our love and forced me to face “what ifs” I had never before considered: What if Jake falls into a depression and doesn’t come out? What if Jake doesn’t want to be with me? What if we are broken? What if I am not enough?


Soon, we would desperately need something more.





Chapter 2



Dreams




In rare cases a dream with an exceptionally strong archetypal content can itself precipitate an abrupt shift from worldly to spiritual seeking …


~ Joel Morwood





It turns out “more” was on the horizon—just not the more I had imagined. It all started in October 1994 when an article I had written for Woman’s Day about Jake and me having “dancing dates” caught the attention of a Seattle morning news television program director. She contacted me about a piece she wanted to do on us that featured our dancing life along with a live interview. I was thrilled. I talked to Jake about it; he seemed a little nervous, but tentatively agreed. It turns out this was his idea of hell, and the stress of anticipating being on TV precipitated an anxiety attack that actually landed him in the hospital a few days before the event. We almost canceled. At the last moment, probably because the director told me I could come on the show alone, Jake got better and decided to come along.


In the dressing room of the television station the following morning, we were telling the makeup lady how he had been in the hospital the day before. She explained that she used to get nervous like that before she took up Zen Buddhism and started to meditate. She recommended a book to us titled Zen Mind, Beginner’s Mind, by Shunryu Suzuki.


It’s funny how you never realize the moment when someone unwittingly launches you on a trajectory that will change your life. This small, but definitive moment was the beginning of a journey ultimately beset with dreams, coincidences, and signposts guiding us out of the dark. But not before things got much darker.


Jake’s depression worsened that winter and I felt more and more helpless. Nothing I did seemed to cheer him up. Finally, I decided that we should take an extended family vacation to La Paz, Baja California. Baja had been the source of great fun and adventure for us when we were first married. While we had plenty of family activities in mind, and I hoped to write a travel article out of our trip, we also planned to carve out some time for each other. The hotel we were staying at had babysitters available. We planned to get away for a mini-adventure of climbing a local mountain at sunrise one day, and then thought we’d try to steal away for a night dancing with each other. I was looking forward to it all and hoped the getaway would be good for Jake.


Unfortunately, the trip started out a little rocky. As the plane took off, my heart began beating wildly and I was terrified. I grabbed Jake’s hand, squeezing it until it was blue, trying not to shake in front of the children, who were seated next to us. Inwardly, I began to pay hyper-attention to every little sound the plane was making, and kept glancing out the window at the wings and engines, convinced something was wrong. I became acutely aware of my lack of control over the destiny of that flight; it caused me great anxiety. I couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that just as I was becoming successful as a travel writer, my fear of flying was growing worse.


One night while we were on vacation in La Paz, I struck up a conversation in the hotel bar with a man named Mark. During margaritas on the rocks and a “Lion King” sunset, Mark told me he saw life as a series of patterns and that it was important to pay attention to coincidences or synchronicities, because they could guide you. He also told me he was a Buddhist, which caught my attention because of the interaction with the makeup lady. He said he did not fear death—that he saw it only as a transition. That intrigued me. I told him I was afraid of dying, or of someone close to me dying, and that I’d developed an almost paralyzing fear of flying.


“That’s interesting—and coincidental,” he said, winking. “As it turns out my job is to run and maintain flight simulators for the airlines. Why don’t you and your husband come over and try it out? Maybe it will help you get over your fear.”


We met him the next night out in the desert, at a warehouse where the flight simulator was housed. Jake went first and was super-excited to successfully land a 737 in the program. I tried too, strapping myself into the real pilot’s seat before a working console. The experience was incredibly lifelike. The floor pitched and rolled like a real airplane as you managed the controls, while a video simulated the visual and sound effects of landing. Unfortunately, I developed an anxiety attack much like those I get when flying for real and choked while simulating the landing. Had I actually been piloting the plane, we would have crashed. Ultimately, I felt even more scared and ill-prepared to face death; the event made me realize how dependent I was on Jake to keep me safe.


Then, the night after our experience in the flight simulator, Jake and I both had extraordinarily intense dreams—top five in a lifetime type. Mine involved knowing my death was near. In the years to come I would have several significant dreams, all involving my death. In this one, I only needed one-third of a bottle of water for the rest of my life. As I started drinking it, someone asked me what plans I’d made for death and I panicked and sobbed into wakefulness. I tried to wake Jake, who soothingly shushed me, saying everything would be all right, but it didn’t feel all right. I got out of bed, and huddling on the patio outside the hotel room, I wrote in my journal:




Jake – I trust you more than I trust myself. Is this a weak moment? I am weak. I am curious about Buddhism. Sitting here on the patio hallway shortly after my dream, you are a few feet away inside. I need your kind words. You always have kind words.


(Journal entry, March 1995)





In the morning I wanted to talk to Jake about my dream, but he woke up restless and agitated.


“What’s up, Jake?” I asked, wanting a chance to talk to him.


“I had a dream …” he started. “It was amazing. I am still tingling …”


“Wow, cool!” I said, but actually wanted to get to the part where I talked to him about my dream. “I had an intense dream too,” I said. “Mine was really scary. There were these death vendors, and—”


He looked at me strangely. “No, really,” he said. “I think it was an important dream somehow. I feel weird. In the dream, this woman came to me. She was standing on a shell … I think it was the goddess Venus,” he said slowly. “She placed hot rocks on my back and then sang to me, ‘Turn around, bright eyes.’ You know from that song—what’s it called, oh yeah: ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart.’ I know that sounds kind of corny, but the important part was that she was telling me to turn around. I think she was telling me to wake up—you know, to transcend this reality, like in Carlos Castaneda’s books!” Jake sat there for a minute, obviously consumed by his dream.


He turned to me, his eyes clear and piercing, and said, “I think that was the most powerful experience of bliss I have ever had! My whole body was ringing from head to toe.”


I tried to wrap my head around what he was saying. Waking up? Bliss? Hot rocks? Some woman singing to him? I was still fearing death from my own dream, filled with anxiety, and I needed to talk more, but it was too late, the kids were waking up. Jake got up and began cuddling and dressing our two- and five-year-old girls.


I sat there. Even without knowing the future, in that moment his dream scared me almost as much as my own. I felt small and jealous. I wanted to be the source of the deepest bliss he had ever had. Who was this woman in his dream?


I got up and we all made our way outside. I was still feeling anxious and worried, but we had promised the kids a day at the pool. Thankfully, we had scheduled our dancing date for that night. I figured we would have a chance to talk then. And, if we didn’t have the chance tonight, I thought, we could always bond while climbing the mountain together, which we had yet to do. For the moment, I planned to forget about our dreams and escape in a pool lounge chair by diving into my John Grisham book and watching the kids play. Jake, however, was still agitated from his dream and couldn’t settle down. He stopped by my pool lounger.


“Hey, I think I’m just going to take a walk, okay?”


“Sure,” I said. “I’ll watch the kids.”


Jake took off and was gone for several hours. In the afternoon, I took a long soak and got dolled up in my sexiest dress for our date. Finally, a night out together.


“I’m tired,” Jake said, once we were in town.


“Tired?” I asked, rather incredulous that my husband would even consider thinking about being tired on such a special occasion. “You’re … tired? I thought we were going dancing.”


“Yeah, well …” he said, pausing, “I climbed the mountain today.”


I stopped still. The words echoed in my head. The mountain? It was as if he had slapped me in the face. But climbing the mountain was the sunrise date we had planned. Climbing the mountain was the challenge we were doing together. Climbing the mountain … was sacred.


We ended up getting in one of the worst fights of our relationship.


I just couldn’t wrap my head around it. Questions kept circling: Why had he climbed the mountain alone? Why did his dream have such an impact on him? Would this woman from his dream come between us? Something was nagging at me—it seemed like something worse was on the horizon.





Chapter 3



Seduction




These tumultuous feelings. I keep looking for boundaries wondering about love. What defines our love? Keeps it special? Makes it sacred? What is the difference between true love and possession? What path are we all heading down? Am I too controlling or not enough? This feeling is similar to my fear of flying. My heart is pounding, chest constricted, mind flying over possibilities over which I have no control.


~ Journal entry, early summer 1995





The sun was shining brightly on Lummi Island that early July day in 1995 a few months after returning from our vacation in La Paz: fir trees and falcons were magnificently set off against the sparkling Puget Sound; in the distance other islands making up the San Juan archipelago beckoned us hither.


Jake and I and our daughters, Jacki and Cassie, had come up to the family cottage with our good friends, Shari and Greg, and their two kids, a boy and a girl roughly the same age as our girls. For the last year or so, we had been developing a friendship with them that had grown steadily closer. I was pleased to have a girlfriend, as it had always been harder for me to make friends with girls than guys. It helped that we all were in the same stage of life, I guess, trying to juggle parenting and work with fun, play, and a little adventure.


We had begun gathering regularly at one or the other’s house almost every weekend. The 30-something adults would party in one room, while the kids would play in another. We’d play loud music and dance and often ended up imbibing in the hot tub. During these raucous get-togethers we let loose, perhaps too much, drinking to excess and becoming increasingly flirty and coquettish with one another. As time went on, it became more difficult to constrain those feelings within acceptable social bounds. It was like we were all in heat.


Shari was beautiful, a cross between Jane Seymour and Keira Knightley, with big eyes and long brown hair that hung down her back, soft bangs across her forehead. I envied her tight, lithe figure, seeing it as everything my softer, more voluptuous body was not. She could wear short shorts and men would still whistle at her in the streets. She was also a lovely, patient, and kind mother, who sang sweet lullabies to her children every night. Still, there was something else about her that was more difficult to pinpoint. We played a game one night with our husbands where we had to use one word to describe each one of us. The word we chose for Shari was “strategic.” She told me once that her mother had committed suicide when she was about four years old and I wondered what that did to a person. I think I flattered myself that she needed me.


One day prior to the weekend at Lummi, Shari came over. We had decided to undertake a new workout routine that included using Jake’s home weight-lifting set.


“What should we wear?” we giggled, as we modeled our athletic attire for one another, proud that we had each kept in shape after the birth of our children. We went into the garage where the equipment was set up and began lifting weights. We were sweating and grunting and generally making fun of ourselves in a lighthearted way, but there was an undercurrent of something else. Shari broached the subject first.


“I just don’t know what to do with all these sexual feelings!” she laughed.


“Well, isn’t the saying supposed to be that you can have feelings, but you just don’t act on them? Isn’t that something they taught you for your work as a therapist?”


“I know,” she said panting heavily, “but they are just so strong! I’ve got crazy hormones.”


Still, as 30-somethings living in Issaquah, Washington during the 1990s, from most perspectives we were respectable grown-ups with good jobs, well-versed in the benefits of organic food, and religiously practicing “positive parenting.” We had an expert in the group as Shari’s training had been in Human Development and Family Studies prior to quitting her work to raise her children. She kept us informed as to the latest theories.


“Remember,” she’d say. “You can discipline with natural consequences rather than arbitrary ones. If your kid colors on the floor, the natural consequence is not to put them into time out, but to have them scrub the floor clean.”


I appreciated her wisdom and tried out her techniques regularly, laughing and reporting back to her when they didn’t work.


“So,” I reported one day. “I tried the self-esteem booster. You know the one where you are supposed to ask your kid about the picture instead of interpreting it? Well, I saw Jacki coloring the other day and I couldn’t figure out what she was drawing, so I said ‘What can you tell me about your picture, honey?’ like you were telling us. Jacki turned around and looked at me with a funny look on her face and said, ‘It’s a scribble, Mommy.’ Hah! I felt like an idiot!” I said, and we had a good chuckle.


On Lummi that weekend some time later, from the balcony of the family cottage, nicknamed “The Cliff House,” Shari and I watched otters swim and neighbors’ dogs frolic and listened to snatches caught on the wind of our children playing pirate on huge pieces of driftwood scattered over the pebbly beach below. By midmorning that first day, the grown-ups all decided to hike up the mountain with the kids. On the way up, we found a scenic bluff from which we could sit and eat up the view along with our snacks. Lying directly before us, Orcas Island dominated the scene. Mammoth and humped, it was an Orca itself. At its north end, the nearby, smaller islands of Clark and Barnes appeared to swim, babies hanging close to Mom. Further in the distance Sucia and Matia snuggled together.


The guys were pumped, dreams of bushwhacking to the peak motivating them. For a moment we considered all going, but there was no trail and the children were already tired. Before the rest of us realized what had happened, Greg and Jake had taken off on their manly quest. Shari and I explored our immediate surroundings. The six-year-olds dared each other to rock climb up a nearby hillside, safe from the cliff’s edge. The three-year-olds found a secret hiding place within the dense shrubbery.


After a while, we moms and kids prepared to go back down the trail to the cliff house, leaving an arrow of sticks and a heart made of wild flowers and twigs for the daddies to show we’d gone down. But Greg and Jake arrived before we finished, vibrating with the energy of their adventure. They came from the mountain like men in a Conan book, bare-chested, long hair flowing, bearing huge bush-beating sticks and scars from their adventure. They were breathless as they told us of climbing over ridges and beating back nettle fields and finding at last a grassy knoll at the peak.


“You must go,” Greg told us.


There was still plenty of daylight left. I looked at Shari, sensing fun and adventure. Would we make it to the top? Were we worthy women for such men?


The guys left us with instructions: “Take a left at the pink-ribboned shale pit, then head south over several ridges until you get to the peak. Take our sticks too. You’ll need them.”


We headed up the trail full of he-woman energy, yet giddy. We were a couple of young girl scouts out after dark, behind the counselors’ backs.


At the shale pit, we looked left. The mountainside rose steadily from the road. There was no trail. Clambering over moss-covered rocks and dead branches, we conquered the hillside. The climb energized me even more. Small, dead pieces of twigs clung to Shari’s and my hair, cobwebs laced our shorts, branches scratched our bare arms and legs. The air smelled fresh of fir trees mingled with wild black raspberries and stinging nettles. I clambered up the next set of boulders and walked briskly through the forest to a resting spot between two tall trees. Another set of boulders loomed before us. My legs pumped. I breathed deep as Shari and I beamed at each other. God, it was great to be alive.


By chance at that moment I looked down and caught my breath. There at my feet rested a perfect deer antler. Its base rose into two Pan-like horns. In the magic of the moment I felt the mountain calling to me, saying, “Yes, it is a gift for you. A special gift; you must treasure it and appreciate it. You have been chosen.”


“Shari, look,” I whispered, picking it up. “Isn’t it beautiful?” We stood and gazed at it in awe, handling it carefully, turning it over, feeling the gentle curve of the horns. Then in an instant I saw another just ahead of Shari on her path.


Standing there on the mountainside away from any manmade trails, we felt the sacredness of the moment. We held our antlers together, in reverence.


I read sometime later that the deer symbolizes innocence and unconditional love; the antlers are said to be antennae to the divine. Shamanic traditions teach that deer lure a person to new adventures to gain more wisdom, and that while one should not be afraid to follow, one should stay alert, for adventurous journeys are not always without danger. I did not know it at the time, but this innocent and sweet moment marked a transition point, after which I would never be the same.


We found the grassy knoll of the peak, peeled off our tops like the guys, and stood for several minutes in shock at the beauty. Before us stretched all the San Juan Islands. There was Cypress and San Juan. We could look behind Orcas now. We stood there on our cliff, staffs in one hand, horns in the other, bare-chested, proud women.


The sun on the cliff side was intoxicating. We stripped completely nude just to enjoy the sensation of sunbathing on a mountaintop. We picked up the phallic antlers, each of which had a rough base about one and a half inches in diameter and rose up about six inches before splitting into two sections that made a curved “Y.” We fondled them as if they were men and joked about what we could do with them. After a bit, we agreed it must be time to go.


“You know what I’m going to do, Shari?” I teased, as we donned our cut-offs.


“What?” she said, eyes dancing.


“I’m going to rest the base of the antler down in my shorts with the horns facing up, so that each horn rests against the crease of my groins. See, it makes a perfect curved Y, nestled in the crotch of my shorts. I’m going to hike down the mountain that way.”


Shari giggled and tried out hers as well. We dressed, but left our tops off; they felt too cumbersome.


“This is exquisite,” she crooned.


“Yes,” I said in a husky voice, “isn’t it?”


What a hike down the mountain that was. We were keyed up and quite, well … horny. Yeah, we laughed at that too. With each step, the rough end of the base of the horn grazed the lips of my nether regions. If I walked with a little sway I found I could keep the stimulation high.


Shari and I were giddy, like two of Pan’s wood nymphs: simple sprites of the mountain.


Half way down, we rested in a grassy glen under a willow tree. We lay on our backs, arms barely touching, and watched the wind blow the leaves. We watched the leaves flutter and whisper to each other in the breeze and listened to the quiet sounds of the mountain. We whispered to each other, too.
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