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For Marian. She lived by this.

––––––––
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Above all else, unto yourself be true.

— Marian Mitchell Rietman
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Prologue
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In 1990, I built my mother a computer.

It wasn't entirely altruistic. I had noticed she was bored; the particular boredom of an intelligent woman in her early seventies with too much time and not enough to do with it. She was babysitting my two boys, Travis and Jeff, which kept her busy in the way that grandchildren keep you busy: which is to say constantly but not always meaningfully. So I assembled a machine, installed Word Perfect, and set her up to write.

I also installed some games built around the rise and fall of civilizations, the kind of thing that lets you build an empire or watch one collapse depending on your decisions. It turned out to be exactly right for a woman who had spent thirty years teaching history to seventh graders and had opinions about how things should have gone. She and the boys played together for hours, arguing strategy across the centuries, and somewhere in between the siege warfare and the city-building, Marian Rietman got comfortable with a keyboard.

Then she started writing her memoirs.

She took to it with a passion I hadn't anticipated. The words came steadily; stories from her childhood, from the farm years, from the travels she and my father Joe had made across the better part of the world. I was too busy at the time to pay close attention. I was starting a company and managing a complicated life, doing what people in their forties do when they assume they have more time than they actually do. I knew she was writing. I did not read it carefully.

She kept at it anyway. In 1995, she got a short story published in American Heritage magazine, which I mention partly because she would have been pleased to have it noted and partly because it tells you something about what she was capable of when she put her mind to it. By 1998, the writing slowed. The grandchildren needed more of her attention. My father Joe's health had begun its long decline, then hers followed. Eventually the computer sat unused, and then she was gone.

I salvaged the hard drive. I put it in a drawer. I told myself I would get to it eventually, which is what people tell themselves about the things that matter most when the present is too loud to hear them clearly.

Two strong attempts followed over the years.

The first was simply trying to make the text readable; she had used something like twenty different fonts, the structure wandered freely across time, and the chronology had the relaxed relationship with sequence that you find in memories recorded as they surface rather than as they occurred. I got it into a rough shape and set it aside again.

The second attempt began in the Gulf of Mexico, somewhere between a research voyage and a weather delay that stretched into a week of floating and waiting for conditions and equipment to cooperate. I had time and boredom to deal with. I cracked open her file and started reading seriously.

After a week, I had something tangible. Then I did the thing that I think many writers fail to do, or do too soon, or not sincerely enough: I read what I had written from start to finish, as a reader rather than an editor, and let it land.

And something landed.

— J.R.
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A Basin of Cold Water
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I was sixteen years old when I realized I was a human being.

The realization did not come gradually. It came all at once, like a basin of cold water thrown in my face. The year was 1934. The place was the Apostolic Faith Mission on Seattle's skid row. What happened there took most of my life to understand.

I had not always felt this way. At some earlier point I must have known what it meant to think and choose for myself. But somewhere along the way that sense had been misplaced; or perhaps quietly taken from me. At sixteen I began to see the difference. At eighteen I attained the humanity I had realized two years before.

Rather than explain it all at once, it is easier to begin where I began.

* * *
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I was born at home on September 7, 1918, which in those days was more necessity than tradition. I weighed three and a half pounds and required careful tending from the start. My mother later told me that when the doctor first saw me, he paused longer than she liked before saying anything.

“She’s very small,” he said.

“I can see that,” my mother replied. “What do I do with her?”

“Keep her warm. As warm as you can. And be patient.”

A box was arranged and lined with cotton batting, with hot water bottles tucked around me. For several days I could not nurse; my mouth was too small, and I had little strength. The doctor suggested honey in small amounts and water by eyedropper, and so I began my life on careful measures, taken a drop at a time until I could manage more on my own. It must have seemed uncertain in those first days, though I never heard my mother say so.

By the end of the first month, I weighed five pounds, and by seven months I was walking. My mother made a harness and fastened it to the clothesline to keep me from straying; an early form of toddler containment, though with fewer safety regulations and no waiver. My brother John arrived fourteen months later, less than five pounds himself but cuddly and docile in the ways I apparently was not. Where he stayed close to our mother’s skirt, I pulled toward the door.

That instinct nearly killed me before I was two.

* * *
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I do not remember the escape itself. I only know it happened, which is perhaps how all great escapes begin; with no memory of deciding, just the sudden fact of being free.

My father was occupied that afternoon, some domestic matter having briefly claimed his attention. My mother was out. I was in the yard in my harness, attached to the clothesline, which must have seemed, from a toddler’s perspective, like a problem worth solving. I twisted free and walked off down the hill to see what was at the bottom of it.

It was over a mile to the water. I have no memory of the walk, though I imagine it felt entirely reasonable at the time. What I do remember; in the way that very early memories survive, more as sensations than pictures, is the beach itself. The cold grit of the sand. The smell of salt and seaweed. And my shoes, which needed to come off.

They were buttoned, the way children’s shoes were in those days, with a row of small buttons up the side that required patience and a button hook and, ideally, a grown-up. I was working at them with my fingers when an elderly couple came along the beach and stopped beside me.

“Well, now,” the man said, lowering himself carefully to one knee in the sand. “Looks like you’ve run into a bit of trouble.”

“Buttons,” I told him, with the gravity appropriate to the situation.

He undid them without hurry, the woman standing beside him with her hand resting lightly on his shoulder for balance, the two of them moving with the unhurried ease of people who had been doing things together for a very long time. When the shoes were off, he set them side by side on the dry sand above the waterline. The stockings followed.

“There you are,” he said. “Mind the waves now.”

They walked on. No alarm, no interrogation about where my mother was or how I had come to be alone on a beach at the age of not-quite-two. They saw a small child with a button problem and solved it, then continued their walk. That was the way of it, then. Children belonged to the neighborhood as much as to their families, and a stranger’s mild assistance was simply what decent people offered when it was needed.

I made my way to the water. There was a log floating near the shore — the kind that drifted in with the tide, bark worn smooth and dark with salt water. I climbed onto it. It was an excellent log. It rocked pleasantly and smelled of the sea, and then, in the way of excellent logs, it began to move.

Puget Sound is not the Pacific Ocean, but to a child on a log it might as well have been. The current took hold slowly, and by the time I understood that the shore was receding, I was already some distance out.

* * *
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My father discovered I was missing when he went to check on me and found the harness empty, the yard vacant, and the gate open. He searched the street, called to the neighbors, tried the road in both directions. When nothing turned up, he went to the telephone and called the police.

The officer who arrived was calm in the manner of men trained to be calm when others cannot afford to be.

“When did you last see her?”

“Not an hour ago. She was in the yard, in her harness, she’s never gotten out of it before.”

“Has she ever been to the beach?” the officer asked.

“The beach?” My father looked at him. “Once or twice, months ago. But she’s not yet two years old; she couldn’t possibly remember the way. It’s over a mile.”

“Mr. Mitchell,” the officer said, in the level tone of someone who had seen stranger things, “a woman telephoned from down near the water. She has a small girl, pulled off a log in the Sound. From her description, I believe that’s your daughter.”

The drive took only a few minutes, though I imagine it felt considerably longer. They followed a road that wound toward the water and stopped before a cottage at the end of a shady lane, so overgrown with climbing vines that it looked like something the garden had decided to reclaim. Before my father had fully stopped the car, a woman appeared at the door.

She was perhaps fifty, with an apron on and flour still on her hands, as though she had been interrupted mid-baking and had not thought to wipe them. She was holding me by the hand, and I was, by all appearances, entirely content.

“Is this your little girl?” she asked, though her expression suggested she already knew.

“She is,” my father said. He was already crouching down, his hands out. “Good God, Marian.”

I went to him willingly enough, though perhaps without the relief he was hoping for. The adventure had been satisfactory.

“I spotted her from my window,” the woman said. “She was out on a log, one of the big drifters, and the current was taking her. I went in after her. She wasn’t hurt, not a bit.” She said it without drama, the way you describe having fetched the mail. “I’ve given her milk and some cookies. She’s been very good company.”

My father stood with me gathered against his chest. He seemed to be having difficulty locating words adequate to the moment, which is understandable. The woman watched him with a kind expression, patient, as though reunions of this sort were not entirely unusual on her front step.

“How can I repay you,” he said at last.

“No need for that,” she said. “She’s a brave little thing. You keep a close eye.” She bent slightly and looked at me. “Goodbye, dear.”

She went back inside, back to her baking, presumably. The policeman drove us home. The tide had taken my shoes. And that was that.

Her name I never learned. But I have thought about her many times over the years. About the ease with which she went into the water after a stranger’s child, the matter-of-factness of it, the cookies and the flour on her hands. There was no performance in it, no expectation of thanks, nothing that required acknowledgment. A child was in the water. She went in. That was simply what a person did.

The world was not always safer then; childhood had its genuine dangers, as my family would demonstrate repeatedly in the years to come. But in some ways, it was less guarded, less anxious about the boundaries between one life and another. People were embedded in their streets and their communities in a way that made a child alone on a beach everyone’s quiet concern and no one’s burden. The elderly couple knelt in the sand over a stranger’s buttons. The woman on the shore went into cold water without pausing to weigh the inconvenience.

I have thought about both of them my whole life.

* * *
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Soon after, my parents bought a vacant lot near a shopping area called The Junction in West Seattle. My grandfather Mitchell was a cabinetmaker, and my father could do carpentry, and together they began to build a proper two-bedroom house. While they worked, we lived in a tent house on the property; wooden walls halfway up, canvas above, a wood-burning stove that was also the cook stove. The canvas top didn’t always keep out the rain; buckets and pails caught the drips like underpaid plumbers. It was fine. We didn’t know it was supposed to be otherwise.

John and I were busy children with a talent for finding trouble in small spaces, and I was usually the architect. I had a gift for identifying an opportunity for catastrophe and presenting it to my brother as an adventure. He generally went along, which says something about either his trust in me or his own appetite for disaster.

One afternoon we came upon a hole in the ground near a stump at the edge of the yard. There was a steady, purposeful humming coming from it, and an occasional yellowjacket threading in and out on urgent business. I studied this situation for a moment.

“Let’s throw rocks at them,” I said. “They’re bad bees. We should block their hole.”

“All right,” said John, because he was four years old and I was his older sister and this seemed like official guidance.

I tossed a stone or two toward the opening. They landed nearby but not quite on target.

“You didn’t hit it,” John observed. “Let me try.” He threw one and it landed considerably closer.

The humming changed in pitch; a subtle shift, like a room going quiet before something happens. We both noticed it. John took a step back.

“There’s a bee,” he said. Then: “Run!”

“No,” I said. “I want to watch.” And I moved closer.

What happened next was not gradual. One moment there was a hole in the ground and some buzzing. The next moment there was a cloud, and I was inside it. The yellowjackets did not sting so much as commit; each one finding its spot and driving in with the conviction of a creature that has been wronged and intends to make its feelings known. I screamed and ran. I rolled in the dirt, which did not help. I ran again, in no particular direction, waving my arms in the manner of someone trying to fly without any of the necessary equipment.

My father, who was working nearby, heard the screaming and came at a run. He later said that when he first saw me, he thought I was having some kind of fit. He brushed the yellowjackets off with his bare hands, acquiring several stings of his own in the process, scooped me up, and carried me into the house.

John, who had run at the first warning and suffered not a single sting, watched all of this from a safe distance with the expression of a child who has learned something important about the value of listening to his own instincts.

That evening our parents worked for the better part of two hours, scraping out stingers with the edge of a knife blade, then taking turns drawing the poison from each wound by mouth; a form of frontier medicine not found in any modern pediatric handbook. My mother counted more than thirty stings before she stopped counting. My father’s hands were swollen by bedtime. Neither of them complained about it, which was, now that I think about it, characteristic. They simply did what needed to be done, the way people did then, and they did it without making me feel guilty for having brought it on myself.

Though I suspect they thought it.

We did not throw rocks at the yellowjacket nest again. We had learned something that afternoon that no amount of instruction would have taught us half as efficiently: that some communities have no interest in being studied, have wings and a collective memory, and do not distinguish between the one who threw the rock and the one who merely wanted to watch.

* * *
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The second great injury of that summer arrived some weeks later, and this time the fault was at least equally distributed between John and me, which was unusual enough to be worth noting.

We were playing in the dirt beside the tent one morning when a small, dark animal appeared at the edge of the yard and stopped to look at us. It sat on its haunches with an air of studied composure, watching us watching it, and making no move to leave.

“Look!” John said, scrambling to his feet. “A kitty.”

Now, it was not an unreasonable mistake. It was roughly the size of a cat, and it was sitting with something like a cat’s self-possessed stillness. John set off toward it at a run. I followed, and we converged on the animal from two directions simultaneously, which may have contributed to what happened next.

The animal did not flee. It held its ground and watched us approach with an expression that I would later, as an adult, recognize as professional assessment. It was deciding something. We were too young and too enthusiastic to notice.

John reached it first and crouched down to pet it. The animal allowed this briefly, then issued a warning sound that we failed to interpret as such. I leaned in and reached for it.

The bite was immediate and decisive. Not a cat’s scratch but a proper bite, teeth and intention, applied to my hand with no ambiguity whatsoever.

“Ow! Mommy, it bites me! Mommy!”

I leapt back. The animal, apparently satisfied that the situation had been resolved, returned to its composed sitting posture. John had also been bitten on the forearm; a fact he announced at high volume as we both sprinted for the tent.

It was not a cat. It was a monkey that had escaped from a house a few blocks away, an exotic pet whose owner had not thought to warn the neighborhood. It had strong opinions about personal space, a firm grip, and no patience for children who converged on it from two sides. In retrospect, its restraint was admirable. It could have done considerably worse.

Mother came out to find us both bleeding and both talking at once, each convinced that the other had started it. She examined the wounds with the calm of a woman who had already dealt with a harness escape and a yellowjacket attack in the same summer, and had apparently made her peace with the fact that her children were going to require medical attention at regular intervals.

“In the wagon,” she said.

The wagon was our emergency transport; a small wooden cart that she pulled by a rope handle, which she now loaded with two bitten, indignant children and set off down the road toward The Junction and the doctor’s office. Neighbors watched from their porches as we went past, and one or two called out to ask what had happened. Mother explained briefly, without slowing down.

The doctor cleaned and dressed the wounds and identified the bites as primate, which we already knew but which sounded considerably more serious in medical Latin. He then put us in his own car and drove us to a larger facility across town for the necessary injections, because a monkey bite in 1920 was not something you treated lightly.

At the facility, the wounds were bathed in a solution of potassium permanganate, which turned our legs and hands a deep, extraordinary purple. I was transfixed by the color. It was the purple of stage curtains, of ecclesiastical robes, of something that belonged in a painting rather than on a pair of small arms.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Potassium permanganate,” the nurse said.

I said the words over several times on the drive home. They sounded like an incantation, like something from a book about chemistry or magic, which at that age seemed like more or less the same thing. The tetanus injection that followed barely registered. I was too occupied with the purple, and with the notion that my body had become, at least temporarily, a thing of genuine scientific interest.

Mother pulled us home in the wagon as the afternoon light came sideways through the trees. John had stopped crying and was examining the color on his arm with something approaching appreciation. We were both, I think, rather proud of ourselves, though we would not have been able to say exactly why.

We had found something wild in an ordinary yard and it had answered back. The world, it turned out, was full of creatures with their own purposes and their own opinions about being disturbed. This seemed to us, in our purple-stained, freshly-injected state, like genuinely useful information.
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Vancouver
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About once a year, Mother took John and me on the train to Vancouver, British Columbia to visit her parents, her brother Warren, and her sister Dorothea. Warren was two and a half years older than I, and Dorothea six months younger. Together the four of us played endlessly, pausing only for meals and the occasional adult intervention designed to prevent us from reenacting the fall of Rome using sticks and Grandma’s good sofa cushions.

The train journey itself was part of the pleasure. In those years a child could press her nose to a window for hours and feel that the world was being generously unrolled for her inspection: farmland, then forest, then the slow widening of the Fraser River as we came into the city. The conductor punched our tickets with a satisfying click and called the stations in a voice that suggested he found them personally impressive. I always sat on my knees facing backward so I could watch where we’d been rather than where we were going. This drove John quietly mad, which was an added benefit.

* * *
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Vancouver was different from Seattle in ways that took a few visits to fully catalogue. The pace was slower, for one thing; more horses, fewer horns, and clocks that chimed with such regularity you’d think time had a sense of civic duty. We awoke each morning to the clip-clop of hooves on the blacktop as the milkman made his rounds, glass bottles clinking in their crates like they were toasting the sunrise. The post office clock struck every half hour, and Grandma’s piano clock in the front room answered it faithfully, like two old friends who still had plenty to say to each other after decades of conversation.

Cars drove on the left side of the road, which struck me as a bold choice and which I never fully trusted. Canadian pennies were enormous; nearly as large as our silver half-dollars, and this seemed to us like some kind of elaborate monetary joke, the punchline of which we were never let in on. Horse-drawn delivery vans moved through the streets with a proprietary ease, as if the automobile were a passing fad they had chosen not to dignify with alarm. We often drifted up to the blacksmith’s shop, where iron met fire and the anvil rang like a dinner bell, and the horses waiting outside stood with the patience of creatures who have made their peace with the schedule of human beings.

My grandparents’ house on Twelfth Avenue was two stories with a full basement, and it had about it the solid, unhurried quality of a house built by people who intended to stay. Upstairs, at the end of a hallway, was the toilet; the kind with a wooden box mounted near the ceiling and a chain hanging down, which, when pulled, released a rush of water with the authority of a small waterfall. There was a wide staircase off the front hall, and a second, much narrower staircase in the bathroom that twisted down to the kitchen in the dark. It was splendidly frightening to use, which naturally made it our preferred route until Grandma put a stop to it on sensible safety grounds, thereby ruining it entirely.

* * *
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Sunday mornings had a particular smell I have never forgotten. It came from the garage, where Grandpa started the car for the drive to church. The engine warmed slowly, and as it did, the exhaust gathered in that low, close space with a richness that I can only describe as...well, extraordinary. It was leaded gasoline and hot metal and something else, something sweet and slightly wrong, the smell of an era that did not yet know it should be embarrassed.

My cousin Warren treated this ritual with the solemnity of a high ceremony. He would position himself directly behind the car and inhale with his eyes half-closed, like a connoisseur at a wine tasting. Then he would wave us over.

“Come and smell it,” he’d say. “You have to smell it.”

And we would, every one of us, crowd behind the car and breathe it in, because Warren said to and because it did smell, in some inexplicable way, wonderful. We should probably have suffered irreparable neurological damage. Whether we did is a question I will leave to the reader.

The car itself was a 1918 McLaughlin touring car, a large, important-looking machine with isinglass windows set into the canvas curtains; thin slices of mica that gave the view outside the quality of something seen through frozen broth. The jump seats, which folded out from the back of the front seats, were the most coveted positions in the vehicle, and we argued about them with the intensity of children negotiating something that actually mattered. A small vase was mounted on the dashboard and always held flowers on Sunday mornings, because Grandpa raised prize dahlias and brought large fragrant bundles to church nearly every week.

Aunt Charlotte, ten years my senior and possessed of genuine patience, arranged the bouquets before we left. They were beautiful. By the time we arrived at church, after the lurching and the tight turns and the general physics of four children in a touring car, they were considerably less so. Charlotte bore this with the expression of someone who had long ago accepted that some battles are not worth fighting before nine o’clock in the morning.

* * *
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The summers in Vancouver were warm enough, on the best days, to soften the tar between the paving stones. On one such afternoon; I was six or seven, old enough to know better and young enough not to care, the intersection at the end of Grandpa’s Street began to melt in earnest. Not just soften: genuinely, puddingly melt, the tar going black and glossy and pulling itself free of the stones in long, reluctant strings.

Warren discovered this first, as Warren tended to discover anything that had potential for either science or chaos. He was poking at it with a stick when John and I came along.

“It’s like gum,” Warren announced, holding up a dark wad on the end of the stick. “Dorothea, try it.”

Dorothea regarded it with appropriate suspicion. “No, Warren. It’s too smelly and black. You’re going to get all sticky.”

“You try it,” John told me. “It’s like Black Jack chewing gum.” He was already chewing some, with the focused expression of a boy conducting research.

I took a small piece. I chewed it once.

“I don’t like it,” I said, and spat it out, which was the correct response and the one that history has vindicated.

John, undeterred, was fishing for a softer piece from the center of the street, where the tar was deepest and most cooperative. I watched him work.

“Johnny,” I said. “Look at your shoes. They’re all black.”

“I’m stuck,” he said. He lifted one foot experimentally. The shoe stayed in the street. “Help. Warren, help me.”

Warren grabbed his arm and pulled. John came free, but the shoe did not. It remained upright in the tar with a certain dignity, as though it had decided to stay. John, in his stocking foot, stared at it.

“Mother! Mother! Johnny’s stuck in the tar!” Dorothea and I were already running for the house.

When the adults opened the door, the boys were already on the back stairs, tracking tar up with every step. Dorothea and I were not entirely clean either. John’s shoe remained in the intersection for the rest of the afternoon, an impromptu monument to curiosity and the melting point of municipal infrastructure. The tar marks on the back stairs lingered for the duration of our visit, a record of the event that Grandma regarded each morning with an expression that required no translation.

* * *
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It was during one of these Vancouver visits, when I was six or seven, that I had my first serious encounter with illness; and with something else, something harder to name, that I would spend years trying to understand.

The visit had been going well. We had been in the house on Twelfth Avenue for several days, moving through the familiar rhythms of the place; the clock chiming, the smell of Grandma’s cooking, the dark staircase and the chain-pull toilet and the afternoon light coming sideways through the front windows. Then one morning I woke with a fever.

Warren woke with one too, as cousins will, as if illness travels along the same channels as affection.

The doctor came and made his diagnosis: scarlet fever. The word had a kind of finality to it in those days, the weight of something that required action. Everybody in the house except our mothers, Warren, and me had to leave. John went to stay with my father’s brother in West Seattle. The others scattered to an apartment elsewhere in the city. Grandma and Mother stayed, and we four; the two patients and the household, settled into quarantine.

A sign went up on the door. The house went quiet.

Warren and I were very sick. I remember the fever less as heat than as a kind of thickness; the air too heavy, the light from the window wrong, voices arriving from further away than they should have been. Grandma brought broth. Mother sat beside me and read aloud, though I could not always follow the words. At some point the days stopped being distinguishable from one another.

One night the fever climbed to a point that frightened everyone. I don’t remember that night clearly, I remember fragments: Mother’s hand on my forehead, the sound of her voice in the dark, the particular quality of silence in a house where people are frightened and trying not to show it. Warren was in the next room and equally bad.

By morning, something had changed.

I woke hungry. Not the faint, obligatory hunger of the sick but a proper, specific hunger; I wanted breakfast. The fever was gone. I felt, insofar as a child can assess such things, entirely well.

Mother came in and took my temperature, then stood in the doorway of the room with the thermometer in her hand and an expression I had not seen before.

“Mother,” she called out. “I think Marian is well. Her fever is down and she wants breakfast.”

Grandma came to the doorway. “That isn’t possible. Warren is still very ill this morning.”

“I know. I don’t understand it either. I prayed last night, not about Marian specifically, I was praying about Warren; but I wonder...” She trailed off. “Do you think that had anything to do with it?”

Grandma considered this with the careful expression of a woman who believed in God but also in not making claims she couldn’t support. “I wonder what the doctor will say,” she said at last.

When he arrived, the doctor examined me with the thoroughness of a man preparing to be surprised. He looked at my throat, my skin, my temperature. He looked at Warren, who was plainly still suffering. Then he turned back to me.

“If I had not seen this child yesterday,” he said slowly, “and looked at the other boy today, I would say she never had the disease.”

He had no explanation. He offered none. He was a doctor in an era that did not feel compelled to invent one when it didn’t have one, which I have always thought was a form of honesty worth noting.

Warren stayed sick for considerably longer. When he finally recovered, the two of us sat in the sun on the back steps and peeled the flaking skin from our arms, a convalescent activity that was both disgusting and deeply satisfying, as only certain things available exclusively to children can be. We compared patches with the seriousness of collectors.

After the quarantine was officially lifted, we had to leave the house for several hours while chemical candles were burned in every room to disinfect the air. The smell they left behind was acrid and strange, the smell of something being killed at the molecular level, as though even the memory of the illness was being driven out.

* * *
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I did not think much about the overnight recovery at the time. I was seven. I was hungry and then I was well, and that seemed like the natural order of things. Children accept miracles more easily than adults do, perhaps because they have not yet learned to be embarrassed by them.

But my mother thought about it. I could see that even then, in the way she went quiet sometimes when she thought no one was watching, in the way she looked at me occasionally with something that was not quite wonder and not quite worry but lived somewhere between the two.

She was already, I think, in those years, beginning to search for something. A reason, or a framework, or a story that could hold the things that had happened and make them mean something. That search would bring her, a few years later, to a neighbor named Mrs. Eckdahl, and through her to a mission on Seattle’s skid row, and through that to a set of convictions that would reshape all our lives.

The scarlet fever and the morning I woke hungry would become part of that story, evidence of something, proof of something, a small miracle fitted carefully into a larger argument.

I have thought about it differently over the years. Sometimes I think it was simply what the doctor said it was: unusual. A child’s immune system doing something unexpected and rapid. The body’s own good work.

But I have also never forgotten my mother’s face in that doorway, thermometer in hand, looking at me with the uncertain, undefended expression of someone who has just seen something she doesn’t have words for yet.

Whatever it was, it mattered to her. And because it mattered to her, it has always mattered to me.
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West Seattle
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Childhood in West Seattle in those years was largely unsupervised, which is another way of saying it was excellent.

Our house sat on the edge of a large ravine, below us the land dropped away into a tangle of fir and blackberry and creek sound, a whole unregulated wilderness at the bottom of the back steps. John and I treated it as our private territory, and the neighborhood children treated it the same way, which occasionally produced territorial disputes resolved by the time-honored method of everyone eventually going home for dinner.

My father had built a teeter-totter merry-go-round in the yard in the years before things grew difficult between our parents. It was a plank with a hole drilled through the center, slid over a pipe fastened to a post, so it could both see-saw and spin; a feat of backyard engineering that drew children from several blocks away. You sat on the ends and someone spun you, and the centrifugal force pressed you outward in a way that felt, at seven or eight years old, exactly like flying. Occasional accidents happened when someone fell or was launched off the end, and eventually a child was clocked during a spin and my father removed it. We did not know it at the time, but it was probably the world’s first merry-go-wrong.

What the teeter-totter left behind was the pipe still set in the post, which turned out to have a second career.

The yard had slugs. Many slugs. The fat, glistening kind that leave silver trails across the garden path and regard the vegetable bed as a personal buffet. Someone, I cannot now recall who, though I notice I am not accusing John, introduced us to the fact that if you poured salt on a slug it dissolved in a dramatic and horrible way, like a small tragedy performed entirely in slime. This was considered, among the children of the neighborhood, to be first-rate entertainment.

We escalated, as children do. Someone noticed the hollow pipe in the post was approximately slug-width. The experiment that followed does not reflect well on any of us, and I will say only that we were young, that slugs are genuinely destructive to gardens, and that the pipe was thoroughly cleaned before anyone’s parents noticed. The important thing is that we were curious, and curiosity, even when aimed at the wrong target, is not the worst thing a child can be.

In retrospect, it is possible the slugs had not wronged us personally. But we were eight years old, and moral nuance arrives later than one would wish.

* * *
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The summer of 1923 brought a motorcade.

President Warren G. Harding was traveling the country on what his administration called the Voyage of Understanding; a cross-country tour meant to press the flesh and restore public confidence in a presidency that had lately been generating the wrong kind of headlines. His route passed through Seattle, and the city turned out in force. Mother packed a picnic lunch, loaded John and me onto a streetcar, and we made our way to Volunteer Park, where the motorcade would pass along the tree-lined road near where the Art Museum now stands.

A woman moved through the crowd with a box of flowers, handing them to children with instructions to toss them toward the president’s car as it passed. I accepted mine with the gravity of someone given an official task.

The motorcade appeared: a line of large black cars moving slowly through the dappled light under the trees, polished to a mirror finish, flags on the fenders. I had no idea which car held the president, but I threw my flowers at each one as it passed, hedging my bets. John threw his all at once at the first car, on the theory that one accurate throw was worth more than several approximate ones.

Afterward, Mother took us to climb the stone steps of the old water tower nearby. It was a long climb, the stairs winding between the water tank and the outer brick wall, our feet ringing on the metal treads. At the top she helped us look out over the windowsills at the city below. The motorcade had long since vanished.

“Can you see our house?” John asked.

“That way,” I said, pointing southwest with the authority of someone who had no idea. “Past those trees.”

“I think it’s the other way.”

We argued about this companionably all the way back down.

A few days later, Father read from the newspaper at the dinner table. President Harding had taken ill in San Francisco on the last leg of his journey. On August 2nd, he died there; a cerebral hemorrhage, the papers reported, though the exact cause would be disputed for years. He had been fifty-seven years old and had seemed, under those trees in Volunteer Park, like a man with considerable life still ahead of him.

I remember the quiet that settled over the table. Not grief exactly, we had only seen the man’s motorcade, but something more like unease. A few days ago, he had been in one of those polished cars, and now he was gone. It was the first time I understood, in some wordless way, that the world could change direction without warning and without consulting anyone.

We had thrown flowers at a man who was already dying. I did not know what to do with that thought, so I put it away, the way children put away things they cannot yet use.

* * *
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The Granada Theatre was built while we watched.

From the bank above the vacant lot, John and I had spent weeks observing the excavation, the forming, the pouring of concrete, a construction site being the closest thing to free entertainment the neighborhood offered that summer, apart from the slugs. When it opened, it became the centerpiece of local movie-going, and our father, who was an accomplished pianist, played the organ there for the silent pictures. He could chase a villain musically before the man had even appeared onscreen; he knew, instinctively, when to shift from a lilting theme into something that tightened the chest, the way the right chord at the right moment makes the body respond before the mind has caught up.

Movies were mostly silent then, the story carried as much by the music as by anything on screen. The orchestras were expert at this: soft and lilting for love scenes, thunderous for battles, and for the silence before something terrible, a single held note that made the whole audience stop breathing at once.

One afternoon when I was about eight, our parents had company and gave John and me permission to go to the Granada alone. We were tremendously pleased with ourselves; practically adults, navigating three blocks and purchasing our own tickets without assistance.

The film was The Big Parade. We had not known what it was about. The title suggested something festive. John hoped there might be horses.

What we found was the Great War.

The film followed three American men from their enlistment through the trenches of France, and King Vidor had no interest in making war look like an adventure. The mud was real mud. The fear on the men’s faces was the kind that doesn’t perform for the camera. In the battle sequences, men fell in fields and lay still in the grass, and the orchestra in the pit played the kind of music that has nowhere reassuring to go.

I sat in my velvet seat and felt something shift that I could not have named at the time. It was not quite fear and not quite sadness. It was the recognition that the world contained things I had not been told about, things that happened to real people, young men not much older than the ones I knew and that knowing about them now was something I could not undo.

Beside me, John had gone quiet in a way that was different from his ordinary quiet.

“I think we should go,” I said.

“It’s not over,” he said, but without conviction.

“We should go,” I said again.

I was the elder by fourteen months and I invoked this now without entirely believing in it. We put on our coats and made our way up the aisle past the other patrons still watching the screen, their faces lit by the flickering images.

Outside, the afternoon was ordinary. Sunlight. The smell of the street. Two children standing on the sidewalk in front of a theater.

“Was it true?” John asked. “All of that?”

“I think so,” I said. “Most of it.”

We walked home without talking much. When we arrived, our parents were playing cards with their company, the room warm and lit, everything exactly as we had left it. No one asked how the film was. No one noticed anything had changed.

But something had. I had gone to the movies expecting a parade and come home knowing about the Argonne Forest. I was eight years old, and the world had just become considerably larger, and considerably less safe, than I had believed it to be that morning.

* * *
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It was a December, a year or two after the film. We had recently taken the streetcar downtown to see Santa and visit the department stores, which in those years were elaborate with lights and window displays and the warm smell of a building full of people and pine boughs. John had pressed his nose to the toy counter with the focused intensity of a scientist examining evidence.

A few days later, he woke with a sore throat.

In an era before antibiotics, diphtheria was not an illness you watched and hoped would pass. The doctor came to the house, examined John’s throat, and said the word with the flatness of a man delivering an unpleasant fact. A membrane was already forming across the throat; the disease’s particular cruelty, the way it slowly sealed off the air, like a door being quietly, steadily closed.

The quarantine sign went up on our front door the same afternoon.

My father and I were sent to stay with his sister Lucille and her husband Arthur across town, because Father had to keep working and could not risk being confined. That left Mother alone in the house with John. Father drove across town each evening after work to check on them. He was not permitted inside. He stood on the pavement outside the window and Mother came to it, and they spoke through the glass, or perhaps only looked at each other. I was not there to see it. But I have thought about it often in the years since: my father standing outside in the December cold, his breath in the air, looking in at his family through a pane of glass he could not cross.

Life at Aunt Lucille’s was quiet and kind, and I was grateful for it while being aware, every hour, that I was in the wrong place. We took walks to the park. We climbed the steep outside stairs of the Queen Anne water tower, and from the top I could see across the city to West Seattle; the neighborhood a grey-green mass in the winter light, my mother and my brother somewhere inside it.

John got worse.

Mother sent word through Father each evening. The fever was climbing. John had slipped into the half-consciousness that high fever produces, answering questions with words that belonged to some other conversation. The membrane in his throat was thickening. The doctor came and came again, and his face, Mother said later, had become the face of a man managing a situation with what tools remained.

One night the fever reached its peak. Mother sat beside John through the dark hours, doing what could be done — cool cloths, the eyedropper, her voice kept low and steady. At some point she stopped trying to manage it and simply prayed. Not with the formal architecture of a church prayer but in the plain direct way of someone who has run out of other options and is speaking into the dark without much expectation of an answer, because speaking into the dark is all that is left to do.

In the morning, John opened his eyes.

“Mommy,” he said. “I’m well. I want to eat.”

Mother held the thermometer and read it twice. The fever was gone. His throat was clear. He looked up at her with the uncomplicated hunger of a child who had been somewhere else for a while and was now simply back, and hungry, and ready for breakfast.

She called the doctor.

He arrived with the expression of a man who has made this drive enough times to know what usually waits at the end of it. He examined John carefully; throat, temperature, color, pulse and then sat back.

“His throat is clear,” he said, as though informing himself as much as her. “Fever is down.” He paused. “This is most unusual. His recovery is really quite puzzling.”

“He woke this morning calling for something to eat,” Mother said.

The doctor looked at John, who was by now watching the bread on the counter with transparent intent.

“The quarantine sign stays until the legal period is up,” the doctor said. “But the illness...” He shook his head slightly. “I can’t offer you a medical explanation for this.”

And so they stayed sealed inside the house for the required weeks while John gradually returned to himself: eating, then complaining, then disassembling something he found on the kitchen shelf to see what it was made of, which was as reliable a sign of health as any thermometer.

When word reached Aunt Lucille’s house, I put on my coat and stood in the front room with my bag already packed.

* * *
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I have thought about that winter often in the years since. The quarantine sign on the door. My father at the window in the cold. The doctor’s careful, honest puzzlement. The way John asked for toast as though nothing extraordinary had occurred, because for him, perhaps, nothing had, he had simply been somewhere far away and was now back.

For the rest of us, something had been shaken loose that did not entirely settle back into place. My mother had prayed that night, and in the morning her son had opened his eyes. Whether one thing had anything to do with the other was a question she would carry for the rest of her life.

It was a question that would, before long, bring a neighbor to our gate with an invitation.

But that comes later. For now, it was enough that John was home: warm and eating, entirely himself, and the quarantine sign was down at last, and the house smelled again like a house that people actually lived in, rather than one they were simply enduring.
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The Knock at the Gate
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The quarantine sign had not been down long when she appeared. Mother was watching John and me play in the yard one afternoon, a rare unguarded hour, the house aired out at last, the worst of the winter behind us, when the gate opened and our neighbor Mrs. Eckdahl came up the path with the purposeful stride of a woman who has an errand and intends to complete it.

“Good morning,” Mother said. “Won’t you come in and visit awhile?”

“Thank you,” said Mrs. Eckdahl, who was already halfway up the steps. “How is your little boy now? A few weeks ago, I saw the quarantine sign, and I put in a prayer request for him at the mission I attend.”

Mother looked at her. Then, with the slightly startled warmth of someone who has just been handed an unexpected gift:

“So that’s what happened. One night I thought he was dying, and the next morning he was up asking for breakfast.”

“Praise God,” said Mrs. Eckdahl, with the serenity of someone for whom this sort of thing was perfectly ordinary. “I know such things do happen.”

She nodded with the settled satisfaction of a woman whose theology had just been confirmed by events. Mother, warming to the conversation, went on.

“My daughter had scarlet fever last summer, while we were staying with my mother in Vancouver. I prayed — not asking for anything specific, just praying. The next morning she was well.”

“God responds to prayer,” Mrs. Eckdahl said. “But you need guidance in how to talk to God.” She said it in the tone of someone recommending a particularly persuasive accountant. “Won’t you come to the mission with us tomorrow evening? It’s downtown on Occidental Avenue. We’ll leave about half past six.”

Mother hesitated. They already attended the Christian Church down the street, and Leonard might not approve of trailing across town to a different congregation on a weeknight.

“Well,” said Mrs. Eckdahl, with saintly persistence, “you talk to him this evening. You’re very welcome to come with us.”

She left with the unhurried confidence of someone who has planted a seed and trusts the soil.

That evening Mother mentioned the invitation to Father. He shrugged.

“It won’t hurt you to go for a visit,” he said. “I’ll stay with the children. Tell me about it when you get back.”

He said it lightly, the way you say something you expect to hear no more about. He would hear considerably more about it.

* * *
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To understand what Mother walked into that evening, you have to understand where it was.

Occidental Avenue in the early 1920s was Seattle’s skid row in the original and unromanticized sense of the term. The name itself came from the practice of skidding logs down the hill to the waterfront mills in the city’s early years, and something of that rough, industrial character had never fully left the neighborhood. By the time the Eckdahls’ drove Mother down there on a weeknight evening, the street was a sustained argument between ambition and entropy, and entropy was winning.

The pavement was frequently wet, the buildings darkened by years of coal smoke and salt air to a shade that suggested they had simply given up on having a color. Flop hotels offered rooms by the week to men who didn’t have weeks. Bawdy houses announced themselves with varying degrees of subtlety. Theaters of what the newspapers of the day called “ill repute” operated alongside establishments that were merely shabby rather than actively disreputable, and the distinction between these categories was sometimes unclear even to their proprietors.

And then there were the “coffee an’” places.

The term was common enough in that era to need no explanation among those who used it. A “coffee an’” joint was nominally a place that served coffee and something; a roll, perhaps, a piece of pie, but the ellipsis in the name carried the real meaning, and what followed the “an’” was understood to depend on the establishment, the hour, and the nature of the transaction. Men drifted in and out of these places at all hours. The coffee, when it existed, was incidental.

Longshoremen and laborers crowded the taverns after their shifts, filling the air with tobacco smoke and the particular voluble exhaustion of men who work with their bodies. Single men with no fixed address occupied the stoops and doorways, having arrived in Seattle by rail or ship or on foot with fewer plans than they’d started with. On the street corners, competing religious organizations had set up their own operations: Salvation Army bands, mission workers, freelance evangelists who had heard a call and answered it with whatever instruments they could muster; trumpets, tambourines, the occasional accordion, which in those surroundings sounded less like music than like a moral argument conducted at volume. They directed their salvational efforts at the very men lounging outside the coffee an’ places, who received these efforts with varying degrees of attention.

This was the street. This was where the Apostolic Faith Mission had chosen to plant itself, in the conviction that souls most in need of saving are generally found in the places least designed for the purpose.

Today the neighborhood is known as Pioneer Square. The brick has been re-laid, the decrepit buildings demolished or renovated, a small park installed. The taverns where longshoremen once argued about union wages have become wine bars where tourists argue about nothing in particular. It is a pleasant neighborhood. You would not know, walking through it now, that it was once the kind of place where a respectable woman from West Seattle would not ordinarily have gone after dark without a reason.

Mrs. Eckdahl had given Mother a specific reason.

* * *
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The Eckdahls drove. They parked on Occidental Avenue and the three of them picked their way along a sidewalk that was, as Mother later described it, of uncertain hygiene. The entrance to the Apostolic Faith Mission was up a steep, narrow stairway above a grimy recreational dive and a snack bar that had seen considerably more regrets than snacks. At one time the space must have been a warehouse; now the congregation had attempted to redeem it with paint applied in generous quantities if not always with precision.

Inside: rows of black wooden chairs arranged facing a large carpeted platform, a wide aisle running down the center that separated the seating for men from that for women — just in case spiritual fervor got too flirty. On the platform sat a pump organ, a grand piano, a podium, and two rows of chairs for the ministers and musicians. Several long benches lined the front of the room. At the back, a large pot-bellied stove squatted like a grumpy chaperone, radiating heat and authority in equal measure. Six tall windows ran along the sides, overlooking the street below, which meant that one could worship and simultaneously keep an eye out for pickpockets, a practical arrangement for that particular neighborhood.

Mrs. Eckdahl guided Mother to a seat on the women’s side. A few people were already kneeling at their chairs when they arrived, praying aloud with an enthusiasm usually reserved for county fairs or very high-stakes sporting events. Soon a group of street workers filed in from some back room, several of them carrying instruments which they took to the platform and arranged between the piano and organ. The ministers settled into the front row after their own kneeling prayers. Then the meeting opened.

The hymns came first, sung with genuine gusto, pitch being a secondary consideration. A band of earnest musicians accompanied them: the organ, the piano, tambourines, and yes, the accordion, which turned out to be less an instrument than a statement of theological intent. Then announcements. Then prayer requests. Then everyone knelt again, many praying aloud, some with such committed vigor that it sounded, Mother said, like an audition for spiritual radio; a medium that did not yet exist but for which they seemed to be preparing with admirable dedication.

After five or ten minutes of this divine din, they rose for testimonies. These ranged from heartfelt to hair-raising. The woman seated next to Mother wept with theatrical conviction and shouted hallelujahs at intervals, as though bidding on a particularly emotional auction item. Mother, who had been raised in the measured atmosphere of the Christian Church where sermons were reasonable, potlucks were held in fellowship halls, and no one had ever been observed lying on the floor in a state of spiritual transport, sat very still and took it all in.

Then Brother Treadway rose to preach.

He was a compact man with the bearing of someone who had long ago decided that half-measures were not available to him. His sermon was less a theological exploration than a high-decibel prosecution: sin was real, temptation was everywhere, and the peril of associating with Methodists was not to be underestimated. The room echoed with amens. Tambourines punctuated the key points like a percussion section that had been told what to emphasize. Somewhere in the accumulated warnings of eternal damnation and the description of the spiritual warfare currently being waged over every soul in the room, Mother began, almost imperceptibly, to nod.

Not in drowsiness. In agreement.

At the close of the sermon, Brother Treadway invited sinners to come forward and kneel at the altar benches. He urged repentance, promised peace of mind, and suggested that lives which came to the altar in ruins had a way of departing in better condition. Almost the entire congregation moved forward. Mrs. Eckdahl murmured that Mother was welcome to join them if she wished. Not wanting to be conspicuous by remaining seated while everyone else knelt, Mother went.

She knelt at the bench with her head bowed and, she admitted later, suppressed laughter for the first several minutes. She had never heard a prayer service like it. Around her, people raised their hands, some called out, a few lay prostrate on the floor as though struck by an invisible force of considerable enthusiasm. The noise was extraordinary.

Then something shifted. She could not explain it afterward with any precision. She only said that at some point the noise receded and she became aware of something quieter underneath it, something that did not feel like theater. She stayed on her knees longer than she had intended.

When Mrs. Eckdahl finally suggested they leave, Mother was glad to go. She was also, though she may not have known it yet, not entirely the same person who had walked up those stairs.

* * *
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“I don’t know, Leonard,” she said when she got home. “It was all very confusing. I never realized people were like that.”

Father, who had been waiting up with a book and a reasonable degree of curiosity, listened to her account. It did not sound like something he needed to be concerned about.

He was wrong.

Within a few days, Mother began to reconsider her dismissal of the whole evening. The noise and the strangeness she could explain away easily enough. What she could not explain away was the quieter thing she had felt at the altar bench, and the question that now attached itself to her like a burr: was she resisting the call of God? Was she too proud to kneel among tambourines and fainting saints? Pride, in the theology she had grown up with, was a serious matter. The thought nagged.

She fretted. She prayed. She fretted some more, and then went back.

Mother’s religious upbringing had been in the Christian Church, the denomination her mother and grandmother had belonged to for as long as anyone could remember. It was a faith of reasonable sermons, familiar hymns, and potlucks at which the green bean casserole was a reliable constant. Nothing in that tradition had prepared her for the Apostolic Faith Mission; for Brother Treadway’s prosecutorial preaching, for the speaking in tongues, for the instruction that the truly faithful must be willing to “forsake all” and follow the truth wherever it led, even when it led away from everything and everyone they knew.

And yet she kept going back.

Father watched this with mounting unease. He visited Brother Treadway himself on several occasions, hoping to identify the nature of the appeal and, if possible, argue against it. After a few strained conversations he concluded that the mission was less a church than a well-organized ambush with hymns, and that Treadway was a man of absolute conviction who had no particular interest in the reservations of skeptical husbands.

One evening he tried a different approach. The argument that night had risen to a pitch that neither of them would afterward describe with pride, and in the middle of it he said the thing that cannot be unsaid:

“Forget it,” he told her. “Trust me as you would God.”

It was either the bravest or the most ill-considered sentence he had ever spoken, and in the silence that followed it was hard to tell which. Mother looked at him. He had placed himself, however accidentally, in direct competition with the Almighty, and this was a contest for which no amount of carpentry or piano-playing had prepared him.

From that evening, something shifted in the way she heard him. Not all at once; these things rarely happen all at once, but steadily, the way a door that was never properly hung begins gradually, over time, to hang differently. She continued going to the mission whenever she could. What she heard there seized her emotions in ways she neither resisted nor examined too closely. The more she listened, the more settled she became in her direction, and the more unsettled everything else became.

Father grew uneasy. The family was entering spiritual negotiations with no clear mediator. One thing was clear: changes were coming. No one was quite sure what they should do, except maybe the band with the accordion.
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The House on 39th
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In 1926 my parents sold the first house and bought a larger one on 39th Avenue near Admiral Way, at the north end of West Seattle. It was, by our standards, a genuine modern marvel: a full basement, a central heating system with a wood-and-coal furnace, laundry tubs, and actual clotheslines. The kitchen had an electric stove on spindly legs, as though uncertain about its own commitment to staying, and a built-in cooler that was essentially a cupboard with holes in it; effective in February, decorative the rest of the year. An icebox sat on the back porch, charming in theory and perpetually damp in practice. None of it had insulation. It was still the finest house we had ever lived in, and it felt like evidence that things were going to be all right.

The iceman came by twice a week with his horse-drawn truck, hoisting blocks with giant tongs and hauling them over his leather-aproned shoulder like a frosty Santa Claus. We scrambled for chips in the truck bed and sucked on them while petting the horses, who had considerably better job security than most of the adults we knew. The vegetable man made his rounds, and the milkman left glass bottles in the porch box; Kristofferson’s brand, with a bulbous neck and a dainty ladle for the cream that was so thick you could practically stand a spoon in it. These were the rhythms of the street, and they felt permanent, the way things do when you are young and have not yet learned how quickly rhythms can change.

The school was five or six blocks away and we walked it in all weather, because the idea of a parent driving a child to school was about as common as owning a personal dirigible.

But the thing I remember most about that house is the piano.

My father had grown up with music in his hands. His mother and sister were both accomplished performers, and he had inherited their gift without any of their restraint. He played with equal grace and gusto, the way some people talk, as though the notes came naturally and stopping them required more effort than starting. He bought an upright grand for the front room and played it most evenings after supper, while the dishes were still draining and the house settled into its nighttime quiet.

I had a place on the floor beside the piano bench. Not a chair, the floor, close enough to feel the vibrations through the boards when he hit the lower registers. I sat there with my back against the wall and my knees pulled up and listened to him play for as long as he would play. He worked through Chopin and Schumann and pieces I didn’t know the names of, things his mother had taught him, and occasionally something he had composed himself, though he never said so. I only realized it later, noticing that certain pieces never appeared in any of the music
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