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PART	ONE
Whenever	I	try	to	explain	to	myself	the	peculiar	pattern	which	my	life	has	taken,
when	I	reach	back	to	the	first	cause,	as	it	were,	I	think	inevitably	of	the	girl	I	first
loved.	Everything	dates	from	the	aborted	affair.

Henry	Miller

Tropic	of	Capricorn

y	early	history	was	rain,	and	Mary’s,	too.	The	small	town	where	I	first	lived	is	only
ten	miles	from	the	Pacific	Ocean,	which	sweeps	in	rain-swollen	clouds	unimpeded
across	 the	 interior	 lowland.	 Looking	 west,	 from	 my	 family’s	 high	 front	 porch,	 I

could	see	the	marine	weather—cloudy	or	clear—coming	a	day	before	it	arrived.	The	farm
where	 Mary	 and	 her	 family	 lived	 was	 seven	 miles	 from	 town,	 up	 the	 flood-prone
Wynoochee	River	Valley—a	lush	green	watercourse	hidden	for	days	(weeks)	in	the	same
ocean-spirited	 clouds.	Farther	 up	 the	valley,	where	 lie	 the	 sources	 of	 three	 rivers	 of	 the
Olympic	Mountains,	the	annual	rainfall	of	over	200	inches	is	among	the	world’s	highest.
Like	other	children	of	Montesano,	I	was	sensitive,	perhaps	hypersensitive,	to	weather.	The
abundant	rainfall	always	threatened	or	curtailed	our	outdoor	play	and	turned	many	of	us
kids	 into	 bookworms,	 musical	 prodigies,	 miscreants,	 mystics,	 or	 mild	 depressants.	 But
when	the	sun	came	out,	 the	yards,	 the	playfields,	 the	maple-lined	and	puddled	streets	of
the	town	were	flush	and	ashine	with	exuberant	and	very	pale—possibly	rickets-impaired
—children.	And	because	we	loved	our	town,	we	loved	the	rain.

Though	Mary	and	I	were	in	the	first	grade	together,	the	classroom	remains	indistinct	in
my	 mind—a	 dark,	 strangely	 high-ceilinged	 room	 with	 vague	 shapes	 resembling	 small
children	 fumbling	 about.	 Mrs.	 Peterson,	 our	 teacher,	 must	 have	 been	 good	 at	 her
profession	 because	 under	 her	 instruction	 I	mostly	 adjusted	 to	 school	 and	 later	 came	 to
quite	 enjoy	 it,	 having	 all	 my	 friends	 conveniently	 close	 at	 hand—and	 this	 despite	 my
earlier,	 and	 not-altogether-overcome,	 fear	 of	 the	 authority	 that	 haunts	 such	 places.	 My
adjustment	was	of	some	relief	to	my	parents	who	had	been	informed	after	my	first	quarter
of	kindergarten	that	I	didn’t	appear	ready	for	the	Educational	Experience	after	I,	romping
around	 the	 classroom,	 knocked	 over	 the	 storybook	 playhouse	 while	 several	 little	 girls
inside	 were	 “cooking”	 on	 the	 toy	 kitchen	 stove.	 I	 also	 add	 here	 (though	 rather
inconsequentially)	 that	 I	 do	 have	 a	 memory	 of	 something	 from	 that	 first-grade	 class:
being,	or	wanting	to	be,	the	kid	that	cleaned	the	blackboard	and	the	erasers	(don’t	ask	me
why).	But	of	Mary—or	of	anyone	other	than	Mrs.	Peterson—I	have	no	sound	recollection.

There	is,	however,	a	class	photograph	taken	while	thirty	of	us	first-graders	stood	stiffly
in	rows	on	the	south-facing	steps	of	the	redbrick	schoolhouse.	Mary	is	in	the	first	row	and
I	am	in	 the	second	almost	directly	behind	her,	 to	her	 left.	Wearing	a	colorful	print	shirt,
which	 I	 do	 remember	 liking,	 I	 appear	 tentative	 and	 unsmiling,	 squinting	 into	 the	 sun.
Mary,	in	an	off-white,	homespun	dress,	is	looking	down	and	grinning	broadly	at	her	shoes,
almost,	 in	fact,	 laughing	into	them—her	mop	of	hair	falling	forward,	 like	she	just	rolled
off	a	hay	truck.

(In	reacquainting	myself	with	that	photograph,	I	see	that	Mary	isn’t	looking	down	and
smiling	into	her	shoes	at	all;	her	head	is	tilted	downward	only	slightly	and	she	is	smiling



and	squinting	so	earnestly	that	both	her	eyes	are	shut.	That	said,	she	still	looks	like	she	just
rolled	off	a	hay	truck.)

To	Mary’s	left	stands—we’re	still	in	the	photograph—Susan,	a	tall	handsome	girl	(of
whom	you	will	hear	later).	She	is	holding	hands	with	a	boy	named	Darrell.	Both	he	and
Susan	 are	 also	 squinting	 into	 the	 sun,	 and	Darrell—a	 cute,	 surely	 innocent	 lad	wearing
jeans—has	his	fly	open.	(You	will	not	hear	more	of	Darrell.)

Mary	and	I,	as	 the	photograph	documents,	were	 in	 the	same	first-grade	classroom	at
age	six,	but	didn’t	know	it,	didn’t	know	each	other,	or	can’t	recall	it.	(However,	we	must
have	held	hands	 in	one	of	 those	gender-neutral	circle	games.)	We	were	also	born	 in	 the
same	hospital,	Saint	Joseph’s	in	Aberdeen,	just	a	month	apart—and	we	didn’t	know	that
either.

But	Mary	and	I	did	know	each	other	in	the	fifth	grade.	She	and	I	had	not	been	in	the
same	class	since	Mrs.	Peterson’s,	and	her	sudden	presence	in	our	fifth-grade	classroom—
though	it	took	me	a	while	to	notice—was	an	alluring	new	world.	Where	had	this	girl	come
from?	 She	 didn’t	 look	 like	 she’d	 done	 any	 haying	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 and	 further,	 she
resembled	more	what	my	older	sister	called	a	“princess.”

I’m	 uncertain	 exactly	when	 I	 discovered	 her	 across	 three	 rows	 of	 classmates,	 but	 I
think	it	was	in	the	autumn,	an	Indian	summer	day,	when	Gravenstein	apples	are	ripe	for
the	stealing	and	sandlot	football	begins	in	earnest.

Mary	sat	in	the	front	wooden	desk	in	the	row	farthest	from	the	door	and	against	the	tall
windows	on	the	south	side	of	the	room;	I	sat	several	desks	back	in	the	row	closest	to	the
door	(I	 liked	 the	 idea	of	getting	out	 fast).	To	see	anything	of	what	was	going	on	behind
her,	Mary	had	to	twist	around	to	her	right,	and	it	was	in	that	turning	that	I	was	able	to	see
her	 face,	 and	 how	 cute	 she	 was—“adorable,”	 parents	 said	 (not	 my	 word	 for	 her	 yet).
Several	 times,	 she	 caught	 me	 looking	 at	 her,	 and	 later,	 overcoming	 her	 shyness	 and
suspicion	of	rascals,	was	able	to	trust	me	with	a	smile.	I	won’t	say	it	was	radiant	or	even
angelic,	and	I	won’t	say	it	wasn’t,	but	it	gave	me	a	new	and	uniquely	pleasant	comfort	that
I	looked	forward	to	each	school	day.

Soon	we	were	in	mute	but	expressive	communication	persistently.	Thinking	about	it,	if
Mary	had	been	seated	near	the	back	of	our	fifth-grade	classroom,	out	of	my	field	of	vision,
I	wouldn’t	be	writing	this.	Chance	sets	the	stage	we	act	our	lives	upon,	someone	said.	Or	if
my	 great-great	 grandfather,	 who,	 at	 sixteen,	 was	 wounded	 in	 the	 Civil	 War,	 hadn’t
recovered,	I	wouldn’t	be	writing	this	either.

Miss	 Larson,	 our	 teacher—surprisingly	 young,	 blonde,	 and	 attractive	 for	 a	 teacher
back	 then	 when	 so	 many	 were	 kind	 but	 stern	 spinster-types—might	 have	 sensed	 that
something	was	 sparking	 between	Mary	 and	me,	 but	 the	mildness	 of	 our	 conspiracy,	 its
under-the-radar	subtlety	(so	we	thought),	 its	apparent	 inconsequence,	made	it,	of	course,
nothing	 that	needed	mediation	or	advice	and	consent.	From	 the	confines	of	my	wooden
desk,	it	was	a	delight,	a	fascination,	to	look	at	Mary,	whether	she	was	looking	my	way	or
not.	And	when	one	of	our	classmates	missed	a	spelling	word	or	got	caught	chewing	gum,
Mary	and	I	beamed	knowingly	at	one	another	across	the	room	of	little	heads	(noggins,	in
the	parlance	of	our	mothers).

How	 to	describe	Mary	at	 that	age?	She	had	hair,	 I	know	 that	much,	brown	hair	and



green	eyes;	she	was	about	my	size	(my	growth	spurt	hadn’t	kicked	 in	yet),	and	she	was
slender,	 but	 not	 skinny.	 Her	 face	 (her	 purity	 of	 face)	 and	 delicate	 features	 placed	 her
somewhere	between	cute	and	pretty,	edging	more	toward	pretty	as	she	grew,	and	as	I	grew
commensurately	infatuated	with	her.	She	had	a	little	mole	just	to	the	right	of,	and	above,
her	lip	(a	beauty	mark?),	and	a	good	nose,	namely,	one	that	didn’t	attract	attention.	Despite
the	warm	and	friendly	way	we	got	on,	Mary	was,	as	I	said,	mostly	shy	and	quiet—at	least
in	 class;	much	 later	 I	was	 to	 learn	 she	 could	be	 a	 tomboy	once	home	on	 the	 farm,	 and
spirited,	and	a	little	devilish—healthy,	in	other	words.

One	obstacle	to	my	pursuing	Mary	was	that	I	could	never	walk	her	home	from	school.
I’d	only	braved	that	once	with	a	girl,	Susan,	in	the	third	grade,	to	see	what	it	(them)	was
all	about,	but	quickly	realized—trudging	along—I’d	be	missing	a	lot	of	sandlot	ballgames
escorting	dimpled-kneed	girls	home	and	toting	their	readers	(girls	seemed	to	have	a	lot	of
them	 to	 tote).	 In	 Mary’s	 case,	 however,	 I	 really	 would	 have	 liked	 to	 walk	 her	 home
whatever	 the	distance	 (within	 reason,	of	 course)	 and	carry	any	number	of	her	books	 (at
least	a	few	times),	but	every	day	she	was	whisked	away	by	the	school	bus	(driven	by	our
Principal	for	budgetary	reasons),	while	I	had	but	two	blocks	to	reach	my	home	and	even
less	if	I	 took	an	alley.	At	that	age,	this	never	deeply	troubled	me;	it	 just	was	how	things
were,	like	the	rain.

When	Mary	had	reached	the	third	grade,	her	parents	moved	the	family—there	was	an
older	 sister,	 Carol,	 and	 an	 older	 brother,	 Robert—to	 a	 home	 they	 built	 themselves	 far
down	 the	 Wynoochee	 River,	 practically	 to	 its	 confluence	 with	 the	 tidal	 Chehalis,	 a
sluggish	river	laden	with	log	booms	drifting	to	mills.	The	house,	perched	in	the	manner	of
a	Frank	Lloyd	Wright	home—after	which	 it	was	styled—on	a	bluff	overlooking	pasture
and	wetland,	was	closer	to	town,	but	still	too	far	for	Mary	not	to	ride	the	school	bus.	But
in	 my	 quixotic	 period	 of	 the	 fifth	 grade,	 when	 I	 had	 finally	 received	 for	 Christmas	 a
Columbia	 Racer	 bicycle	 big	 enough	 to	 propel	 me	 out	 of	 my	 neighborhood	 with	 better
peddling	 than	my	first	and	smaller	bike,	 I	began,	not	 infrequently,	 to	head	for	 the	old—
now	the	old-old—highway	to	Aberdeen	so	as	to	ride	past	the	new	home	of	Mary,	the	harp-
playing	(I’ll	get	to	that)	apple	of	my	eye.

I	might	be	riding	with	two	or	three	other	cyclists	about	town,	when	suddenly	stirred	by
a	desire	to	split	off	from	the	pack,	I’d	head	furtively	for	the	old	highway.	“Hey,	where’d
Patrick	go?”	Other	times,	I’d	start	directly	from	home.	And	this	is	how	I’d	ride:

First	 I’d	 haul	my	 bike	 down	 from	 the	 high	 porch	where	 I	 kept	 it	 unlocked,	 shoved
partially	 into	 the	prickly	 spruce	hedge	 that	 rose	 tall	 beside	our	porch	 landing.	That	was
several	 concrete	 steps.	 Then	 down	 a	 series	 of	 steeper	 steps	 to	 the	 sidewalk	 on	 Sylvia
Street,	 an	 effort	 which	 was	 always	 the	 most	 awkward	 of	 the	 whole	 trip;	 then,	 once
mounted,	past	the	fire	hydrant	on	the	corner,	a	required	stop	for	the	unleashed	dogs	of	the
neighborhood—and	all	the	dogs	were	unleashed	in	Montesano,	as	were	the	children—and
right	onto	Broadway,	a	residential	street	and,	just	as	its	name,	broad.

I’d	ride	past	Mayor	Ingham’s	house,	and	two	blocks	west	I’d	be	at	the	library	and	fire
station	and	City	Hall—all	 in	Spanish	style—just	opposite	my	dentist’s	 (Dr.	Walker)	and
our	doctor’s	new	offices	(Doc	Lindel).	The	Shafer	mansion	occupied	the	corner	lots	across
from	the	 fire	hall	 just	west	of	 the	Courthouse.	The	mansion	was	always	vacant,	and	 the
one	gardener,	Mr.	Ruebens,	allowed	us	kids	to	roam	its	spacious	grounds,	which	included



goldfish	ponds	with	lily	pads,	flower	gardens,	a	greenhouse,	and	on	the	lower	backside,	a
tennis	court	where	we	played	badminton.

Then	a	left	turn	south	on	to	Main	Street	and	a	breezy,	exhilarating	coast	down	the	hill
(Look,	Ma,	no	hands!)	past	Andy’s,	the	teen	hangout	with	juke	box	and	pool	table,	and	on
my	 right	 Easter’s	 Paint	 and	 Wallpaper	 supply	 store	 (boring).	 The	 movie	 theater	 was
behind	 Easter’s	 and	 opposite	 the	 newspaper	 offices	 of	 the	 Montesano	 Vidette.	 The
National	Bank	of	Commerce	 (where	my	parents	banked)	was	on	 the	 corner	 to	my	 right
and	opposite	that	was	Rottles’	Shoe	Store,	then	next	to	it	a	small	grocery,	a	hardware	store
where	 we	 purchased	 nails	 for	 our	 fort	 construction	 and	 soapbox	 carts	 (Susan’s	 father
owned	 it),	 another	 small	 grocery	 (Pickering’s),	 and	 finally,	 on	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 main
highway	(Pioneer	Street),	the	drugstore	where	I	bought	my	comic	books	(horror	tales	plus
Scrooge	McDuck	and	Little	Lulu	for	ten	cents	each).	On	the	west	side	of	the	street,	kitty-
corner	 from	 the	Bee	Hive	Koffee	Shop	 (giant	milkshakes)	was	another	 larger	pharmacy
and	the	Greyhound	Bus	station.	Once	on	Pioneer,	 it	was—“ride	west,	young	lad,”—past
my	barber’s	 (Roy	Rogers),	Whitney’s,	 the	car	dealer’s,	 the	 little	park	 (nativity	 scenes	at
Christmas	where	Santa	Claus	arrived	each	year	on	a	fire	truck)—on	past	Gene’s	Stop	and
Go	(my	first	job:	sweeping	the	parking	lot	Sunday	mornings	for	a	quarter	and	a	soft	ice-
cream	cone),	the	last	remnant	of	civilization	(not	counting	the	Pentecostal	Church	across
the	 road),	 before	 I	would	 veer	 off	 the	main	 highway	 and	 head	 for	 the	 old	 one	 that	 ran
largely	quiet	over	the	Wynoochee	River	to	somewhere	too	far	to	ride	near	Aberdeen.

In	no	 time,	pedaling	 that	 road,	 I’d	draw	near	 the	high	grassy	bluff	on	which	Mary’s
home	was	nestled.	Just	having	the	house	come	into	view	quickened	my	heartbeat.	I	would
attack	 the	 hill	 with	 my	 one-speed,	 coaster-braked,	 still-too-big	 (for	 me)	 bicycle,	 and
leaving	the	pasture	below,	would	stand	and	pedal	(huff	and	puff)	up	the	hill	until	finally
reaching	the	crest	of	the	bluff	where	I	was	level	with	the	house.	Unfortunately,	the	house
sat	a	ways	back	from	the	road,	surrounded	by	trees	and	shrubbery.	But	presuming	Mary
was	in	the	house,	there	was	satisfaction	enough	just	being	near.

Inspired	once,	I	decided	to	attach	playing	cards	to	my	bike	spokes	and	colored	plastic
streamers	 on	 each	 bike	 handle.	 I	 figured	 this	 would	 impress	Mary—if,	 on	 these	 “love
raids,”	she	ever	caught	sight	of	me.

But	did	I	ever	catch	sight	of	Mary	on	these	excursions?	I	swear	to	this	day	that	I,	on
one	 occasion,	did	 see	 her	 through	 the	 open-curtained	 living	 room	 window	 playing	 her
harp,	though	there	is	evidence	that	because	Mary’s	practice	room	was	on	the	other	side	of
the	house,	I	could	not	have	seen,	but	possibly	may	have	heard,	her	playing.

I	know,	it’s	almost	too	good,	that	this	cute	fast-becoming-pretty	girl	would	have	in	her
repertory	of	charms—harp	playing.	Dare	I	mention	that	she	also	played	the	French	horn	in
our	 fifth-grade	 band	 and	 by	 the	 sixth	 grade	 added	 alto	 saxophone	 to	 her	 musical
accomplishments,	and	got	high	academic	grades	to	boot.

“Paul,	want	to	go	for	a	bike	ride?”

My	friend	Paul,	 a	good	come-along	kid,	would	usually	be	up	 for	 it.	 “Where	do	you
want	to	ride?”

“How	about	the	old	highway,	for	starters?”



“Again?!”

There	 was	 something	 about	 riding	 past	Mary’s	 house	 that	 was	 compelling	 and	 felt
dangerous.	 For	 one	 thing,	 I	might	 actually	 run	 into	 her	 (I	 don’t	mean	with	my	 bike).	 I
could	imagine	her	in	the	yard	with	one	of	her	4-H	sheep	(she	was	also	a	shepherdess)	as	I
rode	up,	and	her	asking,	“What	are	you	doing	here?	Don’t	you	know	that	what	we	have
between	us	stays	in	the	classroom?”

Or	I	might	encounter	her	Irish-Welsh	father	in	the	yard	wearing	a	big	flannel	shirt	and
chopping	wood	 like	he	was	killing	snakes—a	yard	 that	had,	by	 the	way,	a	colossal	old-
growth	 fir	 I	 admired.	Mary’s	 father	was	 a	 printer	 at	 the	Aberdeen	World	 and	 part-time
farmer.	Further,	as	I	was	to	find	out,	he	was	an	unflappable	socialist—rare	in	Montesano,
but	indigenous	to	Aberdeen.

“Hello,	Sir.	Is	Mary	home?”

Putting	down	his	sharpened	double-bit	axe,	“Who’s	asking,	Son?”

I	give	my	name.

“Are	you	in	a	union,	Boy?”

No,	of	course,	he	wouldn’t	say	that.	I’d	heard	of	Lake	Union	and	Democrats.	I	knew
baseball.

“Sir.	I	just	wondered	if	Mary	is	home?”

More	 likely	 he	 then	would	 have	 said—this	 highly	 disciplined	man	who	 knew	 three
languages	and	played	classical	guitar:

“Mary’s	practicing.	If	you	have	something	important	to	tell	her,	you	may	go	ask	at
the	house	if	she’s	free.”

“Oh,	 I	wouldn’t	want	 to	disturb	her.	 I	 just	wanted,	 hoped,	 I	might	 get	 a	peek	at
her.”

No,	I	wouldn’t	have	said	peek,	though	that	was	what	I	was	thinking—all	I	really	hoped
to	achieve.

“You	may	go	to	the	door	and	ask,	Patrick.”

That	 was	 all	 I’d	 had	 to	 do,	 but	 I	 couldn’t	 because	 on	 one	 hand	 I	 was	 simply	 too
overwhelmed	with	the	desire	to	do	it,	while	on	the	other	hand	I	was	not	certain	how	Mary
might	receive	me.

“Well,	thank	you,	Sir.	I	have	a	lot	of	homework	to	do	and	better	head	home.”

“All	 right	 then.”	He	 turns	away	and	 swings	 that	double-bit	 again,	going	at	 that
seasoned	 fir	 round	 with	 all	 the	 force,	 indignation,	 and	 tragic	 history	 of	 the
Wobblies.

Sweating	some	now	from	the	close	encounter	and	still	straddling	my	new	big	bike,
I—with	toes	just	grazing	the	ground	and	crotch	pressed	uncomfortably	against	the
high	cross-bar—back	up,	toes	trailing	in	the	gravel	of	the	drive—turn	around,	and
in	one	huge	release—fly	down	the	bluff	as	if	my	skin	had	been	flayed.
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