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Christopher and November
When the partiers began to arrivetc \l2 "Chimo” , Christopher stayed in the back entry.  As the noise, the stale air and the laughter grew, he escaped the party inside, fled to the cool air and the smell of salt that enveloped the beach.  

The house lay directly on the shore, and Christopher shuffled his feet along the beach, staring up to a clear, starry sky.  Away from the house, the sound of waves sweeping the sand back to shore overpowered the party's racket.  He strolled with natural ease down the beach, a narrow strand between Puget Sound and red pine woods, a lesser cousin of the nearby Olympic Rain‑forest.  Washed-up weeds littered the two or three meters between the surf and the trees.  They were dirty yellow cables up to six meters long, tendons of some submarine giant that had washed ashore.  During weekends, he often walked alone on these beaches, learning to crack the tough cables like bullwhips. 

He stared at the cottages inserted into the hillside at this angle and that.  How they contrasted to the dress-right-dress of the city.  This time of the year most of the cottages stood empty.  One reminded him of his home and he stopped.  He peered into the backyard over the fence and there, as if by purposeful imitation, stood the remains of a tree with a circular scar.  

The tree had been cut down a meter or so above the fatal mark, where a chain or cord had been worked around and around it.  A bright circum-stripe of maple wood shone through the protective bark, marking where the sap's flow to the leaves had been completely severed. 

In his own family's backyard, Chimo had done the same.  Impatiently waiting for school to get out, he trailed from one end of his domain to the other, sawing through the bark of the tree with his chain.  Now the semi-circle of paw-packed dirt was grown with soft lawn.  

It was good that Mom had sold him when I moved from the house, he thought.  He deserved to be in the open.  A dog like that belonged there, where he could bark and howl in the night whenever he liked.  

Behind him a noise – he turned suddenly, startling the woman behind him as much as she spooked him.  

"Excuse me!" she said.  "I'm going to a party somewhere around here; I didn't mean to scare you."  

"I just stepped out of the place," he answered flatly.  "Come on, I'll walk you there."  

They left the side of the house and strode in silence along the sand.  The wind changed, picked up, but Christopher did not notice it. 

"What where you looking at?" she asked.  "You seemed so intent."  

"Just a tree."  

"Just a tree?  I never saw someone look that way at just a tree."  

"It reminded me of something."  

"Tell me.  Please."  

Christopher sighed.  "I used to have a big German shepherd, until I graduated from high school and my mom sold him."  The short answer, but more than he usually would have given a stranger.  Christopher was tired.  He was tired, and it seemed for once easier to talk than to keep up the quiet guard.  

"What was his name?" she persisted.  

"Chimo ── his name was Chimo," Christopher answered, "and he used to bark in the night.  The neighbors used to hate the noise.  I remember them callin' in the middle of the night.  When the phone woke us up Mom'd say: You're too soft on that dog, Instead of feeding him you should give him a few good swats."  
"And what did you say?"  

"He gets hungry, was all I could say, that's why he howls like that.  Course that wasn't it.  I neglected him.  He didn't get enough exercise.  When you feed him, that's just a reward, she would yell at me.  He'll do it again and again if he's rewarded.  You've got to punish him for poor behavior, then he'll stop.  I knew she was right ─── simple psychology.  Each time I was yanked from dreams and blankets to dress I'd be madder.  Damn that dog! as I pulled pants over my pajamas.  I'll beat him bloody! when the boots came on.  I'd stomp to the door to let her know I meant to be serious, slammed it behind me loud enough for any neighbors laying awake to hear."  

"But you didn't.  Beat him bloody, I mean."  

Christopher looked to her.  The woman's eyes were almost glowing.  Not a glow of infatuation, a temporary soaking up of something, but a glow of something hidden deep within her that she was letting out, an almost visible sign that somehow she was connecting to him.  He stopped walking.  They gazed over the dark ocean.  

"Well ─ it’d always be cold outside," he continued.  "Really cold, like it only gets across the most northern states.  Clear winter nights.  Thousands of stars out.  You can't see them in the city.  I'd look for constellations and the heat would go out of me.  Sitting the other side of the long yard was the lonely little box stuffed with straw and a front door made out of carpet.  Plenty warm enough for a dog of Chimo's size.  When he saw me he would always get up and walk to the end of his line, tail a-waggin'.  Even in the night there was no trouble recognizing me.  I'm the one who played with him.  I used to take him out into the woods and for walks in town; we did tug of war with a rag.  Sometimes he'd be shaking out there, in the cold.  I'd put him in the back porch then.  It's quite a bit warmer in there.  I didn't feed him anymore, but I would always hold him.  When I got back in she would be still awake, but just laying in her room, angry and silent.  

"Then for a couple of weeks, he didn't bark at night.  I made sure we ran four blocks during the day then I fed him just before bedtime.  That's the best way.  Then after one repeat, the neighbors called the cops.  They threatened Chimo.  One of those times when it seemed like everybody was pushing me.  I loved the dog, but now it wasn't just my Mom and my neighbors, the city was against me.  You can't fight city hall.  That's what they say.  

"I knew his barking was my fault, but when you do everything you can and it still doesn't work, that makes you mad.  I had to teach that dog.  Once he got his beating, the neighborhood could sleep.  It was for his own good, as they say.  I slipped on the pants and planted bare feet into boots, pulled the sweatshirt over my head.  The wide leather belt I kept in my hand, folded over once."  

Christopher thought of how he had marched toward the wood, eyes lowered, ears focused on the march of his boots in the snow.

"He never yelped.  He cringed under the blows, his head and tail turned downward.  He didn't move away from his master.  The belt must have landed a dozen times."  

The two walked on in silence a ways, then she said, "That's not the end, is it?"

"No," he said, not surprised at all that she knew.  He felt the connection between them so strongly it was almost physical; he would have been shocked if she had not known. 

"In the morning I found that his chain had been caught on a stick frozen in the ground.  He couldn't reach his doghouse and spent the entire cold night outside, but he kept his mouth shut until the morning."  

"It bothers you a lot."  

They continued onward toward the beach house.  

Why did I tell such a tale?  Depressing.  And now we're just walking along with nothing being said.  I can't think of a thing to break this silence.

"Do you know Tommy Deagan?" she asked.  

He grunted a grin.  "Yeah!  He's a friend of my roommate.  Let's go find him."  

The wooden stair creaked under their arrival and the two put smiles on their faces, the memory of the dog was left outside in the mist, and Christopher introduced her to Tommy, unaware until the moment that he didn't know her name.  

When he heard that her name was November Sierra McKenzie, it became a seed that planted itself in his imagination.  Hopes of meeting her again haunted him for the next four months, but he never saw her before the job ran out.  With no work, he moved back home from the coast.  

Christopher came from Michigan's Upper Peninsulatc \l2 "The Coward on the Sidewalk, and it was what he identified as a northern place.  There are places that are truly northern, he thought, northern in character, more than mere latitude.  To the households in the deep, forest mountains of Vermont or along Maine's crashing shores, New York City feels much more than a day's drive away; where Scotland is exposed to the cold winter winds, London is merely talk.  These are northern places ─── and just so Michigan's Upper Peninsula.  Cold Lake Superior is more of a reality than Detroit and the cities “down below”.  Boys and girls grow up with the snow and the forests.  

But Michigan's UP is not a place of unique character like Scotland or rural New England.  It is, after all, a place without even a name, only an acronym.  Between Lake Superior and Lake Michigan, the forests and swamps stretched three hundred miles eastward from the peninsula’s base in Wisconsin.  By land, its Eastern tip was four hundred miles from the nearest big city.  But it was not necessary to travel by land.  Two great bridges spanned the lakes at their mouths: straddling the five-mile mouth of Lake Michigan was The Mackinac; spanning the two and a half mile mouth of Lake Superior was The International.  These bridges made up the only route across the Great Lakes between Duluth and just north of Detroit.  

Christopher didn't mind the isolation.  He had decided that the Eastern UP was one of the world's most beautiful places.  He had seen the breathtaking views at Mr. Rainier and Breaks Interstate Park, but the UP's simple, honest peacefulness had seeped into his foundation.  Its charm had worked slowly, toppling over the dislike he had for it in his youth, just as the erosion of meandering, waterless creeks slowly toppled the UP's grayed barns.  He would dwell in this remote refuge, he decided, and resigned himself to probable bachelorhood.  

A year had passed since Christopher had met November Sierra McKenzie, and the small-town world had enveloped him.  All but his imagination had forgotten about her.  It was astounding to him then, that both of them would be carefully selecting steps through the same sidewalk slush.  She was holding her coat tightly around her, and they came face to face before he recognized her.  It was only the second time Christopher had seen her; he stood staring for a moment before she looked up at him and stopped.  

In Sault Ste. Marie! was all he could think.  What was she doing here?  He had grown up here, but she ─── well, the Soo wasn't exactly White Horse or Yellowknife, but as remote as it was, he was surprised to find anyone he knew there.  But she ─── then at once they both realized they were both staring and not speaking and they tried exchanging greetings simultaneously and ended up only laughing.  

He asked her how she had been; she began to answer.  

The wind whipped around the corner at them.  

"Look," he said, "there's Penny's Kitchen right around the corner.  Care for a coffee and maybe something to eat?" 

She grinned widely.  "Yeah, I would."  

Penny's Kitchen was a connecting point for foreign lands through the palette.  In more cosmopolitan cities, this sort of shop would have escaped notice, struggled for business.  There might be a dozen places like it.  But in the Sault, when one wanted gourmet coffees, teas, oils; brass work; heavy glass with over-sized corks; Nutella; or a splezle-hobel, the cosmopolitan had to go to Penny's shelves.  Penny's workers also served up coffee and fine deserts.  A few round tables were set in the front of the store.  

Waiting in line for a piece of cheesecake and an Earl Grey, Christopher glanced at the tall woman standing beside him, her large brown eyes peering into the glass case at the selections.  Her long, straight hair streamed its red highlights over her shoulders, and as he was admiring it she straightened and the strands fell away from her face.  He looked quickly away as she looked at him.

She caught the maneuver and smiled.  

"I remembered you the minute I saw you," she said, "I was just so surprised, I couldn't say anything..."  

He nodded.  "I was pretty surprised to see you in my home-town, so distant from Tacoma."  

The fellow behind the counter with the white apron handed them their plates simultaneously, and November looked at him in askance.  

"Shall we sit?" she said.  

"Sure, sure."  

He led her to a table near the window.  

They sat and looked at their hot drinks and desserts.  Both of them resisted the normal tendency to look the other in at the eyes; neither of them was yet talking.  Instead, Christopher forked into the cheesecake and diverted the uncomfortable moment before the conversation actually began.  

He looked outside to one of the arching cement and steel bridge that spanned the canal.  He sipped at the tea.  Fast, deep, and as wide as a four-lane highway, the canal's smooth, swift surface caught Christopher in a sort of hypnotic daydream.  Currents from the deep, streams twisting their strength against the forces that had plunged them to the bottom, rose to blotch and mar the surface.  He turned away from it, looked to the eyes of the woman across the table.  

In avoiding Christopher’s eyes, November had been tracking the customers inside Penny's; she turned her gaze at the exact moment Christopher looked to her.  She laughed again.  He loved the sound of that laugh ── the laughter came to alleviate the tension, but it was a happy tension, a happiness they each had to be with the each other, and he couldn't help but to laugh as well.  

She pointed.  

"See that guy?" 

A businessman worked his laptop while trying to cram in a ham on rye.  His suit was standard and his tie was the latest fad to become so widespread it was mundane.  

"I'm never going to play that tune.  His business owns him so thoroughly he can't even stop for lunch.  That's my father: Mr. Business.”

She leaned back.  “When I was a teenager, I thought both my mom and dad were more interested in their careers than in me.  He was a sales rep and she was an accountant.  We had a shiny kitchen in a rubberstamp-house neighborhood, new cars, cable TV ─── all the trimmings of quintessential suburban life.  It was boring.  I spent a lot of my teen-life sitting around our pool ── in-ground, of course."  

"Strict?"  

"No way.  No time for all that.  In regards to their only daughter, Mr. and Mrs. McKenzie were quite permissive."  

Christopher blew an exasperated breath.  

"My dad was killed in Vietnam; my mother was strictly religious before he died, and became more and more after.  It sure seemed strict to us.  Of course, there were five boys, and we were pretty unruly.  And our mom didn’t have the resources your parents did.  Not that our home was inadequate.  She got it with the insurance money and stuff, but scraping by was what my family did.  It was never poverty, but – you know – like when I would come home after school and look in the pantry: oatmeal. Rice. Flour. Cans of tomato paste.  Yep, there was lots of food there, but never what a teenager was looking for." 

"Nothing to munch upon, crunch upon, make a small lunch upon?"  

He laughed.  

"My family was sure never to starve," Christopher continued, "but we never had the extras, the extras..."  

He fiddled with the ceramics on the table, fingering their floral designs.  

"Yellow Coreopsis," she told him, "like a daisy ── yellow petals around a yellow eye.  I'd like to name a daughter Coreopsis."  

He didn’t know how to respond.  It seemed an odd thing to say.  They had long finished; he stood, picked up his coat.  Was that supposed to be a good sign, discussing future children with him?  Rather an awkward remark, he thought.  

She picked up her coat and together they moved toward the door.  They stepped out onto the sidewalk and stopped, facing each other.  Christopher was about to move the conversation to part where they would arrange to see each other again; November was almost asking if he would like her phone number, but she turned her head.  He looked too when he saw three toughs striding up, pinching their eyes and the butts of their cigarettes, hiding their faces from the Lake Superior chill with upturned denim collars and unwashed locks.  One of the three brushed up hard against Christopher, making him step back.  

Though it was mid-day, they were drunk.  Two of them walked on, but when the third stopped and leered at November, the other two stood off a few paces.  Christopher and November began talking again, slowly, not giving recognition to the scumbag.  Christopher hoped he would leave after his moment of pause.  He didn't.  

The thug stepped closer, not touching November but making evident that his leering was vulgar.  Christopher looked at him, wondering what he should say to such a person, calculating what trouble he would make, knowing that his two friends would return quickly to back him up.  

"Move on!"  November shouted at him forcefully.  

The thug shuffled away to join his droogies.  

"Gotta go now," she said, as though not at all reluctant to leave.  She smiled a weak smile and strode away, leaving Christopher wishing that it were he who had spoken up.  

He stood on the sidewalk and realized for the first time that he was a coward.

tc \l2 "Jr. High & the Boy ScoutsBy the time he was in junior high, Christopher had discovered that the library was the only decent place in a school.  It was in libraries that he developed each of his absorbing interests.  

The first had been dinosaurs and fossils.  Grampa had a bit to do with that.  He took him out on excavations to remote dry creeks in northeastern Arkansas where fossil corals and seashells were plentiful.  Discovering Under the Sea by Rachel Carson sparked Christopher’s second interest.  He begged his mother for mask, snorkel, and fins.  When he entered the sixth grade, there was Cryptozoology (although he learned that word later, from the books of Ivan T. Sanderson).  Finally, in junior high, Christopher discovered the out-of-doors in books.  

He had long ago discovered the real out-of-doors, but in books it became a new thing.  A reclusive youngster, he had often spent more of his waking time in the woods than at home.  With his voracious reading, though, his book learning soon outstripped his practical experience.  He learned the academics of log-house building, skinning game, preserving food, the use of compass and other equipment.  To his junior high mind, this, of all his secret worlds, was the zenith, for by the seventh grade the thought of ever fitting into society was foreign to his mind, no longer worth consideration, and he was preparing for his removal from it.  He could fish, and like most boys, he had a BB gun.  He bought a steel jaw-trap from Roger's Sporting Goods and set it for a muskrat he had seen.  He listened to the lore of Pete Fallette on preparing the pelt.  (The little beast, however, must have been wise to him.)  

Seeing his interest in the outdoors, his mother thought one summer that it would be a good idea for him to join the Boy Scouts: expose him to the society of other kids his age.  The boy spent too much time on his own, she thought.  She arraigned things and he went to one of the meetings and met the guys in the pack.  They showed him the handbook, which he found captivating; he could see clearly how things were managed here.  There were neat things to do, things that interested him, and he could earn recognized rewards for stuff he was into.  He started planning immediately which merit badges he would work for first and what sort of projects he would dream up for them.  

There were two scoutmasters, Captain Tancroff and Doc Rubies.  They were both OK.  Doc Rubies was a retired dentist and a gruff old bear, but he had a lot of time for the kids.  New scouts may have warmed up to Captain Tancroff more quickly, but he wasn't always around.  

One of the first things they did was spend a weekend at Doc Rubies's cabin to learn orienteering.  They had compasses and maps of the area.  In the morning, they learned how to orient their maps, measure their paces, and walk an azimuth.  By late afternoon, they were ready to pass the required long hike through the forest.  Doc Rubies would be waiting at the end with a stopwatch.  

The guys stuck together and they found their way, taking turns counting off paces, working together to remember each of the things they had been taught.  They avoided taking a compass reading where the long-distance power lines cut through the wood, and carefully took new readings every so many paces.  When they showed up on time and at the right place, Christopher felt great, like he was in something good, like he was going somewhere.

One of the scouts got sick.  Not severely, but on the off chance that it was botulism, Doc took him into town.  Captain Tancroff wasn't around, and that meant he would have to leave the scouts alone for a few hours.  

His old truck bumped down the dirt road and the scouts drew strangely silent.  When Christopher had heard the news, he thought it would be a good chance to show someone how to whittle a double spiral like Mr. Weathoshend had shown him at church camp, or when it got dark, they could tell ghost stories.  But it didn't seem to be the right time.  These boys had the expressions and mannerisms he had seen on smaller kids standing just inside the boy's locker room, waiting for the bell to ring and gym class to be over.  They wore expression like the one he himself must have worn once when, having got a pass from the teacher to go to the restroom, he found the bathroom not as empty as it should have been during class.  Not just full, but full of the wrong faces.  

Christopher's family had moved to the Sault from the big city suburbs; he found out quickly enough that his new grade school was very different.  His room was on the third floor of a squalid, square brick building.  Gone were the shiny buffed halls, the theater, even the library.  The paint on the ceiling was curling, the windows were cracked in the corners, and the teacher strained her voice to overcome the students'.  In the back a scuffle tipped over desks, spilling out books and papers from their hidden recesses.  The wrestling continued, oblivious that an adult was in the room.  Christopher remained in his seat without a word, eyeing all around him.  

That time in the bathroom, they had Wagner.  The boys in the sixth grade who smoked had him by his shirt, by his hair, and by his arms.  One of them got a grip of the band at the back of his briefs and yanked them up out of his pants.  Recognizing the fearful surprise on his Christopher's face, one of them leered at him: "Its a marvin kid.  They're marvinizing him."  

He watched Wagner's vain struggling and pleading; Smitty lifted him up off the ground, the underwear now just a gathered cord of cotton, rammed up between his buttocks.  The band tore, and Smitty ripped it the rest of the way, held it up over his head with a cheer.  Christopher headed for the door.  

"You leave this john and you'll be next!" they spewed at him.  "Don't tell me you weren't on your way to squeal!"  

"And now a whirly!" they cried.  "A whirly for Wagner!"  

They picked Wagner up and carried him into a toilet stall; young Christopher couldn't see what they were doing in there, but he saw Wagner's feet above the stall; he could hear his "No!  No!" 

The silence of the scouts was soon fathomed as well.  For no apparent reason, the oldest and largest of the boys, a lout named Michael, began slamming his fists into the others.  Without logic or sign predicting his outbursts, he made sudden lunges a one or another of the boys, sometimes stopping just short, sometimes doubling a kid over.  As afternoon ended, the scouts gathered in the cabin.  They came in reluctantly; to remain outside now was an admission of fear.  Inside, of course, it was harder to stay out of Michael's way, and his aggression waxed.  Hyped up, he threw himself onto Too-Fat Jackson, shy and withdrawn.  Michael slammed his victim onto the couch, not causing serious harm, but more intent on humiliation than causing genuine injury.  Injury needed someone to take blame; injury was trouble; and most of all, injury was unnecessary.  Michael let him go again and made his rounds in the cabin, looking to each scout, jabbing at a few of them to see if they would flinch.  

Christopher knew they could easily have womped him if they would only have joined together; the scouts could have already blackballed him if they had really wanted to.  By the time Christopher had reached junior high, though, he was familiar enough with power structures.  In any confrontation, someone would back the bully, get in his better graces, and the game would continue. 

Having sized up the situation and thrown one other scout to the carpet, Michael returned to Too-Fat Jackson and sat on his upper chest, squeezing the younger boy's head between his thighs, clapping his ears, pulling on his nose.  As the scouts watched helplessly, the bully picked his nose and rubbed it on the fat boy’s lips. 

Later, Christopher told his mother that he wasn't going back.  But the scouts would be learning canoeing soon, she reminded him.  Didn't he want to go on the long canoe trip they had planned for later in the summer?  

"I don't want to go canoeing with those guys," he answered.

After a bit, she saw he wasn't going to budge on this one.  To her it was only another failure at getting her son to join in some sort of society.  

November Sierra was helping her grandmothertc \l2 "November Sierra & Grandma McKenzie with some yard-work.  She stayed with her grandmother, who had lived all of her life in the Sault – this was the connection unknown to Christopher, her reason for being there.  Grandmother's backyard was a garden.  This far north, climbing roses must be taken off the whitewashed trellis for the winter and buried under a heap of autumn leaves.  November, with thick leather gloves, carefully exhumed them from the leaves and lifted them back to the trellis to bloom once again.  Her grandfather had built the trellis long ago against their red-shingled boathouse.  With its whitewashed sills and trim, quarter-paned window and door, it seemed to November more a cottage than a garage for their two sailboats and the outboard powerboat.  November's grandmother had surrounded the boathouse with flowerbeds, a raspberry patch, lilacs, strawberry hills, and a Beacon apple.  "Best tasting apples in the world for cooking," her grandmother would say, "but, oh how it can suffer from worms..."  

Her grandmother's house was outside of town, along the river, aside a pot-holed asphalt road.  It was a rather little house for the McKenzies, and they often referred to it that way – the “Little” House.  Eleven tall windows Symmetrically covered the house's face.  Their green trim tastefully accented the flat, unadorned, off-white stucco.  Peeping through gables in the red-tiled roof were the windows of its half story, but these, including the window of the guestroom where November stayed, were hardly visible through the boughs of mature elms.  

The tiny guestroom was almost filled by the double bed covered by a Pullman blanket, the only visible evidence that Grandfather had worked for the Railway.  Grandfather had begun life lifting and lowering the jackknife rail bridge, under which passed the Lakers.  From there, his career with the railway was mostly up.  For decades after his death, mail at the “little” house continued to arrive in Grandfather's name, as the toothbrush with his name in a plastic impress-label continued to hang above the bathroom sink.  

The house was set on the side of a hill; a twelve-foot rock face was visible below its center windows.  Once inside wrought iron gates, a circle of greenery created a narrow passage enclosing the visitor.  Only a few yards from the highway, it was yet so secluded that the family had held two weddings on the red brick drive in front of the house.  

The house was flanked on each side by horse pasture.  Her grandmother was in her seventies, and naturally did not ride, but kept them for her grandchildren, nieces, and nephews.  She still worked in the yard several times a week, though, often until arm-movement exercise sent her blood pressure up and put her out of action for two weeks or more.  Inside she worked the same way ── a finicky cleaner and cook.  November's exasperated sighs had done nothing to hinder Grandma McKenzie's habit of popping into her room during each day to straighten any little thing that might have been out of order.  If left alone, November wouldn't even make the bed.  

"Not make the bed!" her grandmother had fussed when she had heard such a thing.  "I couldn't imagine sitting downstairs all day knowing that one of the beds was unmade.  Just up there all day unmade!  oonh!"  

Her finicky, fussy ways guided her through the week.  During Sunday noon dinner, she would recount the church attendance during pauses in the conversation.  "Did you see the Griffiths in the service this morning?  I don't remember seeing the Griffiths this morning.  I don't think the Griffiths were even in church this morning."

"Oh, yes, they were," someone would answer.  "I talked to Mrs. Griffith between Sunday school and service."  

"Oh," grandmother would yield, and the conversation would continue in the haphazard manner typical of informal meals, skipping form one topic to another until Grandma thought of someone else who might have been missing.  

Although Grandma McKenzie was in no way on a limited income, in her finances she was true to her Scottish nature.  She used the utmost means to stretch water, electricity or any simple item ─── even washing and rewashing a used sheet of plastic wrap.  The money she saved was sent to every charity that would mail a request to her.  November, too, was unable to lift a finger for her without her grandmother wanting to pay her. 

Grandma McKenzie had been in ill health as long as November could remember, and when she was worse, November's older brother and she would take turns Grandma-sitting in the summer.  Deep into the night the ‘Lakers', freight-ships of the Great Lakes, would belch their great brass horns to awaken them.  Grandma would always show surprise when at breakfast.  "Didn't hear a thing," she would reply.  

Grandma McKenzie was the elder of all their relations: she was not only the mother of November's father and his three sisters, but she was also the eldest of twelve brothers and sisters of her own, source of many second cousins to November.  Of the twelve siblings, Grandma McKenzie was in no way a matriarch, but her son, her daughters, her sons-in-law, and the many grandchildren gathered around her that on Thanksgivings, Easters and Christmases.  It was Grandma that gave November a sense of extended family.  

But as much as November loved her grandmother, it was not after Grandma that November patterned herself.  Grandmother was someone to be cared for and loved, but her inspiration, whether she was consciously aware of it or not, was her father's younger sister.  

Her aunt November, to whom she was niece and namesake, had married late.  First, she felt the need to travel a bit: Europe three times, Egypt, the Holy Land, Kenya, Tibet.  From Kenya her Aunt had sent November and her brother steel spears with shields of painted hide reinforced with clay.  The aunt was a crack shot with pistol and rifle and an amateur astronomer.  She let them look through her small telescope.  Once, Aunt November had asked her father to make a window in the ceiling of her bedroom so that she could have an observatory, but it was not to be heard of.  Oddities brought back from foreign lands still decorated Aunt November's room.  

Young November often spent summer afternoons in that room, lying across her bed, reading.  She was as apt to read non-fiction as easily as a novel, and roamed widely ─── Robert Bly's Iron John, Alan Bloom's Closing of the American Mind, Kim Stanley Robinson's Memory of Whiteness.  

The books she read – Out of Africa, biographies of Amelia Earhart – also shaped her feelings and her concept of femininity.  November had a tougher, more adventurous vision of womanhood than most of her friends, always more prissy than herself, but she was never attracted to either the political or scholarly feminist movement.  The inspiration she felt came from true tales: a woman who ran a coffee plantation on her own in the untamed African wilds, who shot lions and camped out on safari.  The movie, when it came out, appealed less to her, as it revolved around the romance and the men in her life.  

There had been a few in November's as well.  Although she and Christopher had never met until that party in Tacoma, they knew some of the same people ── people that November hung around during her high school summers; people Christopher had avoided.  

tc \l2 "Tom and the Friends that Took November waited in the kitchen.  Bruce and Martha let themselves in the back door. 

"November!  What's happenin'!"  

"Hey, looks like the gang might actually get together."

When David was finally ready, he revved the car up and they headed out of town.  It was never long before wood or farm lay around them in the darkness.  David turned the big old gas-guzzler up a gravel road and they delved into the darkness of a field.  Here and there rolls of hay like giants' sleeping bags were surrealistically strewn over the pastureland.  A distant farmhouse's lights turned on.  A plastic bag came out of David's coat.  

"Check it out!" 

"Well, where'd you get that!"  

"Mr. Cool himself: Daniel Malette."  

"Weeell.  Light up a doobie for your inside friends."  

The ‘inside friends’─── Bruce, November, and Martha were invited inside.  David's parents didn't think much of his other buddies, but November and he were second cousins and their families went to the same church during the summers; Bruce had lived in David's neighborhood a long time; Martha was Bruce's long-standing girl.  Being inside meant first in the car, first with the dope.  

Later, November realized how limited their lives had become when David bought that big car.  Sure, they went to Drummond Island a couple of times, to Brimley, to Monocle Lake, swimming it once each summer.  These things had been out of reach with bicycles.  But before the car, they used to spend much of their summer at the waterfront.  It wasn't all fixed up for the tourists then.  NO stopped them from swimming in the slips, diving headlong from the steep sides and swimming hard, straight down, trying desperately to reach the ancient rowboat lying on the bottom.  They romped through the woods behind the school or the airfield.  They explored the hulk Favorite by candlelight.  But after David got the car, all of that stopped.  Mostly what they did was sit in that thing and roam around.  

They toked up soon as they were out of town.  Stoned, they drove back, slashed the streets, looking for some friends and avoiding others.  David might spot an unwanted accessory on the sidewalk.  "Everybody look this way!"  Nobody make eye contact.  

When it was time to toke up again, they drove to a back neighborhood where the trees shaded the streetlights.  Then they picked up Tom.  They slashed.  In a parking lot behind the main street, they had a few more bowls.  They finished up the last bowl while David drove, and they all tried to keep the pipe low.  

When they were bored of the main street, their music banging against the shopfronts, the pipe openly passed round the car, they headed to Ashmun Bay. 

A passing train clanked slowly across the road that led to the park, baring their way.  They got out and hung around.  November stood, watching them smoke their cigarettes, flip their hair out of their eyes, thrust their hands deeply into their pockets.  

Tom was the jerk of the crowd as far as she was concerned.  Once, pissed because he had to ride in the back seat, he pressed his cigarette repeatedly through the back of her nylon coat.  He imagined himself brave; no one imagined him bright.  She sauntered over to him: "Dare ya to put your hand on the rail between the wheels."  

Later, she would say she never thought he'd be dumb enough to do it, but she herself was uncertain as to what had been in her head.  Immediately, he ran to the rattling cars.  The others followed, watching in half horror, half excitement.  Tom knelt by the rail, inches away from the train's crushing wheels.  He suddenly slapped his stoned hand against the steel, then with a scream held up the open palm ─ Triumph!  

Ignoring Martha's wailing, Bruce proved he was a man too.  

"Watch!  I'll put my head on it," said Tom, the train having slowed considerably and needing to one-up Bruce.  

November moved toward David, "Let's go." 

"I'm leaving!”  David shouted.  "Anyone who doesn't want to walk better get in!"  He drove a few yards to show he was serious.  They were forced to discontinue their game before getting really stupid.  As they drove out, David muttered "Thanks," to her.  "Quick thinking."  

Especially, November thought, for someone so stoned. 
Ironically, it had been Tom who helped her put that whole scene behind her.  They stopped one night at a convenience store for snacks.  Inside were two old ladies.  November recognized them as friends of her grandmother, members of the same church.  No sooner had she tipped off the rest of the group than Tom began wailing, "Man, are we STONED!  I can't believe how much POT we've smoked.  Man, just look at these colors!"  

Some of the others began laughing, but she never discovered which.  Quite suddenly, she had enough.  She had enough of people who were not truly her friends.  She stormed out of the building humiliated.  Tom, David, Bruce, and Martha were probably surprised to find that she wasn't in the car when they finished.  

But it had been easier for November to leave her past than it was to get her past to leave her alone.  It took years to put the dope behind her.  Calmly and in dedicated earnestness she would swear it off; repetitively, impulsively, she would pick it back up again.  She be near any group when pipe or joint was produced ── she couldn't endure being disincluded in the ritual of the passing, outside the circle of the takers.  And it was a long time before she learned that no friends, for a while, were better than friends who took.  

And still she had not escaped its effects, even now that she had not smoked in over six years.  From time to time something would arise to force her to confront her old life.  Lying on Aunt November's bed, she tried to return to the book she was reading, but the consequences of her old friend Tom popping up again stymied her concentration.  That leering look he gave her on the sidewalk told how well he remembered the November of the parties, the girl who belonged to their group, the stoner who slept around with the guys in the gang.  And the questioning hesitation on Christopher's face made it clear that the whole situation had been made immediately transparent.  She wouldn't be surprised if she never saw Christopher again.  

As a youth, Christopher had dreamed of becoming a master of martial artstc \l2 "Penny’s Kitchen Again.  He remained involved in one dojo or another as he grew older, but his interest gradually changed its focus to meditation and the seven animal movements.  The dreams of kicking in someone's head melted as his fear of bullies had.  After all, he had never been a violent person.  He defied U.P. tradition and stayed home when his newly pubescent friends went to deer camps.  No romanticized environmentalism urged him to refuse this initiation – he realized the predators were gone and the alternative to hunting was overpopulation and starvation – he just couldn't stomach doing it himself.  His dreams now leaned toward becoming an herbal healer, and he imagined himself someday charting his patients' Chakras, and prescribing the fruits of unpolluted soil to those who sought his help.  

To this end, he read voraciously, not only the New Age books, which he took with a grain (or more) of salt, but also the ancient Eastern texts, Zen and Tao.  At the age of twenty-eight, these ancient traditions beckoned to him with the same voice he heard as an adolescent from the television series Kung-fu.  During the show's frequent flashbacks, the Old Master trained Grasshopper in a deep, ritual atmosphere; the setting prompted a deep response inside Christopher that he never felt at his parents' church, with its stale, repetitive sermons and hymns.  He had become baptized when he was thirteen, but aside from occasional bursts of piety, mostly before the age of twenty-one, he had little claim to being a Christian.  

Of course, he returned to Penny's Kitchen.  He tried to go there as often as he could.  And, of course, so eventually did she.  There was no surprise on either side when they found each other there.  Christopher had finished his coffee, but stood and approached her.  She smiled, and they exchanged greetings.  

"Want to sit?" he said, glad to be the one who asked.  

"Sure, sure."  

November immediately wished she hadn't ridden the motorcycle.  She slipped off the black leather jacket and let it hang around the back of her knees, as though her pool-hall past could just as easily be slipped off and hung out of his sight.  He led her to the table near the window where they had sat before.  

"Y'know," she said, "I knew you were in town, but I just never see you..."  

"I had meant to ask you ─── what brought you to the far north?"  

"Oh, my grandmother lives here.  I used to spend almost all of my summers in the Sault."  

He hummed at that.  "I'll bet we know some of the same people, then."  

The fellow brought her small white plate of pastry and coffee to their table.  

So who could you both know? November asked herself.  Don't bring up David ─ no old boyfriends.  "What about Tom Hadley?"  

"Tom?”  Christopher frowned.  "Yeah, I knew him."  

"Didn't care for him though?"  

"Wasn't he one of those guys who spent most of his free time leaning against walls and shaking younger kids by the collar?  Isn't he in a jail somewhere?"  

She laughed, then thought, Oops, not exactly part of the image you're trying to achieve here.  Steer the conversation away from Tom and the crowd that took.  Say something to make sure he doesn't think that...  
"Oh, this stupid jacket."  She threw it on the floor, against the wall behind her.  

"Yeah," she said, "I think I heard he was in jail.  Anyway, I wouldn't be surprised to find him there.  Not exactly the kind of guy a girl spends her life looking for."  

"And what kind of guy is that?" 

Christopher asked the question automatically, impelled, lost in the current of the conversation.  It was too forward, he told himself, but now it was out in the open.  He smiled over it, left the question unchecked.  "For you, I mean." 

November smiled too ─ more brazen than she expected, but nothing to do now but follow the flow.  "Well," she swallowed a forkful of cheesecake.  "I'm reading this book now ─ a book about men."  

"A book about men," Christopher repeated.  "Like a pop-psychology book?" 

"Sort of," she replied.  

He saw from her expression that she didn't like the label much.  Having read quite a bit of pop-psychology himself, he was less sensitive to such terms; even ‘pseudo-science' fell easily from his lips.  "That's OK if it is."  

"It's written by a poet, Robert Bly."  

"Bly ── yeah, I've heard of him.  Men's Movement, that sort of thing."  

November raised her eyebrows.  Familiar with a poet ── that was a good sign.  
"In his book, he says that there are basically two types of men in the nineties.  One he calls the fifties male, and the other he calls the seventies male.  There are good parts and bad parts to each of them.  The fifties male works hard and he’s responsible, but he's distant and macho.  You know the type.  I'm not looking for someone who has to put his head on the railroad track to prove his manhood."  

"I'm not that kind of man."  

"I know."

"Then I'm a seventies male?"

"Ah ── a bit."  

"And what're they like?" 

"Well, they don't want to hurt anything; they're good inside; you're good inside.  Even people who haven't heard your dog story can see that.  You care about people, things ─ the environment?"  

He nodded.  "I'm concerned.  So what's the bad part about the Seventies Male?"

Cornered ─ November paused.  She couldn't back out at all now.  "Well ── Seventies Men lack something, too.  A man should be...  A man should have this... life-force," she concluded, quite aware of the description's lack.  

"And what is this life-force in a man you're looking for?”  Christopher's tone was in utmost seriousness.  

"I don't know if I can explain it but... well, I guess that I don't want a man who's going to dominate me, but at the same time, I don't want to be the man in the family."  She looked at him earnestly.  "Y'understand?"  

"A little," Christopher answered.  

Yeah, he thought.  No cowards.
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