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I was born just after the midpoint of the 20th century. In the turbulent years that followed I saw the assassination of President Kennedy, the first moon landing, the invention of the ‘pill’, the Beatles, the computer, the first cell phones and ...the beginning of the internet. 

In the fall of 1993, I moved into a rickety mobile home on the shore of Moose Lake, north of Grand Rapids Minnesota. Originally I intended to merely write some narrative to go along with a photo album of that time. A friend suggested that I try to make it into a book. 

Eventually it became this book and the start, for what it’s worth, the principal part of my writing career. It is, as I say in this book, a letter to you from a child of the 20th century. 

Luck to you, Michael N Felix,  

The Florida Mountains, NM, 2020

One

Grand Rapids,  Minnesota,  November, 1993 - Late on that day I saw the storm coming across the frozen  lake, a low roiling cloud appearing above the dark line of the woods a mile or so away. The wind built and built, and the temperature dropped and dropped,  and out on the lake that ferocious wind whipped the snow into ghastly, white whorls,  dancing and whirling like debutantes at some demented cotillion.  That night I lay in my bedroom listening with a sort of horrified fascination while the rising wind became a long keening, wail,  pitching up, up to a shriek. The flimsy trailer I was living in began to shake violently, all the while creaking and groaning like some frozen ship at sea. Suddenly something torn loose in the wind slammed kabang! into the side of the trailer and I sat bolt upright. 

That did it. I wasn’t going to get much sleep for a while anyway. I rather groggily got up, made myself some tea and sat reading a little, listening to the storm, half-fearful, the wild wind would blow my trailer over and send it rolling end over end toward the county road.

All night long the wind shrieked and wailed and raked the scragg ends of the alder and willow. Finally, late in the night I crawled back into bed and fell into a ragged sleep. When I awoke in the early morning light, the wind had quieted into a moaning...

The next morning a weak sun finally illuminated some pale white frost tracery on the windows. It was frighteningly cold. When I went out to try to start my old truck, it was so cold that the dry snow squeaked loudly underfoot and the seat of the truck was rock hard. The truck had an engine heater, which was supposed to warm the engine oil, but the engine screeched as if in pain when it finally roared to life. A large cloud of exhaust surrounded the truck, slowly rising straight up in the still, cold air. I decided to head for town to find somewhere warm so I jammed the shift lever into gear and stepped on the gas. The truck lurched a little and died. After restarting it, I began rocking the truck back and forth to try to loosen the stiffened grease in its joints and then began backing up to get on the county road. Suddenly to my horror the temperature needle, which previously had been shivering down at the lowest extremity of the temperature gauge, shot up to that part of the gauge marked only by an ominous red band. At that same moment steam began billowing from under the hood. This could not be good.

I turned off the engine and stood helplessly in a snowdrift, half frozen, my nose dripping, staring at the truck, the only sound being my breathing and a soft hissing from the radiator. The air smelled faintly of steamy antifreeze. The truck was my only means of transportation and I was fifteen miles from town. If I had damaged the engine I would be in serious trouble. 

I then did the first sensible thing I’d done for a while and clumped my half-frozen feet back to my kitchen to brew a cup of coffee and think the matter over. The propane burner on my kitchen stove worked fine, and I soon had a hot cup of coffee that I was sipping gratefully, enjoying the silence. Silence? I went to check the thermostat for the furnace. The furnace in the trailer had stopped working. I frantically twiddled with the dial but nothing seemed to turn it back on. I had no phone to call anyone. I was going to have to solve this on my own.

Fortunately I had a wood-burning stove, sort of a round, missile-shaped contraption, which I now stuffed with wood until I had a roaring blaze going. The living room and kitchen then reached sauna-like temperatures while the bedrooms hovered somewhere around freezing. I had removed my coat, was gulping hot coffee and had begun to massage my frozen feet when, to my astonishment, I heard boots on my deck and someone yelling cheerfully,

“Anyone home?” It was my neighbor Dale from the resort a quarter mile to the east who came plowing through the dry snow in his mukluks, a grin appearing from the dark hole of his heavy parka. Dale was intense and very religious, a slant of mind I thought at the time related to the situation we were in. He came over a few times that winter and made a few perfunctory but earnest attempts to save my soul, which he felt was in danger of being lost. I inquired that, considering the conditions outside, how it was that he knew the world hadn’t ended and that this wasn’t hell. He responded that, aside from the fact that it was too cold to be hell, he was there and that meant the world hadn’t come to an end. This did seem logical. 

I brewed a cup of coffee for him and explained my truck predicament.

“Oh you probably need more antifreeze in your truck”  he said, and then he glanced at my little propane tank and said I needed a bigger one, none of this being apparently unusual. For some reason these comments, and perhaps the fact of there being one other actual live person in this frozen wilderness, reassured me. We sat and talked a little. In a while he headed off down the county road, which had promptly been plowed by the county. 

I had moved to my property on Moose Lake, which I had purchased years before as a summer cabin, allegedly to work on a writing project. Actually it was the only property I had left after a prolonged financial drought. The property included more than eleven hundred feet of wooded lakeshore but it was mostly swampy and narrow. It had an old whitish mobile home on the west end of it. This trailer-park artifact was fairly large with two bedrooms, a kitchen and living room, but it had seen better days. My brother came up in the fall to fish. 

“Well, if you run out of food,” he said jovially. “You could always ice-fish for your dinner.” He left on a gray, cold Sunday, and when he left I was there to face what future I could make for myself. I had no job, very little money, an old brown Chevy truck as transportation and I was living in an equally old mobile home on the only property I owned. And on that property I still owed ten thousand dollars. 

Two

After Dale left that cold day, I found some antifreeze, and when I had poured some in the truck, it started and ran just fine. In fact the truck seemed to adjust itself to the cold, and so long as you plugged in its oil heater and kept it full of its necessary fluids it ran very well. At very cold temperatures I resorted to the local expedient of sticking a piece of cardboard in front of the radiator. I had built a temporary garage constructed out of two-by-fours and plastic. The garage did keep some of the snow off my old truck, but it did little to ameliorate the cold conditions. The propane furnace in my trailer never did work very well and normally stopped working when the temperature descended below minus twenty.

During that first winter the mobile home itself afforded only the most meager protection from the cold, not to mention the fact that any strong wind caused it to creak like a ship at sea and the roof to vibrate noisily. Finally, in about midwinter, when there were two feet of snow on the ground, I got the idea to shovel snow along the sides of the trailer to shield it from the wind. Strangely, my first thought about this idea was wondering what the neighbors would think. I got over this trepidation fast and started shoveling snow assiduously, my survival being at risk. In a few days the trailer practically disappeared into a large man-made snowbank. 

Early that winter I busied myself working on a story I was writing. I ran out of wood in January, but here providence in the form of the woodlot and my trusty chain saw came to my rescue. There was a lot of downed dry wood on my land, mostly poplar, but also some ash. So I had a virtually unlimited supply of wood in my woodlot if I had the initiative to go out and cut it.  I had saved strips of fat from a deer and deep in that winter put some of it out on the porch. On very cold days, a large pileated woodpecker came to the porch frequently to peck huge chunks out of the strips. Later in the winter a skunk came most nights to eat scraps of food that I put out. He or she, one doesn’t inquire, ate delicately and was so quiet that I could hear him chewing unconcernedly, as only a skunk can. When he finished he waddled back to the woods leaving only a trail in the snow and a faint odorous reminder of his visit. 

I did not totally lack for entertainment. The county road had a deceptively sharp, dropping turn by my house. In full winter when it is cold, the paved road is fine and usually dry and not slippery. But the road would regularly be slippery in late winter or spring with the freezing fog and mists. When the bars closed for the night there would be traffic by the house at one-thirty or thereabouts in the morning. More than one car did not make the corner. One March night the weather was misty and close to freezing. I heard a car go by and then a crash, so I got up, took a flashlight and went to investigate. The surface of the county road was as slippery as a skating rink. Down the road a bit I saw a flashlight waving around. 

A car was hanging precipitously over the shoulder of the road, its nose poking into the ditch, which was about ten feet deep. Flashlight man was staggering around, looking at his car as if it would get itself out of the ditch, and bleeding profusely from some sort of head injury. I invited him to my place, and when we got in, I gave him a towel to sop up the blood on his head. He sat in my living room, a lanky man with swept back longish hair, but bald as a newborn baby on top. He smelled like a barroom and waved back and forth on the chair, sporadically bleeding. An alarming thought suddenly occurred to me that he might expire right there if I didn’t do something. So I told him that I had no phone, but that I would go next door if he wanted and call the police. This seemed to animate him. “No cops! No cops!” he said with rather more energy than I expected from him. 

Finally, after bleeding a bit more, but none on my carpet, he talked me into giving him a ride to his home, which he said was only a couple of miles up the road. Ten miles later we found his house. After drunkenly pledging his eternal friendship and vigorously shaking my hand with one hand while holding my towel to his head with the other, he got out and staggered into his house never to be seen again. By daylight his car was gone from my road. 

One frigid night with a brilliantly full moon out, I heard a dog barking loudly in my yard. I staggered out to look at what was causing this accursed noise. A smallish brown and white dog was sitting in the bright moonlight in my driveway, barking at my house. As soon as I walked outside and called to him, he turned and trotted away into the dark. A week later, the same thing, a little dog sitting in my driveway barking at my trailer. I went out. The dog took a look, wagged his stubby little tail a few times and trotted off. 

This happened several times after that, always with the same result, and this was my introduction to Casey the Dog. He must have been lonely or more likely was looking for a new source of snacks. Maybe he just wanted to see what I looked like. Whatever his doggy motivation, he must not have liked the prospects just then, so he retreated for the time being, and I didn’t see him again at my place until the next fall. By the next summer, by selling part of the land I  had paid off what I owed and decided what I would do. I would build a new house for myself.

Three

One day as I was perusing the merchandise at a log home equipment business the proprietor rightly thinking I was starved for company of my own, mentioned that some people got together in a sort of coffee house. He said it was called the Common Ground. 

The Common Ground coffee house was held Friday and Saturday nights in a downtown art gallery. I decided to go. 

Doorbells jingled against the glass street door as I entered. The gallery was simply a very long and spacious room in an off-street brownstone.    At the rear of the gallery I could see a small knot of people, from where emanated the pleasant smell of brewed coffee accompanied by the sound of guitar chords. I made my way toward them perusing the art as I went, which ranged in quality from adequate to bad, with bad winning hands down, most of it resembling the offerings of bored retirees. Of course I’m the person who went to a Picasso exhibit and thought his sculptures looked like broken attic furniture and that his paintings would have looked a lot better with less paint. I’m still not sure those sculptures weren’t attic refuse. 

I finished looking at the assembled offerings and made my way to the rear of the gallery and the knot of humanity gathered there. At the far end of the gallery  eight or ten people were sitting at the tables under glaring fluorescent lights. Two of them looked as if they had been in a beard-growing competition and were presently attempting to determine who had lost. Two comparatively normal-looking guys, one wearing a porkpie hat, had finished tuning their guitars and were playing gospel tunes. One of the listeners included a guy with dark, bushy, long hair, like a reject from a bad California hippie flick.

Standing at the coffeepot next to a jam jar, which held about a buck fifty in change, was a very tall person with a ponytail who had apparently stepped out of some alternative lifestyle magazine. He was fiddling with the coffee maker, muttering something about how he wished someone else would bring coffee just once. 

Tom was an artist and had thought up the simple, idea that there needed to be a place in town where various artists and others could get together to talk, play music and generally socialize.  He named it the Common Ground. At an adjacent table was a woman who looked as if she would run out the door if you spoke to her and next to her a woodsy-looking fellow with long wild hair and a slightly crazed look in his eye; a woodtick if ever I saw one.

The wood tick  had long hair, a loopy smile. He lived in the woods up north twenty miles or so and  eked out a living working at various jobs as a carpenter and a laborer. There were a lot of fires then in the west and they were hiring men for that duty. Apparently the pay was relatively good since they didn’t lack for people to go fight fires. Fighting fire is hard work mostly done at higher elevations, breathing thin air full of smoke. He said he was going to fill a small container with water to carry to Montana. He was going to pour it on the ground there for luck. 

“Got to prime the pump,” said he. 

I mostly sat and listened or talked with Tom. He and I had been to the same college at the same time but we had never met. A young lady got up and read her poetry. There was music. Nothing really dramatic, but it was a good time and when the evening came to a close, I helped clean up. The Common Ground coffee house was perfect for me since it didn’t cost much and there was music. I began to show up virtually every weekend. 

Four

By August of the next summer I had sold my creaky mobile home and part of my property to a family whose apparent goal in life was to catch and eat every fish in the lake, and who showed up with every beer-swilling relative and friend they had to get started on the project. My new home was a red, white and blue sixteen-foot-long camping trailer, which I parked next to the new power pole on my construction site a couple hundred yards away on my remaining land. 

The power company people, in typical, efficient, northern Minnesota style, had very promptly gotten power to my site.  I hunted around in vain for a place to plug in my home to this power. It became apparent, in approximately ten seconds, that there was no plug-in. I called the power company to report this obvious oversight.

“Oh no, we don’t install the plug-in,” he said. “You get your electrician to do it.”

I didn’t know any electricians and didn’t want to spend money on one. Upon hearing this, the power company representative cheerfully indicated that I could do the job myself. He gave me a list of the items I needed to purchase to do the job. Really there wasn’t that much, a plug-in, some conduit and some other doodads, which were of no real importance and needn’t be mentioned, except that, combined with me inserting my fingers into close proximity to several hundred amps of power,  had a fair prospect of killing me.

One day while driving down the road, I saw an old Buick with a for-sale sign on it, parked in front of a horse stable. I needed a backup vehicle and I didn’t want to spend a lot of my limited resources, so I stopped. In a while, a youngish-looking middle-aged man came over from in back of the barn, followed by a collie and a black dog of indeterminate origin, the latter of whom made a few perfunctory barks for appearances’ sake, and then settled down to watch these interesting activities. My erstwhile representative of the horsy set smelled faintly of horses and hay. Either that or I had stepped in something. 

The Buick was the color of a pumpkin in fall, as long as a boat and in good condition. Very old though. It had been owned by his parents, who now also old, had recently become somewhat confused of mind. His father had been in the habit of going for a drive on weekends with his wife. Forgetfulness hadn’t stopped him though. Periodically he and his wife would get dressed up, jump in the Buick and hurdle around the highways and byways of Itasca County. The trouble was they had only the vaguest idea of where they were going or where they were when they arrived. Several months before, they had decided to go for a ride on Sunday and had ended up in Bigfork some miles north. Not really knowing where they were, they had cheerfully asked for directions home from a local. Whereupon they backed into a mailbox and roared off down the highway—in the wrong direction. The couple eventually got home, the son took the keys and that was the end of their traveling life. Shortly after that they both took up driving beds at the nursing home. Too bad. 

I bought the pumpkin-colored Buick for three hundred dollars. The horse person seemed to be relieved that his parents would no longer have a chance to get at their car. Incidentally, it had a huge eight-cylinder engine but it still got twenty miles to a gallon of gas.  

A friend had come with his backhoe and dug deep footing trenches for me. I had filled the trenches with the crushed rock and, theoretically,  any water would go to the unfrozen bottom of the trench and wouldn’t be able to freeze below the blocks and heave the walls. Furthermore, the noncompressibility of the rock would make a good base for the footings and heavy log walls. That is the theory anyway. 

At the Common Ground coffee house a kid named Russell has been coming to the coffee house, not more than ten or twelve years old. He has an engaging look and a fun mischievous manner. He is also smarter than everyone else. He is smarter than you. He can sit at your table and discuss anything like an adult. Then he goes off and plays a game like a kid. Someone decides to play him at chess. That was a mistake, the game is over in about ten moves. But Russell doesn’t gloat, helpfully offers tips on the fellow’s game, quotes a few moves by some obscure Russian grandmaster and inquires as to whether the person wants to play another. The person declines. 

I had gotten to know most of the main individuals at the coffee house. I usually helped Tom clean up at the end of the evenings. The coffee house had been going on for a year or more and the burden of always having to be available to open it was beginning to wear on him. Tom wanted the coffee house to change, to grow into something other than a group getting together on weekends. Money was an issue. Tom had been supporting the coffee house from his own pocket, plus he was on the board of the gallery and between his own artwork, time for the board and the coffee house, he was feeling the pressure. This situation couldn’t go on forever. And then there was the matter of meeting under those glaring fluorescent lights. The place, aside from the art, just didn’t look like a coffee house. 

Lon didn’t want the coffee house to change. He, his family and several others had been the first to support the idea of the coffee house and showed up virtually every night. Besides playing music, Lon’s wife helped out and was generally a positive force in this little group. But while they were friendly to everyone, it seemed to me that the attention always returned to Lon. It was quickly apparent that he liked the coffee house to be just what it was, a small informal group meeting a couple of times a week. He seemed most comfortable when there was no structure except when the structure revolved around him. 

But new people were beginning to come in and help. Sally, a straw-haired, energetic Finnish woman with a nasally officious competence began to come in regularly and to help with the closing of the coffee house. Several others pitched in so that Tom didn’t have to be there for each opening and closing. Eventually various musicians came in from around the area to play. People drifted into the gallery from off of the street and then sat down to listen to the music. But mostly it was just a group of six or eight people, like some sort of encounter group. 

One evening we were doing the usual when a woman of about fifty came in. It was summer and there were a lot of tourists around, drawn into the coffee house through the art gallery. The lady came in, sat for a while listening, and then asked if she could play some of her tunes. Thinking she was going to get her instruments, we as a chorus assented enthusiastically. She and her husband then dragged in one of those recording and music-playing machines. Then with the assistance of various mixed percussion and background vocal tracks, she began to treat us, in a quavering but determined voice, to religious music. She sang tune after tune while we waited for her to quit. 

Time passed. She sang on. Those who had watches glanced nervously at them. We listened while devil and angel struggled in our name. Several people left. Tom shifted uneasily, a virtually unheard of thing. Finally someone grabbed his guitar and made as if he wanted to play. Protocol suggested that she would stop and let someone else have a chance. She played on, her electronically augmented voice ecstatic. Finally, and amazingly, Tom stepped up at the end of another musical attempt to save our souls and quietly motioned to her to stop, which she reluctantly did. 

Five

In the first week of September Casey the Dog tried to bite a porcupine. This is virtually always a bad idea. I happen to like porcupines; they make cute urrring noises when they’re in heat, and then they mate ... carefully. And they walk around unconcernedly like the skunk for the same reason that nations act the way they do. They have weapons. But poor Casey didn’t know this. He had started showing up again about the time I started working on my log house, usually coming in the morning after his owners left for the day. They mostly ignored him, and since he had a little door by which to come and go, he used it to tour the neighborhood, hustling up some action.

Casey was a Brittany, born and bred for bird hunting, and since his owners wouldn’t hunt him, he took to amusing himself by driving red squirrels crazy. Having spotted a likely red squirrel, he would plant himself at a sporting distance from the base of the tree and stare at the squirrel. After some minutes of this staring, the squirrel would get more and more excited, chattering and twitching. Then, as if pulled by a string, the squirrel would start slowly coming down the tree. I was horrified the first time I saw this, thinking, of course, that the poor mesmerized squirrel was about to be easily killed by Casey the Svengali dog. Usually, however, the squirrel would get near the bottom of the tree and make a run for it with Casey in hot pursuit.

He loved any gathering of people. If you had a party going, Casey would be there. One group of tourists were celebrating something, the catching of fishes perhaps, when Casey showed up. They thought he was cute. They drank beers and carried on until a late hour. No one seemed to notice when Casey left, but the next morning at first light the man heard a scratching and whining at the door. With a beer hangover, at six in the morning, little Casey didn’t seem so cute. 

Besides human company, food, sex and chasing squirrels were the three main things on Casey’s mind. Substitute work or hobbies for the squirrel part and that is of course the recipe followed by most humans also, so this is understandable. Casey assumed that whatever I was going to eat, he would eat also. And truth be told I looked forward to Casey coming almost every morning. Mostly we would eat together, but sometimes he had cadged food from someone else in the neighborhood that day and wasn’t particularly hungry. So he would take whatever I gave him and, sneaking away to avoid my prying eyes, bury it. If it were winter, he would bury it in the snow, carefully tamping the snow with his front paws. I don’t know if he ever found the cached food again, and I never got quite hungry enough to raid his stashes. I have some pride.

On the evening of the porcupine Casey had started home when I heard him yelp. A few minutes later he was whining at the door to my camper. When I went to let him in, there he was with numerous quills embedded in his nose and all over the roof of his mouth. Now getting a mouth full of quills is serious enough, but it’s the getting them out that is the problem. The quill goes in easy, but each quill has a little hook on the end, which makes it hard and painful to remove. Many animals in the wild have died from starvation from having quills in their mouths. Normally what one does is to take the dog to the veterinarian who sedates the excited animal. Then he puts the dog to sleep and pulls the quills... I took Casey to his house to find his owners. No one was home, but I knew the man’s girlfriend and went to her house. She called several veterinarians, but no one was one available. 

Finally, we decided we would have to pull the quills ourselves. We got a belt to wrap around his jaw and a stick to prop Casey’s mouth open. One of the boys, a strong young football player, held Casey. We began pulling the quills from the dog with a pliers. Grab one. Jerk. With each quill being pulled, the dog yelped and struggled frantically. First from the nose. Those were the worst. Casey struggled wildly. Two or three and then rest the squirming, crying dog. More and more quills came out from his lips and then the roof of his mouth. Casey got so that, at the sight of the pliers, he would begin struggling and crying. I felt a little like crying myself. Finally, after an hour of this dog torture, we had gotten all of the quills and were done. We gave Casey some water, he drank for a long time and I went home exhausted. The next day Casey showed up as if nothing was wrong, though he seemed to avoid that patch of the woods where he had run into the porcupine. 

As if to make up for Casey’s bad luck, the weather suddenly turned good for a change, with cool fall-like mornings and bright summer afternoons. By then I had a very nice-looking pad and footing trenches that I filled with crushed rock, and upon which I could theoretically build my log home. On the crushed rock I would build the concrete block footings. 

I had bought an old bulldozer, allegedly a 1939 Allis-Chalmers. That’s what its owner told me it was, but he probably just took a stab at its age. It was heavy and Allis-Chalmers yellow, which, I’m told, any old farmer could remember. It had a gasoline-powered motor and was perfect for knocking things down or grading. The bad part was that it was all sharp edges. Almost everything on the Allis could hurt you, or worse. The little bulldozer was unloaded at my place and its owner showed me how to run it. It had various levers designed to turn the thing to the left or right. 

Unfortunately a previous owner had taken the bulldozer apart and had forgotten a part when he put it back together. It was, or so the story went, too much work to take it apart again and bedamned if he was going to do it. So only some of the turning levers worked. It turned left when going forward just fine but the right-turn levers didn’t work. To go right, one had to put it into reverse and swing it around so the front end turned right, then put it in forward. But the bulldozer started and ran well, and once you did get it going, roaring and smoking, it would push or pull anything. Brute force was its thing. By working with the bulldozer and then with a shovel, I managed to smear the crushed rocks into the trenches, and then with a few hours of hand-work, I leveled the crushed rock. On top of the crushed rock I was to lay three courses of concrete blocks. 

The concrete blocks for the footings showed up one afternoon in late September. The deliverer of said blocks took one look at my driveway and wouldn’t come down to unload the blocks. After arguing with him for a while, I gave up and told him to unload the blocks in the ditch alongside the county road. This was a very bad mistake since I now had to somehow get several hundred very heavy blocks down a steep bank to my construction site. 

Eventually I rigged a cable from a tree by the pile of blocks down to the other side of the site. I then hooked a pulley onto the cable and a hook, which I had shaped by a welder, underneath the pulley. Then I called up a friend to come over and help. Once he was done laughing at the sight of my contraption, we got to work, me hooking the heavy blocks onto the pulley and then letting them down the hill. The friend would then unhook the block and I’d pull the pulley back up the hill. Worked great as long as you had two people. Of course it would have worked better to have gotten the block truck down the damned driveway. 

One of the nice things about the Common Ground coffee house was the way it blended into our lives. It was held on Friday and Saturday nights and the art gallery was open also on weekends. Opening the coffee house was easy and fit my life perfectly. I would usually clean up at my place and drive in to town about seven o’clock in the evening. Someone was covering the art gallery until then, and when one of us would arrive that person would leave. At that time of the evening, not many people would be around, there usually would be no one in the gallery and there was a nice quiet feel to the place. There was a sort of kitchen area where we could store our coffee and supplies, so I would first set up the coffeepot. When the coffee is done percolating I pour a cup for myself and wander around the gallery to see the new art. 

Let me admit right here that I am a little hard on the art in the gallery. This is because most of it was very bad. There are, of course, many good artists in northern Minnesota. And also one must remember that this gallery is a public gallery that presents a great range of talent. Not all of it was poor. There was an exhibition of very original and lively art done by the middle school students in town. I applaud but no one hears. 

After my five-minute tour of the gallery to see the new art, I get ready for the evening. By this time we had made a few tables for the coffee house. The tables consisted of two pieces for the base and a top. One of the bottom pieces was slotted and to assemble them one simply slid one piece into the other and you had a base for the table. The hexagonal top fit onto the lower sections and was secured with small bolts and wing nuts. A tablecloth and lighted candle completed the table. By this time we also had a small stage that could be assembled and disassembled for storage. With the lights lowered we had a suitable atmosphere for a coffee house. 

Speaking of wing nuts, Glen comes floating in. He is a pleasant, waif-like little man with long, white-gray hair. He has a well-traveled face and a placid but interested look in his eyes. Put a white robe on him and he would be the picture of some California cult leader. He lives in a little camper trailer that he drives to California every winter and back here every summer. At least several winters he parked his trailer in various parking lots there or so he told me. Recently he had become better off since he qualified for Social Security. This made a huge difference to him, and it is the only way I could tell you how old he is. In a bit he picks up his flute and begins tootling.

The little bells on the street doors jangle and clash against the glass and Sharon and her husband Tom (a different Tom from the one who started the Common Ground) come in and, perusing the art as they go, make their way slowly back to where I’m working. Without being asked Sharon helps put out the cups and cookies. They seem to me to epitomize the best of the coffee house: positive, cheerful and helpful people, a couple whom I saw together so often I came to refer to them as Tom-and-Sharon, one unit. They seem to relish the chance to sit and talk with anyone about any subject and yet weren’t one of those couples who are constantly finishing each other’s sentences or who come out because they stopped having anything interesting to say to each other about ten years previous. They were a single unit with independent voices. Very classy. 

Tom’s lanky form appears at the back door, he waves a greeting and heads to the little kitchen where we make our coffee. A coffee house is subtly different from other gatherings. It implies that you will be a contributor to the process through












In October the Weather Witch makes some days warm and fat, like smiling babies, and fills them full each night on milk from the breast of the enormous birch-white moon rising just there behind the trees. Just a few nice days, gurgling and cooing, full of sunbeams and dragonflies that dart and hover in the late afternoon haze like dancing little fairies. Of course she’s also a bitch and time a mere nothing, and her babies soon turn sullen and cold and when they’re grown she stalks the empty woods and frozen wastes shrieking her approval. 
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