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Introduction 
 

Everything in this volume is true. Except those parts that may not be true as a result of 

not being true. Sometimes this happens. We hope it won’t, but it does. But I’m pretty 

damn sure that I read most of this stuff before I published it, so I’m going to say that 

everything in this volume is true. At the time that it was true. Which is a whole different 

matter that gets into inter-dimensional phenomena that has no appropriate place here. 

I have no idea what any of that means. If you do, please keep it to yourself…I don’t think 

I want to know any more about that. So…happy reading…keep it to yourself.  

 

  



 

The Six Characteristics of a Laundromat 
 

A friend recently signed out a copy of my first novel, Heavy Load (a laundromance), from 

the library and asked me if “laundromance” is just a catchy word I introduced to sell lots 

more copies of the book. I assured him that nothing in Creation would help me to sell lots 

more copies of the book, and that the book has six characteristics that make it a 

laundromance, those being: 

 

A laundromance depicts everyday, common life. 

 

The stains on your laundry are out in the open in the laundromat. And let’s face it…doing 

your laundry is one of life’s mundane rituals that can’t be escaped unless you can afford 

to have your laundry done by someone else, or you’re 35 and still living at home. 

 

It must be narrated by the laundromat. 

 

Yep, the laundromat is sentient and can go into the minds and bodies of its customers 

where it visits their pasts through a liver or dimple or goes into their brains to see what’s 

happening in the present. Got this idea from a book called Focusing by Eugene T. 

Gendlin. 

 

There must be a least one laundry tip. 

 

I visited the Tide site repeatedly while I was researching for the book. I also found tips 

on dozens of other sites, and I asked for tips from the folks running the Paragon 

Laundromat in Fredericton for tips. They had a lot of tips. For instance, you never throw 

your clothing and soap and bleach in right off. Especially the bleach. Let the machine fill 

up with some water, then add soap and bleach and let it mix before putting the clothes 

in. 

 

There must be an element of real or potential romance. 

 

I mean…it’s a laundromance. 

 



None of the romantically involved characters are allowed to speak to each other. 

 

In Heavy Load, none of the three main characters involved in a three-way relationship 

on a Saturday morning speak to each other at any point in the story. But in the end, love 

blooms. Or…potentially blooms. 

 

Always, the main theme is Things get dirty, things get clean. 

 

After all, a laundromat is a place of regeneration. After a visit there, you suddenly have 

a whole new wardrobe, a regenerated wardrobe. My friend nodded knowingly and 

walked away without comment, obviously impressed with my deep-seated 

understanding of humanity and its relation to dirty clothes. 

 

 

  



How I Started a Novel with No Story 
 

 

 

“You can’t start a novel until you have a story to tell,” said the fox. Well, fox, I started a 

novel with just three characters…and none of them had a story. They were people I’d 

seen in the mall. Three of them. Two men and a woman. I knew what they looked like, 

but I had no idea who they were, what they were like, where they came from, where they 

were going…what stories they had to tell. But I knew that I was going to write a novel 

with the three of them as the main characters. 

I wasn’t sure where the novel was going to take place until I was doing my laundry at 

the Paragon Cleaners and Laundromat in Freddie Beach. I was making notes on my three 

characters when it occurred to me that the place where I was sitting would make a great 

setting for a novel. I couldn’t think of anything I’d read the took place in a laundromat. 

And I’d always had a good time at laundromats. When I was in college, I used to go to 

one across the street from the Paragon. In the summer, I always took a bottle or two of 

wine and some paper cups and get a laundry party going on the steps leading into the 

building. I feel at home when I’m in a laundromat. 



But first, I had got to know my three characters. So far, I had a lot of physical description. 

The ones of the male characters (Jeffry and Baxter) were coming along fine, but I was 

having a hard time visualizing the female character (Hillary). I had a vague notion of a 

tall brunette woman with a sort of perfect posture presence. And no, I have no idea what 

that means in a way that I could give a precise description. It was a vague notion.) 

So there I was in the mall one day, walking up some steps when I saw a beautiful tall 

woman. Her hair was all wrong. It was blonde, but it flowed exactly like the woman I 

had in mind. Everything about her was Hillary and, after seeing her, Hillary was real. I 

could finally see her. 

It’s crucial that you able to see your characters when you’re writing about them. If you 

can’t see them, your descriptions of their facial expressions and body movements won’t 

be convincing. You’ll be drawing on things you’ve seen in movies, or an idea in your 

head about how a certain “look” or stance should be described and trying to wrap your 

description from some other person around your character. It can’t come from you; it has 

to come from your character. And it won’t happen until you can see your character. 

(BTW, whoever you are tall, blonde woman who passed me on the stairs that day…thank 

you. The character you inspired turned out OK.) 

It was shortly after this that I bought a book called The Weekend Novelist by Robert J. 

Ray.  He presented some interesting concepts on how to develop characters and really 

get into their minds. The whole thing was supposed to lead to the completion of a novel 

in one year by writing for a few hours each weekend. That concept didn’t exactly pan 

out. I took me three years to complete the novel and I was writing weekdays as well as 

weekends. (BTW, the original Weekend Novelist has been re-written and updated and is, 

apparently, awful. The focus in the new edition is on plot development rather than 

character development.  Bad move, given that the most useful parts of the book are the 

ones dealing with character development.) But some of the exercises are really cool and I 

use them in my Writing Hurts Like Hell workshops. I also use them to get to know my 

characters to the extent that, if I’m writing a scene that suddenly takes a new twist that I 

hadn’t anticipated, and my characters find themselves in uncharted territories, I’ll know 

exactly how they’ll respond in a convincing way. I know how they’ll respond completely 

in character to an insult, a compliment or argument. Here’s how I know: 

I take showers with them. 

I go to lunch with them. I argue with them. I shop with them. I have sex with them. I 

become them having sex with me. I become them arguing with me. I become them taking 

http://www.amazon.com/The-Weekend-Novelist-Robert-Ray/dp/0440505941/ref=pd_sim_b_3
http://www.amazon.com/The-Weekend-Novelist-Robert-Ray/dp/0440505941/ref=pd_sim_b_3


a shower, getting dressed in the morning, waiting for a bus, being stood up on a date. I 

put them in the worst situation in their life, get into their head and respond to whatever’s 

happening. 

I become one of the other characters in the story and seek them out for conversation, a 

date, dinner, sex, movie, a game of pool or just a long quiet walk down a city street at 

night. 

Become your character having sex with you and you’ll really start to get into your 

character’s head…and maybe learn a few things about yourself. 

So how do you do this? Through mindless writing... 

(https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/459049.Biff_Mitchell/blog/tag/writing-

advice)  

Yes, once again I tout the unthinking. I do this because it works. And it’s painless. It’s the 

only part of writing that doesn’t hurt like hell. Let’s say your character’s name is Alice. 

Become Alice as she’s sitting in her car by the side of the road with a police car behind 

her, lights flashing. Alice has just been pulled over for speeding. What thoughts are going 

through her head? Write them down. Don’t struggle with this. Just write down whatever 

comes into your head. How does she talk to the officer when he hands her a $300 ticket? 

How does she thank him if he lets her off with a warning? What’s she thinking while 

she’s talking to him? 

Doing these exercises doesn’t have to take a lot of time, and you can do them 

anywhere…while you’re waiting for a dental appointment, while you’re drinking a 

coffee in your favorite coffee shop, in the laundromat, while your clothes are in the dryer. 

One of the things that will come out while you’re doing these exercises is your character’s 

past. Ask yourself how your character become the person he or she is today? This gets 

into a thing called backstory. Backstory is the things that happened in your character’s 

past that had a direct effect on him or her. 

And there’s two kinds of backstory: historical and departure point. Historical backstory 

takes place over a long timeframe. It could be something like “Alice grew up in a poor 

neighborhood. Her parents were crack heads and rented her out to pedophiles on 

weekends to support their habits and pay for their NetFlix. She didn’t have any friends. 

Nobody liked her, not even her parents and pet cat. Then one day…” 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/459049.Biff_Mitchell/blog/tag/writing-advice
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/459049.Biff_Mitchell/blog/tag/writing-advice


That’s an historical background. It describes the character’s situation over a period of time, 

but it really doesn’t get into those brief seconds when a decision is made that changes the 

character’s life forever (a point of departure), or just keeps them on the same path. 

Each of us becomes who and what we are every second of every day. You can be working 

at a boring job that’s killing you inside day after day, but in any second of each of those 

soul-killing days, you can suddenly get up and walk out. Of course, you’ll likely face 

consequences like losing your home, your car, you family, your pet cat…but that’s a 

choice you make in that instant that changes your life. On the other hand, when the 

thought crosses your head, “I can’t do this anymore,” followed immediately by, “But I 

have bills to pay,” your life continues as is. 

The point of departure backstories are the ones where things change. The bully crosses 

the school yard, walking aggressively toward you. Do you run? Do you stand your 

ground? If you run, it’s pretty much likely that you’ll continue to run in situations like 

that for the rest of your life. If you stand your ground, you’ll likely continue to do so. It’s 

these moments when a decision is made in just a matter of seconds that determine the 

course of our lives from that moment on. We make our own personalities, regardless of 

our situation. Alice could have run away from home or gone to a childcare agency. 

Write up an historical backstory for each of your characters. Then pick various points in 

that big backstory and write about those few seconds where your characters had to make 

decisions that would affect the rest of their lives. Find a few of these instances in each of 

your characters and you’ll have your story, even if it takes place after all these decisions 

have been made. Because you’ll know how your characters think, you’ll know where they 

come from where they’re going. 

Oh, and don’t be afraid to lose an argument with one of your characters. If you can do 

this, you’re starting to write flesh and blood. 

  



On Being a Self-Identified Tree Talking to 

the Ocean 
 

 
 

These are the days of war and sorrow where plastic oceans devour the burning land 

because the warnings didn’t kick our asses hard enough or more likely, we just didn’t 

want to hear no matter how much we listened.  

 

Well, I decided to look into this. I like oceans, so I decided to talk to an ocean and get its 

take on the current state of oceans. 

 

ME:   Hello Ocean! How are you today? 

OCEAN: Well, Biff, I’ve seen better days. 

ME:  We’ve all seen better days, Ocean, but that’s not what I want to talk to you 

about.  

  Can we start over? 

OCEAN: Sure, Biff, let’s start over. By the way, I like your shirt. 



ME:  (ignoring the shirt comment) Hello Ocean! How are you today? 

OCEAN: How do you want me to be, Biff? 

ME:  I want you to be blue/green and beautiful. 

OCEAN: Gee, Biff, that would be really swell.  

ME:  Right…so you’re blue/green and feeling really swell. 

OCEAN: Well, not really. 

ME:  You’re feeling blue/green, beautiful and unresolved on the feeling-really-

swell  

  thing? 

OCEAN:  No, not really…just feeling like maybe I’ve seen better days. 

ME:  And when would those days be? 

OCEAN: When you people were apes and stayed away from me. You’re so much 

nicer  

  when you stay away. 

ME:  You’re making me feel kind of unwanted, Ocean.  

OCEAN: Really, Biff? Then you better not talk to the land you live on. 

ME:  I’m going to ignore that, Ocean. 

OCEAN: No problem, Biff, it’s what you do. 

ME:  That’s a pretty shitty attitude (oh look, three words in a row with double 

‘t’s),  

  Ocean. We boat in you. We swim in you. We fish in you. We dive deep 

into your   

underwater caverns and mountains and admire you. We love our oceans. 

OCEAN: More like love us to death. Your boats and ships pollute us with their 

garbage and  

their cargos. You fish the hell out of us…and good luck diving deep into 

us…past the garbage and plastic barriers...if you can get past them. And 

knowing my composition, I wouldn’t swim in me. 

ME:  So, you’re saying it’s our fault that you’re in a bad mood. 

OCEAN: I think the whole planet is in a bad mood because of you humans. 

ME: Hey, did I say I was human? Where to you get off putting labels on me? 

Maybe I identify myself as a tree. 

OCEAN: You don’t look like a tree. 

ME:  Maybe I feel like a tree. Haven’t you ever felt like something else? 

OCEAN: I used to feel healthy until you self-identified trees came along. 

ME: I didn’t say I was a tree. I said that maybe I’m a tree. How would you 

know what I am until I tell you what I am? 



OCEAN:  Only a human would say something as dumb as that. 

ME:  Wow, you’re really full of scorn today, aren’t you? 

OCEAN: Tell you what…let’s ask that snail on the fourth rock to the left what it is. 

ME:  You’re on! Hey! Snail! What are you? 

SNAIL: I’m Elvis Presley. 

ME:  See? 

OCEAN: See what? The snail’s obviously deluded. It’s a snail. It doesn’t even look 

like  

  Elvis. And it can’t sing.  

SNAIL: I can sing! Just give me a guitar and a recording studio. 

ME:  See what I mean. Just because it looks like a snail doesn’t mean it is a snail. 

OCEAN: I hope you remember that when my tides rise above your shores to 

reclaim the 

land and we’ll see if you can self-identify as a fish. 

ME:  I think you’ve been drinking too much plastic. It’s starting to addle your 

brain. 

OCEAN: Now you get it. 

ME:  Get what? 

OCEAN: The snail is Elvis. 

 

And with that, the ocean disappeared and was replaced by a desert, creating an 

unexpected change in topic. 

 

ME:   Hey desert…how are things going with deserts today? 

DESERT: I’m not a desert. I’m a sandbox. You can come and play in me but you 

have to  

  follow the rules. 

ME:  The rules? 

 
  



Don’t Lose the MoMent: the truth About 

Wedding Photography 
 

 

OK…I get that some people can’t afford to pay thousands of dollars on the perfect 

wedding: the lavish ceremony, expensive once-ever clothing, the delicious catered 

dinner, the roaring party with live music and free booze, the honeymoon in the 

Caribbean…the professionally shot photographs.  

It’s all expensive but, for most, it’s a little (or a lot) beyond reach. Which means choices 

must be mad and hard decisions must narrow the field between what’s possible and 

what’s not going to happen.  

Unfortunately, these decisions almost always favor the moment…the ceremony and the 

party…what people are going to think when they see a packed church and a mouth-water 

feast…or the opposite.  



In these days of cell phones and social media, it seems that wedding photography is 

sliding past the back seat and into the trunk. Good wedding photography is expensive 

and good wedding photographers are never cheap and it’s not just because they’ve spent 

tens of thousands of dollars on training and education, equipment and other essentials 

like maybe a studio.  

What makes these people valuable isn’t the equipment or the training…it’s the experience 

and the natural feel for it. They’ve shot dozens, maybe hundreds, of weddings. They 

know how to time things to be in the right place at the right time to get those two hands, 

hers and his, together as they grasp the knife to cut the cake. They know where and when 

to be in the aisles and seats to capture the kiss and the joy of the moment. No one in their 

images has closed eyes. No one in their images has a lamp bursting out of their head. The 

pictures are sharp. The pictures capture your eyes and hold them.  

Wedding photography is not a craft or profession…it’s an art.  

A mistake that most couples make is thinking that they’ll be hiring a photographer to 

capture memories of the wedding. Good wedding photographers don’t capture 

memories, they preserve the moment. They capture the feeling of the moment so that you 

might look at the image 20 years later and forget the names of everyone in the picture, 

but you’ll re-experience what you felt at that moment.  

And that’s what separates the amateurs from the professionals: the professional 

photographer has the knowledge, the experience and the feel to capture everything about 

the wedding that will mean something to the couple for the rest of their lives.  

And here’s the catch: You get just one chance at this. Your wedding day will be one day 

and it won’t be repeated. What happens that day, happens that day, and it’s gone forever 

at the end of that day.  

Except for the pictures.  

If the pictures don’t capture the moments: if lamp poles stick out the tops of everyone’s 

heads, or if half the people in the image have their eyes closed, or the main subject is 

standing just behind someone no one recognizes…if any of these and hundreds of other 

little things go wrong then that’s it…you live with a bunch of poorly captured memories.  

If you’re getting married with very little notice then you don’t have a lot of choices. If you 

have a year or more, then you have time to plan and save. My advice: put enough money 

aside to have your photography done by a professional and you won’t have just a bunch 



of memories of a day that’s grown vague over the years…you’ll have a fresh feeling for 

one of the most important days of your life.  

BTW…  

A bit of advice if you plan to go threadbare on the photography. If the photographer 

doesn’t have a website or social media page, avoid like poison. They have nothing to 

show because they have nothing to show. For the ones who do have sites, study their 

work and compare. If you’re going to go on the cheap, at least get the best of the cheap.  



Those Were the Days 
 

 

 

I’m looking forward to the day when I can walk into a bank and be shot by the tellers and 

account reps because I’m wearing a mask, like back in the pre-COVID world, when 

bankers fondled their guns and wished for someone with a mask to walk in and try 

something. When that murderous instinct returns, we’ll know things are getting back to 

normal. 

 

I don’t like wearing a mask, but I do. It’s part of the “we’re all in this together” theme 

that ran through the lockdown and seems to be breaking down into “you play by your 

rules, I’ll play by mine.” But masks are a good way to ensure that you don’t take your 

family and friends with you when you die from COVID. It’s the right thing to do. 

 

Unless, of course, you’re one of those idiots who thinks your freedoms are being Nazified 

by common sense. Hopefully, COVID will take most of these slugs to a place of eternal 



quiet where they will do much better at being fertilizer than they were at being decent 

human beings. 

 

But then, maybe they’re just people with beautiful lips that draw your attention away 

from their ugly eyes. With masks, all that’s left are the ugly eyes. Naw, they’re just stupid. 

 

What bugs me is when people treat masks the same way they treat Tim Hortons’s cups 

and empty beer cans: another way to litter and pollute. Just the other day, I was in a mall 

parking lot weaving around mounds of discarded and lost masks…a veritable obstacle 

course of dangerous materials in piles so deep that I had to pull two children out before 

the piles sucked them into the bowels of the earth. 

 

However, I may have exaggerated that. 

 

Every day I read accounts of highway pileups caused by anti-maskers gathering on 

pedestrian bridges and showering the pavement below with reams of masks…masks that 

have never been near a human mouth or nose. Good for the mask, bad for traffic. 

 

OK, I exaggerated. But it would be bad for traffic. 

 

Masks are clogging our sewers and rivers…not that there’s much difference these days. 

They’re creating COVID beaver dams without the beavers…changing water courses and 

flooding entire cities long before the seas are slated to wash them away and reclaim the 

land. 

 

I heard that parks out West are requiring bears to wear masks so that they don’t infect 

the people they’re eating. I’m not sure how this alleviates the COVID crisis, but I think 

it’s really swell that the bears are into the “we’re in this together” thing even if they’re 

just in it for the snacks. 

 

Bears, eh? 

 

I read on the internet (so it must be true) that the highest death rates on Mount Everest 

are coming from people reaching the top, slipping on a lost mask, and falling off the 

mountain. Guides are demanding to be paid in advance and will only allow the Sherpa-

approved mask. (Just another mask, but it costs more.) 

 



But let’s get down to the really serious things, like shopping. If I had a crypto penny for 

every time I licked the inside of my mask when I was trying to open one of those plastic 

bags in the produce section I’d be able to fly into space with the billionaires. It’s a natural 

reflex that seems to be in COVID denial. 

 

And all those eyes when you’re shopping, staring out from the top of the mask. And you 

know there can’t be anything good behind those eyes. 

 

And then…the ones who don’t wash their masks at night. You can tell them by the black 

mold growing around their eyes and ears and the stench of rotting mucous spoiling the 

air around them. 

 

Sometimes you can tell when they drop dead right in front of you at the checkout line 

from some obscure fungal death and all they needed was a little soap and water. 

 

But I might be exaggerating. Again. 

 

Next year things might be different. We might live in a world covered by vast wastelands 

of lost and discarded masks. Masks may replace plastic as the main ingredient in ocean 

water. 

 

I have a solution for this: The Mask Return Depot. Yep, just go to your nearest MRD and 

turn in all your ready-to-be-discarded masks for cash. Throw in the money factor and 

you’ll see lone figures in the night with bags and trash pickers scouring the sidewalks, 

roads and fields gathering other people’s responsibility for small bucks. 

 

I’m not sure what the MRDs would do with the masks…maybe put them in rockets and 

shoot them into the sun? I don’t think we’ve polluted there yet. 

 

Hopefully, we won’t have to wear masks forever. I’m getting tired of not being able to 

show my beard off in public places. I used to get ooo’s and aahh’s from people and 

comments like, “Gee whiz, Biff, you have one hell of a fine beard,” and “We are not 

worthy of your magnificent beard.” 

 

Those were the days. 

 

 



After the First Draft The Pain Begins 
 

 

So you’ve finished the first draft for your novel. You’ve worked evening after evening 

(assuming, like most writers, you have a day job as opposed to being a poverty-ridden 

Bohemian living on friends’ couches and writing on soiled paper with a stubby pencil) 

for a year, or two years, or more. Your friends have stopped inviting you to parties 

because they know you’re going to say something absurd like, “Sorry, gotta write.” Your 

significant other has long been someone else’s other and you can’t even remember their 

name. At work, people talk about television shows that you’ve never heard of, excluding 

you from the circle of those in the know. You’ve become a coffee-addicted outsider. 

But that’s alright; you have the first draft for a novel and now you can have a life again. 

For a while. 

What you have now is several hundred pages of really bad writing. That is, if you’ve been 

doing the right thing…writing as quickly as possible (saving revisions and rewriting till 



the first draft is finished) so that you don’t lose the story and your enthusiasm for it. Now 

it’s time to let go for a few months. Just put the manuscript aside and forget about it. This 

is going to be difficult. I mean, the sooner you send it off to a publisher, the sooner you’ll 

see it on the best-seller lists, sell the movie rights and move into that 50 bedroom mansion 

in Tuscany you’ve always wanted, right? 

Right. So, you don’t have to read the posting any further. Just call someone at Random 

House and tell them you’ve finished your novel and you’re ready to talk advances, 

On the other hand, you might want to improve your chances of an agent talking to 

someone at Random House (they don’t talk to writers, just agents). Before you send off 

that novel (to an agent if you’re aiming for the Big Six publishers, or an editor if you’re 

scaling down to indie publishers), you need to look at it objectively. You need to rise 

above the mire of details and “known truths” in which you’ve been immersed for so long 

that you’re the last person on earth who can really judge the quality of what you’ve 

written. 

In short, your first draft is something you shouldn’t even let your friends (if you still have 

any) see. You’re going to have spelling mistakes, grammar mistakes, incoherent 

descriptions, inconsistent information, poorly constructed sentences, indecipherable 

paragraphs, boringly long dialog that goes nowhere, adverbs and adjectives that are the 

exact opposite of what they supposedly describe. What you have is what you’re supposed 

to have…dough, ready for the oven. But you need to get away from it for a while before 

you’re ready to see it for what it is: just…dough. 

Besides, you need a break from the writing regimen, some time to read a book or two, 

call the former significant other and wish him or her all the best in their new relationship, 

or just say, “I wrote a novel. What’ve you done lately?” You need time to drink beer, catch 

up on television, spend some time in the shower, do that laundry you’ve been putting off 

since last Spring. 

I generally take three to six months. I try not to think about the manuscript calling out 

from my computer and Google Mail (Yep, Google Mail. Each night, after I’ve finished 

writing, I mail the manuscript to myself. This gives me a daily update stored outside my 

computer…a handy thing for someone whose computers crash as often as mine do…and 

also gives you proof of copyright, dated on a daily basis by a third party.) If I come up 

with ideas that I’d like to incorporate, or suddenly realize that I wrote something the 

wrong way, or re-consider the role of a character, I make notes in a document called 

“Revisions,” but I don’t touch the manuscript. Instead, I drink beer (or wine), play some 

pool, go canoeing with Nanook of the Nashwaak, relax. Sometimes, just to keep the flow 

http://www.nanookofthenashwaak.com/


of words in my life going, I work on a short story or two, but not intensively…more like 

some gentle stretching or a leisurely run. 

It seems strange at first…suddenly having time to do things, fun things, things without 

schedule. But I get used to it. And then, of course, by the time I get used to it, it’s time to 

dig back in and start the real work of writing: re-writing. 

I tell my students in my Writing Hurts Like Hell workshop that no novel is ever written; 

novels are re-written. And then re-written again. And again. Until they’re finished. This 

process could take a few weeks. It could take a few months. It could take a year or more. 

I know writers who came close to having nervous breakdowns during the re-writing 

process (and a couple who nearly lost it after their books were accepted for publication 

and they had to do yet another re-write under the yoke of merciless editors). No book is 

finished until it’s on a bookstore shelf or posted on Amazon or another online bookseller. 

For the most part, writing the first draft isn’t all that stressful. In fact, it should be relaxing. 

Your mind should be open to new directions, tapped into the subconscious and excited 

about the work. Getting to your place of writing (coffee shops for me) should be 

something to which you look forward, eager to push the story just a little further towards 

the end, eager to see how that argument between Tina and Turner is going to transpire 

before Tina stabs Turner, eager to find out exactly how Ray gets out of the burning factory 

(where you left him tied up in chains in the basement yesterday). Each time you sit down 

to write, you have a rough idea where you’re going next, but it’s when you do the actual 

writing that you find out how to get there. It should be relaxing, exploratory, fun. 

Not so with re-writing. The fun part is over. The work part begins: thinking with your 

left brain, making hard decisions, deciding what stays and what goes, what makes sense 

and what doesn’t. It’s like going to classes and taking notes…and then writing the exam. 

This is where everything you do counts because it’s time to commit. You can change your 

mind off the cuff while you’re writing because you’re still in the process of creation, of 

filling the unknown void with the suddenly known. But in re-writing, you have to take 

the already known and make it convincing, accurate, readable, satisfying and 

publishable. 

Yes, publishable. When you’re writing the first draft, you’re writing for yourself. It’s your 

story and you’re telling it. In the re-writing, you’re writing for an editor who’s going to 

look at it through the eyes of people who are going to buy (or not buy) your story. Loose, 

open-ended writing has no place in re-writing. Everything now comes under scrutiny, 

judgement, evaluation, second thoughts, the guillotine of the Delete button. 

https://www.amazon.ca/Writing-Hurts-Like-Hell-Write-ebook/dp/B01HDFXUWE/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=writing+hurts+like+hell&qid=1623953008&sr=8-1


It’s a big, long process and it can be done the right way or the wrong way. The worst way 

is to just start at page one and make micro changes to spelling and sentence structure and 

all the other little revisions to make the writing perfect page after page. 

Here’s my process: 

Step 1 (Relax): Drink beer and party my ass off for three to six months. 

Step 2 (Refresher): Read through the whole manuscript, but don’t make any changes, just 

make notes in the margins (if you’re reading a printed copy) or notes in the text, 

highlighted in yellow (if you’re using a computer) or use Word’s track changes feature. 

This isn’t the time to get caught up in details. You’re looking at the big picture. How does 

the story flow? Does it slow down where it should speed up or vise versa? Are all the 

characters really essential? Is this scene essential to the story, or does it just confuse things 

or draw the story out in a boring manner? Big things. 

You’re going to notice things like spelling errors, clumsy sentences, paragraphs that 

should be cut in half or reversed, repetition, inaccuracies…and on into the wee hours of 

the night. But you have to resist making changes. The idea is to read at close to the same 

pace as you would a published novel. You’ve been away from it for several months and 

now it’s time to get back into it with fresh eyes and a bit more objectivity. Maybe that 

paragraph about the cat in the graveyard isn’t quite as mesmerizing as you thought it 

was while you were writing it. Cooling your creative heels for a while takes some of the 

fog off your eyes. 

Step 3 (Second Draft): So…ready to make changes to spelling and grammar? Good. But 

not yet. This is where you make the big changes. Remember in Step 2 where we 

mentioned non-essential scenes? This is where you look at the note for Scene 3, Chapter 

4 that says: Is this really necessary? Consider dropping this. Can you imagine how heart-

wrenching this would be if you’d spent, say, an entire evening or two re-writing this 

scene to make it perfect and then realize that it just slows the story down and doesn’t do 

anything to advance the plot? Now’s the time to drop it, before you’ve wasted any more 

energy and time on it. 

In my last novel, The Reality Wars, I had over 180,000 words in the first draft. In the 

second draft, I cut over 35,000, mostly because I dropped two characters who didn’t do 

anything to advance the plot and may even have caused some reader confusion. This 

meant tracking down every passage where they were mentioned and any passages that 

may have been affected by them, and deleting or re-writing those passages so that the 

characters were gone, but everything still made sense. 



In this draft, you’ll also be looking for things like scene juxtaposition. You may have a 

scene in which Jake is wondering why his father killed himself, but it comes before the 

scene in which his father actually commits suicide, and the reader’s wondering what the 

hell’s going on. It’s not hard to make mistakes like this in the first draft because you’re 

focussing so much on the just getting the story out of your head. 

You might find inconsistencies, like Cassie wearing a blue coat while she’s talking to her 

mother, but you come back to this scene later and she’s suddenly wearing a red coat. Or 

Dave might have blue eyes in Chapter 1, but have green eyes in Chapter 3. These things 

happen. There may be inconsistencies in timelines. 

I posted a novella at the Zoetrope Writer’s Community several years ago. (It was a 

community of fiction writers who read and critiqued each other’s work. I think it’s 

defunct now, and replaced by the Zoetrope Virtual Studio, devoted to filmmakers.) The 

story took place over a period of several thousand years. One of the community members 

sent me a two page list of timelines that were skewed, inaccurate and otherwise just plain 

wrong. I spent a week implementing his changes. But this is the kind of thing that 

happens in the first draft. 

Another thing to look for is modulation…the rhythm of your story. This is something 

you might have in mind when you’re writing your first draft. You might have short 

scenes for fast action and long scenes for slow action, but you’re unlikely to have a sense 

of how those really work until you’ve finished your novel. When you read over the first 

draft, you might find that you have one slow scene in a section of the story that just 

doesn’t’ fit; it slows things down where the action should be continuous. This is the time 

to decide whether the scene gets dropped or relocated. 

Mood and atmosphere can be so easily buggered up in the first draft. For instance, you 

have a section in an old house where people are disappearing and the remaining people 

who were stupid enough to go into the house with the curse on it in the first place are 

seriously creeped out. But you get into the thoughts of one of the characters as she thinks 

about the pool party she attended few days earlier and this scene goes on for a page or 

two…and totally breaks the mood of fear and eeriness you’ve been building for the last 

fifty pages. If you’ve been away from the manuscript for a few months, this disruption of 

mood with blare out. Now’s the time to delete or relocate. 

Look for things like conversations that drag on and on and on…and go nowhere. I’ve 

noticed this in a lot of novice writers. They get some pretty cool dialog going and the 

accents are perfect, the tones are right on, the language flows beautifully and the diction 

fits the character to a tee. But the conversation goes on for three pages and does nothing 



to advance the plot or reveal parts of the characters that haven’t already been revealed. 

This is what I call elevator talk, and it should be enthusiastically slashed and burned. Ask 

yourself: Would the whole meaning and usefulness of this conversation be improved if 

it were just a page or less? Put all your conversations under the microscope. 

Related to superfluous dialog is superfluous description. A writer friend of mine, Beth 

Powning, spent years and much traveling researching her novel, The Sea Captain’s Wife. 

Her descriptions of clothing in the 19th Century were accurate and absorbing. However, 

she had to cut over a hundred pages of description from the first draft. This especially 

happens when you’ve done a lot of research and you want to use as much of it as possible. 

You might over-describe a house, someone’s facial features, a setting, a legal procedure 

or a character’s feelings about someone they love or hate. Modern audiences seem to 

respond to writing that goes light on description and lets the reader fill in most of the 

details. Ask yourself, “Does this two page description of the meadow behind the house 

really need the part about the robin feeding worms to her young in the nest clinging to 

the large branch with veins like those of a champion weight lifter after a three hour 

workout in a hot gym with…?” 

Probably not. Minimalist is the way to go, unless details in the description advance the 

plot or will be needed as clues to solve a crime if you’re writing a mystery. 

Step 4 (Third Draft): OK…you’ve re-structured, ruthlessly deleted superfluous material, 

relocated scenes, corrected inconsistencies and done some re-writing. Now you have 

things pretty much the way they’re going to stay for the duration. You have a stable script 

and unless you get a mind-altering brainstorm that causes your head to melt, what you 

have is ready for the small stuff, the micro editing. 

This is the fine tuning part, where you correct spelling and grammar. (Although you 

might have already corrected the spelling in the previous draft since it’s not really that 

big a deal when you have things like spell check.) 

This is where you look at each sentence, paragraph and page and make some really 

serious decisions. That sentence you thought was so beautifully worded in the first draft 

and maybe even through the following drafts is suddenly under a microscope with a 

scalpel attached to the lens. Here’s an example: 

Ted thought that he was the only one in the group of young men, who were all members of the 

same soccer team, who had any really realistic ideas about where their little enterprise was going 

and what they should be doing, as a team, to make some lasting changes at the outset of their 



venture, rather than wait until their mistakes were so entrenched as to be impossible, or 

unnecessarily difficult, to change way down the road. 

According to the MS word count, that’s 78 words. That’s a lot of words for one sentence, 

especially when this is part of a scene that’s packed with fast action and intense thrills 

(You did get that, didn’t you?). But, when I wrote this, I was almost in tears at the majesty 

of the diction, the depth of thought, the magical flow of images spilling across the screen, 

and I’m sure that you share these feelings. But…maybe we can improve on this 

perfection. How about this? 

Ted felt alienated from the others by his insistence on proceeding cautiously with their venture so 

that mistakes made now wouldn’t be compounded in the future. 

Twenty-six words. And it says pretty much the same thing, except it gives a more precise 

insight into how Ted feels: alienated. And this sentence could have been re-written 

thousands of ways…all of them better. 

Most of your re-writing won’t be this drastic though. Mostly it’ll be dropping a word or 

two. For instance, the “pretty much” in the last paragraph could be dropped and have no 

effect on the meaning of the sentence. I`m leaving it in because it`s the way I talk. Editors, 

though, want `tight` writing. They want the writing pared down to the essentials. 

Anything that doesn`t reveal character, advance the plot or compel the reader to keep 

reading gets tossed. 

Before you begin this step, may I suggest that you read The Elements of Style from cover 

to cover. You only have to do this for your first novel. After that, use the online version 

for specific edits and things you might have forgotten. 

Step 5 (More Relaxation): After that last draft, you can relax for a few weeks. But that’s 

all. Any more than three weeks and you will disintegrate. You need this time to get away 

from the details. I mean, you did some pretty close editing. So now…drink some more 

beer. Call friends who may have forgotten your name. Call the ex. Tell her or him that 

you’re OK with their choices, like, if you’d rather have hamburger than steak…I’m OK 

with that. This is the time to have some fun. 

But just for a few weeks. 

Step 6 (Fifth Draft): This one’s not so bad. You just read through the entire manuscript 

and make notes where you might have missed something. When you’ve finished reading, 

make the changes in the notes. By this time, it shouldn’t be a lot. If it is, you might want 



to consider a career in busking. The good thing now is that you’re ready to share your 

manuscript. 

Stop 7 (Feedback): If you have any friends left (or relations who still speak to you), give 

them a copy of the manuscript and ask them what they think about it. You’ll likely get 

just two or three who’ll give you feedback, but that’s OK. They’re the ones you want the 

feedback from. Their feedback will likely lead to a few more changes. 

Sometimes, getting feedback on just a few things is helpful across the whole book. When 

I was doing the editorial changes for my third novel, The War Bug, the editor told me to 

delete every instance of “And then.”. It wasn’t until then that I realized how much I used 

it and how distracting and unnecessary it was 

Step 8 (One Last Read Through): By now, probably the last thing you want to do is read 

this manuscript that’s sucked the life out of you for so long, but you should., because now 

you’re going to send your manuscript (well, the first thirty or so pages) to a publisher or 

agent, or maybe you’re going to self-publish. 

I always do one last read-through…just for peace of mind. And generally, I’ll find some 

stupid little error here, another there, spelling mistakes, places where I’ve accidentally 

deleted half a sentence. It happens. 

After that last read, you’re ready for the riches, adulation, fame and glory that I know 

you’re going to receive because, after all this, you deserve it. Here's wishing you the best.  

  



Cruel 
 

 
 

Some things in life are a nuisance. They get under your skin and make you want a flame 

thrower for your birthday. Some things are inconvenient and cause you to lose entire 

seconds in your busy day. Some things are disappointing and nobody wants to be 

disappointed, especially in these disappointing times. Other things are disgusting or 

infuriating, like finding a hair in your potato salad. Still others are confusing, like a 

government website. And some things are just plain cruel. 

 

Cruel. 

 

We normally associate this with human behavior. It implies a conscious act to hurt or in 

some way cause distress to others. It could be one person taking something precious 

away from another person or a group of people exterminating another group of people. 

It’s the opposite of kind and it’s in the realm of human nature…a feeling about feelings. 

 

Forces of nature though, like hurricanes and twisters, devastate large swaths of land 

indiscriminately. Earthquakes devour entire towns and villages with no apologies. 

Floods wash away homes and lives without looking back and a volcano took out Pompeii. 



 

Wind, earth, water and fire. These are the things of survival and doom. 

 

But we error in calling them cruel. That insinuates that they’ve consciously caused all this 

pain and suffering rather than being tossed randomly onto life’s crazy game board by 

life’s crazy game. 

 

Natural catastrophes scatter our lives without intent even though, at times, they seem 

purposely spiteful like the twister that takes your house but not your neighbor’s, the flood 

that washes away the house you moved into last week. But there’s no blame to be placed, 

nothing to point a finger at and say, “That twister had it in for me.” 

 

A twister is a twister…a temporary condition of the wind. 

 

Until we make it more than a twister…until we give it a will to harm by turning it into a 

creature. And once it’s a creature, it can feel our fear and anguish. It’s not just a random 

unfeeling object passing terribly through our lives. It’s almost like we have something 

that’s suddenly accountable and deserving of our blame. Something we can point at and 

say, “You bastard.” 

 

I’m seeing this more and more with COVID19 as it disrupts, kills and paralyses people’s 

lives with a vengeance. See that? I gave it a human characteristic: the act of revenge. But 

a coronavirus doesn’t feel anything like revenge. It’s just a really lousy guest that sickens 

or kills its host.  

 

But it’s a living organism, not a mindless tsunami pushed by a mindless underwater 

earthquake. It has genetics…cells and ticky-tacky…the stuff of life. The stuff of a creature. 

 

It’s alive. 

 

So we can call it cruel because we like to think that living things have purpose and intent. 

It kills our loved ones because it’s an asshole. It puts us out of business because it’s a jerk. 

It raises the price of food and housing because it can. It gives us permanent scars and 

generates fear and mistrust, turning otherwise normal people into blathering suspicious 

idiots. It isolates us as it produces bad politics and bad leadership. 

 



And it’s everywhere, jumping on planes and buses and cruise ships like micro-crusaders 

out to convert the world to germ food, and it sounds like a lot of intent in there, especially 

when it has a travel plan through all the things that bring us together like airports, trains 

and celebration. 

 

And some would say, “That’s cruel.” 

 

Others would say, “That’s life.” 

 

And still others would say, “Then life’s cruel.” 

 

So there is it…life is out to kill us. 

 

Just joking, Life isn’t out to kill us…just the things in life. 

 

There’s both an attraction and a terror generated by the randomness of things, and maybe 

that’s where the cruelty lies: no matter how deep you build a shield around yourself, that 

ten thousand pound weight is always there, hovering above you, trapped between 

attraction and terror, waiting for a random moment. 

 

Or so it seems. 

 

There’s nothing cruel about it dropping on your head…you would just be in its way. And 

how cruel is that? You bastard. You’re going to get in its way. But not really. There’s no 

ten thousand pound weight and nothing is going to drop on your head. Unless you 

happen to accidentally walk under something that’s randomly falling…something heavy, 

like a ten thousand pound truck. 

 

But that’s not going to happen. What’s more likely to happen is…your printer will break 

down and give you an inexplicable error message and you’ll see the printer as the enemy 

and destroy it with a metal bat…while it’s still plugged in. And they’ll say you were killed 

by a printer, as though it were a creature waiting for you…venom sacks dripping with 

error messages. 

 

Naw, that’s not going to happen either. 

 



I don’t know what’s going to happen. Nobody does. Some people think they do, but 

they’re wrong. Ten-thousand-pound trucks will drop on all their heads and their last 

thought will be: I was wrong. Biff was right. 

 

      

 

The coronavirus isn’t cruel. It’s just here…maiming and killing, isolating and turning us 

against ourselves like an ocean of sorrow washing away the best we can be. 

 

And yes, that’s cruel. 

  



WhAt’s in A nAMe thAt WiLL MAke or breAk 

Your Book 

 

I used to write commercials for a radio station; you know…those thirty second blasts of 

sound that keep you awake in rush hour traffic. The key element in a radio commercial 

is the first line. 

If it fails, everything fails. Think about it, the listener is driving through rush hour traffic 

(that’s the most expensive air time for a radio station), possibly texting a friend, yelling 

at the kids for throwing pop tarts out the window, giving the guy in the left lane the 

finger for whatever reason (plenty of those in Freddie Beach with its internationally 

acclaimed record for having the worst drivers in the world) and looking for the next off 

ramp. The trick is to cut through this moving circus and get the driver to listen to the 

radio, and the only way to do this is to start the commercial with something personally 

meaningful to the driver. 

Let’s say the driver has been thinking about buying a new car and the ad for a car 

dealership starts with, “Get your ass into AJ Auto for the best deals and service in town!” 

I’m not sure if this is going to compete well against a pop tart flying out the window. 

Change that to, “Looking for a new car?” and you’re a lot more likely to get the driver’s 



attention, right off the bat, so that they hear the entire commercial, including the name 

and location of the dealer. 

This is the way the title of a book works…if you’re really interested in selling the book. 

There has to be a personal connection between the title and the reader. “Murder! Murder! 

Murder!” would probably attract someone looking for a murder mystery with a lot of 

murder in it. “Baseball Was My Waterloo” might attract a sports fan. “Strange Love in 

Hong Kong” might attract a romance fan with a thirst for weirdness. In fact, just about 

any title you can think of will attract some specific audience. Go ahead, think of a title for 

a story and ask yourself who might be attracted to it. There will always be someone. 

So your title is important, almost as important as the cover art. (I dare you to challenge 

me on this one. I’ve walked down supermarket aisles, past stacks of books and it’s always 

the cover art that screams out the loudest.) The only exception I can think of is when the 

title is part of the art. Or there’s no art…just a white page with the title. Or the author is 

so beloved that the very presence of his or her name within thirty feet draws the attention 

of ardent fans. OK…so there could probably be a thousand or more exceptions…but I’m 

telling you right now…your title is important. 

Case in point: beautiful cover art that draws a crowd from to the airport’s bookstore 

shelves…a hundred copies of the book casting a spell-binding aura over the crowd. When 

they get up close and just beginning to reach for a copy, they read, “Why I Like Cats.” 

Big waste of cover art. 

Better idea to get the reader to open the book, “Why I Don’t Kill Cats.” 

“So what does this have to do with roses?” said the fox. 

“That was just the title,” replied Biff. “Something to get your attention. And it worked. 

You’ve read this far.” 

So just how do you come up with a title, provided you haven’t already? If you don’t have 

one, then anything will do to begin with. This is called a working title. I can be anything 

you want it to be because it’s not going to be the final title. Here’s how it works. 

The Working Title 

The working title is what you call your novel while you’re writing it, just so that you have 

a name for it. This may (and likely will) change by the time you’re completed the novel, 

and this can be for any number of reasons. You might decide that you don’t really like it; 



you might decide that it’s not catchy enough; you might decide that you like something 

else better; you might decide that it doesn’t fit the evolving mood and tone of the novel; 

your publisher might change it. 

Worse…the novel might change to the degree that the title no longer makes any sense. 

This happened to me with my fifth novel. It was to be the sequel to a previous book, so I 

was pretty damn sure how it was going to go even before I began story boarding. It was 

going to be 2000 years in the future. (kept) I was going to use several of the characters 

from the first novel. (kept) I was going to have an online triathlon. (kept, with 

modifications) I was going to bring Linus Torvalds, the inventor of Linux, back from 

cryostasis into a world where he would be the last programmer in the universe. My 

working title was The Last Programmer. As the story board progressed (almost from the 

beginning), this idea dropped away, and Torvalds was left in cryostasis. (Sorry, ’bout that 

Tor.) The novel’s final title was The Reality Wars. I put the focus on the cyber triathlon. 

But it’s still good to have a working title. It can give you a point of focus as you write. It 

gives you a better reference point than just “My Book” or “That Thing I’m Working On.” 

The Final Title 

This may end up being your working title, unchanged, un-dropped and still relevant. It 

can happen. However, if you haven’t already changed the title while still in the planning, 

first draft or re-writing stages and you still aren’t happy with it as the title that will appear 

on the published cover then you have some serious work to do. 

Start by asking yourself, “What is this book about?” The title should reflect something 

about the book: the theme(s), the mood, the context (historical, international), the genre, 

or the basic storyline. 

Write down everything that comes into your mind. You might even want to use some of 

this to do some clustering exercises. Carry this around with you. Look at it from time to 

time. Keep adding to it. Sleep on it. Talk about it. Think about it. Sooner or later, it’ll come 

to you. 

When it does, ask yourself: 

• Does it appeal to the target audience? 

• Does it address the content?  

• Is it understandable (not too long or convoluted)? 

• Has it already been used? (Google the title.) 

• How will it fit into a series? (If you plan a sequel or two) 



• Is it sellable? 

Is the title descriptive? 

• Does it conjure an image? 

• Does it fire up the reader’s imagination? 

• How will it fit with cover art? 

• Does it need cover art to pull it off? 

• How do YOU really feel about it? 

Ask your friends and family what they think. Do some brainstorming with them. You’ll 

come up with something. 

 

  



Writing the Nightmares to Death  

 

I never finished high school. I was short one credit: Math. I hated Math more than pig’s 

brains fried with onions (which I will never eat again, no matter how much I don’t want 

to offend Albanian naval officers who jump ship in Halifax in the 70s and move to 

Fredericton where they give house parties featuring Albanian cooking and fried pig’s 

brains being an Albanian delicacy). 

Regardless of the school’s requirements for graduation (which they changed the 

following year), I wanted to go to university. So, I wrote the college entrance exams and 

passed, which left me with a choice: attend high school for another year to take one course 

in a subject I hate…or…go straight to college and take subjects I love. 



Went to college. Got an honors degree in English Literature. Still don’t know what a 

cosine is. Don’t ever want to know what it is. 

So, everything was going smoothly until about five or six years after I graduated from 

college. I started having nightmares. I was back in high school after being away for a 

while; in fact, it was the exact same school that wanted to torture me with Math for 

another year.  

Only different. 

I didn’t know anyone. Couldn’t find my locker. When I tried to ask questions, the 

students walked past me as though I were an invisible ghost. Somehow I managed to find 

my locker. Nothing inside it made sense. The books were a mystery. My schedule was a 

mystery. Everybody was in class and the halls were empty. I was alone, trying to figure 

out what class I was supposed to be in and where it was. I was terrified and puzzled. I 

was afraid I was going to flunk if I didn’t get to my next class soon. 

Suddenly, I was sitting in a classroom. (You know how dreams are. You’re here, you’re 

there.) 

It was a French class. I hadn’t been to any of the classes and the finals were coming up in 

a few days. I didn’t have a clue about the material I was going to be examined on. The 

text book was in a foreign language (well…yeah). I couldn’t hear anything the teacher 

was saying, in fact, I couldn’t even see the teacher. The students around me were all 

looking straight ahead at some place where the teacher was supposed to be. They were 

expressionless and completely unaware of me, negating any hope of help from my fellow 

students. 

I started to worry. I looked at the text book. All that stuff I was supposed to know in just 

a few days. I was doomed. I was going to flunk French. I’d come back to high school just 

to fail.  

Wait a minute! I’m back in high school? Why the hell am I back in high school? I have a 

college degree.  

At which point, I’d wake up all sweaty and stressed out but relieved that I wasn’t going 

to flunk French. 

BTW, even thought I didn't graduate, at the end of the year, I had the highest mark in the 

school in French. :) 



I had this dream two or three times a month right up to the time, years and years and 

years later, when a fellow by the name of J. Richard Jacobs invited me to submit some 

stories to an anthology he was putting together called Twisted Tails. They were stories 

with a twist at the end that caused revelation, shock or whatever wasn’t expected. A 

surprise.  

According to J (may he rest in peace), he scowered the planet for the 12 weirdest writers 

on Earth and I was one of them. I wasn't sure what to think about this, but the project 

sounded like fun. 

And I was experiencing a serious case of writers block at the time. The novel I was 

working on was mired in a complete lack of knowing where I was taking it next. 

Everything had just stopped dead. But there was this invitation to write some short 

stories, so each evening I went to the coffee shop where my daughter was working and 

wrote...in pencil. I wrote four short stories to the sound of an espresso machine and the 

aroma of coffee. 

One of the stories I wrote was called School Dazed. It was about my post-school 

nightmares, and it shook me more than a little as the words tumbled out of my head, 

through the lead of the pencil and onto the paper. 

The story was published in the first Twisted Tails anthology…and guess what? That’s 

right, I never had that dream again. The same happened with a recurring nightmare I had 

about being caught in a labyrinth of horrors in a haunted house I’d visited when I was a 

teenager. I had a nasty case of arachnophobia. Wrote it away.  

I tried writing a story about a man who won the lottery, but apparently it just works for 

nightmares.  

 

 

 

  



Story Behind The War Bug 

 

Imagine a future in which half the world’s population works in the physical world and 

the other half spends their working and social lives in online city states, most of whom 

have virtual families and come back to the real world only when they absolutely have to. 

Imagine a computer that processes in two dimensions and makes it possible to give 

sentience to virtual people. Abner Hayes has one of those and he’s used it to give 

sentience to his virtual wife and daughter, both of whom are kidnapped by a powerful 

and psychotic woman who believes that the pair may lead her to the secret of immortality. 

To make a bad situation even more interesting, a computer virus called The War Bug 

(yes, it’s not a giant ant like on the cover of the book) has started an apocalyptical war 

between the city states causing them to crumble which, of course, kills everyone who’s 

online at the time. 

Abner must find his wife and daughter, both of whom can’t live much longer without his 

trans-dimensional computer before the entire internet with all its mighty online city states 

and billions of inhabitants turn into digital ruin. 



His only ally is the computer virus that started the war. 

I got the initial idea for this book when my daughter and I were sitting on a bench in a 

mall and three teenage girls walked by and all three teenage heads were buried in their 

phones. And suddenly they all laughed at the same time. I had to ask as they walked by 

what they were laughing at. It was something one of them had texted to another. The 

three of them were walking beside each other and, instead of talking to each other, they 

texted. They were more real to each other online than in real life. 

This got me thinking about the whole online/offline lifestyle and how those who have a 

hard time handling life in the physical world can have lives of their own choosing in the 

cyber world. They can be anyone they want to be. They can be anything they want to be. 

That’s a big attraction to introverts, paraplegics, Luddites, people with secret mullets and 

people who just don’t want to be around other people. 

For these folks, reality is where you’re happy and feel most like the vision you have of 

yourself…and that’s rarely in the physical world so it’s tempting to just stay there forever 

or as long as possible. This in mind, the city states have the Reality Laws that force the 

online population to take a break from their city states and spend a few hours in the 

physical world to keep them human.   

I can’t help but wonder if the COVID19 pandemic is taking us one step closer to this kind 

of world. Where once it was almost impossible convincing employers to let their 

employees work from home, now, after they’ve seen the cost savings and noticed that 

they didn’t go out of business because everyone wasn’t in the same building, working at 

home is becoming increasingly popular. Shopping online has exploded, putting brick and 

mortar stores out of business and closing malls. Schooling at K12 and college levels is 

integrating online learning successfully. Not just kids, but adults as well, spend hours 

each day playing video games with players from around the world. 

The world is moving away from human contact to cyber interaction. 

Some people say this is a bad thing…that it’s the end of humanity and the beginning of 

something like a hive mind or a world full of depressed people who’ve forgotten how to 

socialize. 

Some say it’s a good thing because it allows people to socialize with anyone anywhere in 

the world at any time and be whomever they want to be even if it’s just in their minds. 

Good or bad, it’s where we’re going, and we need to be ready for it. I think this is the real 

value of cyberpunk…it shows us a future that we’re already a part of. 



72 Days of Pure Serialized Hell 

 

In the Fall of 2014, I came close to driving myself insane with a personal project: for the 

entire month of October, I posted a photograph that I took that day along with some 

writing about the image or something inspired by the image. I had to post them on my 

blog (Silence Says It All) before midnight every day for 31 days.  

After 31 days, I swore I’d never do anything like that again.  

It didn’t seem like such a bad idea at first…one picture and some writing. I’m a writer 

and a photographer. What could go wrong?  



Other than a few technical glitches that were easily remedied, it wasn’t so much a matter 

of what could go wrong as it was a matter of when the hell is this going to end? 

Here’s the thing; I work a full time job five days a week, I teach writing workshops one 

evening a week and I almost always have some time-consuming project going on (like an 

exhibition opening with one more artists’ collectives). What really hit was the full time 

job. It limited me to evenings and weekends to get the images and sometimes those 

images were almost impossible to get. That month, I traveled more than in years. I drove 

to wilderness places outside town and down country roads to rivers and lakes and parks 

and walkways around the city and begged friends to pose so that I could write something 

about them.  

Getting those images every day for 31 days turned out to be a lot trickier than I thought. 

There was the travel, taking the picture (up to an hour if I had to walk a lot), processing 

the picture in Lightroom, writing something (usually a few paragraphs) and putting it all 

into the blog and clicking Publish…sometimes, seconds before midnight. Weekends 

weren’t so bad; weekdays could be a bitch, especially if I was tired or if it was raining 

or… 

Anyways, I was jubilant as hell when the month was over. I’d captured some of my best 

images ever and though the writing (not even proof read some days) wasn’t the best, 

some of it was actually worth the bandwidth it’s stored on. 

I thought I’d feel a tremendous sense of accomplishment but all I felt was glad it was over 

and I would never do anything like it again. 

And along came 2019. 

I had a novel that took over ten years to write. It had been rejected with extreme prejudice 

and death threats by over 200 agents. Admitted, I took a few years off from the novel to 

study photography and I was working on a few other projects at the same time. And I’m 

guessing most of the agents stopped reading when they saw the word “noticed” repeated 

twice on the first page…a typo I didn’t notice but the kind of thing an agent sees and 

thinks, And that’s about as far as I read this. Always get someone else to read your first 30 

pages. Always. 

I’d just finished writing another one (revising that one now) and I was about a third into 

still another one when I thought Holy mackerel, I should do something with that novel I wrote 

a few years ago…the one that hordes of agents hated. 



OK…so it might not have happened exactly that way. In fact, I have no idea how it 

happened, but I was suddenly outside myself, watching myself dividing the novel into 

parts that could be read in five to ten minutes. Enough to read during a coffee break. I 

was screaming at myself, “What the hell are you doing!”  

I couldn’t believe it. I was doing it all over again. Only this time, it wasn’t a 31 day 

project…it was 72 days and it was called The Weekly Man: The World’s First Free Daily 

Serialized Coffee Break Novel. 

*** 

I’ve written five novels, several novellas, tons of short stories, a few poems and hundreds 

of blog postings and articles in coffee shops. I have this thing about coffee: I love it. It gets 

my brain perking and gives me a sense of boldness with words and phrases that I don’t 

get when I write at home. I love everything coffee…including the morning coffee break, 

especially when I was working in government and the morning coffee break was 

practically in my job description. 

In most places the morning coffee break is around 15 minutes of freedom from the 

grind…and this just happened to occur to me one evening while I sat in my favorite coffee 

shop playing with words. I’m not sure how many layers of inspiration, realization and 

revelation my mind raced through before I reached the horrifying conclusion that it was 

time for me to test my sanity as I had done in 2014 with a 31 day project that almost drove 

me nuts. 

I quickly Googled a few things and came to another conclusion: no one had ever written 

the world’s first free daily serialized coffee break novel. No one. I was going to be the 

first. My eyes glazed over at the thought of eternal greatness, being remembered forever 

for something to do with coffee. And coffee breaks. 

Of course, this is how I remember the occasion. I might disagree with myself at a later 

date. 

So…there I was with an idea, a much hated novel (see Part 1) and a horrifying conclusion: 

I was going to do it all over again but, this time, for as many days as it would take me to 

serialize a novel. 

Now, about the novel. I can’t say much because it’s a sort of mystery/family story/magical 

realism/humor/etc story that would fall flat on its face if you knew too much before 

reading it. Let’s just say that it’s about seven people who unknowingly share a stunning 



secret, something that will change their lives forever. But you don’t find out what it is 

until about halfway into the story…and then things get really weird. 

Given the number of main characters, I decided to create a character profile PDF in case 

readers became confused and disoriented navigating their way through so many lead 

characters during their 15 minutes of reading. Click here to see it. 

And now for the horrifying part: the novel naturally broke into 72 episodes. I shriveled 

inside. I barely survived 31 days…how was I going to make it through 72 days? I felt a 

deep pit in my stomach, a pit ending in a tight ball of existential fear. But damn it, I was 

going to give the world its first free daily serialized coffee break novel, whether it drove 

me crazy or not. 

*** 

Blogging the world’s first daily serialized coffee break novel is no small feat. It takes 

months of planning and preparation. It takes groaning and swearing and long periods of 

staring at walls with your mind blissfully blanked out. But it had to be done. 

After dividing the novel, The Weekly Man, into 72 coffee break sized episodes, I set up a 

schedule in my daily planner. The serialization would begin on September 7 and run 

every day until November 18…72 days, including weekends. 

Now, you might say something like, “Biff, you bearded buffoon, people don’t go to work 

on the weekends, not the ones who have coffee breaks. They sit at their desks five days a 

week and do important things deserving of a coffee break. On weekends they do 

unimportant things that don’t earn them a coffee break. 

I was getting death threats from extreme know-it-alls on an hourly basis…and I hadn’t 

even started the serialization. My final solution: Start working seven days a week, 

slackers! 

Or they could just take unearned coffee breaks on Saturday and Sunday. 

It’s the way the book unfolds…from Monday to Sunday. Each of those days was a logical 

episode. If you ever decide to read it, you’ll see why. 

That done, it was time to do other things, like figure out how to publish the novel. I 

published the 31 day photo project on my personal blog, Silence Says It All, but this was 

an entire novel, deserving of its own platform. So I settled on a blog just for the novel and 

https://biffmitchell.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/characters.pdf


decided to call it The Weekly Man, which seemed more manageable than The World’s First 

Free Daily Serialized Coffee Break Novel. 

I started testing it well before September 3 and discovered that the blog would support 

just one font, unless I wanted to get into a shit pile of technical stuff. Nothing drives me 

crazy faster than technical stuff. The problem here was all the emails in the story, lots of 

them, were Arial 10. And the rest was Times Roman 12 except for one really weird email 

font used by one really weird character. 

I spent days under my bed, drinking wine, crying, worrying, complaining about my lot 

in life until I came up with an idea. (Yes, I have ideas.) I decided to publish the novel 

somewhere where the fonts would unfold faultlessly. That turned out be my website, 

biffmitchell.com. So I went back to testing, posting and reviewing, and seeking 

perfection. But perfection didn’t come. I ran into more technical problems. 

But then, I thought about my original idea for the novel. I was going to do it every day 

for 72 days, like the 31 day photo project. It had to be on my blog. So I did screen cuts of 

every email, all 345,253,346 of them. Well, maybe less. I turned them into jpegs that could 

be inserted into the post wherever they appeared. Given that there were no more than 

five or six emails in any one post, I figured this would be manageable. 

And then I tested it on my phone. The blog wasn’t going to work, at least not on phones. 

Back to my website with a new idea: Convert the episodes into PDFs and put them on 

my website as cell phone friendly downloads. Of course, that meant creating 72 PDFs and 

72 button graphics for people to click on to get the PDFs. 

The horrifying truth was becoming apparent: I would have to publish everyday on both 

platforms: my blog and my website. This was becoming complicated, and I was spending 

increasingly more days and nights under my bed, running out of wine. But I still had 

over a month to prepare, so I ventured out from under the bed more frequently. 

Next came the cover art. No novel is complete without a cover, even if it’s not actually 

published with several hundred pages of words between the front and back. I needed a 

header image on the blog and website, something visual that would grab people’s eyes 

and permeate their brains with a dire need to read the novel. 

There’s a park in the novel that plays a key symbolic role. I figured the entrance to the 

park would make a great graphic but I didn’t have any photos of park entrances that 

matched the idea and to tell the truth, I couldn’t settle on any one type of entrance. I 

worried about this until my hair fell out. About an hour later, I was looking at pictures 



that I’d taken during my last trip to Cuba and I came across one that practically screamed 

to be a cover photo. Plus, wonder of wonders, it was at least loosely connected to the 

novel…very loosely…but connected. 

Here’s what it looked like…. 

 

 

 

 

There was something about this image that reflected the mood of the novel and it was 

easily resized and cropped for any number of graphical needs, like thumbnail buttons 

and page headers. 

So…I had a cover graphic and a novel. What I needed now was a hook, something that 

would make people say: “Hey! What the hell is going on here? I need to investigate!” 

Something like that. 

The best way to do this is to grab the potential reader’s sense of mystery. I asked myself, 

“Is there a mystery in The Weekly Man? And the answer was…yes…and more than 

one…and they could all be summed up with a phrase everybody in the entire world 

already knows: Nothing is as it seems. 

And nothing in The Weekly Man is as it seems. 

The only question now was: If you build the world’s first daily serialized coffee shop 

novel, will they come and read it? 

*** 

Getting people to do things in the 21st Century, especially getting them to read a novel 

in short episodes over a 72 day period, is just short of miraculous…unless you have a 

budget of millions of dollars, celebrity endorsements, friends in global media and your 

picture in the living rooms of every household in the world…just for the sake of having 

your picture. 



I did not have, never have had and never will have any of these. My only claim to fame 

is having the world’s most boring entry on Wikipedia. Apparently, doctors recommend 

it for patients with insomnia. 

And remember, this is something I was giving away free. 

But, years ago, I wrote a book called eMarketing Tools for Writers and it was a bestseller 

in the business section at Fictionwise (at that time, the world’s largest distributer of 

ebooks) for over a year. 

I wasn’t a complete stranger to marketing, and marketing was what I needed to get my 

picture in the living rooms of… 

…sorry…phased out for a moment. What I had to do was market the project starting well 

before the first episode saw the glorious questionability of the internet. 

I re-read my marketing book and was kind of pleased at how well it was written even 

though just about everything was out of date and most of the links didn’t work, victims 

of tenuous web life. 

The single most maddening problem was that the novel was free, available in episodes 

online and nobody had ever heard of Biff Mitchell. (OK…so that’s two things.) Almost 

everywhere you can market books they want a link to where you can buy them, generally 

this is Amazon. I thought: Jeez, I’m screwed. 

All I had was an ISBN. 

Friends and co-workers implored me to turn it into a podcast. Like I needed a whole new 

technology learning curve. I was loosing hair that I didn’t have anymore just working 

with the technologies I was already using. 

I’ll keep the marketing part simple because it really deserves an entire book documenting 

all the things I did wrong in sprite of re-reading my best-selling book on marketing. 

I wrote a media release. This is pretty much a waste of time unless you want to spend a 

fortune trying to penetrate an audience that, for the most part, doesn’t really exist in the 

realm of free online book announcements. Also, most of the free and low cost media 

release sites I mentioned in the marketing book were no longer free and no longer low 

cost. 



I created a Facebook page for the novel and invited all two of my FB friends to like it. 

Astonishingly, over a hundred strangers liked it. I also joined a few writers FB groups. 

Which brings to an aside on sites for writers…they’re mostly a waste of time for 

marketing your books unless the book is specifically for writers. Almost all the other 

writers are there to sell their own books and they don’t give a damn about your book. 

Check it out. Do a search for writers’ sites and take a look. What you’re going to see are 

splashy covers and links to where you can buy their books. Some will invite you to read 

chapters or short stories and get back to them, but they’re not the least bit interested in 

your book. Now, this isn’t a criticism of online writers’ groups. Some of them are actually 

great resources for writers. But don’t waste your time marketing your books on them. 

Save those efforts for READERS’ websites…those places where people who’re looking 

for books and, if they’re interested in your book, might actually buy it. 

Of course, in my case, I was giving something away free but that doesn’t make a 

difference. They’re not there to read anyone else’s books. You’re better off blogging about 

your book or about topics related to your book (with links to your books, of course) on 

places like Goodreads. 

OK, so I had a Facebook page, my already existing writer’s page, plus the novel’s blog 

site and a website page where the novel was actually published. 

Months before the release date, I started posting announcements…really pushing the 

“nothing is as it seems” theme. Because the novel relies on the reader not knowing exactly 

what’s happening until almost halfway through, I couldn’t say much about the actual 

story. For this, I had to rely on a PDF that people could download with brief descriptions 

of the characters written in such a way as to generate interest in the character as apposed 

to the story. I’m not sure if this worked, but I’m not sure if it didn’t work. But that’s what 

I was stuck with. 

I posted announcements on Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Tumblr, Pinterest and Reddit. 

The first announcement on Reddit brought nearly 200 hits on the blog and requests to 

send notices to individuals once the serialization started. 

Things were looking good. But I had a feeling that I needed something more. I pondered 

this. And pondered. I pondered until I almost pondered my mind to death and, just as 

my head was about to die, the pondering paid off. 



I needed to give people incentives other than the novel (which I couldn’t talk too much 

about) to get them to go to the blog. This initiated a brief spell of further pondering which 

didn’t hurt my head much because I was pondering a new topic. 

It came to me in a brilliant flash of realization…something I hadn’t experienced since the 

first time I turned 29. I had already created a bunch of those incentives. They were part 

of a writing workshop I taught through the University of New Brunswick for just over a 

decade and from my writing over the last 150 years (while still maintaining my age of 

29). 

I had resources for writers and readers. All I had to do was turn them into downloadable 

PDFs. For writers and aspiring writers, I had mini workshops (complete with exercises) 

on revising a novel, writing a novel, finding a publisher, writing difficult subjects like 

sex, violence and humor. For readers, I had short stories. The most popular was the one 

on writing a novel. I guessing those were readers who had dreams of someday writing a 

novel and I hope that some of them are doing that as I write this. 

Everything was ready to go. I was ready to go. I was optimistic and looking forward to 

publishing the world’s first free daily serialized coffee break novel. 

Little did I know. 

*** 

I guess the only thing that eventually saved my sanity blog-publishing the world’s first 

free daily serialized coffee break novel over a period of 72 days was this… 

It was already written. 

If it hadn’t been, I wouldn’t be writing this at this moment. I’d be locked away in a padded 

cell somewhere counting molecules in the padded walls. I mean it. 

Serializing a novel online as you’re writing it might work if you publish once a week. But 

72 days without being Stephen King? Nope. For one thing the writing would likely be 

atrocious. When I finish a novel, I put it away for several months and don’t even think 

about before I start the editing and revision process. I went through the entire process 

with The Weekly Man and considered it ready for publication before it was rejected by 

over 200 agents. The very first page had the word “noticed” twice in a row. And I never 

noticed it. The agents did though. And that’s when they stopped reading (if they actually 

got past the covering letter) and sent the “this does not meet our current…” letter. I’m 

sure they weren’t trying to break my heart. They just didn’t want to read a manuscript 



any further that looked like it would be page after page of typos, misspellings and other 

things the writer didn’t notice. 

As I wrote in a previous blog, the novel naturally broke into 72 episodes that were about 

enough to read during a coffee break. I made each episode into a Word file and put it into 

its own folder along with any jpegs for the emails in the blog posts and a PDF for the 

website posts. I numbered each of the folders (144 in all) and included the date of 

publication for each of them. 

Here’s what I did each day. 

Post the novel to the blog, including any email jpegs. 

Publish the episode’s PDF file on my personal website to get the URL. 

Go to my website and link that day’s thumbnail to the PDF. 

Write a short blurb about the episode just below the thumbnail. 

Post a thumbnail and short description on all the social media sites I used (several 

Facebook pages, Reddit groups, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Tumblr, et al). 

Since I’d already spent months creating all the PDFs, jpegs, Word files, thumbnails, 

episode announcements and other components, the process was pretty much 

streamlined. Only one episode folder had the wrong episode file and, since I had another 

folder with all the episodes, it took just a few minutes to get the correct one online. 

I even arranged the social media site icons on my browser (MacBook Pro) in the order I 

would post them so that I had a clear, unconfused routine to follow each day. 

Everything was looking good. 

Until interesting things began happening…things like the formatting and page layout in 

my blog going berserk occasionally because of some programming quirk in MS Word. 

There’s something about using technology for the same routine over a long period of time 

that technology doesn’t like. It’s a safe bet that things will go awry for mysterious reasons 

and you’ll be spending time talking to someone in tech support or waiting for a reply to 

an email request for support. Surprisingly, none of these things caused me to miss my 

daily midnight deadline, though they did waste a few evenings. Given that most people 

read blogs in the morning…during their coffee break, of course…I published the 



following day’s episode in the afternoon. That gave me extra time to deal with those 

unexpected problems. 

There’s an understanding that you should offer something of value if you expect people 

to come to your website…and come back. I figured a free coffee break novel was 

something of value but I went a bit further and posted a bunch of freebies on my 

website…things like short stories, mini workshops on writing…and even a couple of 

photo albums I created in Adobe Spark. These turned out to be popular on Pinterest. But 

they added to the daily load. 

There’s something about having to do something every day for a long period of time. It 

creates a sense of angst that you can feel in your stomach…a tight, quivering ball of 

anxiety that haunts your innards every day…even after you’ve met each day’s deadline. 

I started feeling that ball about a week before I posted the first episode and it continued 

for the entire 72 days of the serialization and for a week or so after. 

This is something I already knew how to handle, having worked as a radio station 

copywriter for three years somewhere in my long ago youth (Yes, I was young once.) 

when I had hair. I had two daily deadline, one in the morning and the other in the 

afternoon. Miss three deadlines in one year and they threw you out of the station after 

stripping you of your dignity and self-esteem. 

I knew what I was in for, but that didn’t stop the angst. 

One of the things I took away from this, probably the main thing, was a keen regret that 

I ran the serialization for so long…especially for something on a daily basis. The stats on 

my blog affirmed this: readership started to drop off in the last few weeks. I think the 

readers were becoming inured to the story. Just as I had to post every day, day after day, 

they had to read every day, day after day. And newcomers had a lot of catching up to 

do…scrolling up and down a blog over a two and a half month period or opening 72 

separate PDFs from the website. 

This also created a problem at the marketing end. I posted a graphic every day with a 

message that the most recent episode was ready to be read. After about 30 days, those 

messages were beginning to look like spam, and I did one complaint from one of the 

Reddit groups. I mean, they were beginning to have the same effect on me. I felt like I 

was spamming myself. 

Again though…that was the way the novel was written…every episode was a day of the 

week from Monday to Sunday. Maybe I should have serialized a different novel. 



I think one month is probably a good time frame for a daily serialization. 

But was it overall a success? The right column of the blog had links to my published 

novels. I won’t know until my next royalty statement from my publisher (Double Dragon 

at the time of the blogging, Fiction4All now) if anyone bought one of them. The website 

version showed a link to my books in the top bar menu that would take people to a page 

with links to my other novels. But then, I didn’t do this as a means to sell anything. It was 

something I’d thought about doing for years…and I finally did it. And didn’t go crazy. 

I’ve almost re-written the novel since the serialization with a view to self-publishing a 

print and ebook version for people who don’t like serialized novels. That’ll come out next 

Fall but it won’t be free. I’ll try to keep the price down, though, so that I recoup the 

publishing expenses. And I’ll leave the free version up for people to read on their coffee 

breaks. I spent a lot of time building both platforms for it and I’m finding it hard to tear 

all that down. 

I’m also thinking about a sequel. I’d like to tell you about it but that would give away the 

mystery in the current book. 

I did feel a sense of personal satisfaction after starting this project and completing it with 

me as the only rule maker and slave driver. It’s something I can be proud of…having 

done this without going crazy. And would I do it again? 

No bloody way. 

However, according to the stats on the blog, it had over 6000 views and that was just the 

blog version. 

So…I built it…and they came. 

The Weekly Man is still available and free right here.  

  

https://theweeklyman.com/


Said the Fox 

"Look at all the For Sale signs lining the streets, " said the fox. 

"No, Fox," I said. "Those are election signs." 

"Exactly," said the fox. 

 

 

  



The Real Behind the Unreal 

 

It took almost 10 years to write The Weekly Man. It was an off and on thing with the 

usual writer’s angst and interruptions from this thing called life. The angst was that 

bottoming out feeling that has you asking questions like: What the hell am I doing? Who’s 

ever going to read this drivel? You know, the stuff that drives writers crazy. I also took off 

a few years to study photography and have a few beers. But I kept coming back to the 

novel. 

Working out the logistics was a bitch; it took over a year. It started with the question: How 

do seven people live in the same body for 30 years and not know about the others in their body? 

That’s where Natalie/Mona came in with the children’s early training in being special and 

shrugging off all those discrepancies like: How did I get this cut? I don’t remember this cut. 

Because one of the others cut him or herself. 

At first, I thought the shrugging off and blank acceptance were a bit too far out there to 

be acceptable, but then I looked around at things like climate change denial and how 

voters listen to broken promises from politicians (who’ve already broken promises) and 



still believe them…over and over. It occurred to me that the characters in The Weekly Man 

don’t live so much in our world as we live in their world. 

I had to bring in Manzer Doyle to work out some of the legal stuff like government 

identification and birth certificates. Being a retired, but well connected, ex-civil servant, 

he was in a position to call in favors and contact the right people. 

And yes, there were moments of confusion when I wondered, OK, which one woke up to 

the smell of perfume? I had to go back more than once and re-write sections where I had 

the wrong character doing or thinking the wrong thing. And yes, I had a list of the 

characters and a brief summary of the secondary characters. In fact, I created a PDF file 

that you can download so that you don’t get confused. You can download it at 

theweeklyman.com. 

And it's free. 

Incidentally, the entire novel was written in a coffee shop. 

 

  

https://www.theweeklyman.com/


A Short Piece on Short Stories 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I have no idea how many short stories I’ve written or how many have been published. In 

fact, I’ve come across stories on web searches that I recognized as mine but I’d long since 

forgotten about them. This unwholesome situation was brought about by several 

computer crashes, publication in print books and journals that don’t appear on the web 

and the publishers are long gone…plus many of those stories were written on a 

typewriter with no carbon copy. 

But I still write short stories and I always have three or four on the go/ Generally, they 

start with one line. Honestly, I write the first line and just let the rest flow out of the story. 

That first line could be something that’s on my mind a lot or something that just plops 

down over my brain cells and says, “Here I am. Turn me into a story. Or else.” 

I’ll usually get one or two paragraphs before I put it aside for later. On one occasion, I 

wrote an entire story in one day. I was at work and had nothing to do. I was stunned. I 

looked at it at the end of the day and asked it, “Are you really a finished short story?” 

It remained silent, having already said everything it needed to say…but that didn’t stop 

me from making a few revisions a few days later…just for the hell of it and because I tell 

my creative writing students that no piece of first draft writing is worth its weight in 

words. 



Once a story is finished, I put it aside for weeks, months…a year or two…before I take a 

fresh look at it, make a few revisions and send it out for publication. Sometimes they’re 

accepted, sometimes not. But publication isn’t the goal. Writing a story that I’m happy 

with is the goal. When I can’t find a publisher for my novels…that’s when I lose and 

spend weeks, months, years under my bed, crying and drinking wine. 

Tina and Her Talking Nipple is something I put together during the lockdown. I was bored, 

in pain from a back injury, lonely (try being in lockdown by yourself for a month or two) 

and kind of in shock that the business I’d been trying to start for years had just been 

tossed into oblivion by of all things…a bloody pandemic. 

Some of the stories in this book have been published; in fact, Smoke Break and Killing 

Assholes were both published as dollar downloads by Echelon Press back in the first days 

of ebooks. (However, Killing Assholes was published as The Baton. This was long before 

Dexter.) The Clearing and Downstream were published in a short volume of stories by 

Belittle Books in Arkansas, another one of the early ebook publishers. 

You can read Tina and Her Talking Nipple here. 

Some of my short fiction comes from blogging. I wrote a series of vignettes set around 

the time that the whole world is blowing up in a nuclear holocaust. It gets into the heads 

of 100 people, 10 bats and one cat as they evaporate and it explores the funny things that 

go through the minds of people while they’re blowing up, especially those who define 

their lives by the small, unimportant things, like getting the corner office. 

I was going to publish these stories in a book on their own, but I started adding other 

stories and I was going to publish these vignettes in a book of their own, but I started 

adding other stories and ended up with over a dozen. These ones were mostly published 

in literary magazines where the publishers were acquainted with the term humor. I’m 

calling the book Blowing Up and it’ll be coming out later this year.. 

For the most part, the humor is dark (as it is in most of my writing). These are dark times; 

times in need of a good laugh that acknowledges the mess we’ve made of the world as 

we slide into extinction. 

UPDATE Aug 30/21: Fiction4All will be publishing Blowing Up in October.  

https://theweeklymancom.files.wordpress.com/2020/04/tina-and-her-talking-nipple.pdf


The Story Behind Heavy Load (a 

laundromance) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I wrote my first novel by hand…in pencil. In notebooks. I wrote every morning before 

going to work. It took three years. And then I had to put the whole thing onto a computer. 

I almost went nuts. 

I didn’t have a story when I started. I had three characters…two men and a woman. They 

came together in a laundromat on a Saturday morning. Their lives were a mess. The 

woman, Hillary, has just had her job stolen by her ex-boyfriend who thinks they should 

forgive and forget and get back together. One of the male characters, Jeff, has just been 

caught by a woman he works with stealing her panties. He isn’t looking forward to 

Monday morning when the people he works with know about his fetish. The other male 

character, Baxter, is a jock who can’t get it up after coming face-to-face with his childhood. 

I spent the first year doing character studies, delving into the backstories of the three, 

exploring their likes and dislikes, their childhoods, their formative years, their habits and 

hobbies, their feelings about themselves and the people around them…it worked out to 



a couple hundred pages of notes on each of them…all written in pencil, of course. It 

wasn’t until a couple of weeks later that I started using ink. 

I read Becoming a Writer by Dorothea Brande and I used her automatic writing (which I 

call “mindless writing” because you don’t have time to think…just write) to create 

backstories for each of the characters. These backstories eventually turned into scenes 

which I put into chronological order and presto…a novel. 

Well, it wasn’t exactly that easy. I tried making a chart showing the scenes and how they 

were related. This was a dismal failure and a waste of Bristol board. I tried making an 

outline but I’ve always hated outlines, especially the ones that go back and forth, side to 

side and up and down and spill over into page after confusing page. The chart made 

more sense. 

What I had was a plot that had yet to be plotted and I finally found the perfect tool to do 

that: the storyboard. I put each scene (just a note about the action in the scene and who 

was in it) on a filing card and taped the cards onto an entire livingroom wall, which 

allowed me to see the entire story at a glance. 

It was cool…all that story taped onto my livingroom wall. Talk about a conversation 

starter when I had friends over, which wasn’t often with me being a socially inept hermit 

and all. I was encouraged to keep it up even after the novel was finished and I could 

finally let all those people who’d seen it while I was writing it go. I mean, come on, they 

could have sold the story to a movie studio before I could finish it. It’s OK…I fed them. 

But it was all the work on the characters that created the story, which was actually three 

different stories of three people who come together in a laundromat on a Saturday 

morning and help to set each other’s lives on a healing course…without any of them 

saying a word to each other. Oh, and the story is narrated by the laundromat. And all of 

this came out of their back stories, which created that characters they were in the present. 

And then… 

…a strange thing happened during this time. I was on a smoke break at work with a few 

colleagues, catching up on the latest gossip when I started talking about someone that 

nobody knew. I’d made a reference to one of the characters in my novel, forgetting 

completely that he wasn’t real, and nobody there knew him. Fortunately, another 

colleague came out with fresh gossip while everyone else was looking at me in a strange 

way.  

Like I said, I almost went nuts. 



The book was first published as an ebook by a law firm in California that dipped its toes 

into “that ebook thing.” It was put in a file on a website where it sat with no marketing 

or advertising.  It was just one more pdf file along with the millions of other pdf files on 

the internet that were certain to be noticed because, look, they’re on the internet. That 

was pretty much the state of the ebook industry at that time. After a year without a single 

sale, I decided it was time to find a new publisher. 

I found one in Australia. Jacobyte Books was one of the high tech companies the 

Australian government was supporting in a push to start a robust tech industry. 

Unfortunately, Australia is several thousand miles away, beyond reach of signings and 

readings. And ebooks were still considered to be “not really books” because you couldn’t 

flip through the pages on the pdf and the POD books came directly from printers and not 

from a bookstore shelf. The ebook was mailed to you on a CD (shown at the top of this 

piece). There were no Kindles. No Kobos. No Nook. And guess what was on the 

CD…yep, a pdf.  

And then, the publisher was bought out by another publisher, and I got the publication 

rights back to Heavy Load and another novel they’d published, Team Player. I self-

published Heavy Load at Lulu…where it remains…and found a Canadian publisher for 

Team Player (Double Dragon…now, an imprint of Fiction4All). 

I haven’t checked my Lulu account in ages, so I have no idea how it’s doing. (NOTE to 

SELF: Check status of book at Lulu. Dork.) Maybe there’s enough there to buy a six pack 

of beer. It could happen. 

Heavy Load has a three layer timeline that made it one hell of a time tracking nightmare. 

But I’ll talk about that in another post and let you get back to your coffee. But I’d like to 

leave you with this thought: Sometimes I wonder if it’s possible to be happy after writing. 

I have no idea where that came from. 

Enjoy your coffee. 

BTW, speaking of coffee. If you’ve always wanted to write a best-selling novel that’s 

bound to be made into a movie and make you a billionaire, you might want to start with 

this free workshop: The Coffee Shop Writing Workshop. 

  

https://theweeklymancom.files.wordpress.com/2020/03/coffee-shop.pdf


The Truth About Writers and Riches 
 

 

I’m going to give it to you straight: The very moment you finish writing your novel, you’ll 

be an instant success. You’ll be rolling in money until you puke from motion sickness. 

You’ll throw your cell phone into the ocean to stop the constant barrage of requests for 

interviews and speaking engagements from around the world. Strangers will approach 

you, nervous and wide-eyed, asking for your autograph on a book that hasn’t even been 

published yet. You’ll spend the rest of your life sitting on a porch on a breath-taking 

mountain side with a laptop before you and a glass of wine to the side as you pump out 

bestseller after bestseller. 

Oops…sorry…that’s the dream. The reality is a little less glamorous. In fact, the truth will 

set you free from your crazy dreams of becoming a financially successful writer, the truth 

being: 99.99 % of writers will never make enough from their writing to support 

themselves full time. Almost every writer I know has a side gig…the one that pays the 

rent, buys food and wine, provides internet access and keeps them from being arrested 

for not wearing clothes in public because they don’t have enough money to buy second 

hand clothing from the Sally Anne. 

On the other hand, you might not need a side gig if you live in your car, eat whatever 

you can stuff into your pockets from the condiment sections of fast food restaurants and 

steal your duds from unattended dryers in laundromats. 



Personally, I would rather eat a hamburger than a few packs of ketchup and mustard and 

none of the clothing I’ve ever stolen from unattended dryers in laundromats has been a 

decent fit. And, of course, there’s the matter of paying for a car to live in. You might have 

to settle for a shopping cart or steal a car. 

The truth is, if you hate writing and you’re just in it for the money, the fame and literary 

immortality, then consider myself and the rest of the world to be pointing at you as we 

laugh at your delusional expectations. 

Let’s take a closer look at this. 

You finish your book. Yay! 

For most, that will be your only reward. The rest will be a downhill slide into 

disappointment and artistic misery. For others it will be 

1. Rewriting and rewriting and rewriting for months or longer. 

2. Spending half a year or more finding an agent or publisher (hint: publishers are 

much easier to find than agents) 

3. Once you’ve found a publisher or agent, spending more time re-writing and re-

writing 

4. Waiting for your book to actually be published (this could take a year or more, or 

possibly never if another publisher comes out first with a book very similar to 

yours) 

5. Waiting for your first royalty check (this could take a few months to a year) 

In addition to all this, you can look forward to spending hundreds of hours marketing 

your book if the publisher is small to medium size and expects their writers to handle 

their own marketing. This could also mean spending your own money from that other 

gig…the one that keeps you alive. 

As for financial rewards…unless your novel makes it to a bestseller list or is made into a 

movie, the return is not going to be enough to make writing a full time job. I generally 

aim for enough to buy a six pack of beer. Someday, I’ll make it. 

My first royalty check was for less than 5 Australian dollars. However, this was way back 

before Kindle and Kobo. Ebooks were mailed to you on a CD to be read on your desktop 

and barely anyone had heard about print-on-demand (POD) books. 

That’s changed today. Ebooks and POD are sometimes more profitable than traditional 

hardback/paperback books and they open opportunities for self-publishing, which can 



be profitable if you’re willing to give up sleep and your social life for however long it 

takes to do the marketing enough to start selling. 

BTW, you’re more likely to make money off a non-fiction book than a fiction book. In fact, 

there are people making a half decent living publishing ebook after ebook about 

everything under the sun. These are mostly people who research a variety of topics and 

turn their findings into ebooks that are sold on Amazon. The key here is to write clearly 

on topics that will be helpful to their readers. If they’re not helpful, they won’t get the 

ratings and reviews they need to build enough credibility to sell more ebooks. 

I don’t want to discourage anyone from the pain, misery and sacrifice of becoming a 

writer. Believe me, it’s worth it. I think. But getting into writing for the money and the 

fame is very much a lottery long shot. Getting into it because you love fine-tuning a string 

of words into something that makes you wonder if you’re really the one who wrote it 

will give you all the artistic satisfaction you need as you squeeze ketchup out of the single 

serve package for breakfast. And lunch. Maybe some mustard for supper.  

  



Research: Making the Story Real with 

Details and Blood, Sweat and Tears 

 

Some say that God is in the details. I’m not so sure about that but I am sure that writers 

who master the details wield godly powers with their words. Just a simple phrase such 

as “the air was thick with the aroma of lilacs” can set the mood and tone as well as the 

“feeling” for a scene. 

When I teach writing workshops, I encourage my students to experience each scene as 

much as possible before they write the first sentence. I’ve had them stick their ears against 

trees to listen for tree life. I tell them about the time I stopped walking on a busy sidewalk 

in downtown Toronto. I closed my eyes and listened, smelled and felt the city around 

me. The most prevalent sensation turned out to be a continuous vibration that I thought 

might be subways under the streets but turned out to be giant air conditioners on the tops 

of skyscrapers. It’s the kind of thing that most people would not even notice…until they 

read it in a scene in a novel and something in their mind says, “Oh yeah…that…” 

Little things like that make a story real by touching on those things that are so much a 

part of our lives that we don’t notice them until someone points them out. 



And this is why I spend up to a year researching before I write the first line in a novel. 

Most of that research is into those little details that channel life into the story. 

With this in mind, I set out researching the sequel to my third novel, The War Bug.  It’s 

called The Reality Wars and it’s set 2000 years into the future…which was kind of a 

limiting factor in my research, especially visiting scenes that exist on other planets in 

other galaxies or in cyber worlds that won’t exist until long after I’ve turned into dust. 

I had to invent most of the details but there were things I could still research to make 

them as real as possible and one of those things was the triathlon. Or what started out to 

be a triathlon. That was the original idea…a triathlon that takes place 2000 years into the 

future with competitors in the physical world and ones in the cyber world.  Humans 

against sentient software.               

I’m not a time traveler and I’d never been in a triathlon. At that time I was swimming one 

or two kilometers two or three times a week so I thought: I should enter a triathlon and 

see what it’s like from the inside. This, I figured, would give me all the details I would 

need to write about my imaginary triathlon. 

Well, a lot more than that happened. The swimming, the bicycling and the running 

dropped by the wayside of inspirations fed into my brain by experience and, like the title 

says, blood and sweat and tears sat on my shoulders with each day of training. I was 

attacked by wasps. I almost drowned as a giant horse fly stubbornly attacked me in the 

middle of a lake. I had a few spills oin my bike. I came close to passing out from heat 

stress a few times. I finished one run in the middle of a standoff between police and a 

man with a rifle in the apartment next to mine. I woke in the middle of the night with leg 

cramps. 

It was while I was swimming that a realization pummeled my brain like the Titanic 

sinking. No way would there by running, swimming and biking in a triathlon two 

millennia into the future, especially one with humans competing against software. 

This revelation came while the horse fly was trying to drown me in the middle of the 

lake. I would have to scrap all the ideas I had about triathlons and come up with 

something that made more sense. 

A day or two later, it came to me while I was swimming (and not drowning). I imagined 

a competitor passing me in the water. It was a woman in a skin tight black suit that 

created a fish tail as she passed me. She was an “enhanced” human, evolved after 

millennia and that was all I needed to come up with The Reality Wars…a triathlon of 



sorts, but with much different events…ones that would test the mind, the spirit and the 

body. And they would take place in venues across the known universe. 

Amazing what a little “almost” drowning will inspire. 

You can read the press release here. I’m not sure what happened to the punctuation but 

it’s somewhat readable. Or you can read a cleaned up version of the press release here. 

The Reality Wars has just been re-released by my new publisher, Fiction4All. It’s available 

on Amazon. 

Here’s what it’s about: 

Cassie Hayes is the idol of the universe. For a thousand years, she’s been triumphant in 

the Reality Wars, a deadly series of real and virtual games played every 100 years and 

broadcast throughout the galaxies. But Cassie, a sentient software program, is tormented 

by the death of her virtual mother after her human father abandoned them 2000 years 

earlier. Now he’s back…just in time to abandon her again as he goes off to save the 

universe with the help of a computer virus that thinks it’s Buddha. 

 

But to really rain on her day, the genetically supercharged warrior Clans unleash the 

perfect weapon, the beautiful and deadly Loac, to destroy Cassie and billions of other 

virtual humans. The Reality Wars pit woman against woman as they fight to the death in 

virtual and real worlds against the backdrop of an inter-galactic war that will change the 

very nature of the universe. 

  

https://www.prweb.com/releases/2005/07/prweb262445.htm
https://forthoseabouttoread.files.wordpress.com/2021/06/research-for-reality-wars.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Reality-Wars-Biff-Mitchell-ebook/dp/B096SNT68S/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=biff+mitchell&qid=1623236750&sr=8-1


Yes, a Short Story Can Take Years to Write 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It took me 10 years to write this story. The inspiration came when I dropped everything 

in New Brunswick, packed my worldly possessions into a blue trunk and headed across 

the country in a car that wanted to stay home. The engine all but fell out of it on Portage 

Avenue (the main downtown street) in Winnipeg during rush hour traffic. The rest of the 

trip was by bus. 

It was on the bus, traveling through the bleak flat expanse of Saskatchewan that I saw a 

road going off the main highway. I saw a pole at the mouth of the road with a metal box 

https://biffmitchell.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/the-nickel.0.jpg


on top. The lettering on the box was time and weather worn with some of the letters 

obscured, but I saw enough to give me the impression of the word DONATIONS. 

For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out why there would be a donations box out there in 

the middle of nowhere on a road that appeared to run endlessly into the horizon, but I 

couldn’t stop thinking about it, especially on the trip back to New Brunswick on a bus 

filled with the noisiest, worst behaved kids I’ve ever encountered. They’ll be adults my 

now and I hope their lives are filled with half the trauma they inflicted on the passengers 

of that bus over four painful days traveling four thousand miles. 

A few weeks after landing back in New Brunswick, the donations thing was still fresh in 

my mind, and I had to come up with a reason for there being a donation box (even though 

it might have been something else) at that remote location. So, I wrote about it. I made 

the box the springboard into a short story. 

It came slow…slower than anything I’d written before so after a few weeks I put it away 

(The sheets of paper, of course. Back then, writers used typewriters.) and came back to it 

a few months later. This went on for years, during which time, I wrote dozens of other 

stories and a novel. 

But I kept coming back to the story and I even had a name: The Nickel. Of course, it took 

a couple of years to come up with the name. 

I spent a few years working as a bartender. One night, I brought the story in to work and 

during a slow period, I wrote on blank paper with a pencil. I wrote four pages, which I 

passed to three customers sitting at my bar who read the pages and commented. Just as 

I was coming into what I hoped would be the last page, the bar started filling up…fast. 

I put the pages away and didn’t come back to them until years later when I was on a 

business trip to Toronto. By this time, I was an marketing and public relations manager 

for an IT startup. I rose early one morning and took my story pages with me to breakfast. 

I started writing after a few sips of coffee and I couldn’t stop until I was finished. 

I think I sat there for about five minutes, almost in shock. The story was finished. My eggs 

and bacon were cold but the story was finished. 

It was first published by an ebook company in Australia as part of a ‘story of the week’ 

winner in a competition. It went over well, and was kept up for months after the week it 

was supposed to be available. About a year later, on the off chance that it would be 



accepted by a literary magazine, I submitted it to Project Letters, an international literary 

magazine, and it was accepted along with another story (the took just a week to write). 

Click here to read the story at Projected Letters. 

  

http://projectedletters.com/the-nickel


On Describing Writers 
 

 

I’ve heard people describe writers as insightful, well-disciplined, open-minded, 

observant individuals with massive vocabularies, a passion for reading and a clarity of 

thought that separates them from the rest of the human race. 

Bullshit. 

Real writers live in hovels. They peek out their windows and watch the world change 

seasons while they scratch their nethers with one hand and hold a bottle of wine in the 

other. They avoid contact with other people lest they become contaminated with 

sociability. 

Writers never eat. They drink coffee. They live on coffee. They breathe and fart coffee. 

And wine. Sometimes they drink tea to remind themselves how good coffee and wine 

taste. They need these kinds of assurances and reminders because writers are absent-

minded and put the kettle in the refrigerator and the cream on the stove. 



Writers are on a continual quest to find out who they are. That’s why they write. Along 

the way they luck out and write something that means something to someone, but never 

themselves. This keeps them writing. 

Writers borrow money from their friends and never pay it back. This is why writers have 

few friends, if any. More likely none. Which keeps writers poor because they have few, if 

any, friends to lend them money. 

Writers don’t know how to punctuate. They leave this chore to editors who carry whips 

and chairs to keep the writers at bay, especially when they need coffee and wine. 

Writers don’t watch television because everything on television pisses them off and they 

throw empty wine bottles at the screen thinking that this will change things. Another 

reason writers don’t watch television is because they can’t afford to keep buying 

televisions after throwing wine bottles at them and they have few if any friends to lend 

them money to buy new ones. 

Writers talk to themselves because they believe that’s the only way to have an intelligent 

conversation…an intelligent conversation being one in which they are in unwavering 

agreement with everything they say. This situation falls apart when they disagree with 

themselves, which may accidentally lead to insightful writing in spite of the writer’s 

opinion that, because the writer was not in agreement, the conversation wasn’t 

intelligent. 

Writers claim to see things differently than other people and that this leads to a deep 

understanding of life and the universe that others will never see until they read about it 

in the writer’s books. When readers ask writers to elucidate on these understandings, 

writers talk about their need for coffee and ask the readers if they can borrow money for 

said coffee. 

Writers deny any responsibility for their words and blame any ill effects or consequences 

on muses, bad editing, lack of coffee and/or wine, celestial alignment, misinterpretation 

and rumors started by other writers. 

Wait a minute! I’m a writer… writers as insightful, well-disciplined, open-minded, 

observant individuals with massive vocabularies, a passion for reading and a clarity of 

thought that separates them from the rest of the human race. 



Why Would Anyone Want to Become a Writer? 

Part 1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I’ve wanted to be a writer for most of my life. I also wanted to be an artist. And a rock 

star. But mostly a writer. I had the grades 1 and 2 spellers memorized before I started 

grade 1. I was writing sentences while the rest of the class was learning letters and words. 

I was writing one paragraph stories while the rest of the class was learning how to write 

sentences. I was also drawing dinosaurs and trees while the rest of the class was 

producing abstract finger paintings. In fact, one of my dinosaur drawings was selected to 

be part of an exhibition of Canadian student art that toured China in the early 50s. Once 

it left the school, I never saw it again.  

My singing peels paint off walls and my guitar playing inspired roommates in the 70s to 

sell my guitar while I was out of town. Apparently, they regarded the three chord one 



minute composition that I played day after day and night after night while I tripped out 

on acid as an audio assault on their ears. They claimed I weaponized music.  

So much for being a rock star. 

I put my artist career on hold while I waited for the return of my dinosaur picture from 

China.  

I’m still waiting. 

In the meantime, I’ve been writing. I’ve been writing a lot: several novels and novellas, 

tons of short stories, articles, poems and essays. There’s something about words that 

fascinates me. They’re like loose Leggo blocks of the mind. You can do anything you want 

with them and the only limit is your willingness to whatever you want. The possibilities 

are endless. You can use them to make people laugh or cry. They can illicit anger, joy, 

outrage, hatred, enlightenment, sorrow, curiosity, knowledge, faith, love; in short, 

anything a person can feel can be communicated through words. They’re not pieces in a 

jigsaw where you’re just reassembling something that someone else has created.  

Unfortunately, most people treat writing as an onerous challenge, something that makes 

a 500 word essay a major milestone of pain. Grammar likely has its hand in this. Grammar 

is a plethora of rules that are constantly in flux. Punctuation is a subject of debate that 

differs across genres; fiction writers can make their own rules about the placement of 

commas in order to replicate the patterns of speech, whereas a college student may lose 

marks for straying outside the boundaries of acceptable comma use in a history class 

essay. The reasons for hating writing are legion. 

In fiction writing, I think the biggest obstacle to expression isn’t so much the task of using 

words to describe a scene, render a character or define an idea. There’s a fear of 

revelation…of revealing to oneself things that oneself would rather not have revealed to 

oneself. (Whew!) Fiction has that insidious effect of uncovering truth, wanted or 

unwanted. I think the best fiction writers are the ones who’ve come to grips with 

themselves or they’re on a lifelong journey of self-discovery through their writing. But 

there are those people (probably the majority) who back away from anything that rings 

of an unwanted truth and create stick people characters. 

I notice this in my writing workshop (aptly called Writing Hurts Like Hell) when my 

students do mindless writing (a concept I stole from Dorothea Brande’s book, Becoming a 

Writer) in which they have to write on a topic for 10 or 15 minutes without stopping to 

correct spelling or grammar. They have to keep the pen moving no matter what comes 



out, even if they go off topic. It’s kind of mindless…and it’s kind of scary. Sometimes the 

writing goes in directions that make the writer uncomfortable, especially when it reveals 

things they’ve kept suppressed or just don’t want to acknowledge.  

But…even for those who can look deep into all the crap that floats around in their minds 

and souls, being a writer can be hell. 

I remember a time when being a writer was something esoteric and special beyond 

words. For many, it created a romantic vision of typewriters banging out page after page 

of dazzling metaphors and mesmerizing tales of bigger than life people engaged in 

historic battles between conflicting personalities set against panoramas of turbulent 

times. Most of these people never really visualized any of that; all they visualized was 

them sitting at the typewriter being writers and the pages may as well have been blank. 

Yep, special beyond words. 

If you let it be known that you wanted to be a writer, you were invariably treated like a 

hopeless dreamer until you actually had something published. Then you were regarded 

with awe and treated like a deity. But for the most part, you’d earned that reverence. 

You’d likely given up a ton of things that others had and you had to wait for until you 

were published, if ever. 

We hear about writers who lived in poverty while they wrote…the problem 

being…unless you had the right connections, you didn’t make money on your writing 

until you found a publisher, and your book could take years to write. This problem is 

endemic in most of the arts…you don’t get paid until you finish the work. In the 

meantime, you starve and live in a one room hovel in the worst of neighborhoods. You 

lose most of your friends because they don’t want to venture anywhere near that awful 

place where you live.  

This scenario plays out less these days. Most of the writers I know have full or part-time 

jobs and write evenings and weekends. But there’s still that dimension of sacrifice. I have 

a full-time job in the IT industry. I write evenings and weekends. I know a lot of people 

but I have few friends that I see regularly. In fact, I see my best friend about once a week. 

I rarely go to movies, concerts, plays, gallery openings or any of the social things that 

other people take for granted. I haven’t been to a movie since the release of Avatar. 

This is likely why many writers are considered quirky and lacking in social skills. But the 

alternative is to live in a hovel and starve…and you’re more likely to starve. 



Let’s look at the reality of the publishing world. Suppose you take a year to write a novel. 

It might take you another year to find an agent or a publisher. Once you’ve found a 

publisher, it might take up to two years (or more) before your novel is published. And 

these days, advances on royalties are becoming scarcer and increasingly modest (i.e., 

don’t give up your day job). After your novel is published, you might wait up to a year 

before you see a royalty check and the numbers printed on it might not be enough to buy 

a new laptop. To rub insult into injury, the contract you signed with your publisher might 

have specified that you’re to spend a certain percentage of that money on marketing, a 

trend increasingly popular with publishers. 

So, here you are…no friends, no social life, no money to show for all the effort and 

sacrifice and the question arises: Why would anyone want to become a writer? 

 

 

  



Why Would Anyone Want to Become a Writer? 

Part 2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In PART 1, I whined about how tough it is to be a writer. I painted a dismal picture of 

sacrifice with little reward. And, of course, I complained about my missing dinosaur 

picture, lost somewhere in China in the early 50s. 

But it’s not all bad; there’s an upside. Your novel is accepted by an agent who lands you 

a contract with one of the Big Six publishers and it goes on to become a bestseller and 

made into a movie starring all your favorite Hollywood personalities and you drive into 

the sunset in your fire engine red Lamborghini. 

Sorry. That’s not really the upside. I was just pulling your metaphors. The real rewards 

of writing are intangible. You can’t spend them or drive them into the sunset. You can’t 

pay bills with them like you can with exposure. Oops, pardon me…like you can with 

money. 



There are some cool rewards that swing your way after you’ve been published, money 

and literary immortality aside. Seeing your book on a bookshelf in book store or library 

is cool. I stared at the 20 copies of The War Bug for hours before the manager of the 

bookstore told me I was blocking traffic and some of the customers were disturbed by 

the sight of my eye balls bulging out of my head as I laughed like a maniac and screamed, 

“That’s MY book! That’s MY book!” 

I have my first royalty check framed and hanging on a wall. It was less than five dollars 

and made out to my pen name from a bank in Australia, which meant I couldn’t cash it 

unless I changed my name or requested a new one. When I look at it, it reminds me of 

the fragility of dreams and the realities of being a writer. 

I think the single greatest reward was the day I was sitting outside a coffee shop on a 

sunny day working on my next novel when a woman I’d never seen before walked up to 

me and asked if I was Biff Mitchell. She’d signed out my first novel, Heavy Load (a 

laundromance), from the library. It didn’t have my picture on it, but another one of my 

novels was on the shelf beside it with my picture on the back. She told me that she’d read 

the novel and went on to say how much she’d enjoyed it. It made my day. My week. My 

year. Unfortunately, this never happened again. 

Being published can open up other streams of income. I was working (and still am) as an 

instructional designer, designing online learning. I put the writing and the designing 

together and started teaching writing workshops. I’ve made more money on those over 

the last couple of decades than I’ll ever make on my writing. Try a Google search with 

the terms “how to make money once you’ve been published and you’re still living in 

poverty and need money for beer and pizza.” You might stumble across a whole new 

career…probably not in writing, but new. 

Oh, one other thing: once it gets around that you’re a published writer, you’ll be 

approached from time to time by people who will tell you they have a great story idea, 

one that will become a worldwide bestseller and be made into a blockbuster movie. All 

they need is for you to write it in return for a credit in the book so that you can ride the 

chariot of fame by being associated with their great idea. Don’t shoot these people. Tell 

them your fees for ghost writing and any split on royalties when the novel is published. 

If they insist that you really need to do this if you’re ever going of ride that chariot with 

them, then you can shoot them. 

You may also be invited to speak at writers’ groups and give live readings at literary 

events. You’ll have to use your common sense when you decide whether or not to charge 



for these and how much you’ll charge. If you’re good at these things, charge for them; if 

not, do them free until you get good enough to demand payment. 

As you’ve likely noticed, the benefits of writing once you’re published are a mixture of 

the tangible and intangible. But what about before you’re published? This period in your 

life could be years. My first novel was published when I was 50 years old (though I’m 

still and always will be 29)…long after I’d memorized the grades 1 and 2 spellers. 

Suppose you keep writing and never get published right up to the moment you die on 

your 90th birthday. You might ask yourself, “What was it all for?” 

If you were in it for the fame, glory and money…well…probably it was all for nothing. 

You might have been better off selling pencils on street corners. 

One thing I tell people who are working on novels, short stories, poems, movie and play 

scripts…if you’re writing, you’re a writer. You don’t have to be published; you just have to 

be writing in earnest. By that I mean, writing to the best of your ability and doing the 

things that a writer does: researching, developing characters, plotting, writing first drafts, 

revising over and over until your manuscript is as polished as you can make it and 

keeping it up, story after story, novel after novel…and doing all this for the sheer love of 

creating something with words. 

So why would you want to be a writer if you’re the only one who knows about it or you’re 

likely never going to be published? I know a few people who write amazing short stories 

but never send them to publishers. I know one person who’s spent over a quarter of a 

century on a single novel that he doesn’t expect to ever stop revising. These people just 

write. They write for the hell of it. They write for the love of it. They write because they 

are compelled to write. They write because they cannot not write. 

I think that’s what really defines a writer. It’s like those people who cannot not press 

bubble wrap just to hear and feel the pop. Once you’ve experienced the exhilaration, 

you’re hooked. 

I feel an orgasmic rush when I re-write a terribly written first draft sentence and make it 

something I feel is the most perfect thing I’ve ever read…up there with Keats and 

Hemingway. I read it a second time and think, Holy shit! Did I write that? It could take ten 

re-writes with each orgasm growing in intensity until I’m doing somersaults in my soul. 

OK, so that might be a bit overstated, but it’s something along those lines. There’s a very 

deep sense of satisfaction to be had from seeing a paragraph of mundane, fragmented, 

clichéd, boring, yawn-inspiring, pitifully inept words and sentences starting to spark and 



sputter and flame into a bonfire of beautifully constructed worlds and personalities that 

you created. Of course, looking at the same awesome paragraph the next day you’ll see a 

few more changes you missed the day before. 

This happens with every successive re-write. You see paragraphs getting better, pages 

improving, scenes and chapters coming together to tell a gripping story with clarity and 

precision. And here’s the real clincher…it all came out of your imagination. It was 

something that never existed until you conceived it. 

You’re no longer that person at the cocktail party mouthing the same five minute spiel 

year after year. In fact, you won’t be at the party; you’ll be wherever you write, writing. 

And there are the ancillary benefits. All that research makes you informed and gives you 

a much broader world view than most people. By creating people, you learn about people 

and gain a much deeper understanding of what makes people tick deep under the shells 

they present to the world. You begin to understand the motivations and needs of the 

people around you. You notice things that others miss. You see the fury of bugs buzzing 

around a street lamp at night and relate it to the emotions of a passerby with a tense jaw. 

While others are gawking at a mountain range spreading across the horizon, you’re 

transfixed by a slice of sunlight cutting into a snow bank…the kind of detail one of your 

characters would see to create a telling moment rather than a post card. 

Writing makes you think about the world around you. It makes you question things and 

look for the truth under the surface of appearances. 

In short, you’ll be a better person. You might be lonely and broke, living in a hovel 

somewhere sane people avoid and wondering what the hell you’re doing. But you’ll be 

informed, aware and beatific with every re-write. What could be better? And why would 

you not want to become a writer? 

 

  



 

Interview with Jennifer Pazienza 

Selling a book or a board is a cool way to have your art appreciated, but when that 

appreciation comes from another artist, especially one of Jennifer's stature, then you 

know you're not wasting your time with those books, those drawings, those photographs.  

Thank you, Jenn...I feel both humbled and proud. 

The video interview at Cafe Loka was shot by my bestie, Stephanie Durelle, under 

gruelling circumstances...I wouldn't stay still.  

Click here for the interview. 

Click here to learn more about Jennifer's work.  

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://tinyurl.com/ycr3qfpk
https://www.jenniferpazienza.com/artist-video?fbclid=IwAR1zUMRV8_pklY2mErG9tl-zHdmUN68SD4Ws7SuBf9wkEE5HR5ZN04YYgl0


A Clean Well-Lit Place 

 

I'm not an expert on world cuisine but I know what I like. I know what makes my taste 

buds dance so wildly that people back away from me when they see my eyes spinning in 

their sockets and both sides of my smile shaking hands over my eyebrows. It's unsettling 

and, fortunately for my friends' ability to sleep at night, it's rare. 

But, unfortunately, most food tastes like salt, sugar or some chemical compound meant 

to recreate the taste of something that the creators of the compound never seem to have 

tasted. Restaurants can be an exception...along with meals we make from scratch. The 

problem is: The foods that don't taste like food are the foods we equate with the flavor 

for those foods. 

I've heard people say they don't like the food in Cuba because it's bland. Hey, welcome 

to the actual taste of pork, butter, ketchup, fish...you name it...without salt and sugar 

added to addict your taste buds to anything but the flavor of food. 

The really sad part is that we get an unhealthy dose of sugar and salt, and whatever is in 

those chemical compounds that could, conceivably, turn our future generations into 

walking, talking belly pods. 



Having said all this, I guess it's time to get to the point: I found a restaurant in Ottawa 

that serves Mexican food without the stuff that hides the real taste. My daughter and son-

in-law took me there, and apparently, you have to get there early. Which we did. In less 

than an hour, all the other tables were filled. 

 

I'm not going to get into any attempt at describing the food from an culinary expert 

standpoint because I'm not a culinary expert, but if you're in Ottawa, I would recommend 

trying the food at Ola Cocina. 

(BTW, they didn't pay me to write this. In fact, they don't even know I'm writing this.) 

 

 

  

http://www.olacocina.ca/


Of Sequels and Serials: The Serialized 

Novel Is Back (Or Was It Ever Gone?) 
 

 

When you think of a novel, you think of a thick book, bound tightly, surrounded by an 

attention-grabbing cover, a sparkling spine…and bursting with meaningful ink. You 

picture hundreds, no, thousands of book spines displayed in perfect rows along miles of 

shelves in libraries and bookstores. You see gold leaf titles embossed on red and green 

leather stretching into imaginary libraries of the gods. This is the world of books: 

volumes, editions, series, bestsellers, paperback, hardback, pocketbook, coffee table 

book…these are entities that you can pick up and thumb through, read at your leisure 

and use as paperweights when you’re finished with them. 

But not all books started off as potential paperweights. Some of the best novels started 

off a chapter at a time in magazines and newspaper supplements. You had to wait a week 

or more to read the next chapter. 

No one seems to be sure exactly when this started, but most fingers point to Dickens, who 

published The Pickwick Papers in 19 installments between 1836 and 1837. It wasn’t his best 

novel, and some critics point to its serialization as the reason for its rambling unfocused 

nature, but he did much better in 1860 with his serialization of Great Expectations. 



So, what is a serial novel? Wikipedia defines it as “In literature, a serial is a printing 

format by which a single larger work, often a work of narrative fiction, is published in 

smaller, sequential installments. The installments are also known as numbers, parts or 

fascicles, and may be released either as separate publications or within sequential issues 

of a periodical publication, such as a magazine or newspaper.” 

Whew! 

My definition of a serialized novel: “I’m going to publish one episode of The Weekly Man 

every day for two and a half months or until I go crazy.” 

So much for my definition. 

But let’s look at other novels that tiptoed into the literary world a ‘fascicle’ at a time: Uncle 

Tom’s Cabin, Madame Bovary, A Tale of Two Cities, Crime and Punishment, Treasure 

Island, The War of the Worlds, 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea, The Phantom of the Opera, 

Ulysses, The Secret Garden, A Farewell to Arms, In Cold Blood and Fear and Loathing in 

Las Vegas. And this is just the tip of the iceberg. 

There’s something about being involved in an ongoing activity that attracts us: the 

weekly poker game, the weekly date night, the daily horoscope…how many TV series 

can you count on your fingers and toes? Here’s a hint: A lot more that you have fingers 

and toes! And more on the way. It’s not enough to give us a one to two hour movie 

anymore; it has to be a series of ten or more episodes culminating with a victory by the 

good guys and followed up by another series next season after it’s learned that the good 

guys weren’t really victorious because…look…the problem’s back for another season. 

When you think of it…baseball, hockey, basketball…these are all serialized episodes in a 

team-writing story of victory and loss culminating in a grand finale called the 

championship game. 

We’re very much a serial society. If something pleases or interests us, we want more of 

it. It’s not enough to go back and re-read a book or re-watch a movie or sports event; we 

want more. This explains all those bad sequels to movies that weren’t all that great to 

begin with. How many sequels did Dumb and Dumber really merit? It boils down to the 

“want more of this” urge that proliferates in a world where everybody milks the moment 

to squeeze out a little more. 

But with the serialized novel, we’re talking about one story spread over equal intervals 

leading to one inexorable ending, not the kind of story “add-on” that comes with sequels. 



Unless, of course, the serialized novel has a sequel. 

Hmm. 

Come to think of it…a sequel to The Weekly Man. It would be the world’s second free daily 

serialized coffee break novel. 

(Read The Weekly Man) 

  

https://www.theweeklyman.com/


A Writer's Real Job 

 

“So you want to be a writer, do you?” His eyes narrowed as he chuckled and I suddenly 

felt like I had two purple heads. “And what exactly are you going to do for your real job?” 

Even with self-publishing making it possible for anyone on the planet to become a 

published writer, this attitude that writing (unless you just sold the movie rights to your 

bestselling novel and bought a new Ferrari) is somehow a pastime that people indulge in 

when they’re not spending their time accomplishing something useful like diagnosing a 

disease or making copious notes at Monday morning’s marketing meeting, even though 

the PowerPoint will be emailed to you later in the day…this attitude persists today much 

like it did 30 years ago. 

It’s a lethal attitude. It’s killed countless creative efforts and pulled the rug out from under 

aspiring writers for as long as there have been aspiring writers. 

It’s not always as blatant as in the example above; in fact, most of the time, it’s subtle, but 

always there, lurking under the surface of your interactions with the people around you. 

“Can you pick Sheila up at the airport?” 



 

“This is my writing time…remember the schedule? And I’m finally on a roll with Chapter 

7. Can you pick her up?” 

 

“I have to pick up the party favors for next weekend.” 

“Pick them up tomorrow.” 

“But I just want to get that out of the way. You can work on Chapter 9 tomorrow.” 

Been in this situation before? You’ve scheduled your writing so that it’s not just a random 

thing you do whenever the creative juices bubble up. It’s something you take seriously 

and it’s probably more important to you than the job that helps pay for the party favors. 

Part of the problem is that painfully long gap between starting a novel, finishing it and 

getting it published…if it ever gets published. It’s the immediate return on invested time 

and money. For instance, a plumber repairs your leaky sink and gets paid, all in a matter 

of hours. You go to the office, sit around for eight hours and collect a paycheck two weeks 

later. For most people, work has definite start and end dates with something 

accomplished (repaired sink, sore butt) for which there is a definite payment. You can 

schedule the start, end and reward. 

Not always so in the arts world; in fact, rarely so. You might spend a few months or a few 

years writing a novel and, unless you’ve made a deal with a publisher, you’re not being 

paid while you’re writing and, if it’s your first novel, you haven’t established yourself as 

a professional writer. So most people will perceive your writing as a hobby…not as 

something to which you want to devote your life. And the longer it takes you to write 

your novel, the less likely they’ll take it seriously: they’ll see it as your little dream, that 

quirky little thing you do in the background of your life while you in your keep from the 

real job selling cars or insurance. 

This attitude can be devastating, especially during those times when you’re having 

doubts and feeling the angst of doing something for ages that’s moving forward slowly 

but: “Who’s going to read it?” “Do I really have anything important to say?” “What the 

hell am I doing?” 

That kind of stuff. It can kill you as a writer. I’ve had five novels published and tons of 

short stories, but I still have these feelings, these doubts that what I’m doing is even worth 

the effort. Fortunately, I expect the negative thoughts and I keep writing at the scheduled 

times (yes, I schedule my writing because, like my fulltime job, it’s work). 



I’m not saying there won’t be those moments of pure joy when you read something you 

wrote the night before and you’re floored by the idea that you, yes you, wrote these 

beautiful words. Those moments are worth the fear and loathing of a thousand moments 

of doubt. But the novel isn’t finished. You’re halfway through and you’ve been working 

on it for over a year. You have another year to go, maybe longer. 

I try to alleviate the uncertainty by storyboarding my novels before I start the writing, 

but once I’m 30 or 40 pages into it, the characters and story take off and the storyboard 

evaporates in the heat of the writing. But the structure and direction it initially provides 

carries me through. A diver is more likely to dive successfully from a solid board than a 

rubber one. 

Not everyone is into storyboarding, and I get it…it’s work and you might not know 

where the story is going until you start writing. This happens to me with my short fiction. 

But storyboard or not, it’s a long process and it eats a lot of time and requires daily 

sacrifices. So much of writing is discouraging and, if you’re like most of the writers I 

know, you’re not going to get the kind of support you really need: acknowledgment that 

your writing is just as valuable as anything else you do, and maybe even more so. 

It’s not just a hobby. It’s not just a distraction from the real stuff. It’s what you are and 

what you want to be. 

It means putting things in a writer’s perspective. For instance, would you take time off 

the 9 to 5 job to pick Sheila up at the airport? If not, why would you take time off from 

your scheduled writing? You might say, “Well, I have more flexibility with my own 

time.” 

“My own time”? 

That attitude has turned many a promising word smith into dissatisfied retiree with a lot 

of regrets. I know some of these people. They still talk about that novel they should have 

written and maybe, when they have some free time in their post-retirement life, they’ll 

get around to it. 

Your own time is when you write…when you’re who and what you are. 

When people don’t take your writing seriously, feel free to take those people and 

whatever they do with a grain of salt. Better yet, avoid them. Unless you have no choice 

but to interact with them, just stay clear of them. Treat them as toxic chemicals. If you’re 

stuck with them, don’t talk about your writing. They don’t deserve to hear about it. 



Resolve that you will be spending much of your time alone, even when you’re in a 

crowded area like I am when I write in coffee shops. While others are gliding through 

their mundane lives, you’re creating new worlds, birthing personalities that grow and 

evolve, focusing on those little things that everyone misses until they read about them in 

your novel and think, “Oh yeah…that.” 

That’s your real job. 

 



Coffee Shops and the Single Writer 
 

 

I’m a coffee shop writer. I’ve written five novels in coffee shops because they’re the only 

place I can write fiction. There’s something about the atmosphere and the availability of 

coffee that burrows deep into the headlands of my creativity and starts a stampede of 

words and ideas. I write for about an hour to an hour and a half each evening and get 

one to two pages (yep, I’m no Stephen King). Anywhere else and I might get a paragraph 

or two and on very rare occasions, a whole page. Surprisingly, it doesn’t matter what 

coffee shop or where it is…if it’s a coffee shop, the trail to the headlands is a six lane 

highway into story telling. 

And yes, I’ve written about writing in coffee shops before; in fact, my last post covered 

some of the hurdles to overcome. But this post is about single writers who write in coffee 

shops and why they’re likely to remain single forever. 

To begin with…being a writer is a sentence to singleness. I mean it. Most of the writers I 

know are single…and not necessarily happy about it. Some have fond memories of those 



days when they had someone special in their lives, someone who understood them and 

stuck in there in spite of long hours alone while their writer mate disappeared into the 

jowls of a coffee shop (we’re talking just about coffee shop writers here) to do mysterious 

things with words. They put up with the roller coaster of moods and lifestyle that brand 

writers as persona non cool. They looked the other way when the writer, foaming at the 

mouth and crazy-eyed, tried to explain the world-shaking ramifications of not being able 

to find the right word to describe Sam’s blue shirt. 

“Just say it’s blue,” she says. 

“But how will they know the blue?” he responds. 

“By the use of the word blue,” she says. 

“But how will they feel the blue,” he says. 

“You only feel blue when you’re sad,” she says. 

“You don’t understand me,” he cries. 

“You’re making a mountain out of…” she tries to say. 

“You’re just like the rest of them,” he yells. 

And suddenly, he’s single. And not necessarily happy about it. 

The same things happen to female coffee shop writers, proving there’s no gender 

inequality when it comes to losing at love, especially if you can sneak a bit of the loss into 

a story. 

There’s something about creating worlds with words that takes you out of everybody 

else’s world and plops you into a place that only exists in your own mind, like when I 

was talking to a group of co-workers while I was working on my first novel. I started 

talking about a man called Baxter. The others looked at me in a strange way, like my head 

had just fallen off. One of them said, “Who’s Baxter?” 

It suddenly dawned on me that Baxter was one of the characters in my novel. That’s how 

real he’d become and how unreal the world of my co-workers had become. Sadly, this 

didn’t discourage me from writing; in fact, it probably spurred me on. Something along 

the lines of OK, I’ve lost it with these people, so what do I have left? Oh right…Baxter and friends. 



Writing is a deep uncharted pit with a shallow slope that slants ever more precariously 

as you slide into it. It leads into a place where a blue shirt is deep sea or sky blue, not just 

blue. A place where nothing is whole until the last draft, or until an editor has a better 

idea for blue. It’s a place where you can get lost, where you can drift away from 

everything that’s known into a great unknown that you get to arrange and rearrange until 

you’re satisfied that it’s the right color of blue. 

Sound crazy? 

It is. And it’s not like those writers who write at home where the better half (at least, saner 

half) can pop in say, “Hi, how’s it going?” 

“What’s another way of saying blue?” 

“Just write blue.  I think people will get it.” 

“You don’t understand me.” 

“Don’t stay up too late.” Door closes. Writer is alone to stew in blue. Until bed time. 

But for some, the coffee shop calls out to us and off we go, single and bursting with words 

under the brilliant azure sky. 

  



Plastic Thinking 

 

We live in two worlds: one’s outside, one’s inside. 

The outside world is the world of earth, air, water and fire. It makes its own rules and we 

obey them. Walk off the edge of a cliff and this world gives you gravity. Build wax wings 

and fly toward the sun and it will suffocate you before you reach 30,000 feet. These are 

the rules of the world that existed long before we arrived. We’re the eggs; outside is the 

chicken. 



The inside world is in our heads and under our skin. It’s where we think and where we 

feel. It’s us…the eggs…and we also make our own rules but the outside world doesn’t 

necessarily follow them. We have to adapt our rules to conform to the rules of that other 

world. Walking off a cliff? Wear a parachute. Flying into the sun? Surround yourself with 

a space ship. 

This hierarchy of rules has worked well for about a million years, or since whatever date 

you deem human thinking to have begun back at the beginnings of the bicameral mind 

or maybe when we learned how to build a campfire without becoming the logs. If we 

come to a river where we think there should be a path, we build a bridge. If we need 

water for power, we build a dam. 

This is not changing the rules; this is modifying them, and that’s OK: beavers build dams. 

The problems start when we ignore the rules or deliberately disregard them, like when 

we build thirty dams on the same river. Or when we remove masses of material from the 

earth and transform them into materials that never have and never should exist and then 

we coat the earth with them, like buttering the planet with poison. 

And you might ask: Why the hell would we do that? And I might answer: Because we 

convince ourselves that we’re not doing it…even while we’re doing it. For example, you 

buy the health wise, low calorie pasta bowl that cooks in just four and a half minutes in 

the microwave. When you finish the meal, you have a sense of doing something right, 

giving your body healthy sustenance. And you throw all that plastic packaging and the 

plastic bowl into the plastic garbage bag without thinking that what you’re doing is being 

simultaneously done by millions of other people. 

All that plastic. 

When it comes to satisfying our needs and wants, we look at the good and ignore the bad. 

It’s called rationalizing and rationalizing is one of the highest levels of intellectual activity 

and very likely the key ingredient in the extinction of the human race. 

Some people talk about how logical the rational mind is, but there’s nothing innately 

logical about it. Logic says, “I’ll buy the smaller more fuel efficient car and be part of the 

solution.” Rationalized, it becomes: “I’ll buy the gas guzzling SUV because everybody 

else is buying the smaller cars, so it doesn’t really matter what I buy.” 

It’s adaptive thinking. At which point you say, “Adaptation is good. It’s a survival 

mechanism that allows us evolve as the conditions around us change.” But there’s a big 

difference between adaptive thinking and adaptive evolution. 



Adaptive thinking wraps itself around the needs of the moment and justifies itself by 

meeting the needs of the moment, but we’re not going to physically adapt to a world with 

un-breathable air. We can live underground or in controlled climate housing or maybe 

even under the ocean, but we’re not going to walk in a park, canoe down a river or harvest 

a crop without some form of portable life support system, at least (depending on future 

technologies) not for several hundred or several thousand years. 

If we’re still around that long. 

Back to that thing called rationalizing. 

It creates a situation in which we create another world (the one we think we live in) and 

the real world (the one we live in). The problem here is that we’re so good at rationalizing 

that the world we think we live in becomes the world we live in. We convince ourselves 

that tossing that plastic water bottle into the garbage isn’t going to be harmful to the 

outside world because it isn’t harmful in our internal world. It’s just one bottle. Who’s 

going to notice? Sure as hell not the tens of millions of other humans throwing out plastic 

bottles every day. 

Tens of millions. Every day. 

That’s a lot of bottles. But we don’t see them. We see just our one bottle. We know the 

others are out there but we choose not to see them. It’s a conscious choice. 

This is scary. We need to come out of the cocoons of our inside worlds and live more in 

the outside world before gravity catches us without a parachute. 

 

  



Back When I Was An Ebook Germ 

 

Many long grueling years ago, I was invited to give a presentation on ebooks at the 

University of New Brunswick’s prestigious Maritime Writers Workshop. The 

presentation was held in a large theater with tall stained glass windows before an 

audience of students, instructors, professors and anyone interested in literature. The 

room was packed. 

I stood before the audience and talked about how ebooks were the coming wave in 

publishing…how they cut distribution and production costs, put more control in the 

hands of authors, lowered the cost of books…you know, the things we take for granted 

today. Pretty much the entire audience seemed enthralled by this concept, especially the 

aspiring writers. 



I seem to recall one of the professors showing some interest, but the others stared at me 

like I was a stalagmite of bacteria sprouting out of the floor. One of them seemed offended 

that I was talking this sacrilegious nonsense on the last day of the venerable workshop, 

poisoning the minds of promising writers and despoiling the honorable repetition of 

Canada’s longest running literary workshop. 

To be fair, the early days of ebooks were a chaotic scramble. Try to imagine a bumper car 

ride filled with drunken drivers on meth. This was before Kindle, Kobo and Nook. The 

standard methods of delivery were the PDF file, the floppy disk and the CD-ROM. It 

wasn’t until a couple of years later that Stephen King serialized a novel delivered on the 

Glass reader, a piece of software that, thank God, drowned in the advances made by other 

e-readers. The Rocket Ebook and Softbook suffered the same fate. 

Writers who’d been turned down by every publisher on the planet because they couldn’t 

write a complete paragraph without insulting the rules of grammar and showed their 

dismal lack of storytelling ability were paying hundreds of dollars to have their books 

published electronically by scam companies proliferating across the literary horizon. 

Fortunately, few of these writers knew anything about marketing and most of the 

scammers offered marketing services that the writers couldn’t afford. 

On the other hand, there were those who embraced the new technology with enthusiasm 

and the belief that e-publishing was just as important as the advent of the printing press. 

But…back to the workshop. I received a generous round of applause from most of the 

audience, but lukewarm from that area where the profs looked at me like I was something 

awful and hopefully not contagious. 

After the presentation, I did some mingling, answered a few questions and was just about 

to leave when one of the profs approached me and said, “So you really believe that these 

things are actually books?” 

Before I could answer, he went on to say that ebooks were a passing fad and that serious 

writers and publishers would never accept them, as though any book in ebook format 

was automatically not good writing. So I asked him if The Sun Also Rises (which I’d just 

read for the second time) were to be published in as an ebook, would it still be a great 

novel? He gave me that bacteria look, scowled and just walked away. 

I’m not sure how he feels about ebooks today, but I do know that The Sun Also Rises is 

available in ebook format and it’s still a great book. In fact, I might just read it again on 

my Kindle. 



I think the discrepancy in thinking here is confusion between content and format. 

Granted, the early days of ebooks were iffy on some fronts, but what we’re really talking 

about is the writing itself. Good writing is good writing whether in print or digitized. Bad 

writing is bad writing whether in print or digitized. 

Our attitudes have come a long way since then, given that we’ve become more of a 

“content-based” society willing to accept alternate presentation methods as long as the 

content is good, but I still come across people who look at me like I’m a germ when I pull 

out my Kindle in a waiting room or plane. I’m tempted to look across the room or aisle 

and say, “It’s The Sun Also Rises. Have you read it?” 

WARNING: I read both ebooks and print books…ebooks early in the day and print books 

before bed. The reason? Screens emit blue light, which inhibits the production of sleep-

inducing melatonin and puts your brain on alert status. So treat your e-reader like coffee 

in the evening. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Shown above is the cover for my first novel...cover artists Brock Parks and Paul McNeil. It was 

first published by a law firm in California in PDF format and then by Jacobyte Books in Australia 

in print-on-demand and CD-ROM formats.) 



Ants are Invading Our Book Covers 

Sometimes people ask me about the cover for my third novel, The War Bug. They say 

things like, “Biff…there’s a giant ant on the cover. I signed the book out of the Freddie 

Beach Library so that I could read about ants in space.” 

I know where this is going, so I try to fake things like a heart attack, memory loss, 

mistaken identity…but nothing works. I’m there. The person who read the book is there 

and the issue looms in the air over us. 

“Biff, there’s no ant in the book. Nowhere. No ant. I wanted a giant ant and all you gave me 

was some stupid computer virus.” 

What can I say? What can I do? Nothing…except maybe scream and bang my head 

against the nearest wall. Sometimes that works, sometimes not. Sometimes I have to 

throw the nearest heavy object at my persecutor. 

But it’s true. There’s a giant ant on the cover but no ant in the book, not even a small one 

that looks like a person milling about an airport as you’re taking off. And for the record, 

there are no June bugs, lady bugs, bees or dust mites in the book. 

Here’s the cover… 

 



I guess…when you think ‘war bug’ the first thing that comes to mind is a walloping big 

army ant. That was obviously the first thing the graphic artist thought. But the War Bug 

isn’t a giant ant; it’s a computer virus that ignites a war between online city states 200 

years in the future.  This is not a book about ants in space. 

It puzzled me that the book sold only one and a half copies but I received hundreds of 

complaints from readers who wanted to read about the adventures of a giant space ant. 

How do you respond to the disillusionment of ant lovers? How do you address their 

grief? Some said they would never read my books again. Some said they would never 

read anyone’s books again. Some made death threats if I didn’t re-write the book and 

include at least one big-ass ant. 

But I had a better idea. 

 

I was invited by the notorious J. Richard Jacobs to contribute stories for the first Twisted 

Tails anthology. I wrote four…one of them about a graphic artist who receives a work 

order to produce cover art for a book about a war bug. He glances quickly at the text for 

the back cover and produces his life’s masterpiece: a beautifully rendered giant termite 

sort of floating on a mystery plane of existence somewhere in space. 



There’s something compelling, almost hypnotic, about the termite that dives deep into 

the artist’s being. He starts reading the actual book and realizes that the War Bug is 

actually a computer virus, but he keeps this to himself and passes the work on. Since no 

one actually reads the book with the exception of the editor who never sees the cover, the 

book is published with a giant termite staring down the most adventurous and daring of 

readers. 

And the book goes on to become a world-wide bestseller because the cover art is 

somehow magical. No one ever reads the book. Not even the alcoholic author who lives 

in a cave with the ghost of his former feral cat. For talking points, people read the blurb 

on the back cover, which is bland enough that no one realizes the truth. The book wins 

oodles of global awards for cover design. It even wins literary awards based on the blurb 

and the termite. 

In the end, the graphic artist stares at the original artwork and… 

 

OK...so this isn't exactly what he saw but... 

Nobody ever heard from him again. 

 

 

  



A Thought in the Cold 

 

So there I was, in the shower seconds before the horror…that moment right after I’ve turned the 

hot water off and I’m waiting for that frigid rush of existential proportions. After all these 

years, it still horrifies me. So…there I was. I’d just turned off the hot water. Waiting for 

seconds that stretch into the horror of knowing what was coming. And then it hit like an 

airbag made out of ice. It hurt. And at that exact moment of wondering why I was doing 

this to myself, I had a thought. A weird one…well…yeah…like most of my thoughts. The 

thought went something like this: “Love is an envelope you must lick before you seal.”  

What the hell is that supposed to mean?  

BTW, the photo has nothing to do with this. I just like it.  

 

  



Don’t sAy A WorD 

 

So there I was…with a finished novel after just eight years. Not that it took me eight years 

to write it. I took about four years off to study photography and another couple of years 

to apply some of that studying to the actual pursuit of picture taking. 

During this time, I used the storyboard for my novel as an example of story boarding in 

my Writing Hurts Like Hell workshops. I also talked about the novel profusely, to anyone 

who would listen. I even posted excerpts on my blog. 

Let’s turn the clock back a bit…to long before I started the novel…way back to the days 

of Sinclair Lewis. He and his wife would never utter out loud the title of his book Main 

Street for fear that another writer would pick up on it psychically and use it. Which, of 

course, assumes that writers are somehow psychically connected. 

Maybe so, maybe not so. 



I finished the novel over a year ago and put it aside for a few months before going through 

it for one last round of revisions. Then, I started contacting literary agents. Lots of them. 

After a few weeks, they started getting back to me with the usual death threats and 

warnings of legal action. I’m used to this. I bask in the dark light of agent rejection and 

use it to fuel my enthusiasm for the impossible. 

But I didn’t like some of their comments, especially the ones who said things like: 

‘We don’t need another Three Faces of Eve book. What the hell were you thinking when you wrote 

this garbage?’  

‘Have you seen the movie Seven Sisters? Obviously you have, because this novel of yours is just a 

rewrite of the movie with a different title, different characters, different story line and different 

concept. And different uses of the word “and.” Rejected!’ 

Bastards. 

But now that the word’s out, I can talk about the word. The name of the novel is The 

Weekly Man, not Six Brothers and One Sister. Both have seven main characters. 

Seven Sisters has three women born the same day in a society that only allows one baby, 

so they hide their identity and each of the sisters can go outside their home one day of 

the week and they name themselves after the day they can go out (i.e., Monday, 

Tuesday…you know, days of the week). 

The Weekly Man has seven personalities living in the same body. The one who was born 

in that body on Monday exists every Monday (but isn’t named after the day). The one 

who was born in that body on Tuesday only exists on Tuesdays (and he isn’t named after 

the day either). So, a different personality each day, ending with a female personality on 

Sunday (but she’s not named Sunday). 

In Seven Sisters, the characters all know of each other’s existence; in fact, they live together. 

In The Weekly Man, the characters (even though they live in the same body) don’t know 

of each other’s existence until they’re in their 30s and they start meeting on social media. 

It took over a year of research and banging my head on table tops in the coffee shops 

around the city where I did my writing to work this out. 

In Seven Sisters, the characters are focused on keeping their existence secret from the rest 

of the world . In The Weekly Man, the characters are kept secret from each other. Seven 

Sisters is a serious movie. The Weekly Man is humor. For instance, the Tuesday character 



is trying to murder the Thursday character but can’t because they don’t exist on the same 

day. And, of course, the Sunday character is thinking about getting a sex change. 

Now, I’m not saying that the people who wrote and produced Seven Sisters picked up on 

my idea through some kind of psychic connection. I would never say such a foolish thing, 

Sinclair Lewis or not. However, I did learn a lesson from this: When you start a novel, 

finish it. Don’t talk about it. Don’t be distracted by photography or other pursuits. Don’t 

use your novel’s storyboard in your writing workshops. 

And don’t let the agents get you down when they point at you and laugh. It’s their job. 

It’s nothing personal. Well, the death threats are kind of personal, but I get those all the 

time, and not just from agents. 

I guess the thing to do is sit on the book for a couple of years until there’re all new agents 

out there who don’t watch movies and have never read books on multiple personalities. 

Yeah…a couple of years. 

In the meantime, I’m working on another novel. But I’m not going to talk about it. And 

I’m sure as hell not going to say the title out loud. 

  



Attack of the Blue-Eyed Zombies 
 

 

 

A friend recently posted a Tweet on his Facebook that I found interesting. It was from a 

woman, whose name was hidden under a red highlight. It went like this: 

Stop complimenting people’s blue eyes. It’s basically complimenting whiteness. Less 

than 1% of non-white people have blue eyes. No one ever says someone with brown eyes 

has beautiful eyes. Brown eyes are beautiful. I love mine. 

Complimenting whiteness? What the hell? Suppose you have a husband or wife who has 

blue eyes. You’re not supposed to say something like, “My god, you have beautiful 

eyes.”  

Here’s how I commented: 

I've complimented many people on their green and brown eyes. I think this complaint is going 

over the edge of political correctness and I really hate it when people like this tell me how I should 



react with other people in a way that takes away my right to be an individual because they have a 

ridiculous personal problem. 

This tweet is reverse discrimination. If you’re white, then yoau’re getting something 

you’re not entitled to get…because you’re white. And you should feel bad about getting 

the compliment because less than 1% of non-white people have blue eyes. And this is 

your fault. Because you have blue eyes. And you’re white. 

Bullshit.  

We’ve always lived in a world where no matter what you say or do, you’re going to make 

some people happy and piss others off. We get through this by doing or saying the things 

we believe in and to hell with that annoying group of people whose ire you awaken by 

expressing yourself. 

And yes, there are certain things that are unacceptable under any circumstances. Walking 

up to a stranger and putting a bullet in their head is never good. Calling someone a racist 

name is bad. Saying or writing words to incite others to commit crimes is wrong. 

But increasingly, I’m seeing swarms of self-righteous people making up arbitrary rules 

on language, behavior, purchases, preferences, opinions and…well…everything.  

A friend of mine unfriended me on Facebook over a disagreement we had about an article 

in which a woman felt that she was somehow being denigrated by men who opened 

doors for her. I’ve seen women open doors for men. Does this mean they’re denigrating 

men?  

It seems like everyone with a pet peeve, no matter how petty, is using social media to 

control others with their inane pronouncements on conduct that, unfortunately, gather a 

certain amount of momentum from a population that’s so afraid of doing the wrong thing 

and being criticized by others that they take this garbage seriously.  

The problem with this is that it keeps us focused on small matters of personal 

presentation rather on the larger matters such as the death of our planet, the increasing 

likelihood of nuclear war…you know…stuff we should be thinking about instead of 

wondering if it’s OK to tell my daughter that she has beautiful blue eyes. 

  



Around Sunset in the Graveyard 
 

So, this is a hippie story. It takes place in the early 70s when Freddy Beach was still 

recovering from the Strax Affair which made the University of New Brunswick one of 

the most newsworthy campuses in the country for demonstrations and student unrest. 

You can read about that here, but it doesn’t really have anything to do with this hippie 

story. 

This story takes place in a graveyard right in the heart of downtown Freddy Beach.  

I had hair at that time. In fact, it was almost down to my ass. I was a hippie. I wore beads. 

I had a leather vest with a peace sign painted on it. The peace sign glowed under black 

lights. I did drugs, mostly LSD, called acid at the time. My roommates and friends did 

acid as well. When we did acid outside in the summer and fall, it was in the Old Burial 

Ground, so-called because the first burial was in 1787. That’s a long time ago. Old. 

We used to do hits of acid while sitting in a group of four or five people in this area: 

 

We talked to the people buried here and sometimes they talked to us. Well, not to me. 

But some of the members of the group engaged in long conversations with the long 

https://unbhistory.lib.unb.ca/index.php/Strax_Affair


deceased. I was mostly quiet when I was on acid, you know, just grooving out on the 

dinosaurs and elephants parading in front of me.  

One member of the group was a hippie witch named Miska. Miska never sat with us. 

Instead, she lay down in one of the tombs; in fact, this one: 

 

At that time the cover stone was broken and whatever remains had been inside were long 

gone. After Miska dropped her hit of acid, she climbed into the tomb and lay down with 

her hands across her chest. She said that this made her one of the dead and made it 

possible for her to go on adventures with the dead people in the graveyard. She never 

told us anything about those adventures. We didn’t ask.  

One day, about a half hour before sunset, we were sitting in our favorite graveyard spot 

with one or two people talking to people long since deceased (not me though, I was 

watching dinosaurs) and Miska was in her tomb with her hands across her chest having 

adventures with the dead. We were all doing our thing when a couple passed by us on 

the sidewalk, right where it curves: 



 

Now, the spot where they walked was a fair distance from the tomb where Miska 

consorted with the dead, but it was still light enough to give a clear view of the tomb.  

I stopped watching extinct animals and elephants and looked at the couple. They seemed 

nice, probably in their late teens. They smiled as they approached us. We smiled back. 

Everybody  was smiling and it was one of those moments when everybody was happy 

and smiling at each other.  

It was around that moment that the male of the couple turned his head towards the tomb 

where Miska lay. And it was at that exact moment that Miska stopped gallivanting with 

the dead and sat straight up with her hands across her chest and her eyes wide open. And 

Miska had very wide eyes surrounded by black eye shadow. And she had very long, very 

black hair. And she was wearing a black dress. The suddenness of her unexpected 

movement could be very disturbing if you weren’t used to her.  

The male walker wasn’t used to her. In fact, I don’t think he’d ever seen anything like her 

before, at least, judging by his reaction. He screamed. It wasn’t even a man scream, it was 

a high pitched anti-man scream. And then he started running. He ran down the side walk, 

out the gates, across the street parallel to the graveyard (without even looking for traffic), 

up the street across from the graveyard and out of site.  



His girlfriend stood there watching him run away, leaving her at the mercy of whatever 

horror he deemed Miska to be. I seem to recall her making several faces, none of them 

approving of her boyfriend’s behavior until, after he was clean out of sight, she shrugged. 

She looked at us and one of the girls with us invited her over and gave her a hit of acid.  

We tripped out in the graveyard well into dark and her boyfriend never came back.  

  



When Gravity Catches Us: Thoughts on 

Thinking 

 

We live in two worlds; one’s outside, one’s inside. 

The outside world is the world of earth, air, water and fire. It makes its own rules and we 

obey them. Walk off the edge of a cliff and this world gives you gravity. Build wax wings 

and fly toward the sun and it will suffocate you before you reach 30,000 feet. These are 

the rules of the world that existed long before we arrived. We’re the eggs; outside is the 

chicken.  

The inside world is in our heads and under our skin. It’s where we think and where we 

feel. It’s us…the eggs…and we also make our own rules but the outside world doesn’t 

necessarily follow them. We have to adapt our rules to conform to the rules of that other 

world. Walking off a cliff? Wear a parachute. Flying into the sun? Surround yourself with 

a space ship.  



This hierarchy of rules has worked well for about a million years, or since whatever date 

you deem human thinking to have begun back at the beginnings of the bicameral mind 

or maybe when we learned how to build a campfire without becoming the logs. If we 

come to a river where we think there should be a path, we build a bridge. If we need 

water for power, we build a dam. 

This is not changing the rules; this is modifying them, and that’s OK: beavers build dams.  

The problems start when we ignore the rules or deliberately disregard them, like when 

we build thirty dams on the same river. Or when we remove masses of material from the 

earth and transform them into materials that never have and never should exist and then 

we coat the earth with them, like buttering the planet with poison.  

And you might ask: Why the hell would we do that? And I might answer: Because we 

convince ourselves that we’re not doing it…even while we’re doing it. For example, you 

buy the health wise, low calorie pasta bowl that cooks in just four and a half minutes in 

the microwave. When you finish the meal, you have a sense of doing something right, 

giving your body healthy sustenance. And you throw all that plastic packaging and the 

plastic bowl into the plastic garbage bag without thinking that what you’re doing is being 

simultaneously done by millions of other people.  

All that plastic. 

When it comes to satisfying our needs and wants, we look at the good and ignore the bad. 

It’s called rationalizing and rationalizing is one of the highest levels of intellectual activity 

and very likely the key ingredient in the extinction of the human race.  

Some people talk about how logical the rational mind is, but there’s nothing innately 

logical about it. Logic says, “I’ll buy the smaller more fuel efficient car and be part of the 

solution.” Rational says: “I’ll buy the gas guzzling SUV because everybody else is buying 

the smaller cars, so it doesn’t really matter what I buy.” 

It’s adaptive thinking. At which point you say, “Adaptation is good. It’s a survival 

mechanism that allows us evolve as the conditions around us change.” But there’s a big 

difference between adaptive thinking and adaptive evolution.  

Adaptive thinking wraps itself around the needs of the moment and justifies itself by 

meeting the needs of the moment, but we’re not going to physically adapt to a world with 

un-breathable air. We can live underground or in controlled climate housing or maybe 

even under the ocean, but we’re not going to walk in a park, canoe down a river or harvest 



a crop without some form of portable life support system, at least (depending on future 

technologies) not for several hundred or several thousand years.  

If we’re still around that long.  

Back to that thing called rationalizing.  

It creates a situation in which we create another world (the one we think we live in) and 

the real world (the one we live in). The problem here is that we’re so good at rationalizing 

that the world we think we live in becomes the world we live in. We convince ourselves 

that tossing that plastic water bottle into the garbage isn’t going to be harmful to the 

outside world because it isn’t harmful in our internal world. It’s just one bottle. Who’s 

going to notice? Sure as hell not the tens of millions of other humans throwing out plastic 

bottles every day. 

Tens of millions. Every day. 

That’s a lot of bottles. But we don’t see them. We see just our one bottle. We know the 

others are out there but we choose not to see them. It’s a conscious choice.  

This is scary. We need to come out of the cocoons of our inside worlds and live more in 

the outside world before gravity catches us without a parachute. 

 

 

  



Thinking Hurts 
 

 

Thinking hurts. 

Think about it. 

No, don’t think about it…you’ll hurt your head. But if you were to think about it, if you 

were to endure the pain, you might ask yourself, “Why does thinking hurt?” 

Let’s look at this question and see if we can answer it. Without thinking. The obvious 

truth throws itself across the path of our search for an answer: Because it’s complicated and 

it means looking at things from all angles whether I’m comfortable with them or not and maybe 

being faced with opposing views that demand that I make a decision or even a series of decisions 

with one decision creating the need for yet another decision and possibly another and another and 

maybe I don’t agree in my gut with those decisions but I know they’re right in my mind and this 

might just require that I act on the decisions arising from my thinking and that means getting off 

my ass and doing something or I could just sit and think and rethink and counter think and get 



all angsty and depressed because I started thinking and now I can’t stop because once you start 

thinking it’s like taking your thumb out of a dam that’s leaking all around you and now you can 

see those leaks. 

Got that? 

You could drown in the truth…just by thinking about its possibility. I guess that’s what 

really hurts about thinking: Once you start, you have to decide whether you’re going to 

finish the thought, or whether you’re going to drop the thought and just let it dangle in 

your head like a discontinued piece of yourself. 

Having to finish a thought can be tough for the above started reasons: It can lead to truth. 

Truth can be a bitch. You might have to do something. 

Not finishing a thought can be tough because its incompleteness will park itself just under 

the surface of your days like a broken tile that you have to continuously avoid stepping 

on. 

And then there are the unobvious truths about why thinking hurts: 

• We might have to stop fooling ourselves 

• We might have to admit we were wrong 

• We might have to admit someone else was right 

• We might start asking questions 

• We might start getting answers 

And who, these days, really wants to hear answers to their questions? I mean, isn’t it 

enough to just ask the question? And just leave it at that? Personally, I have a hard time 

dealing with the questions. I don’t need a bunch of answers to complicate things. When 

the questions are just hanging there, swinging in the wind, thumbs out for a ride on the 

answer bus, you don’t have to do anything but drive past them. But if the bus stops… 

Ouch! 

Something to think about. 

 

  



Can Anyone Write a Novel? 

 

I suppose I’d have to pare this down to the essence of writing a novel: Can anyone tell a 

story? On this point, I’d have to say, “Yes, anyone can tell a story, but some will tell a 

mesmerizing story while others will put their listeners to sleep.” 

So really, it’s a matter of teaching poor storytellers how to tell their stories better, and the 

further question is: Can poor storytellers be taught to tell their stories better? And again, 

I’d have to say, “Yes, of course! But they’re really going to have to work at it.” 

So how do you teach someone who can barely explain how to boil an egg how to create 

a cast of exciting characters acting out their dynamic lives in a compelling world? 

They Have to Change Their Life Style 

First, they have to change their life style. In the decade plus that I’ve been teaching 

creative writing workshops, I’ve had a surprising number of students who didn’t seem 

to belong in a creative writing workshop. They weren’t necessarily shy or quiet spoken; 

they just didn’t generate much interest in what they had to say. Just gonna give you the 



facts, mam. They spoke with a flatness that left their words forgotten seconds after they 

were mouthed. This was just the way they talked and it carried over to the way they 

wrote (at least 99.99% of the time). It was the way they thought, the way they lived their 

lives. They lived on the left side (of the brain, that is) where everything is well-delineated 

shades of gray or simply black and white. The trick was to get them to use the right side 

of their brains on a daily basis…not once a week or two or three times a week, but every 

day of the week and, if possible, several times daily. 

This one actually has an easily identifiable solution, but not so easy for the student to 

actually do. It doesn’t require a lot of effort…it can be done without any preparation and 

no follow-up is required. It’s a no-brainer, which is why I call it mindless writing. 

I’m not going to get into a lot of detail on this technique. If you want more in-depth 

information, I suggest you buy Dorethea Brandte’s book On Becoming a Writer. The basic 

gist is: 

• Set a time to write (5-10 minutes) 

• Pick a topic (could just be the word banana) 

• Write about it without stopping (no editing and no stopping to think) 

• Stop when you reach the time you set 

Done in the morning, this exercise primes the right side of the brain for creative thought 

throughout the day. Done several times a day, it helps break down the barrier to the right 

side of the brain that left-brainers put up because they’re not used to thinking that way, 

they’ve been taught not to think that way, or they believe deep down inside that they 

don’t have the ability to think that way. 

Again, done several times a day, mindless writing can change the fundamental way a 

person views their life. I’ve seen it happen repeatedly over the years. 

They Have to Read 

They have to read. And read. I knew a man who wrote one of the longest novels I’d ever 

seen by a first time novelist. He boasted that he never read fiction and rarely read non-

fiction, but he wanted to be a writer. He asked if I could take a look at his novel and I 

agreed. Just a few paragraphs into it, I could see that he really didn’t do a lot of reading, 

but I read the whole thing. It was painful. Descriptions were matter-of-fact with no 

emotional connotations, the characters were lifeless throwaway caricatures, modulation 

was replaced by a flat line of overly technical and inert action, and there was no real point 

in calling it a story because there wasn’t much of a storyline. He obviously didn’t know 



how to tell a story and I’m assuming it was because he just wasn’t familiar with the 

concept of story. 

Writers earn their storytelling ability by reading stories, writing stories and reading more 

stories. What they do when the read, is listen to storytellers telling stories. And that’s a 

learning experience. 

Maybe at some point in a writer’s life, if they’ve written a dozen novels and write every 

day and don’t have time to read because they’re writing…maybe these writers can get 

away with not reading, but I’d bet a week’s wages they read a lot before they wrote those 

dozen novels. 

They Have to Write 

Yep, they have to write, consistently, every day (whether mindlessly or otherwise). I’ve 

had many students who couldn’t write worth a damn when they started my Writing 

Hurts Like Hell workshop and they couldn’t write much better by the end of the 

workshop, but they followed up on what they learned in the workshop and kept writing 

on their own, every day, and it paid off. One of them even wrote a couple of plays that 

were produced and received great reviews. 

Writing is a cumulative thing; the more you do it, the more you build on it and the better 

you become at it. It could be just five minutes of mindless writing in the morning. It could 

be five minutes on a scene written over lunch. The morning writing and the lunch writing 

might be bad writing, but they’re writing. Professional athletes have good days and bad 

days, but they perform consistently and that consistency makes them professional 

athletes. 

There’s a deluge of exercises, processes, procedures, methodologies, approaches, 

techniques, and insider tricks and tips currently being pushed on the burgeoning market 

for would-be writers, especially in the explosion of baby boomers with lots of time to 

write and lots of storytelling to do. But they’ll need to change their life style, read more 

and write more before they finish that first novel. 

Storytelling has never been for the privileged few, it’s always been for those who want to 

tell a story and putting the story on paper or in cyberspace is just another way of telling 

the story. So, yes, anyone can write a novel. 

Can Creativity Be Taught? 



 

I’ve been teaching creative writing workshops for over a decade. I’ve had students who 

I thought were wasting their money taking the workshop because they were so gifted I 

didn’t think they needed any kind of workshop to do some amazing things. 

Unfortunately, they couldn’t put those gifts together long enough to actually write a 

novel, or even a short story. 

I’ve had students who seemed to be totally without a right brain hemisphere. Anything 

that wasn’t strictly logical, in proper sequence and in complete conformance with pre-

defined expectations was beyond anything they could even begin to comprehend. 

But here they were, both groups, taking a workshop on creative writing. They wanted to 

write a novel. They wanted to make something like they’d never made before. They 

wanted to peer into that well of unpredictable thought residing in the neglected regions 

of their right brains, and maybe surprise everyone, including themselves. 

Granted, some people will never make any kind of meaningful contact with their right 

brains. They’re not interested and they have no curiosity about what they could do; 

they’re satisfied to just keep doing what they’ve always been doing. They love the 

security of the known and predictable and don’t want to change a thing. Even if there 

might be a powerhouse of creativity waiting to be released. They don’t want it. 

But for most people, there’s always that tantalizing sense of curiosity, those moments 

when they look away from the leger software or the charts and graphs of the next big 

proposal and they think for just a few moments about a story or incident they think would 

make an exciting novel. But they don’t know where to begin or how to begin. And once 

the sweet mists of the fantasy evaporate, they certainly don’t believe they could ever write 

such a novel. 

These are the ones who make up the majority of students in my workshops. They’re the 

ones during the introductions in the first class claiming they have no talent or talking 

mostly about the boring work they do or saying almost nothing at all. But they listen to 

what one or two others say about what they want to write, and they hear their excitement 

and they’re getting goose bumps as they shift uncomfortably in their chairs. 

On one hand, they feel like they don’t belong there. On the other hand, they are there. 

They’ve paid money to be there. They’ve taken time off from whatever else they were 

doing with their lives to be there. And I point that out to them in the first class: “You’re 

all here because you want to be here…because something inside you brought you here. 

And it wasn’t my awesome hair style.” 



That something is the urge to create. We all have it. In some of us, it boils over when we’re 

still babies, using Lego to construct massive buildings at the age of .5 years. In some of 

us, it’s squashed under guarded pressure to keep it at bay like a lump of coal that forever 

falls short of becoming a diamond. For some, it’s always just under the surface of their 

lives, flirting with their minds and inspiring the occasional daydream of writing a novel 

or a play, painting a mural, learning to play the guitar and writing a song…just under the 

surface. Like an itch. 

Those ones that need to scratch are the ones who sign up for my workshops. They come 

in shy and unsure but, if they survive the first class, they’ll be back. 

It’s that first class with a stupid simple exercise that gives them a glimpse into their 

creative potential. In that first class, we do the mindless writing exercise. Everyone writes 

for 10 minutes without stopping to revise, judge or think. They just write, even if they go 

off topic, even if they just write, “I hate Biff. I hate Biff. I hate Biff.” for 10 minutes. When 

the writing is done, everyone reads. And after each person has read, the entire class 

applauds. 

I’ve seen the most creativity-resistant people gaze in awe at what they’ve written when 

they’re not judging or evaluating something they’ve done, when they’ve just let 

themselves do it without any expectations or guidelines. The total anarchistic bohemian 

rhapsody of it. 

We do a lot of mindless writing throughout the duration of the workshop, and everybody 

reads, and everybody applauds. And we do other things, like mental and physical 

awareness. You’d be surprised at how much of life you miss when you’ve spent a lifetime 

learning to focus on one thing at a time and disregard everything that doesn’t apply to 

the moment. We lose sight of just how much there is in a single moment. We see the 

glorious tips of mountains in the distance, but we miss the shard of sunlight turning a 

patch of snow into a glittering bed of light. Or we see one glint of the sunlight and miss 

everything else. 

One of the exercises we do is called Knowing the Moment. We go outside to the street or 

a park. We look around and make notes of things we see. We close our eyes and listen. 

You’d be surprised at what you’ll hear when you’re actually making yourself aware of 

what you hear. Noises in the background or in the distance that are always there, but un-

noticed. With our eyes closed, we smell the air. On a city street, where you might usually 

smell food cooking in restaurants, you might smell the after shave and perfume of 

passersby. On one of my favorite streets for this exercise, you can actually smell the aging 

of older buildings. We ask ourselves, what can I feel? Generally, it’s cold or hot. On closer 



inspection, it could be a barely detectable current of air. To tie it up, we identify the single 

most overwhelming thing that affects our senses. It might be something you’ve 

experienced on your way to work and it’s always been there but you’ve long since 

stopped noticing it. But when you’re truly in the moment, you’ll be aware of it. 

We do mindless drawing. It’s like mindless writing. You put pen to paper and let the ink 

flow where it will flow. Initially, the drawings will be clumsy but, after doing this for a 

few weeks, the drawings will start to take on a more defined and repetitious form as the 

exercise increasingly stimulates the right side of your brain. I find this is a great exercise 

to do at work. Every hour or so, I draw for a few minutes. It keeps my creativity stoked 

during the day…and it’s relaxing. 

Want to really surprise yourself? Try asking yourself questions. If you take a certain route 

to work, ask yourself why you take that route. If you eat the red ones first, ask yourself 

why. Few of us question our lives. We just accept them as they are and to some extent 

ignore them rather than explore them. Questions about the mundane things in your will 

force you to use both the left and right side of your brain. Careful with this one, 

though…you might end up changing your life. 

As an instructional designer, I’ve learned over the years to design adult learning 

according to the 20/80 principle which states, usually correctly, that out of a body of 

information, an employee only needs 20 percent of the information to accomplish their 

tasks. We do this with our lives, the difference being that we focus on a lot less than 20 

percent. I’ve noticed this in young people. As they grow older, they ask fewer questions. 

They’re less and less interested in the things outside their immediate realm of action and 

interest. 

Add to this the fact that creativity is rarely rewarded or sought after in our schooling 

systems, which are geared to manufacture productive members of society, working and 

spending machines. Carved and sharpened to work and consume, we tend to ignore all 

those things that don’t systematically contribute to a material end. If it doesn’t get us a 

grade or a job, it may as well not exist. 

Yes, some people are highly creative and use that creativity to excel at everything they 

do, but these folks are in the minority. The rest of us follow the rule book and stay safely 

snuggled up inside the box where we shield ourselves from any thoughts, ideas or 

originality because it might bring attention to ourselves and we might actually have to 

do stuff we’re not used to doing. 



This is pretty much the condition of most of the students who attend my workshops. 

They’ve cut themselves off from being the 100 percent of themselves to being at most one 

percent of themselves. They know the 20 percent to get the job done, but they’d be lucky 

to know whatever infinitesimal percent to get their lives done. 

But I have yet to see a single person who stuck around for the second class who didn’t 

get back in touch with their creative selves and start thinking with the right side of their 

brains like they’d never lost touch. 

So, can creativity be taught? Probably not. That would assume teaching a person who’s 

never been creative, which would eliminate about 100 percent of the human race. At one 

point, no matter how early in life, we were all creative; we were all open to our right 

hemispheres, we all asked questions and wondered about things. But somewhere along 

the line of life, we lost it. 

But, we can be reminded of what we’ve lost and then do the things we need to do to get 

it back. 

  



Messages in Bottles 

 

Each day, I sit by the window and let another bottle slip from my hands to slide across 

the shingles, over the eavestrough and into that vast labyrinth of sidewalks and streets 

that form the downtown core of the metropolis of Freddie Beach. Each day, a tear rips 

loose from my eye and splashes soundlessly onto the glass surface of the bottle, like 

breaking a bottle of Champagne against a bottle of words that will sail into nowhere. 

The bottles contain messages that will never be read, words that will never be bonded to 

vision and the cognitive process. The messages are earnest in their meanings: “Help! I’m 

being held prisoner for my own good!” “I’m following my doctor’s orders, for god’s sake! 

I’m following the orders!” 

I don’t know where the bottles go but I assume there’s a pile of broken glass beneath the 

window and under an eave that juts out just far enough that I can’t see where the bottles 

land. I’ve yet to hear the shattering of glass, so maybe something beyond gravity and the 

things I expect is happening here. 

And maybe it’s the drugs. 

Have I mentioned that my body survived the 60s but my brain didn’t? It’s true. And it 

wasn’t just the drugs, it was the experience, the exposure to new ways of looking at old 

things. That, in itself was the most potent drug of the 60s. That iota of a second in which 

you realize that the only  thing that’s making you shave today is your refusal to believe 

that it’s your face can you don’t have to do anything to it that you don’t want to do. For 

some, that’s a small decision; for others, it’s a career changer. 



Seems to me that many of us spend our lives putting messages into bottles and launching 

them into the safety of god-knows-where. 

And that pretty much sums up everything I have to say about the drugs. 

 

 

 

  



On Following Your Characters 

 

Started my next novel six years ago. Still hard to believe it was that long ago. Spent almost 

two years researching, building characters and scenes and a story board. Then, I broke 

all the rules that I've been teaching my writing students for 10 years and wrote myself 

into a brick wall. Took a few years off to study photography and almost gave up on 

writing altogether, except for a few short stories and some poems that I managed to trick 

a few editors and magazines to publish. (HINT: Pretend you know how to write...they 

fall for it every time.) 

Something strange happened during that time off, something that I tell my students will 

happen. And it happened. Regardless of me writing the story on my laptop, the story 

kept writing itself in the back of my head. Last fall, I started going to a local coffee shop 

(Reads) and came back to the novel. I managed to salvage one short chapter from the 

initial attempt and tried to follow the original story board. But, like I said, the story was 

writing itself in the back of my head...by the characters. And they started writing the story 

on their own. I just had to move my fingers across the keyboard 



It was kind of cool. I didn't have a clue what I was going to write each evening. I just 

followed the characters and let them go where they wanted, do what they wanted and 

say what they wanted. They had a lot more story in them than I did. Their words flowed 

like turkey gravy into the manuscript. Night after night was surprise after surprise. 

One problem.. 

...I had no idea how it was going to end. That was the problem with the first attempt. I 

never write even the first sentence until I know how the story ends. It gives me something 

to write towards, even if I change the ending to match the journey towards it 

But, in this novel, I was dumbfounded when it came to how to end it. There were so many 

possibilities, but none of them worked in a way that would bring the story to and end 

that would make sense and be fair to all seven main characters. Yep, seven main 

characters telling their own stories surprise after surprise, and me wondering how the 

hell they were going to end it 

Well, this week, they did it. They showed me the way...and what a surprise that was. It 

was complicated at hell and I almost ran into another block, but I kept if going...trusting 

that the characters knew what they were doing. 

And they did. 

I sat at Reads today and finished the first part of the ending. Remember now...it has to 

end for seven people in such a way that it ends sensibly and well for all of them. But the 

first part just threw up a thousand more questions. I went home and ate something. 

No...wait a minute...I went home to eat something but I didn't. Instead, I opened myself 

to the characters and went back to Reads and wrote the second part of the ending. And 

everything fell into place. Everything made sense. I know exactly how to finish this novel. 

It's going to be another ten or so pages. The page and word count at this point don't mean 

a thing. I know how it's going to end. 

I should have this novel finished within the next week or two. Well, the first draft. And 

then the real writing starts. 

To the characters in this novel, thank you for leading me through a wonderful and 

constantly surprising experience. I love you folks. 

Oh, I'm a photographer as well, so this post is accompanied by a gratuitous image of a 

purple plant. If it were growing out of a piece of pavement, it would be related to this 

novel, but it's not. Gratuitous. 



The Food Smasher Conspiracy 

 

Unlike my body, my brain didn't survive the 60s…but I’m not crazy. I've done some 

crazy-ass things…but I’m not crazy. After reading this, you'll likely scratch your head 

and avoid me when you see me on the street or sitting inexplicably on a camping chair 

in your garage, smiling…but I'm not crazy. I have a crazy story to tell…but I'm not crazy. 



It started about 10 years ago when I bought a beautiful new food smasher so that I could 

smash food down to its basic atomic parts to make guacamole. I smashed green peppers, 

green onions, cucumber, garlic, avocados and more into precise nuclear arrangements 

that, when aligned under the right celestial conditions, produced the best guacamole in 

the world. 

People travelled from afar to challenge me in guacamole wars, but I invariably sent them 

home with their legs behind their tails…or shot them. I was a happy man with a 

wonderful food smasher. Things couldn't get better. 

But they could get worse. 

At the beginning of this week, it occurred to me that I hadn't made guacamole in a while 

and I decided it was time. I bought guacamole-friendly vegetables and lots of avocados 

and laid everything out on the kitchen counter ready to be smashed into the world's best 

guacamole. I opened the cupboard door to fetch my beautiful food smasher but, as soon 

as I saw it, I knew something was wrong. 

This wasn't my beautiful food smasher. It was something else. 

It was too big. The food smashing drum was twice the size it should be. The handle was 

too high, too wide. The contours were all wrong. It was cumbersome with not a hint of 

the sleek and efficient design of my beautiful food smasher. 

I checked my memory: 

Have you seen this before? 

No. 

Did you trade your beautiful food smasher for this abomination? 

No. 

Did you unknowingly buy this…thing? 

No. 

Do you have any idea how it got here? 

No. 



Are you sure you haven't seen this before? 

 

Yes. 

I was stymied. 

But I decided to use it anyway. I filled the bowl with pieces of green pepper and green 

onions, put and pressed the button. I made noise that I'd never heard before. Loud, 

unacceptable noise with no food smashing results. It wasn't smashing the peppers and 

onions to anywhere near the atomic parts I needed to make the world's best guacamole. 

It was a dismal failure as a food smasher. 

I called my daughter in Edmonton (3000 miles away) and asked her if she'd replaced my 

beautiful food smasher with a failed food smasher. She denied any involvement, pleading 

distance as proof of innocence. 

I was further stymied. 

I couldn't think of anyone else who would dare venture into my hovel. I couldn't think 

of anyone else who would know the location of my food smasher. I thought, You must be 

wrong about this. You must have remembered your food smasher wrongly. You mind has failed 

you. I looked in the cupboard again. Maybe I somehow, accidentally had two food 

smashers. It seemed to be in the realm of possibility. I may not be crazy, but I certainly 

wasn't playing life with a full deck of cards. 

And then I saw it. 

Sitting off to the side. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A food smasher attachment. I grabbed it and tried to fit it onto the failed smasher. It wouldn't fit. 

It was designed for another smasher…my beautiful missing smasher. 

I wasn't crazy. Someone had actually switched smashers. How? I don't know. Why? I don't know. 

Who? I don't know. 

But I will find out. 

If anyone has any information leading to the apprehension of the food smasher switcher, please 

contact me. There will be guacamole in it for you…the world's best guacamole. 

As for the switcher…you know who you are. You know what you did. I will find you. 

 

  



Shooting in the (almost) Dark 

 

I love going for bike rides with my camera in the early evening, especially just as the sun 

is about to dip into the void off to the left of where that giant elephant carries the world. 

(Don't worry though, somewhere around morning, the sun invariably bumps into the 

elephant and the elephants says, "Ouch!' and uses its trunk to toss the sun back up to the 

world. This is called sunrise.) 

Finding patches of color in the (almost) dark is like finding a rough diamond and saying, 

"Wish I'd seen you an hour earlier." 

OK, so an hour earlier the rough diamond would still look like Smokey the Quartz, but 

both Smokey and the patch of color have one thing in common: with a bit of polishing, 

they present incredible beauty. 



Now, I will admit...the patch of color isn't going to look all that great if you enlarge it to 

poster size. I mean, you'll have to bump the ISO up, which will degrade the image to an 

extent, and you're still going to have a lot of (almost) dark. 

But we photographers have magic tools that turn us into diamond cutters and polishers. 

Mine is Lightroom. In the image above, I set the ISO to 800 (a respectable ISO for a Canon 

5D2). but there was still a lot of (almost)...well, dark  in the image. But it threw the 

reflections of the stream in the distance into a beautiful backdrop for the color in the 

foreground and, with a little brightening in Lightroom, a few of the flowers became 

polished diamonds. 

Sure, it's not something I'd enlarge to poster size. It would look like pixelated crap. But it 

looks OK online...and isn't that what the internet is for? To make high ISO images look 

good? 

I guess what I'm trying to say is...don't let the (almost) dark stop you from finding 

diamonds in the rough. Especially in the (almost) dark. 

(Lens: Canon 100mm (with 2x extender); f stop: 4; shutter: 1/45 (hand held); focal length: 

149mm) 

  



Winter and My Dead Money Tree 

 

OK...I think I've established that I hate winter. I hate the snow, the cold...et al...infinitely. 

All of that...the cold, the lack of smell, the lack of abundant color...the things you can 

physically see, smell and feel...are just one bottomless crater in my feelings about winter. 

"So, Biff," said the fox, "what else chills you about winter?" 

"Good, one, fox," said J, the notorious blood-sucking editor, as he laughed. 

Oh shit. They're back. I can't even wallow in self pity by myself. And the fox was wearing 

a fox fur coat. "Oh, come on, fox," I said. "You're definitely related to that coat on some 

level." 

"I like to keep my ancestors close," said the fox through a terrifying smile. If you've never 

seen a fox smile...don't. 



So, Biff," said J, "I'm working on another anthology." 

Shit, I thought, more sleepless nights. More calls in the dead of the darkness: "Write, Biff, 

write. Need stories. Need your pain. Need your suffering." 

This is how editors talk to writers...even the editors that write. 

"A...another...anthology?" I mumbled, lips quaking, sweat rolling. 

"Yep," said J. "It's going to be a Twisted Tails anthology. I'm calling it Twisted Tails: The 

Ultimate Pain." 

"I like it," said the fox. "It has a pizzazz ring to it. Does Biff get to suffer?" 

"He sure does," said J. "But that's OK. Biff likes to suffer. It gives him an excuse to wallow 

in self pity. Right, Biff?" 

I felt like a fly caught between a steaming pile of shit and a Snickers bar. But I wasn't 

going to let the sinister editor get the best of me. "I wallow...therefore I am!" I blurted. 

Wondering as the words came out of my mouth...wtf. 

The fox and J laughed for hours. And hours. Into days and nights and weeks. They 

laughed for weeks as I wallowed. "You guys almost finished?" I said. 

They immediately stopped laughing and stared at me, straight-faced. "You don't like the 

sound of laughter?" said J. 

"You hate laughter?" said the fox. 

I wasn't taking any more of this shit. "CAN WE GET BACK TO WINTER?" I suggested. 

The fox and J looked at each other, shrugged their shoulders and said together, "OK, Biff, 

winter." 

I took a deep breath, composed myself, took another deep breath, composed myself some 

more and said, "It's like death." 

Simultaneously, the fox and J yawned. 

"C'mon guys," I said. "Look around! Everything's covered in a shroud of snow. A shroud! 

There's no smell, no warmth...nobody's wearing shorts and t-shirts. No sandals. The 

beaches are closed. The swimming pools are empty. The outdoor patios for every bar and 



coffee shop in town are closed. As far as I can see, there's not a single happy blade of 

grass. Winter is death and death is winter and all I want to do is wallow in self pity and 

cry for every blade of grass buried under a shroud of snow. And I want to put on shorts 

and sandals and a t-shirt, curl up under my bed and wait for spring." 

"Whoa," said J. "That was good wallow,  Biff. Are those tears in your eyes? 

"Yep," said the fox. "Biff's crying. Ah...Biff...did we make you cry?" 

They laughed again. For days and weeks. Laughed as a tsunami of tears washed over my 

face. "And my money tree died," I said. 

The fox and J looked at my dead money tree, browned with death and wondering, "Wtf?" 

And they laughed some more. 

 

 

  



On Cleaning Your Lens (and then some) 

 

OK, I'm thinking that some of you reading this are photographers at one stage or another. 

I'm at that other stage...wtfai? But I've cleaned enough dust spots off images so that I felt 

like my life was cleaning dust spots off images. 

So...I should know better. 

"Shame on you, Biff," said the fox. 

"Shame," said J. As if one tormentor wasn't enough. 

"Biff," said the fox, "what is the first rule for getting nice shots of...anything?" 

"You do know the answer to that, don't you, Biff," said J. "And I'll be checking the 

formatting of your answer," said J, the fucking editor. 



"OK," I said. "You've got me. "I should have cleaned my lens before every...every 

single...shot." 

"Why's that, Biff?" said the fox. 

"Why, Biff, why?" said the insidious editor as he enjoyed every second of my discomfort. 

"Because," I said, "because...because...it was windy. It was windy and the wind was 

blowing all kinds of shit onto my lens. Shit like...dust spots!" 

I shrieked. I wept. I wrapped myself into a fetal position and cried for hours. I 

experienced the first time I had sex and didn't realize until the next day that I ejaculated 

pre-maturely and couldn't think of a single apology that might sound like it was coming 

from a sane person. 

I saw the day that JFK was assassinated. I was at school in Winnipeg. I was in English 

class. Everybody had already heard about it. There were students in the halls, crying. 

Students hugging each other. Everyone...feeling a deep sense of loss. 

Our teacher stood at the front of the class. I forget her name now, but she was kind 

of...prissy. That was the word we would have used at the time. But she was a good person 

and made the burden of having to have an English class part of the curriculum into 

something that wasn't as painful as it should have been. She could teach. And she loved 

to teach. She could make an adverbial sound sexy. 

But, maybe she underestimated her students' intelligence. 

She stood before us and she said, "Has everyone heard the sensational news? 

We balked. Sensational? Sensational news? JFK is dead and this is SENSATIONAL? 

The PA came on with instructions for everyone to go home while she tried to explain 

what she meant. Students packed books and pens away, not listening to her. And she 

seemed so helpless as she stood there trying to get people who had already judged to 

understand. She was just as distraught as everyone else. 

"You should have told her that, Biff," said the fox. 

"I thought I knew you, Biff," said J, "But I think I'm going to have to turn the torment 

levels up a bit." 



"One of those moments, guys," I said, "that you decide...you're never going to do that 

again." 

Strange to think back all those years and remember that the US had a president who was 

loved and respected around the world because he had a vision that included the whole 

world. And when he died, there were tears around the world. 

And so...when you're taking pics outdoors and there's any kind of wind...I mean, even a 

puff...get that micro cloth or that lens pen out and keep those lenses clean. 

About the photograph...yeah...I could have spent a while removing the dust spots...but 

there are some areas that wouldn't be easy. Cleaning the lens would have been much 

easier. And it takes just a few seconds. 

  



Green (in winter) 
 

 

Where I live (about a mile or so from where the earth drops off into infinite chaos, where 

elephants carry worlds on their backs), winter lasts forever. In any given year, winter is 

at least 17 months long. Usually longer. 

That's 17+ months of air stripped of fragrance, devoid of the smell of living things like 

plants and bushes. Devoid of the dense sound of buds growing on sap filled branches. 

Even the wind sounds different as it rushes through snow-straddled fields and barren 

forests. The cold bites through sunlight and freezes the cheeks. 

Now, I'm not going to go off on another "I hate winter" tirade (though I do hate winter) 

(very much) (I really do) but, instead, I want to pay homage to the color green. Yes, we 

do get green here in the winter in the form of evergreen trees and green buildings and 

green cars and trucks and buses and signs and green eyes. But there are no green leaves, 

no green grass, no green bushes. 

Oops...am I tirading again? Sorry. 



We get trickles of green seeping out from snow-capped evergreens, but never that 

resplendent barrage of green like a tsunami of color washing over the landscape. But 

when summer (after 17 months of winter) slides down the chute of winter and melts the 

snow and ice into arteries of life, the green is so intense you can feel it rubbing against 

your eyes and licking your nostrils. 

And I think I just grossed myself out. 

Let's try that again. 

The green simmers under the snowscape, sucking the life and nutrients out of the white 

stuff until it crumples and falls into the bowels of summer. 

Green summer. 

 

 

 

  



Under the Parking Lot 
 

 

I'm not sure if I've mentioned this before, but I want to make it annoyingly clear that I 

hate winter. I know I've made promises to people that I'll try to get along with 

winter…and I have. I've actually gotten out of bed a few times. Like right now. I put on 

clothes and buried myself in a winter parka. I went into the the parking lot, into the frigid 

January daylight which, as soon as I stepped outdoors, turned to overcast skies, and a 

sub-zero wind that would lay a membrane of frost around Hell whipped out of the frozen 

air. 

"Hey, Biff," said the fox. "Like my new coat?" 

Damn fox was wearing a mink coat. 

"You do understand that you might be related to that coat, don't you?" 

"Are you giving the fox a hard time again, Biff?" 



I looked behind me. Floating in the air in lotus position and wearing a 10 gallon hat full 

of steaming hot water from which pipes extended to form a circular heating system 

around him was J. Richard Jacobs, aka J. He wore a housecoat with a ninja turtle motif. 

"J," I said. "So, that really was you the other day, sitting on my kitchen counter." 

"Yes, Biff, it was. I read your blog and realized that the fox wasn’t making your life 

miserable enough. It takes an editor make life truly painful for a writer…even one like 

you, who just barely meets the qualifications for being literate and can't follow simple 

formatting standards." 

"Biff," said the fox, "J and I talked about your plans and your purpose for being. We 

decided that your search for peace was…well, you know…kind of futile. I mean, look 

around. Nobody wants peace anymore. There's no money in it. There're no movies in it. 

And besides, people like hating each other." 

"We don't necessarily like our conclusions," said J, "but, yes, the fox is right…we put more 

effort into hating than we do into loving." 

"Hating is more profitable," said the fox. "And it makes for better best sellers." 

"People have more fun hating than loving," said J. "Haven't you ever watched reality TV? 

It's what we've become." 

"It's all a big TV show with bad script writers," said the fox. 

"So we've decided that you need to focus your less than ample talents on something else," 

said J. 

I felt like I was between a brick wall and a thousand foot precipice with flying demons 

trying to bite my ass off. "OK," I said. "I'm game. What should I focus on?" 

The fox and J went silent. They looked at each other. They looked around. They looked 

at me. They looked back at each other. They looked up. They looked down. They looked 

all around. J started to speak…but looked up instead. The fox scratched his head…and 

looked at J. 

J suddenly smiled and beamed and the pipes surrounding him tooted. 

I swear…they tooted. 



"I have an idea," he said. The fox snapped to attention. I dropped my forehead into my 

right palm. This was going to be bad. I mean…he tooted. 

"Biff," he said, "it's time for you to come to grips with winter. 

*** 

There followed two hours of silence as J's words tumbled around inside my head trying 

to fall into some kind of coherent meaning. J and the fox stared at me during this time. 

Just...stared. 

*** 

There followed another two hours during which I chased J and the fox around the 

parking lot, needing desperately to beat both of them to death with my camera. 

*** 

Just as I was about to bring my camera down onto the head of the mink-coated fox, a lid 

in the parking lot flipped down and I fell into the paving. 

How did I never notice this before? I thought. 

I tumbled through a tunnel under the parking lot, thinking, This is probably how Alice must 

have felt. 

It seemed like I tumbled for several minutes that turned into several hours and turned 

into days and into months…and entire lifetimes flashed by my right and my left and right 

through my head and body as I tumbled into the openings of void after void and I 

thought: How did I not know this about the parking lot? 

Eventually, I landed, camera in hand, on the walking bridge. So I took a couple of pictures 

before the other two figured out where I was and set out to torment me. 

And I still hate winter. 

  



Coming to Grips with Winter (and a 

horrifying ending) 

I hate winter. I hate snow. I hate the cold, the dark, the icy roads, the shoveling and 

scraping but, most of all I hate the absence of color and aroma. This is why I love taking 

pictures in winter. 

Yes, there's the beauty of snow-capped and ice-framed trees...the sublime quiet of their 

form and texture. Like this... 

 

But you can only take so many thousands of pictures like this before you say, "I want a 

living leaf. My imaginary kingdom for a living leaf. 

And some color would be nice 

So, beloved Canon 5D2 in hand, I ventured out into the cold Canadian winterscape in 

search of color (after kissing the camera of course) (and the Sigma 24-70 lens) (after having 

my lips stuck to my wonderful Kia Soul just a few days ago, I patted my Soul 

affectionately and said, "Good girl.") (and then left my Soul behind). 



I walked for miles. And miles. And miles with a song sitting vaguely at the edge of my 

mind, but ever elusive. I traversed vast snow-shrouded fields, trekked to the summits of 

cloud-touching snow banks and giggled as I made now-angels to mark my path so that I 

could find my way back. 

All this within the borders of Freddie Beach, a small city perched precariously at the edge 

of the Earth. 

Just as I was about to scream, "Oh shit!" to the gods and those who haunt the forests with 

snowmobiles and snowshoes...and thermos full of tasty hot chocolate (which, at the time, 

was sitting safely on my kitchen counter wondering wtf)...I spotted the color. It was 

muted and almost shy, like something recently birthed from the frozen ground. 

 



I quickly cleaned my lens and set my camera to ISO 200 (it was overcast), f/11 (to bring 

out a world of detail), 1/240 (because I was shaking from the cold) and 70mm (because 

there was no way I was going to struggle across that wasteland of white up to the subject). 

I think, at one time, this might have been an ice house...a structure used to keep winter 

within its walls year 'round to preserve food. Or it might have been someone's pot 

garden...a structure used to keep summer within its walls year 'round. 

I took three pictures, using different compositions. I rejected the two with dragons flying 

out of the door. They seemed so out of place, and I would have been accused of gratuitous 

Photoshopping. 

It wasn't until I processed the image that I saw it. 

A dust spot...rearing its ugly head at the top left of the image. Just as I was about to 

eliminate it with the Spot Remover, I thought, That's not a dust spot. That's a dragon flying 

into the void of another Canadian winter. So I left it in...for those who still believe in dragons. 

See it? 

Back to the moment, though, I suddenly had an urge to crawl under my bed with a 

thermos of hot chocolate and wait for spring to arrive. 

When I arrived home...the hot chocolate was gone and I had a feeling of something 

ominous present. And I heard a voice, "Serves you right, Biff." 

I looked at the counter behind me. Sitting on it with a terrible smile was...the fox! And 

beside him, smiling just as evilly was...the soul-sucking editor of the Twisted Tails 

Anthologies...J Richard Jacobs. 

He ground his teeth together and said, slowly, coldly, blood-suckingly, "Hello, Biff." 

(To be continued) 

  

  



Bicycling on the Cusp of Memories 

 

Went for a long bike ride a couple of weekends ago to test out my new bicycling shorts 

with the extra padding to keep my butt from exploding on a bike seat narrow enough to 

cleave souls in half. I took the road through Maugerville (pronounced Majorville by the 

locals) and across the Burton Bridge and deep into Burton by the majestic Saint John 

River. 

Getting there was all the fun. 

I mean, you never really see a place that you’ve driven through a thousand times until 

you ride through it on a bike, until you’re right up close to it where you can see the bird 

shit on the pavement and smell the urine of squirrels. Some people think this is too close 

to any place and wouldn’t go through it on a bike if you set their asses on fire. But there’s 

something about the clarity of the scenery details pressed against your entire sensory 

gamut that blends your past, present and future into a single feeling that overlays the 

emotional content of everything around you. 



Or it could have just been me dying from all that bicycling when I’m in terrible shape. 

Or maybe it was just the magic of the place. Maugerville follows the contours of the Saint 

John River and in the summer and early fall it’s like being transported to an early 

European pastoral landscape. I’ve seen ancient paintings that could have been set in the 

bowels of Maugerville. In winter, it’s hell. Hell. But it’s late summer and I’m biking 

through a taste of ancient pastoral paradise. 

A place like this gets you thinking, if for no other reason than to take your mind off the 

feeling that you’re dying from a neglected body that’s suddenly called upon to do 

something. I started thinking about my early childhood in Ontario, in and around 

Toronto. At that time, it wasn’t a long drive from downtown to places very Maugerville-

ish. But it wasn’t so much remembering people, events and places as it was a sense of that 

time, a sense of the feelings I experienced at that time completely disassociated with 

anything happening then. There was nothing to see, nothing that I could point at and say, 

“This is what I’m remembering.” It was an amalgamation of the feeling of those times. 

It was kind of cool…not knowing exactly what it was I was experiencing, but just 

experiencing it. And then I saw geese. Multitudes of geese. Geese gathering for the big 

snow bird thing in swarms, swaths, swatches, gaggles and flocks quietly swimming close 

to the banks of the river. I passed well over a hundred within a five mile stretch of 

highway meets riverbank. 

 

Then, of course, I started thinking about geese and their eerie trip south past deadly 

predators sending clouds of buckshot into the blue sky. And it occurred to me that life 

was pretty damned hard for geese. And ducks. Everyone was out to kill them. But then I 

remembered how good Mandarin Orange Duck tastes and started thinking about 

something else. And that something else was a splash of sunlight on the river that spread 

over the surface of the water like liquid silver. There was something about the 

shimmering brightness of it that evoked a sense of sparkling calm over the water and the 



land. I stared into it for a few moments trying to grab onto whatever thought it was kick-

starting in my head, but all I could think of was how beautiful it was and just live with 

the beauty of an undefined feeling that wasn’t doing any harm. 

 

Back on the bike, both knees screaming for want of cartilage, I hung onto that feeling of 

things wavering in the distance of my perspectives, familiar but undefined, flowing 

under the surface of my days and stringing one day into the next. I had a sense of years 

past but nothing tied into any particular event or memory. I had a sense of the present as 

the road passed under my screaming knees. The sun was behind me and the moon ahead 

of me. Its presence evoked a sense of the future, and there didn’t seem to be anything to 

worry about. I felt comfortable and I relaxed into the phases of my time. 

If you can figure out what that means…please let me know. 

An hour into the biking, I could see the Burton Bridge in the distance, its green trusses 

rising high over the water, epic and otherworldly, like something off the cover of a 50s 

science fiction magazine. 



 

The sheer, unexpected size of it is enough to catch your breath for an instant… and the 

fact that it’s suddenly there. 

I thought, Oh shit, I have to bike all the way to the top of that thing. But the 560 gears on my 

Sirrus Disc bike got me to the top without a single heart attack or seizure. 

Now…I’ve driven across this bridge a hundred or more times but this was a the first time 

I’d biked across it…and the effect is so much different than when you have a roof over 

your head and you’re zipping along at 50 an hour. I guess the first thing that comes to 

mind is size. It’s big, overwhelming. And complex, a maze of girders and rods, pavement 

and steel railings. 

I had to park the bike on a narrow ledge that serves as a precarious sidewalk and get out 

my camera. I thought, Why didn’t you bring a tripod? This is perfect for HDR. That’s the 

acronym for High Dynamite Range in which you take an underexposed image, a properly 

exposed one and an overexposed one and merge them in Photoshop to get an image with 

the shadows, highlights and mid tones all equally exposed. But, as it turned out, the 

single images came out looking a lot like HDR. 



 



I spent about half an hour dodging cars and trucks, motorcycles and skateboards to get a 

few images that I thought were OK, but it wasn’t long before the dark would be upon me 

and I didn’t want to bike through the narrow roads deep into Burton by the Saint John 

with no lights or reflectors anywhere on me…and the pitch dark of a road with no street 

lights. So I packed up the camera and decided to come back to the Burton Bridge another 

day to dodge cars and trucks again. 

And motorcycles. 

And skateboards. 

 

 

 

 

  



Coming this October from Fiction4All! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



From the first story, Sleeping in Ditches… 
 

Near the close of the 21st Century, God commanded, “Hey Noah, I want you to build a canoe.” 

“But Lord,” said Noah, “shouldn’t that be an ark?” 

“No,” said God, “there’s not that much worth saving.” 

 

*** 

 

By evening and day I’m the man of the hour, the life of the party, the wit, the insider, the 

compleat schmooz rider. I’m the water cooler sage, the lunchroom rage; everybody wants 

to hear me, everybody wants to be near me, everybody wants to absorb me through that 

huge umbrella of thought that surrounds me, bouncing away everything I don’t want to 

know. 

   There’s a lot of crap out there, and shit falls out of the sky, but not on me. I’m the source 

of my own crap and people respect me for that. I’m like the faucet I can’t turn off. 

Wordsworth’s spontaneous overflow without the meter. I’m a damn flood.  

   At night, I sleep in ditches. 

   Not the same ditch every night. I have favorites and sometimes I like to try something 

new. I’ve slept in ditches full of needles and condoms and barking spiders. I wear two 

wide swatches of red on my back from a slick of bubbling something-or-other at the 

bottom of a ditch by a chemical plant. I’ve seen small things flitter and flap in the darkness 

around rusted tin cans while they debated whether to leave me alone or eat me. 

   But it’s not all bad. 

   I woke once in a ditch with immaculate new suburban ranch-style houses with carved 

lawns on one side and a field of sprawling swamp and early morning animal sounds on 

the other. In a clearing by a stream banked with yellow and blue flowers, an army of 

bulldozers pointed right at the swamp and its animal noises. I felt like I was on the cusp 

of something wonderful and nascent. Soon, I thought, those bulldozers will turn God’s 

land into something useful for his children. Yes, I believe in God. His outline glowed in 

the aura surrounding those formidable machines―his tools built by man in his power’s 

image. 

   The grass in that ditch was long and thick and made for comfortable sleeping. Right by 

my head, the biggest most beautiful dandelions opened with brilliant bursts of yellow 

and orange, their leaves vibrating with the deepest green I’d ever known. There was 

grandeur in those flowers. Their beauty was irresistible. I reached out…and I ate them. 

 



 

Blowing Up will be available at reputable online stores this October. Stay tuned to 

biffmitchell.com for details. In the meantime…happy reading. 
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