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Okay, I’m in and I have to write 500 words. I’ll include links to more entries below this first entry. 

The theme today, for now, is following through. That’s what I have to work on this year and this 
challenge by Jeff Goins should help me with accountability. 

Actually, there will be lots of themes and lots of conversations between myself, as the writer, and my 
characters. 

Let’s start with a conversation between my stealth school characters and myself. 

So what’s been going on, ladies? 

G: Stop typing and listening to the football game. 

http://jrmays.com/index.php/author/thaag/
http://jrmays.com/index.php/2018/01/
https://goinswriter.com/500-words/?inf_contact_key=438c24bf9b1f234e0ce49a99a14f40024498e73a32cf986f368eb1458c8d8457


M: Yes, pay attention to us. It doesn’t matter if Alabama or Clemson win that game. What matters is 
you need to be writing our story and you have ignored us for months. 

E: Yeah! Why is that? And are you going to show these conversations to the whole world. 

Me: Now, now, ladies, let’s just relax. We’ll get organized, but for now, we have to get 500 words in 
and where they end up, well, we’ll worrry about that later. 

M: Okay, then, we’ll have to trust you. And what’s this I hear about  you involving us with all kinds of 
new kids and characters from our neighborhood? What happened to our story at school just being 
about us? 

Me: Well, it was a consideration, but I do agree that I have ignored you a bit, so I need to revisit our 
story.  Have you come up with any ideas? 

G: We have tons of ideas, but you just keep dawdling on Stealth School and so it’s in kind of a limbo, 
or at least that’s what Mr. Gray called it. 

Me: Mr. Gray? He’s actually been paying attention to you? 

M: He has to. We’re his students. 

Me: Yeah, but he’s so busy with all the goofier kids who misbehave that he hgenerally just hopes you 
will all keep busy. 

G: He won’t admit that, and you know it. Hey, I can see you! You’re listening to the game again. 

Me: Now, now, give me a break. 



G: But when your mind wanders sometimes you don’t get back to us. So prove that you’re involved in 
our story. 

Me: Okay, let’s see, well, I do like the idea of you having some adult allies at school who tend to 
sympathize with your situation. 

E: Yes, matter of fact, Mrs. Lucchesi is wondering when you will write in the part where we can use 
the library during our lunch time. 

Me: Well, it’s like this. I want to establish you three as a team first and then when you wander the 
halls she and Clara the Lunch Lady will take note and ask if they can help. 

M: And what do you remember about what we most like to do? 

Me: Well, Maren, you’re the journal-ist. You write down everything and Gina is the artist and sketcher 
and Emily is the hands-on builder and maker. 

M: Don’t forget! I also like to take pictures and that’s not all that easy at a school where we’re not 
supposed to have devices. 

G: Yes, and Emily is always making board games and designing things and coming up with 
inventions. 

 

** 

So here goes. Day 2—thrilled that I completed Day 1. 

Will be equally thrilled that I completed Day 2. 

We’re heading out for errands I want this done now. 



Am reading the book Finish by Jon Acuff and have taken two solid steps to get this 500 words done. 

I walked away from the three dirty breakfast dishes I left in the sink. They will get done, only about 30 
minutes later. 

And I closed the door of my writing room so that I can finish this. 

Back to Finish, the book. 

He talks of ‘planning fallacy’ where people have a misconception about how long a task will take to be 
completed. And that certainly enters into my inability to finish. 

But he really talks about perfectionism and its toxic side effects. 

Amen. 

He also talks about how lousy it feels to not complete goals and I think pretty much everyone who 
bought his book has felt that. Basically, we have bet on ourselves and have come up short. It never 
feels great to depend on someone else and have them not follow through, but that’s nothing 
compared to not following through for yourself. 

So what’s the solution? 

According to Acuff, one small step is cut your goals in half. I’m listening… 

Yes, it sounds great and it is. In other words, get realistic. And when you reach that shortened goal, 
when you cover that half-mile instead of the whole mile, then you’ll be juiced to take on the next 
half-mile. 

I like it. 

And that’s partially what’s going on with this 500 word challenge. I’m combining this with Jon Acuff’s 
30 Days of Hustle Challenge. 

But wait a minute! Should I cut that goal in half? 

Or should I simply make the 30 Days of Hustle goal the same challenge I’ve undertaken with Jeff 
Goins? 



Aaaaggh! [I hope aaaaaggh’ counts as a word toward my 500 words. Then again, I could spew 
another 100 words stating my case for the aaaaggh to be counted as a word and that would eat up 
more words toward my challenge. 

And remember, we’ve been told by Jeff Goins to not edit, so there you go. I love this challenge! 

Uh-oh, I just backspaced and added an exclamation point. I cheated by editing and now I’m eating up 
more words by confessing to my editing transgression. [And here’s another issue: shouldn’t longer 
words, like, say, ‘transgression’, count as two words? [But of course, then we’d have writers coming 
out of the woodwork claiming that if that verbal anarchy took place, then we might have to count 
words like ‘to’ and ‘I’ and ‘and’ as half words and we’d be living in chaos. 

So okay, I’ll back off of the ‘long words equal two words’ insanity. But by god, it certain ate up a few 
more words now, didn’t it? 

Anyway, a few lessons from Finish: 

Perfectionism is bad. It almost always results [at least for folks like me] in half-accomplished goals. 

Much of the book really dovetails with a number of the main points of ‘The War of Art’ by Steven 
Pressfield. 

For now, having reached 530-ish words, I guess it’s time to do those dishes. 

** 

500 words Challenge 

 

January 3 

 

so far, so good. 

 

Here’s an irony: In my 2018 focus on ‘finishing’, one of my first goals is to finish the 

book ‘Finish: Give Yourself the Gift of Done’ by Jon Acuff. 

 

I think he would approve. 

 

He suggested 

 



On an embarrassing side note: when I reopened the book last week, my Kindle told me 

I hadn’t opened it since November, which would suggest that I turned to page 1 soon 

after I bought the book and didn’t do much with it since. 

 

Trust me, that is no reflection on the content of the book. 

 

This guy is on our side. He’s been there. He’s started and failed to follow through on 

tons of stuff. 

 

But, as evidenced by the fact that he’s published at least four books, well, he’s now a 

finisher. 

 

And, because I am a mature, well-adjusted individual, I hate him for it. 

 

So, take that, Jon! See? I at least finished that unkind collection of words. 

 

Really, though, I have enjoyed his past books, which include ‘Start’, ‘Do Over’ and 

‘Quitter’ [There appears to be a common thread here.] 

 

But back to Finish. [Because I have to ‘finish’ these 500 words.] 

 

I really appreciate his seven key suggestions, starting with ‘Cut Your Goal in Half’. 

 

What’s the thinking here? 

 

To boil it down: make your goal accessible so you don’t flog or filet yourself over not 

reaching the original, most-likely-too-big-and-unreasonable goal you set. 

 

And once you climb that reachable peak, you will gain inspiration and momentum to 

work toward the original goal. 

 

In that same thread, he talks of the ‘planning fallacy’ concept. Basically, we almost 

always underestimate the amount of time we need to complete a task. So, imagine 

your wanting to lose ten pounds and you are expecting to do that within a month. [Not 

reasonable, probably, for many of us, not even healthy, but you’ve set that time limit. 

And 30 days passes and you’ve lost, say, five pounds. That’s a more realistic result, 



but, with help from the planning fallacy, you may be beating yourself up over not 

reaching the ten-pound goal. 

 

So, the author’s calling my attention to the planning fallacy concept has been very 

helpful. 

 

** 

 

Okay, I’m going to stop right there on my discussion of the book ‘Finish’. 

 

Just putting this to digital paper gave me an idea—to keep a ‘Finisher’s Diary’. At the 

very least, I will list things I complete [not counting meals—that’s never a challenge, 

though I will admit there are times when I underestimate how long it will take me to 

complete them. ;-> 

 

And now for some wasted words—does an emoji count as a word? 

 

Anyway, starting tonight, I start filling out one of my 53 unfinished journals [of course 

they’re unfinished!] with a list of things I complete. Title: My Book of Follow-Through 

 

Not sure if I should include each of my 500-word posts for this challenge, however. Of 

course, if I keep yammering on about this inane concern, I’ll be cranking out more 

words and soon enough I’ll be done! 

 

Finally, it is not easy to follow Jeff’s directive to ‘not edit’. I reread some of the above 

material and boy am I repetitive. Oh, well, march on! 

** 
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opened it since November, which would suggest that I turned to page 1 soon after I bought the book 
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But, as evidenced by the fact that he’s published at least four books, well, he’s now a finisher. 
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So, take that, Jon! See? I at least finished that unkind collection of words. 

Really, though, I have enjoyed his past books, which include ‘Start’, ‘Do Over’ and ‘Quitter’ [There 
appears to be a common thread here.] 
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underestimate the amount of time we need to complete a task. So, imagine your wanting to lose ten 
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** 
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Just putting this to digital paper gave me an idea—to keep a ‘Finisher’s Diary’. At the very least, I will 
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** 

Click here for Day 4 PDF 

 

http://wordinventions.blog/a-parking-place-for-writing-in-progress/


** 
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Today’s challenge: To write about a memorable day in our life. 

 

Here goes. Again, not with much editing. [Can’t guarantee I won’t saunter back and 

clean things up a bit, or more than a bit.] 

 

Here are some numbers to contemplate. I’ll return to them later. 

 

16, 29, 32, 36. 

 

Okay, back to this riveting tale of redemption. 

 

It was a sunny morning on the San Diego State University campus. December of 1975. 

 

It was the last day of  our Law of Mass Communication class, taught by Dr. Jim 

Buckalew, a fixture of credibility and local media experience. 

 

This was a guy you respected by the way he commanded the floor, not in an egotistical 

manner, mind you. 

 

You just knew he knew what he was talking about and you just knew what he 

imparted would have either direct or indirect value to your blossoming journalism 

career. Well,  since we were just undergrads, not exactly blossoming, let’s go with 

developing’. And his thorough knowledge and frequent references to pro and college 

sports certainly didn’t hurt my estimation of him. 

 

And his tests, regularly scheduled, a total of 40 points, and fair but demanding, took a 

measure of preparation if you wanted to nail even a ‘B’. 

 

  

 

So, back to the list of numbers. 16. 16 out of 40. That was my first pathetic effort. A 

clear wake-up call to a guy who’d seen lots of  A’s in his years. No written comment 

from Dr. Buckalew. This wasn’t high school, after all. 



 

Seems I didn’t quite take test number one quite as seriously as I should have. 

 

Three weeks later, time for test #2. 29/40. Marked improvement, but it didn’t match 

my expectations as I turned it in. 

 

Three weeks later, test #3: 32/40. Okay, okay, 80 percent. I’m in the ball park now, but 

I was running out of chances to nail a ‘B’. In fact, that was out of the question, if you 

look at the numbers. 

 

The class wound down and Dr. Buckalew was as solid and informative and 

commanding as ever, but, with a class of at least 60 students, not necessarily one who 

actually got to know many of the students. 

 

Time for the final exam. Plenty of prep on my part and I was at a point where, not one 

to miss noting my ascending scores, I buckled down for one last time. 

 

  

 

And then, as we all settled in on the last day, awaiting the return of our exam, Dr. 

Buckalew quieted the group. 

 

He called me up in front of the class. 

 

Unheard of.  I had no clue what was happening. Ditto my classmates. 

 

Time for a paraphrase, but with as little embellishment as possible… 

 

“So,” he said. “This is Tim Haag and this guy raised his scores with each succeeding 

test. He went from a 16 in his first one to today’s 36 out of 40. And–he entered his 

‘sports fan’ zone– because of that rise, I have decided to award him Most Improved 

Player for the fall semester. 

 

Tingles. Disbelief, really, to hear this from such a respected guy. To realize that, in his 

busy schedule, he was even cognizant of my scores. And then to make, in 2017 terms, 

‘a thing’ out of it. 



 

What could match this? 

 

I’ll tell you what–the whole class followed with a standing ovation. 

 

As one who generally kept a low profile, I had to have wondered, “What the hell is 

happening here?” 

 

Unforgettable, this surge of sincere validation from a respected teacher and from 

classmates who had been through the same ‘Law of Mass Communication’ grinder. 

 

The irony: My ‘C’ in that course was the lowest grade I’d ever earned. And 42 years 

later, it was clearly the most memorable. 

** 

500 words for Day 6 

 

Okay, Chrome is opening up and I’ll be looking for photos of ‘perfectionism’. 

 

In keeping with my current reading of ‘Finish’ by Jon Acuff, I’ll be adhering to his ‘If 

you want it done, make it fun’ tenet. 

 

Anyway, I tried opening a new document in OneNote, thought I’d be a rebel and use it 

to write my words rather than MS Word or Google Docs. 

 

I tried using Cortana to open up a new Word document and take a look at what 

Windows 10 generated… 

 

 

 

[Hey, if I have to have a Domino’s pizza whenever I start writing, well, that’s not all 

that bad an idea, but it seems a little extreme, in terms of doing the reward system to 

motivate me. Anyway, each time I work with this system and this laptop, well, let’s 

just say, once again, it ain’t fun. 

 

I swear I double-tapped on the Chrome icon about two minutes ago, fully expecting to 

have it start up underneath this Scrivener document [Boy, I am heavy into product 



placement today, aren’t I?] and did it? Noooooo. That is NOT fun. Jon Acuff, I swear 

you are just shaking your head at me, thinking, ‘you pathetic shlub, have you learned 

nothing from Chapter 4?’. And I wouldn’t blame you one bit. 

 

Am I trying to talk myself into getting that Mac laptop? Most likely yes, but when I see 

that this laptop’s brightest setting doesn’t even work well in a sunlit room, not to 

mention outside on a bright summer day, and when Cortana tries to sell me a pizza 

and when Windows 10 or the Lenovo laptop ignore my concerted effort to tap open an 

oft-used software program, well, let’s just say Mr. Or Mrs. Or Ms. Perfection would 

not be pleased, now would they? 

 

*** 

 

For today’s challenge, Jeff Goins has challenged us to write about another person. To 

dovetail with my reading  of Finish, I’ll be personifying and writing about 

‘perfectionism’. 

 

I just had a lightning bolt—Perfectionism isn’t a single person, it’s a committee. [That 

way, I can dodge being labeled a sexist, biased, hateful toward one gender or another 

kind of person.] 

 

And so…let’s meet the perfectionism committee. 

 

 

 

They are the type of people who, after you’ve called a breakfast meeting—your treat, 

by the way— to work on a project and you’ve laid out an approach toward completing 

a project, well, Perfectionism just shakes its head and says, “That’s not how I work.” 

 

Perfectionism is the kind of person who, prior to calling you into its office, snaps at 

you to bring along a raft of documents—unrelated to the point of the meeting—for one 

reason and one reason alone—to put you off your game and make it clear who wields 

the power, no matter how derailed the meeting becomes. 

 

Perfectionism is the kind of person who chooses to look at a project you’ve worked on 

for months and zeroes in on the perceived unsuitability of one page. 



 

Perfectionism is the kind of committee which is quite comfortable with giving 

direction when, just a week prior, completely bungled a very elementary sub-step in 

anotherwise simple process. 

 

Okay, that’s good for now. Thanks to Jeff Goins and Jon Acuff for the writing 

momentum. 

** 
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Okay, here goes. 

 

This is different. 

 

On the right side of my screen, I have Jeff Goins’ book You Are a Writer showing. 

 

On the left side of my screen is MacJournal, my current word processor of choice. 

 

On iTunes I have some Dave Brubeck playing in the background. 

 

And on my mind I have this little tug of war going between Jon Acuff’s concept of 

hiding places and Jeff’s 500 Word Challenge. 

 

 

 

Let’s start with the tug of war and see what’s what. 

 

“A hiding place is the safe place you go to hide from your fear of messing up. It’s the 

task that lets you get your perfectionism fix by making you feel successful even as you 

avoid your goal.”  

 

― Jon Acuff, Finish: Give Yourself the Gift of Done 

 

Very valid thought about hiding places. So my question is: Is the 500-word challenge a 

hiding place? 

 



Am I using it to make me feel successful even as I avoid my other more significant 

goals? 

 

I asked myself that same question when I got about 15000 words into National Novel 

Writing Month. 

 

And I stopped and directed my attention toward more meaningful projects. 

 

But back to the point. 

 

Jon talked about his diligent work on a blog on pro basketball. And he had eight 

followers. 

 

And so while no doubt the blog helped him sharpen word smithing skills, he most 

likely could have done the same honing of language in authoring a book. His 

conclusion, not mine. 

 

And so, it made me wonder about some of my online projects. 

 

Am I just doing laps to feel accomplished, even though few people actually read the 

stuff? 

 

And am I more interested in exposure or in just building consistency? 

 

Or is ‘building consistency’ just a rationalization for avoiding the more substantial 

writing goals I’ve set? 

 

Oy… 

 

Time for a quote from Jeff’s You Are a Writer: 

 

Writing is active. It requires your fully conscious self. You need to show up and show 

us your gift. Until you do that, you’re just practicing in private. Playing around. 

Kidding yourself. Don’t do that.  It’s time to put your work out there—not because 

you’ll succeed. Quite the opposite, in fact. You’ll probably fail (I’m such an 

encourager). But it’s important. Because in the failure, you can learn. 



 

So, I’ll admit, that every time I post something, either in this challenge or in my other 

more active Word Inventions blog [My goal/experiment: one post per day for 365 days 

straight], it feels like an accomplishment. Not an earth-shaking, world-changing one, 

mind you. But there is that element of reaching the stage where something has been 

‘shipped’. 

 

I have to wonder what a conversation between these two might sound like if I lobbed 

this topic in their direction. Maybe that’s fodder for tomorrow’s post. 

 

Side note: I’ve hit my 500 words, but I of course cheated because I included some 

quotes from Jeff and Jon. [Hey, they’re buying me my MacBook, I’d think by now we’re 

on a first name basis.] So I need to reach 600 words to nail my goal. 

 

Okay, let me add to my confusion. 

 

I can see me inciting a spirited discussion between the authors over hiding places vs. 

putting your work out there. But eventually it might evolve from ‘spirited discussion’ 

to a ‘But wait…we’re actually on the same page!’ love fest… 

 

From Jon: Make It Fun If You Want It Done. 

 

From Jeff: I wasn’t doing what I wanted. I was writing, but I wasn’t enjoying the 

process. I was only chasing results. So what did I do? I went back to the basics: 

writing for the love of it. Not profit or prestige. Not analytics or metrics. Just writing 

for the sake of writing.  As a result, something amazing happened: I started to have 

fun. And the quality of my work soared. I finally felt free to do what I loved. 

 

In essence, you two, make it stop! I need resolution! Or at least I need to go bake 

something. 

 

I’ll get back to you on this. I’m heading for the kitchen…my hiding place, my noble 

obstacle. [Chapter 5 of Jon’s book] 

 

Acuff, Jon. Finish (Give Yourself the Gift of Done). Jon Acuff. Kindle Edition 

 



Goins, Jeff. You Are a Writer (So Start Acting Like One) (pp. 43-44). Jeff Goins. Kindle 

Edition. 

 

Goins, Jeff. You Are a Writer (So Start Acting Like One) (pp. 45-46). Jeff Goins. Kindle 

Edition. 

 

Goins, Jeff. You Are a Writer (So Start Acting Like One) (p. 45). Jeff Goins. Kindle 

Edition. 

 

** 
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Writing to the Younger Me 

 

So it’s like this. If you don’t watch out, you’re going to find entire decades fly by as 

acres and acres of half-completed, in prewriting phase projects lay on your shelves, 

nestle tucked away in boxes. When you’re in your thirties, you’ll be thinking you’ll get 

to it the next day. And you may well take rejection more seriously in your thirties than 

in your sixties. 

 

Then again, by the time you get to your sixties, you may well just reach a conclusion 

that you’re at the age of perceived marginalization, and that it will then take that 

much more energy to crank up your inspiration. 

 

What about your forties and fifties? Well, you may well get so locked into your career 

and your need to pay the bills and attend to family needs, that your writing may well 

take a serious back seat. 

 

So, what’s the solution? Well, there are some books I would suggest. 

 

Let’s start with the works of Steven Pressfield. 

 



The War of Art will nail you to the wall in terms of any of your procrastination tricks. 

The author knows resistance inside and out and he claims it engulfed him for over a 

decade. The book will tell you of the power of resistance in all its forms and makes it 

clear that it never goes away, that it shows up for a daily battle, and that it turns up 

the heat the closer you get to achieving a goal. Pressfield doesn’t stop there, though. 

The second half of the book provides a solution: Evolve from ‘amateur’ to 

‘professional’. 

 

In fact, his follow-up books Turning Pro and Do the Work continue his assault–on our 

behalf–on resistance. 

 

Depending on how you’re approaching your writing life, however, you might want to 

approach things from a lighter point of view. In that case, I would suggest picking up a 

copy of Finish by Jon Acuff. It’s a different take on resistance and one of his focal 

points is perfectionism, which he effectively personifies. and at this point in my 

reading, he hasn’t even used the word. But he understands it and he provides solid 

solutions, including making your work fun and choosing what to fail at. 

 

Another recommendation: If You Can Talk, You Can Write by Joel Saltzman. 

 

This is ironic since this post is written waaaay too formally. And you know what? It’s 

not been as fun to write. Can I explain why I’ve drifted from a more relaxed, 

conversational approach? Nope, but it’s a good wake-up call, that’s for sure. My 

favorites from the book: “All you have to do is stop rejecting your thoughts and start 

writing them down.” and “What’s needed is entitlement, the firm belief that ‘If it 

interests me, it interests others.” His credo is, “Progress, not perfection.” 

 

So, younger me, get those books and read excerpts daily. Remind yourself that 

‘progress, not perfection’ is a daily struggle.  

 

And I’ll close with two quotes. 

 

The first is from Nelson Mandela: “There is no passion to be found playing small– in 

settling for a life that is less than the one you are capable of living.” 

 



And finally,  a book-ending quote in Pressfield’s The War of Art: “Creative work is not 

a selfish act or a bid for attention on the part of the actor. It’s a gift to the world and 

every being in it. Don’t cheat us of your contribution. Give us what you’ve got.”  

 

Go get’em, younger me. 

** 
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Today’s 500 word challenge–Lists 

 

 

 

I’m a day behind Jeff G’s prompts. 

 

Reasons for my being a day behind 

 

I’m an incorrigible. 

I’m generally a day late. 

I’m a dollar short. 

I’m usually both. 

Reasons why I like writing 

 

I can spew frustrations 

I can show admiration. 

I can share gratitude. 

My email messages are a preferred platform. 

I can remind myself what’s important. 

I can shine the light on good work by others. 

I can make fun of myself. 

I can make fun of others. 

I can repeat my sentence openings till they bore readers into submission. 

I can share my adventures in the kitchen. 

I can let loose in first draft mode. 

I can figure out what really is bothering me. 

Reasons why I don’t like writing 



 

It’s too solitary. 

It takes away from time with family and friends. 

It doesn’t yield immediate rewards. 

It takes energy from other tasks. 

It can be or at least feel like a time-suck. 

It makes me wonder what is important. And yes, in the previous list, it can remind me 

what IS important. 

It can make me vulnerable. 

The results of writing can be confusing and unsettling. 

I spend too much time writing for correctness and clarity to the point of taking the fun 

out of it. 

Reasons to keep exercising 

 

Great release of energy. 

I can still read or watch TV while exercising. 

It keeps me focused on healthier eating. I mean, why do the exercise if I’m going to 

undermine it with a bad diet? I think I’ll mull over that with a bowl of tortilla chips in 

front of me. 

It helps me maintain strength and flexibility. 

That’s a lie about flexibility because I rarely stretch after exercising. 

It opens up the neural and intellectual pathways. I get some of my best, or at least 

most exciting ideas while exercising. 

It gets me outside, even in bad weather. 

When I’m done, I feel like I’ve accomplished something. 

Ways I can multitask 

 

I can listen to podcasts while doing mundane chores. 

I can read while exercising. 

I can write while exercising. 

I can listen to podcasts while mowing the lawn. 

I can exercise while watching college football games. 

Reasons I bake 

 

It’s creative. 

I can share the results with friends, neighbors, and spouses. 



I like using my intuition rather than measuring spoons. [It’s the rebel in me. ;->] 

It is comforting, especially on a Sunday afternoon. 

The aromas fill the house. 

So much variety, so many calories, so little time. 

Baking brings people together. 

It’s fun to share the experience on my blog. 

Favorite podcasts I listen to 

 

The Creative Penn 

Side Hustle School 

Smart Passive Income with Pat Flynn 

Louder Than Words Bookcast 

The Sell More Books Show 

Favorite Books 

 

You Are a Writer 

Show Your Work 

Write It Down, Make It Happen 

Side Hustle: From Idea to Income in 27 Days 

Charlotte’s Web 

Potshot 

If You Can Talk, You Can Write 

Finish 

The War of Art 

Turning Pro 

Do the Work 

Waiting for the Magic 

What have I learned from podcasts? 

 

Inspiration is good. Inspiration with action is better. 

Keep writing and, according to Brian Clark, keep going. 

Writers should keep in touch with repurposing their work into courses, ebooks, 

anthologies, etc. 

Sometimes you have to stop listening to podcasts and just get to work. [Pat Flynn 

discovered that.] 



It took Pat Flynn at least 18 months after he first recorded himself to finally post a 

podcast. [Lesson: Resistance and wavering confidence victimize pretty much 

everybody.] 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 10 

Published by JR Mays on January 10, 2018 

Let’s start by talking about the inspiration I’ve gained from the book Finish. 

 

I now have a running list of things I’ve finished. 

 

They’re not necessarily tasks that set the world afire, but they are daily proof that I 

can put my mind to completing tasks. 

 

What qualifies? I would say anything that I would generally put off for another day, 

hour, or month qualifies. 

 

Like what? 

 

I’ll start with simply doing daily reading. That is why I’ve gotten as far as I have with 

this book. 

 

I have to finish ‘Finish’! I’ve already written about this task, I realize, but it’s that 

important to me. 

 

What spurred the drive to finish? Along with the book, I had a morning recently where 

I simply felt crappy and I traced it, since it was the end of the year, to my simply not 

meeting many of my goals. 

 

And I had plenty of time to reach them, but son of a gun if Jon Acuff’s major points 

didn’t track me down. 

 

I had a number of noble objectives. 

 

And I had plenty of secret rules. Example: “You really don’t need to do this extra work. 

Money isn’t really that necessary.” Believe me, I am not a money grubber. But if it 

makes it easier to donate to charity, then yes, money IS important. 



 

“ 

 

And perfectionism/resistance was really at the root of them. 

 

But have I worked hard enough to get past all that? Not in the past year. Nope. 

 

But, and this isn’t a new year’s resolution, I was just sick of being master 

procrastinator. 

 

In fact, I’m writing these words instead of going out to do errands. 

 

These words had to come first. And I’m not going to grind toward these goals, because 

I really do agree with Jon that if something becomes a grind, you probably won’t stick 

with it. But I guess there are levels to low-grade misery. There is the grind of getting 

something done despite obstacles and moments when it’s less than fun. But that pales 

in comparison to the grind of looking yourself in the mirror and admitting that you 

have simply failed yourself. [Not fun.] 

 

And so what kinds of things have I finished lately? 

 

A major cooking display—quinoa, lentils, roasted squash. [pretty boringly healthy 

sounding, isn’t it? Now in the past, I would have viewed it as giving in to a noble 

objective of providing meals for my wife and me. [Yes, ‘me’ is grammatically correct. 

Bless-it, people continue to mess that up by using ‘I’ because it sounds better. Believe 

me, Brother Cunningham back in my sophomore year wouldn’t tolerate that.] But I 

view it also as an investment in a week’s worth of easy meals so it will be easier to 

crank out the words throughout the next five-plus days. 

 

What else? Contacting my employer regarding the change in health benefits and 

coverage. Totally boring and clearly one of those things I could easily talk myself out 

of following up on. 

 

Contacting the dental plan company to cancel that membership and get some money 

back. Again, boring beyond comprehension—almost worse than the scratchy, canned 



music they played while I was put on hold for 20 minutes. And really, I was more 

gratified by actually following through than by the $200 I was refunded. 

 

Contacting some freelancers re: book cover design for my ‘eclectic’s journal’. 

 

Contacting other freelancers for formatting the pages of the journal. 

 

And what do I have to work on? 

 

My online course. I have a lot more reading to do. And more lessons to create. 

 

Secrets? 

 

Cheating, as Jon Acuff would call it. Example: Reducing the number of steps needed to 

even start writing. Maybe you have your computer timed to start up at a certain time. 

Or you’ve actually cleaned your desk, ridding yourself of countless distractions. 

Making your creative process just a bit less onerous. 

** 

 

500-Word Challenge: Day 11 

Published by JR Mays on January 11, 2018 

An imagined dialogue with author Jon Acuff 

 

 

 

Me: So Jon, how am I doing? 

 

Jon: Well, I think you need to more clearly define the book’s noble objectives and the 

secret rules. 

 

Me: Okay, fair enough. What else? 

 

Jon: Choosing what to fail at needs a whole lot more fleshing out, I can tell you that. 

In fact, I’d say you’re doing a pretty weak job of selling my book. 

 



Me: I didn’t know I was supposed to be selling your book. I thought I was supposed to 

change my life for the better and in the process serve myself and others and enable 

me to look in the mirror and realize that I can take forward steps. 

 

Jon: Oh, yeah, there’s that. And by the way, I have to say, you’re probably spending a 

little too much time writing right now. You have tons more to do on the Eclectic’s 

Journal and on your online course. 

 

Me: Geez, so you’re serving as my conscience as well. Have I done anything well 

lately? 

 

Jon: Well, I do like the idea of your keeping a list of stuff you’re following up on. It 

might not be riveting reading for others, but as long as it helps you feel good about 

your progress, that’s right on target. 

 

Me: It’s actually kind of fun to reflect on those small completed chores too. 

 

Jon: Well, there you go! That fits right in with my chapter on using data to celebrate 

forward movement. 

 

Me: What else can we talk about? 

 

Jon: Dive back into the book and see what’s what. Tons more to cover. 

 

Me: Okay, I came up with a concept. What do you think of the idea of a ‘finish posse’? 

 

Jon: Come again? 

 

Me: Well, you round up some people who ascribe to your philosophy—pretty 

high-minded, isn’t it?—and they cruise neighborhoods ferreting out slackers and 

layabouts and people with way too many secret rules and noble objectives. 

 

Jon: Okay, I’m listening. 

 

Me: Well, they report back to you and you swoop in and proselytize on the merits of 

being a ‘finisher’. 



 

Jon: Could you use the term evangelize? I like the sound of that better. Makes me 

think I’m in the league of guys like Guy Kawasaki. 

 

Me: Fair enough. I’m also wondering… 

 

Jon: You’re more than a little scary, but you’re going to say it anyway, aren’t you? 

 

Me: Yeah, I was thinking maybe the posse should include someone from Helsinki. 

 

Jon: Oooh, I like the international flavor. I could use a little marketing boost overseas. 

But why there? 

 

Me: Just thought it would be a good idea to have a Finnish person in the group. 

 

Jon: Okay, you’re just disturbed. I’m kind of looking forward to your finishing the 

book. So what else is on your plate? 

 

Me: I have to say, I like the way you consistently take aim at perfectionism. You make 

it sound almost evil. I think we do have to personify it—we have to take what it does 

to us extremely personally because, as you suggest throughout the book, its effects 

are so deeply ingrained in many of us. 

 

Jon: I’m glad you picked up on that. After all, I would have to say that pretty much 

everybody I know has been victimized by it. And the danger is, it goes by so many 

other aliases, so it’s easy to use one label to pass off one act of avoidance. Like, you 

just ‘got distracted’. Then, a month later when you’ve dropped the ball on another 

goal, you’ve simply ‘procrastinated’. 

 

Me: You are a true evangelist, Jon. 

 

Jon: Awww, shucks. Now, where’s the queso you promised me? 

 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 12 

Published by JR Mays on January 12, 2018 



 

 

dog-1601041_1280 

 

For today’s 500-word challenge, I’ve been asked to teach something to my thousands 

[okay, millions] of readers. 

Let’s go with procrastination. [Note: I did only a light edit, which is, of course, 

completely counter to what we polished procrastinators usually do—pore and writhe in 

agony over word choice, missing commas [most readers wouldn’t notice, but by God, 

you will…] 

 

First off, start your day with email. You would be surprised how fluent and outright 

wordy and, even insightful, you become with your emails when you have some more 

pressing creative pursuit knocking on your conscious or your subconscious. You start 

noticing quirks in your respondents’ writing style and yucking it up over them. You 

even suggest some possible fixes, almost as if you know what you’re talking about. Of 

course, knowing what you’re talking about is secondary to creating the aura of 

intelligence, experience, and wisdom. The main thing is this: You HAVE to avoid the 

other work that is calling out for your attention. No matter that you have built your 

points and premises on a firm foundation of ignorance. Just keep writing. 

 

Okay, so your hands are about to fall off from your feverish keyboarding. 

 

Take a break. Make sure it involves removing yourself from any temptation to listen to 

your nearly bound and gagged muse. I would suggest cleaning the garage. But tread 

lightly, bucko, because you might run across boxes of notebooks filled with half-spun 

tales, expertly written, that might make you think you actually have the talent to get 

something published. ‘Half-spun’ is the operative term here, by the way. You would 

risk being engulfed by guilt over never finishing anything and let’s face it, do you 

really want to risk all that time and energy on a project that probably won’t dig its 

way out of a slush pile, digital or otherwise? 

 

So, still in the garage, I would say that grabbing a broom and clearing away cobwebs 

from the rafters would pretty much remove you from the dangers of the ‘creative life’. 

 



Okay, thank god the garage is web-free [mostly]. It’s time for coffee. Now where is 

that Bialetti pseudo-espresso maker you hadn’t thought about until just now? It’s 

gotta be underneath the cast-iron skillet which, hey, you could really go for some 

biscuits to accompany that coffee. Yeah, yeah, yeah, you could probably just throw 

those biscuits together in nothing flat, but Wednesday’s food section writer [what a 

hack—someone who actually finishes and publishes] spouted about the appeal of 

sourdough biscuits and now seems about the right time to throw together a little 

starter. Quite an appropriate term—starter. No one ever asks, though, if there is such 

a thing as sourdough finisher. 

 

Well, that little detour did nothing to satisfy the need for an accompaniment to your 

coffee, now did it? 

 

And geez, that one way-up-high cobweb is still haunting you. Okay, this is simple. 

You’re going to defrost some of that four-month-old vanilla brandied bundt cake while 

you venture back to the garage and pull out the ladder to vanquish that 

ever-threatening cobweb. 

 

Yep, you have everything under control. A cleaner garage, some fresh coffee a brewin’, 

updated correspondence, and a room temperature piece of cake. 

Life is good. 

 

And the caffeine will no doubt fire you up for round two of the day’s creative effort. 

But, wait, wasn’t that your phone’s notification chime? 

** 

 

500-Word Challenge: Day 13 

Published by JR Mays on January 13, 2018 

 

 

For today’s 500 words, the creator of the challenge has demanded—demanded, I tell 

you,—that we dabble in the practice of lying. 

 

Not the malicious hostility-based type of lying, mind you, but let’s just go with not just 

stretching the truth, but flat out snapping it so it comes back and takes out an eye. 

 



As the creator of the Internet, I can only say, this is wrong and I really have no choice 

but to personally expunge all record of this person’s involvement in the field of 

writing, blogging, and living in Tennessee. 

 

Okay, so, back to the truth. 

 

I’m going to answer a few questions from my readers’ mailbag. No wait, it’s my 

mailbag, but with questions from my millions of readers. 

 

June from Mayfield, Colorado asks: What do you not like about the National 

Basketball Association? 

 

Well, June, it’s like this. 

 

NBA players are allowed an exorbitant number of fouls, thus enabling 

on-court-assault-and-battery. [Not to worry, fans. This will be taken care of when I 

finally give in to the resounding demand for me to take over as the NBA 

commissioner.]. Worse than the customary bloodletting on the hardwood, though, is it 

slows down and chops up the game and really, what appeals to me is what’s most 

important, right readers? Uhhh, readers? Don’t leave yet! 

 

And then, there are the timeouts. Too many, especially when you count the TV 

timeouts that open the floodgates for commercials suggesting that I have either ED or 

the cardiopulmonary shortcoming du jour. 

 

Let me just say, “Geeeeeeezzz! Let the players play! And let the fans actually think 

they’re watching a game that consists of more than dribble up court, ref calls a foul, 

ref confides in other ref and watches the mugging on replay, player enters concussion 

protocol, player [once steered back to the correct foul line] is deemed okay, misses the 

basket [but hits teammate in forehead], makes the second, the other team calls 

timeout so the ball is advanced to half-court. Or something like that. 

 

Ward fromMayfield, Colorado asks:  Come on, the NBA game isn’t that bad, is it? 

 

Well, Ward, one word: Yes it is that bad. [In fact, I’m so serious about that answer that 

I intentionally skipped the comma that most people think I should have inserted after 



the word, ‘Yes’. So, we’re talkin’ serious.] But what really gripes me is, out of one side 

of their mouth, they [choose your own ‘they’] remind us all that pro sports is ‘just 

entertainment’, but on the other side of their mouth, they roll out their ‘dribble, foul, 

free throws, timeout, rinse and repeat’ act, which is NOT entertainment. And then 

there’s what they say out of the third side of their mouth, which is  A. unprintable   B. 

fodder for another, much-anticipated Q. and A. from my billions of readers. 

 

But have no fear. When I become commissioner, I’ll be limiting the players to four 

fouls. However, I will allow the coaches four fouls, but they A. will not lead to 

stoppage of play.  B. must be committed on their own players for rudeness to fans, 

stupid plays on the court, and/or over-exultation after a slam-dunk.  In many cases, I 

will even allow an extra, double-top-secret foul called, “Hyper Flagrant” to be 

committed at their discretion on a player who, in my judgment, deserves it. 

 

The Beav fromMayfield, Colorado asks: But what if the fans at the NBA game are 

excessively rude? Isn’t that possible? 

 

WULL-GEE BEAV, that is possible, and even probable, because so many of these 

people feel so entitled that they think they can spew racial slurs and demeaning 

epithets at these millionaires who are just trying to earn a living and max out their 

daily allotment of NBA fouls. In the case of fan stupidity, I’ve set up a black-ops 

league of mixed martial artists who, clad with semi-assuming Kevlar vests to 

accompany their Batman masks, will patrol the stands and swarm to the first hint of 

spectator unruliness. A few kindly senior citizens with Dick Tracy watches [without 

batteries] will be sprinkled among the fans to provide additional ‘surveillance’. 

 

There, Beav, I’m glad we had this talk. 

 

Thanks for checking in, readers–all trillion of you. In my next installment, I’ll be 

covering my concerns about the National Football League. Stay tuned. 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 14–A Day in the Life 

Published by JR Mays on January 14, 2018 

 

 

So I went to my inbox and there sat my assignment for the day. 



 

That obsessive Jeff Goins had left more work for me: Take your readers through a day 

in your life. 

 

I started to nod off just thinking of the topic, but I knew if I didn’t get this done, I 

wouldn’t get that bonus check awaiting me. [Luckily, a previous assignment nudged us 

to lie to our readers so there may well be some carryover here. I have retained Siri as 

my official timekeeper. Such a loyal and efficient assistant. She told me I had 

surpassed my time allotment. I plowed through, though, as that just means a bigger 

cash bonus at the end of January.] 

 

So, let’s get on with it. [I just noticed that’s the second time I started a sentence with 

‘so’. The madness has to stop.] 

 

First of all, I watched no football yesterday, thanks to this writing challenge. Oh, sure 

it’s not like I wrote all day, but I have to blame someone and the faceless JG might as 

well take the blame. 

 

I used part of my morning finishing my highly-acclaimed project piece from the day 

before–a classic Q and A with some of my most avid readers–Ward, June, and The 

Beav from Mayfield, Colorado.  I set them straight on some of the ills of the National 

Basketball Association. I’m certain my pithy answers made their day just that much 

more memorable. 

 

I baked a pumpkin [okay, okay, it was sunshine squash] quick bread with a molasses, 

brown sugar, and cinnamon swirl and had to hurry through the follow-up photos and 

notes, as Cook’s Illustrated was hounding me for any and all documentation of the 

venture. These imaginary editors can be such divas… 

 

I posted the experience on my wordinventions.blog site. [And yes, I am using a .blog 

address and yes, that suggests I am a lowly hack, but hey! I’m powering down an 

overly rich quick bread with coffee and you’re not!] 

 

Next, I opened the local newspaper to an interesting article about the community 

college’s graduation ceremony of June 17. Full page, nice photos of grads, really 

special. Made unspecial, however, by the fact that it is now six months after the event. 



This proved one thing: My detractors, enemies, rivals, and other assorted scoundrels 

with nothing better to do have teamed up to tease at my last remaining shred of 

sanity. 

 

I can just hear these lowlifes: “Let’s make him wonder if he’s in some kind of time 

warp and maybe he’ll just drift away to either six months prior or six months ahead.” 

 

“Yeah, boss! That’s a good idea, boss. What’s a time warp?” 

 

Yes, my day was shaken a bit. I reached for the quick bread and broke off a hunk. 

[Note to readers: always eat your cakes and quick breads in hunks. Check any utensils 

at the door. It tastes 3.4 times better.] 

 

With sanity restored, I launched into some vital Web research: I need a coffee grinder 

that doesn’t result in a layer of black dust strewn across the kitchen counter. Vital, I 

tell you. Seems Krups might be my answer. And no, don’t accuse me of product 

placement. 

 

It was time for errands around town. Still fraught with anxiety over my coffee grinder 

issues, I needed a shot of calm and equanimity. [And yes, I need to work on verbal 

redundancy and…here I go again,… superfluousness. Honest, folks, that is the first 

time in my life I have ever used that word. Thrilled that dictionary.com is letting it 

slide.] 

 

Anyway, for faith-restoring dose of goodness, I headed to a U.S. Postal Service 

subsidiary at, where else but a swimming pool and barbecue supply store. Yes, you 

read that right. We’re a quaint town, we are. 

 

And sure enough, plopped on the floor was Max, Golden Retriever and resident 

one-dog greeting committee/customer relations wizard. [Not his real name. He prefers 

a lower social media profile.] 

 

Energized by some good-natured tailwags and wrist licks, I headed for Office Depot to 

look into creating dog-themed address labels for a colleague. 

 



Mission accomplished: I printed out about a hundred with a photo of a Yellow Lab–50 

with the words, “Can I have a dog as my life coach?’ and 50 with a quote from Robert 

Falcon Scott:  ‘The dog lives for the day, the hour, even the moment.’ 

 

We later met friends for dinner at Laughing Planet. Felt good to team with D and C to 

contribute to the place’s claim of ‘laughter’. My wife and I did the usual mid-meal 

plate switch, as she wanted a taste of the Santa Fe Bowl and I was ready for some of 

the Highway to Kale she usually orders. 

 

We four teamed up to solve pretty much every woe of the world, except for this 

writing challenge’s damnable creator who will, no doubt, have another assignment 

awaiting me in my inbox tomorrow. 

** 

500-Word Challenge: A Letter to Jeff Goins 

Published by JR Mays on January 15, 2018 

 

 

An open letter to Jeff Goins. 

 

Dear Jeff, 

 

So it’s like this. ‘How has the experience gone?’ you ask. 

 

I’ve enjoyed it. It has pushed me into some new territory and it’s been fun to ‘interact’ 

with a couple of favorite authors, including yourself and Jon Acuff. 

 

I decided to pull out your ‘You Are a Writer’ book to see where your advice and 

experiences intersect with my encounters with this challenge. 

 

I see that you addressed ‘fear’. 

 

“I wasn’t doing. I wasn’t creating. I was only dreaming. 

 

Long lists of imaginative ideas and potential projects…never finishing any of them.” 

 

And you went on to pinpoint the reason for that inability to finish. 



 

FEAR. 

 

Earlier, I was revisiting some morning flakiness on my part: 

 

“Boy, I am all over the place and I think I need to work on something else. I put in a lot 

of time last night and this morning churning out some words and Ideas and, for some 

reason, I seem to have forsaken that material. Am I that obedient that I have to follow 

today’s challenge when I have plenty of other stuff ready to go.” 

 

So while the challenge has been educational, I’m also wondering if I’m taking it on as 

another of those safe detours that, once February 1 comes along, will lead to 

nowhere—keeping in mind, of course, that it’s self-inflicted, not Jeff Gains-Inflicted. 

 

But even with these doubts, what have I taken from the challenge so far? 

 

I would say that it’s been fun to use ten words where five would have sufficed. 

 

I’ve been able to churn out more words more efficiently than in previous months. 

NANOWRIMO doesn’t count for me, in terms of production as those efforts are 

afforded absolute free rein, while for your challenge, even though we are encouraged 

to ‘not edit’, I’m guessing more than a few folks are aiming to produce a piece with a 

semblance of direction and avoiding word-spurts that lead to a fire-snorting dragon 

attending a ladies afternoon tea in Cambridge, though, now that I think of it, may not 

be such a bad idea, especially when I consider the possibility of the ladies tossing their 

orthopedic shoes and knitted sweaters for black Spandex emblazoned with their own 

superhero logo. 

 

Whoa, where was I? 

 

Okay, so yeah, I guess there is a bit of a NANO carryover, isn’t there? 

 

Anyway, as your chapter two asserts: 

 

WRITERS WRITE. 

 



Okay, that works for me. 

 

I liked your anecdote about your friend simply telling you, “You are a writer. You just 

need to write.” 

 

Next assertion: PRACTICE MAKES HABITS 

 

I’m hoping this is one of the positive results of the challenge. I’ve built consistency 

over the last seven months, so I’m pleased with that, but I’m hoping the challenge will 

help me find a clearer voice. 

 

A quote from you regarding preparation for and completion of a half-marathon: “I 

gave the sport the respect it deserved.” 

 

Later in that chapter, you marveled at how much you had accomplished in a given day 

and wondered how it all happened. 

 

Your conclusion: “…it happened from doing the work—creating habits and building 

momentum.” 

 

In other words, you gave the sport of writing the respect it deserved. 

 

I’m hoping the challenge will encourage me to continue to do that as well. 

 

More later…I might have to book a trip to Cambridge to get a feel for my next book. ;-] 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Me. 

 

P.S. With your books in front of me, I will have no problem finding good content for 

the rest of this challenge. Heh, heh, heh. 

** 

500 Word Challenge: Day 16 Taking Stock 
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Today is a good day to revisit some lessons about the writing life that I have learned 

recently. 

 

You might be asking, ‘What makes today a good day for this?” 

 

Answer: I can’t come up with any other topic. 

 

And so…the lessons. 

 

I prefer short pieces. Why? Because it forces me to make every word count? To 

challenge myself to condense profound thoughts into neat little packages of insight? 

Uhhh, no. That would require sweat and heavy investment of ego and time away from 

watching Hallmark movies. The real reasons? One, the less I write, the less I have to 

edit. Two, I often get distracted during–you know, the NFL just isn’t the same since 

Joe Montana and Steve Young left the 49ers–the writing process. 

I prefer cooking to writing. Cases in point: Quick Bread. Coffee Cake. Stovetop 

Chocolate Cake. Chile Verde. Apple Cake. Blueberry Muffins.  Biscuits.  Well, those and 

a host of other reasons. When I’m done cooking, I have something concrete [please 

reserve comments on the appearance of my baking ventures.]. When I express myself 

with text, I run the risk of folks thinking I’m a whack job. But when I express myself in 

the kitchen, I connect with most folks through a shared experiences–whether with the 

preparation or with the consumption. When I cook, I have a genuine audience–family 

members, neighbors, even myself. And then there is the comfort elicited by the aromas 

that greet you at the front door, the warmth of the cake straight from the oven. I’m 

still waiting for my words to envelop me in the same way. It doesn’t mean I’ll be 

putting down my pen, of course. But I’m realistic about what I like. 

I prefer finding images for my posts to writing them. Yeah, that sounds pretty weak, 

but it’s just more fun. And scanning those images has often generated plenty of 

material for my ‘stories I’d love to write but will never get around to’ file. I mean, how 

can you not have stories swirling in your head after a quick cruise through 

gratisography.com? I also advocate image searches as a strategy in my free prewriting 

course. 

The people whose blogs I read are better writers than I am. They explore topics more 

deeply. They weave words together seamlessly. They’re informative. They have a clear 

point of view. 



I dislike those people intensely. * 

I am a small, small person. 

There are so many resources available to make me a better writer and content creator. 

People don’t appreciate how much energy and concentration it takes to avoid, ignore, 

or downplay/disregard said resources. I mean, really, all these people with so much to 

share. There has to be some kind of angle, don’t you think? ** 

When I spend an hour whether I should use ‘in anger’ vs. ‘angrily’, I’m pretty certain I 

need to walk away from the computer, writing room, house, city, state, and probably 

country.  [Reason one for always carrying my passport with me.] 

I’m still convinced a new MacBook will vault me into literary stardom. 

10a. My wife disagrees and thinks I should get back to work. 

* Of course, I don’t. In fact, because of the warmth and sincerity of their work, they 

are quite likable. 

 

** Nope, neither do I. 

** 
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Today, I’ll be taking on one of life’s great mysteries: 

 

Why didn’t massive multinational cash-spewing corporations gut their entire 

marketing, research,–or custodial–staffs to hire me a few years ago. [Your definition 

of ‘few’ may vary widely from mine. That’s a topic for another post–perhaps one 

covering ‘denial’.] 

 

Were these commercial monoliths too busy raking in profits to even scan my 

impressive ‘built-to-succeed’ resume? 

 

Had to be. 

 

Baiting Hooks 

 

Otherwise, why would they not rush in and offer a job to someone who baited hooks 

with chunks of squid and meticulously positioned them to allow for an efficient 



untangled toss into the Pacific Ocean? No matter that I lasted just past lunch on my 

first day. Old-time journalists have nothing on me. I truly was an ink-stained wretch 

[emphasis on the ‘wretch’]. 

 

Okay, so maybe that experience didn’t translate as neatly into corporate life. 

 

Shafting 

 

But there is no way they should have overlooked my months as a shafter. Yessir, you 

bet. Look around you. Bet you can’t find one shafter within 50 miles of you. Seems my 

time at San Diego Paper Box Company wasn’t as highly valued as I thought it should 

be. That job went like this: I muscled eight-foot tall rolls of paperboard to a metal, uh, 

shaft–seven inches in diameter. I then judiciously postioned [i.e. rammed] the shaft 

through the roll’s hollow core. 

 

Locked and loaded for action. 

 

I’d flip the switch and off it went, delivering premeasured cuts through the paper at 

very high speed. 

 

And son of a gun if something mechanical that moves at high speed doesn’t generate 

lots of heat. 

 

And that heat radiated from that shaft. 

 

And that shaft found my exposed hands and forearms. 

 

And those body parts incurred second degree burns. 

 

Nothing like one’s own searing flesh to encourage more careful maneuvers around 

that machine. 

 

But nowhere in the plant did I see one, “Respect the shaft!” sign. 

 



Of course, I wouldn’t have complained about that to future prospective employers. My 

loyalty? Skin-deep. The mid-interview change of bandages might have hinted at 

previous workplace concerns, however. 

 

So, maybe I wasn’t quite white collar-ready right then. 

 

Strike Three! 

 

But by gosh and golly, I would have thought my time at ITT as a ‘materials handler’ 

would have earned me a spot somewhere in a company’s higher echelon. This job 

neither belies the requisite high-level skills [“Hey, Dave, we need more masking tape 

to label these wire samples!”], nor does it do justice to the extreme dedication I 

exhibited in taking on the job. Dedication…ignorance. Such a fine line between the 

two. You see, I was crossing a picket line—a minor detail that the temp company 

managed to omit. 

 

Despite the waving signs and the colorful language directed my way, I was determined 

to make good on my commitment. Well, that, and there really was no convenient way 

to hang a U-ie and floor it. 

 

Besides, I was lucky enough to be driving a yellow Gremlin at the time. 

 

Some folks might question the sanity of a writer using the words ‘lucky’ and ‘Gremlin’ 

in the same sentence, but–armed with a firm sense of denial–I see it differently. 

 

If I’d been cruising past these scarred, tatooed, and high-spirited folks in a Camaro, I 

wouldn’t have lasted ten feet. 

 

But in a Gremlin? Even the most hardened and embittered would be brought to their 

knees with sympathy. 

 

Memories fade of course, but I think I recall one of the leaders putting down his 

barbed-wire-on-a-stick and backing others away with the words, “Let him go. He’s 

worse off than we are!” 

 

Wise words indeed. 



 

And with that, despite so many wanting to hear of my stint at Equality Screw 

Company, my career retrospective has reached its conclusion. 

 

To quote Boon from ‘Animal House’: “A new low. I’m so ashamed.” 

 

  

** 
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Well, Jeff Goins has suggested we write about hope, as in, “I hope I have something to 

write about.” 

 

People often suggest regaling readers with images of the past. 

 

But why would I want to write about the days in the ‘hood’? 

 

Who wants to read about the halcyon days of the 60’s when our Chestnut Street and 

California Street intersection would be so quiet at night that Jimmy T and I could hang 

our heads out our upstairs windows and, from 50 yards away, hold a conversation 

without raising our voices. We just let the quiet of the night carry our words from one 

house to another. 

 

And there really is no reason to share the ecstasy and the agony of my first Little 

League base hit. I remember making clean contact, pulling the ball to right field and 

standing there in disbelief that it was  A. in fair territory and B. whistling past the 

second baseman. As I said, ecstasy. Perhaps I soaked in that moment just a bit too 

long, as the right fielder promptly picked up the ball and threw me out at first base. 

Let me take a moment to ask: Shouldn’t that kid have been coached to automatically 

throw the ball to his teammate at second to make sure I didn’t take the extra base? 

[Assuming I would actually reach first base.] In essence, then, it’s all his fault that I 

suffered the humiliation of being thrown out at first from the outfield. 

 

But again, that’s not even worth writing about. 



 

Still on baseball which, unlike today, was the number one sport in the U.S. 

 

We lived on the fields behind Lincoln School. Pick-up games were the order of the day 

and it was generally the same 12-15 kids. With five to seven kids per team, we had to 

make in-game adjustments. We would ‘close off’ parts of the outfield, depending on if 

the hitter was right-handed or left handed. We might leave out an infielder. But one 

game feature we insisted upon: the fence. We had to have an outfield fence. Home 

runs that sent some poor sap off to Maple Street or the blacktop just didn’t carry the 

same cache as a ball that cleared a barrier. 

 

So, what were we to do? We weren’t about to set up wooden boards or something even 

equally inconvenient. Instead, we lined up enough of our Schwinns, 

front-wheel-to-back-wheel until we had our fence. Easy to shift and sturdy enough to 

take a few shots to the spokes, pedals, and chains. If the ball was flying out that day, 

shifting this fence was a matter of kickstand up, roll 20 more feet away from home 

plate, kickstand down, and ‘play ball!’. And when the ball flew well past that chain of 

bikes, we might as well have been hitting towering shots over the deepest spot in 

Candlestick Park. 

 

But, the struggle to dig up meaningful enough content continues. 

 

No need to bore readers with reflections on the Monopoly tournaments that ruled the 

neighborhood in mid-July. The blue and yellow and green cash filled the air whenever 

owners of Baltic and Mediterranean landed on Boardwalk or Park Place. Not a pretty 

sight. 

 

And finally, I see no reason to revisit our adventures around the Lincoln School 

cafeteria to poke our heads in to watch the folks square-dancing. After all, any thing 

or place on the forbidden list was just what the doctor ordered for kids without the 

cash for trips to the Santa Cruz Boardwalk or evenings at the movies. Instead, we 

patrolled the playground and rattle those tetherball chains till the poor custodian 

stormed out to chase us off. 

 

Now that was entertainment. 

 



Well, seems I’ve at least entertained myself. So that’s something. 

 

Your cards and letters begging me to stop writing? Keep’em coming. 

** 
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Stardom Denied 

 

We were a formidable collection of athletes–pole vaulter, sprinter, hurdler, shot 

putter, discus thrower. Versatile. Dedicated. 

 

One problem: All us tracksters comprised a large part of our summer of ‘70 Colt 

League baseball team. 

 

But we had DD at the helm. With a solid working knowledge of baseball and successful 

experiences as a player. 

 

Another problem: He was a half year younger than most of us. 

 

And so begins the saga of one of my favorite athletic endeavors in my storied [in my 

head, not yours] sports career. 

 

Game 1: A gorgeous sparkling late Friday afternoon in early June. [Not to worry. I 

won’t be detailing every game. I’m no sadist.] Al H, opposing first baseman whose 

right leg dwarfed our shortstop, stepped to the plate and launched a pitch from DD 

[yes, our ‘manager’ was our opening day pitcher] deep. And that was the last we saw 

of our center fielder Eric. When authorities arrived, they first talked to the guy 

sculpting stacks of cut lawn with his feet. Me. Seems I was the last person to actually 

see Eric. 

 

“It all happened so fast. Al H sent that moonshot toward Big Sur. Eric and I looked at 

each other. I shrugged. He took off, the wind took his hat, and that was it.” 

 

“Didn’t you even get in position for a relay throw?” asked the cop. 

 

“I was the one who yelled for someone to call missing persons.” 



 

Disgusted at my lack of baseball acumen [or the fact that I had settled back into my 

ready stance], the cop shook his head. 

 

Fickle fans. But I wasn’t going to buckle. “Hey, I’m a shot putter! I’m not expected to 

know how to play baseball!” 

 

Meanwhile, as memory serves, at least six runs scored on the Al H missile launch. 

 

 

 

The bat-to-ball impact intensity [Equation: b2bI=d2n]  

blocked out the sun instantly. Some of my teammates took that as a cue to bolt from 

the field. DD rounded them up and marched them back before the sun returned.  

 

And we had switched pitchers. Twice. Yes, folks, a loooong home run. 

 

The authorities left. 

 

“Let’s play some baseball!” shouted the ump. 

 

Clearly, he had never watched one of our practices. 

 

What he envisioned as ‘baseball’ was nowhere near what we flailed away at. 

 

At one of our early attempts to organize and hone our skills, Eric [before his tragic 

disappearance] and I stood in the outfield and watched as DD tried to clarify with a 

few of our track athletes one of the finer points of baserunning…or the steal signal…or 

dating Sally. Something like that. 

 

Anyway, I looked over to Eric. “What we have here,” I said, summoning a line from 

Cool Hand Luke, “is a failure to communicate.” 

 

Eric looked back. “What we have here…is a failure.” ** 

 



So, sure we had communication issues. And we weren’t all that sharp in the field. But 

by god, you put a bat in our hands and our ineptness really shined through. 

 

So consistently piddly at the plate, in fact, that pitchers threw three no-hitters at us. 

Consecutive no-hitters. 

 

Undeterred, however, we actually won the last of the three. 

 

How do you do that? To this day, I’m not quite sure, but credit our pitcher, SV, for 

keeping the other team’s hitters at bay…and us actually in a position to win. 

 

**Bravo, Eric. It’s been over four decades and your classic line remains ingrained in 

my memory. I hear rumors that–years later–you actually did find your way back to 

your family and fashioned a very successful life. Good for you. I still have your hat, by 

the way. 

 

To be continued. 

** 
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Our team…The gun? Just for show. 

Who’d have trusted this group with live ammo? 

 

Feeling masochistic? Here is      Part One 

 

And so, with all these strikes [literally] against us, you might be thinking that this will 

evolve into a story of personal redemption, of rising up against the odds to turn 

around a lost season. 

 

You would be wrong. 

 

If anything, we got worse. 

 



But it’s not as if we stood around and let shame and failure wash over us. 

 

Oh, no. We proactively degenerated. 

 

We replaced DD with a person who was actually old enough to drive. And then some. 

 

MB took the helm, with the help of DD’s father, who probably felt it was time to lift 

his son out of a deep, dark depression that can only affect kids who have no 

negotiating power, no money to sign up available kids who could actually hit and 

catch, and no hope of ever living down the Al H Moonshot. 

 

MB…he knew his baseball, and he knew how to buy boxes of stale Bazooka bubble 

gum, but he really didn’t know A. how truly bad we were  B. how to bail from an 

experience that might just drop him into the dumpster fire-on-the-diamond. [He might 

have considered a move to Siberia, but even there, the Tass news agency might track 

him down and reveal his humiliation. Those were Cold War years, you see, and all 

diplomatic bets were off.] 

 

Back to the misery. 

 

Under the guidance of MB**, we continued the losing ways of a team that wrestled 

MM from the safety and comfort of his dinner table so we could field an entire team. 

He would later claim that we were better off with eight guys and an empty right field 

than nine guys with him fixated on the roast beef and mashed potatoes he was 

dragged from. 

 

And then, there was me. One otherwise pleasant afternoon, I was still reveling from 

the game before when my only base hit of the season brought in the winning run–we 

interrupt this paragraph for our inaugural episode of TRUTH IN FICTION!–Truth: He 

did get a base hit. Fiction: It was a feeble opposite-field single that did not move one 

base runner closer to scoring, other than himself.–we now return you to our regularly 

scheduled venture into fantasyland.– 

 

I stood on third base. I represented our last chance to creep within ten runs of the 

other team. And with a full count on our batter, I was ready to sprint for home on the 

next pitch. Even I knew that if the pitcher threw a strike, the inning would be over so 



no problem with my being off base. And the whole world knew the batter wouldn’t 

make contact, so I was good there too. And if the pitcher threw a ball, well, the batter 

casually trots to first base. How could I lose? 

 

Welllll, baseball folks know the answer to that. There are multiple answers, actually. 

 

The teammate actually might make contact. 

The teammate might swing and lose his grip on the bat. [More probable.] 

The pitcher might throw a ball, in which case, there are still two outs and I would be a 

sitting duck. 

The teammate will take a called third strike… 

If you guessed #4, congrats. Oh, did I fail to mention–there was actually just one out. 

So, strike three on the batter meant two outs. And Mr. Clueless on third base still ran 

for home. The catcher saw me coming and stood, no doubt dumbfounded, and 

waited…for the easiest double-play in the history of America’s National Pastime. 

 

Looking back, I’m thinking that one play–that singular moment of baserunning 

ignorance– might have turned the tide against baseball’s immense popularity and 

vaulted football to where it is today. 

 

You’re welcome, NFL millionaires. 

 

To be continued. Honest, I’ll wrap up tomorrow. 

 

**[You’ll notice I’m doing my best to hide these people’s true identities. I figure the 

summer of ‘70 offered enough pain and embarrassment. No need to salt their wounds 

any further.] 

** 

 

500-Word Challenge: Day 21–Food Crisis in Room 13 

Published by JR Mays on January 22, 2018 

 

 

It was another day in Room 13. 

 

13—not my favorite number, but that’s how this school year rolled. 



 

Unlucky from the get-go, as my dad often says. 

 

But he’s usually talking about some football game he’s watching. 

 

For me, it was unlucky in a lot of ways. 

 

We had Mr. Jackson as our teacher. 

 

He believed in writing. 

 

A lot of writing. 

 

He believed that if we sneezed, we should write about it. 

 

And posters all over the room reminded us of how important it was to write. 

 

There is no wrong way to start. Just grab a pen. 

 

I am a writer. 

 

Good writers practice. 

 

It never ended with this guy. 

 

The rest of us just didn’t want our hands to fall off. 

 

And if you mentioned the computers in the lab for writing, he would shake his head 

and make some weird sound. 

 

It sounded like, “Piffle”. 

 

Anyway, today was unlucky in another way. 

 

Our lunches were missing. 

 



The whole barrel full of them. Gone. 

 

And I was hungry. 

 

The other kids were probably hungry too. 

 

But, really, it was me I was worried about. 

 

When it comes to food, that’s how it goes. 

 

And I had missed my mid-morning snack. 

 

Not a scheduled mid-morning snack like a lot of classrooms have. 

 

Mr. Jackson didn’t believe in those. 

 

So, on the way in from recess, I would snag my own snack. 

 

A quick visit by my lunch bag, and—boom—granola bar in hand. 

 

I’d crunch it up a little on the way to my desk and tear at the top. 

 

And like clockwork, Mr. Jackson would start read aloud. 

 

He’d be so wrapped up in James and the Giant Peach or any one of the Harry Potter 

books that it was clear sailing for me and my granola bar. 

 

But, as I said, today was different. 

 

Not a lunch bag in sight. 

 

This was one of the few days when I wished I had a cafeteria account. 

 

Something needed to be done. 

 

“So, Mr. Jackson,” I said, “What are you going to do about our missing food?” 



 

“Simple,” he said.”We’re going to write about it.” 

 

Oh great. As if words will magically make my peanut-butter-and-apple-on-wheat to 

appear. And my bag of Doritos. 

 

I’d take those Doritos over a steak any day. 

 

Well, maybe not a steak, but you get the picture. 

 

And in she walked. Emily Michaels. A sight for sore— and hungry—eyes. 

 

She carried herself in just the right way. 

 

A careful march toward Mr. Jackson’s desk. 

 

Perfect balance. 

 

Arms in exact position… 

 

To carry six flat steaming boxes. 

 

I knew those boxes. And I knew that smell. 

 

Pizza from Gianni’s. 

 

For all we cared, the missing lunches could be floating toward China. 

 

“Happy birthday to me-e-e-ee!” said Emily, dropping the boxes, one arm at a time onto 

our teacher’s desk. 

 

“But wait!” said Mr. Jackson. “We should write about this!” 

 

Not a chance, Jackson. Not a chance. 

 

We needed both hands for something more important. 



 

** 
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Today’s 500-word topic: List your fears. 

 

So I fear that I’m not going to finish this January 500 word challenge. 

 

I fear that I won’t finish the projects I’ve started and that Jon Acuff will send out his 

procrastination police to drag me in front of a vicious, closed minded tribunal that will 

throw me into a dank, dark motel room on the outskirts of Bumwiddle, Wisconsin in 

the middle of winter and force me to finish all my started projects. 

 

I fear that the entire state of Wisconsin will turn against me because I happened to 

choose their fine, cheese-laden state as the locale of my fictional town, as if to 

suggest that it represents the hickest, most outlying place in the universe, which isn’t 

at all true. 

 

I fear that they won’t believe that I actually used a random number generator to 

determine the number of the state I would choose. 

 

I fear that I will never get to eat cheese again because of my unfortunate choice of 

that fine state. 

 

I fear that I’m running off the road, in a writerly sense. 

 

I fear that I will never get around to watch Tim Ferriss’s TED talk on fear setting. 

 

I fear that, because I’m not Scandinavian, I will never get around to Swedish death 

cleaning. 

 

I fear that I’ll never make it to the rescue shelter and give another dog a chance at a 

life of no training, regular meals and walks and car trips, comfortable naps on the bed, 

and lots of love. 



 

I fear that I won’t talk myself into buying that MacBook that I ceaselessly pine for in 

84.6% of my posted writing. 

 

I fear that anyone who reads this will lock in on the cheap, tawdry 

word-count-cheating tactic of repeating the words, “I fear that…” 

 

In my attempt to nail that exact quote from the dad character about Swedish death 

cleaning and decluttering in general, I fear that last week’s episode of The Middle will 

never come up on another screen in Chrome. I fear that I’ll be watching these 

buffering dots  

 

Video Player 

 

00:00 

00:03 

 

 

on ABC’s website for the rest of my life. 

 

  

 

I feared that I would never climb out of the suffocating Internet rabbit hole/search for 

the above-mentioned quote. 

 

I used a handful of kettle corn to snap me out of it. 

 

So I fear that I will rely too heavily on kettle corn to solve [or salve] any future bouts 

with the Internet’s multitude of distractions. 

 

I fear that you will all find out that I am listening to Herb Alpert and the Tijuana Brass 

while writing this. [Something magical about instrumental music and cranking out 

meaningless prose.] 

 



I fear that I now have less than ten words to, as slave driver Jeff Goins, the evil 

mastermind behind this 15,500 word challenge, suggests: “do something with this 

fear.” 

 

I fear that my math might be off. 

 

I fear that Professor Goins may not accept ‘fear spewing’ as a productive first step in 

my attempt to “do something with this fear.” 

 

** 
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“But what are you gonna do about it?” 

 

I hated when she asked me questions like that. They made too much sense. And they 

put me on the spot. And I had to take action. 

 

“You’re not helping, Maeve.” 

 

“I am and you know it. So, time for revenge?” 

 

I looked off. “Not exactly revenge,” I said. 

 

“Well?” 

 

“I’m thinking, I’m thinking.” 

 

We were down to our last ten minutes. The school year would be over and both of 

those shrubs would march off to summer vacation convinced they had beaten us. I 

couldn’t—no, WE couldn’t live with that. 

 

Other kids were crowding around us, for whatever reason. 

 

“Let’s get to the oak tree,” I said. “I can’t even breathe here.” 

 



We stopped and started and bolted through a dodgeball game and bobbed and weaved 

through kids on the monkey bars. 

 

Once at the oak tree, Maeve and I were able to sit and think. 

 

“Okay, we know they’re leaving early. And we know their parents are coming to get 

them. And we know they’re expecting to receive the ‘Best Behavior’ awards,” I said. 

 

“And we know they’ll be crushed if they don’t get those awards,” said Maeve. 

 

“So, we at least have something to work with.” 

 

From our vantage point, we watched the twins roam the playground with their usual 

band of followers. 

 

We were both quiet for about a minute. 

 

then we looked at each other. 

 

“I think I have an idea,” we both said at the same time. 

 

*** 

 

Our ideas didn’t match. 

 

Luckily. 

 

Because we would need both to make up our grand plan. 

 

What we needed now was some alone time, as in while the rest of the school was in 

one place, we needed to be somewhere else. 

 

With the upcoming awards assembly, we were halfway there. 

 

The trick was to never actually join everybody else in that steam room they call the 

cafeteria. 



 

The lunch bell rang and in we trooped toward Room 13. 

 

“So, do we have our timing down?” I asked. 

 

“I think so,” said Maeve. “I think there are about ten minutes till we all head over.” 

 

“Okay,” I said. “I ask to hit the bathroom first. Two minutes later, you do the same. We 

meet at the end of the primary hallway.” 

 

“Why there?” asked Maeve. 

 

“Because everything and everybody is innocent down there. There’s no reason why Mr. 

Lundquist would be patrolling down there.” 

 

It was starting to come together. Maeve and I would have about five minutes to track 

down whatever evil, annoying plan Emma and Ella Jamison had come up with. 

 

Like clockwork, we met by Room 4 and started our search. 

 

“You start at one end of the upper grade hall and I’ll start at the other. If we’re 

walking together, for sure we’ll get nabbed.” 

 

“You mean,” said Maeve with a smile, “that if we’re within five feet of each other, 

people expect trouble?” 

 

“On the last day of school, any two fifth-graders within five feet of each other might 

as well be wearing a sign saying, “Up to no good.” 

 

“Okay, then, here we go.” 

 

We headed out and within minutes we met in the middle of the upper grade hall. 

 

“Anything?” I asked. 

 

Maeve shook her head. “Not a thing.” 



 

I sighed. “There has to be something they’ve done. Otherwise, why would they even 

bother to leave early on the last day of school?” 

 

On our way back to Room 13, we approached the office. Rolled up against the wall was 

the banner Mr. Lundquist always hung out across the front as everyone left for 

vacation. 

** 
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Reminder to readers: This is a continuation of the ‘assignment’ to write an ending. 

Here is Part I of the ending. 

 

*** 

 

We both stopped and looked at each other. 

 

“Really?” I asked. 

 

“We at least need to check,” said Maeve. 

 

We slid the rolled up banner away from the office door, which on a normal day, would 

be wide open. Today, closed. Mrs. Dooling and Mrs. Taylor probably needed a break 

from the thousands of parents and kids trooping in and out with cupcakes and party 

supplies and who knows what else. 

 

“We’re down to about two minutes!” I said. We unrolled the banner and—sure 

enough—instead of the usual ‘Have a great summer!”, the words ‘bummer of’ were 

taped over ‘great. 

 

“That is totally the work of the Jamisons,” said Maeve. 

 

I raced into the teachers’ supply room and came out with the widest, fattest black 

marking pen I could find. 

 

“This banner needs just a few more words and it’ll be complete,” I said. 



 

Maeve stood watch as I finished my work. 

 

I tucked the pen in my pocket. “You go back first and I’ll come in right after.” 

 

Just as I entered Room 13, they were lining up for the awards assembly. 

 

“Mr. Beane, glad you could join us in time,” said Mr. Franks. 

 

“Mr. Shoemaker asked me to help him with something,” I said. Lying, not my favorite 

escape strategy, but at the time, my only way out. 

 

Maeve caught my eye and gave me the thumbs up. 

 

The rest of the class trooped out, with Mr. Franks in the lead. Nice guy, but he never 

learned. A teacher at the front misses way too much elbowing and hip-bumping by 

kids who probably need four recesses a day. 

 

Luckily, Room 13 was the last class leaving so there were no straggling kids to mess 

things up. I trailed the rest of the class and saw Maeve stop to tie her shoe. 

 

I caught up to her. “What do you think? Ten minutes?” I asked. 

 

“Should be about right,” she said. “I kind of remember they start with fifth-grade 

awards.” 

 

“Sounds good.” 

 

We walked together into the cafeteria entrance and I took a hard right turn into a 

supply closet as Maeve joined the rest of the class. 

 

I could only hope Mr. Franks wouldn’t notice I was missing. 

 

Once the cafeteria doors closed for the beginning of the assembly, I slipped back 

toward the upper grade hall. I settled into a corner for the wait and within a 

half-minute, I popped up. 



 

The primary hall, I thought. That’s the place. But I needed to avoid the office. 

 

I headed down the ramp, hopped the metal railing, and slipped behind the bushes that 

lined the front of the school. 

 

It wasn’t as if it was the first time I had used guerrilla tactics to move around the 

school and I knew the ins and outs of these bushes. I ducked lower at the thinner 

areas and relaxed and stretched upwards when branches were thicker. 

 

Finally, I made it to the primary classrooms. 

 

I looked around. All was quiet. I stepped forward to get a closer look at my target. And 

then I saw a playground ball tucked into the far corner. 

 

If I was a decent aim, that ball might give me a headstart back to the cafeteria, I 

thought. And I was about to hit the ten-minute mark Maeve had set for me. 

 

I gave another quick glance, listened for any other possible interruption, and 

sidestepped to the ball. 

 

I picked it up, took in a breath, took aim, and heaved it right for my target. 

 

Bullseye! 

 

Reeeer—-reeeer—-reeeer! 

 

The alarm rang through the building. 

 

*** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 25–The Eclectic’s Journal 

Published by JR Mays on January 25, 2018 

 

 

Introductory Pages for Eclectic’s Journal 

 



Write It Down, Make It Happen is the inspiration behind my ‘Put It to Paper’ section. 

Henriette Klauser’s book keeps long-term goals on the front burner. It convinced me 

that seeing those goals in ink on a daily basis keeps those goals front and center in my 

consciousness. Writing them down, depending on the mood and the day, can serve as 

either admonishment, gentle reminder, or inspiration. She also believes that keeping 

these ambitions alive can flip the switch on the reticular activating system, which can 

best be explained here: 

https://medium.com/desk-of-van-schneider/if-you-want-it-you-might-get-it-the-retic

ular-activating-system-explained-761b6ac14e53 

 

I also found the basic strategy to be an intersection between ethereal coincidence 

[“Just put it out there raises your odds of the universe responding favorably.”] and 

down-to-earth human diligence. Because I found myself rooting for those who shared 

their stories made me hope that I too might glean some of that same positive support 

from others. 

 

Just the act of putting it to paper makes achieving my goals become more of a reality. 

 

As for Become an Idea Machine–the inspiration behind my ‘Idea Sandbox’ section, 

there is something magical about the number ten, especially in terms of ‘making the 

brain sweat’, to use the words of James Altucher, the first writer I read who coined the 

term ‘idea machine’ [though Claudia Azula Altucher actually wrote the book]. 

 

For me, once I reach numbers 7 – 10 in my daily idea challenge, I generally am wading 

into the waters of the absurd. The benefits? Absurdity checks the editor at the door, 

gives resistance a kick in the behind, and reminds me that this list is just for me so 

there is no reason to feel foolish. And when I drift that far afield can often lead to 

unexpected breakthroughs. 

 

I have also benefited from using other media or thinking tools, such as my prewriting 

strategies, to help me along when I’m dragging or to boost my productivity to well 

past the prescribed ten ideas or to generate more idea prompts for later exploration. 

 

The Doodle Revolution: Unlock the Power to Think Differently by Sunni Brown 

convinced me to add a ‘doodling’ component to page 2 of every Eclectic’s Journal 

entry. So many of us have talked ourselves out of even trying to draw something, that 



if it’s not recognizable and unsullied by missteps with ink or graphite, then it’s not 

worth doing at all. But with doodling, if nothing else, this component encourages a 

little artful freeform lettering as I emphasize a concept that is top of mind, such as 

‘SIDE HUSTLE’, or ‘FINISH’, or ‘REINVENT’. Repetition of the doodling has also built 

my confidence in sketching and developing some basic techniques like cross-hatching. 

And it’s just plain fun. And it’s a nice release of pent-up energy. And, as with the rest 

of the Eclectic’s Journal, it is just for me. No pressure, try new things, see what 

develops. And it provides a connection between other Eclectic’s Journal components, 

which really is what the EJ is all about–connecting the dots between the personal and 

the creative. 

 

Gratitude: I first learned of the power of thankfulness from Andrew Weil. He shared 

research that engendering optimism and other positive emotions lowers the level of 

cortisol, the stress hormone. 

 

It also breaks me out of ‘me-me-me’ blindness. Honest, I need all three ‘me’s’ to make 

my point. When I remind myself of some of the good that has happened to me that 

day, it tells me that there is at least a portion of the world/universe that is on my side. 

It forms for me–even briefly–my own little bubble of security and it opens my eyes to 

more daily positives that I can hang my hat on [and I can feel secure enough to look 

past ending that previous sentence with a preposition. Luckily, I know the editor and 

he’s going to let me slide on it…just this once.] 

 

 ** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 26–Disappointment 

Published by JR Mays on January 26, 2018 

 

 

Today’s theme is ‘disappointment’. 

 

I’m disappointed that I haven’t yet finished the 500-Word Challenge because I 

promised myself a nice little reward once I post on January 31. Previous tolerant 

[Sympathetic? Long-suffering? Now homicidal?] readers of some of my –happy place 

alert!–Pulitzer-winning posts will probably guess what the reward is–something techy. 

 



Looking through the newspaper, I am disappointed that no one has offered me a gold 

toilet. Then again I’d probably use it as a planter box–planter bowl, actually. 

 

I’m disappointed that I was not invited to play in the NBA All-Star Game. 

 

Then again I would probably stop play and start haranguing about too many fouls 

allowed, too many timeouts, too much showboating, too much ‘look at me’, too many 

mad-dog staredowns, too much chest-pounding… well there you go, you get the 

picture. In front of all those adoring fans occasionally looking up from their phones, it 

would not be pretty. 

 

I’m disappointed that Canada has not let me into its psychic airspace. Let me explain: 

Sometimes, things here in the US get a little hinky. I’m thinking those same annoying 

items will at least be relegated to page 2 in Canada. [A Canadian friend has shot down 

that scenario, but I’m keeping the dream alive.] 

 

I picture myself camped out in any one of the many Victoria, B.C. shops where they 

take their coffee and baked goods seriously and those nice, nice people are too polite 

to suggest that my sleeping bag and tent are infringing on the comfort of other 

patrons. 

 

See? That psychic teleportation thing is working already… 

 

Anyway, I applied at the psychic border crossing and was refused. They said 

something about their being overrun with similar requests. I even asked if someone 

could psychically sponsor me and, with downcast eyes, a shake of the head, and an 

index finger on speed-dial, they apologized that they can’t even issue day-passes. 

 

I’m disappointed that I don’t have a DVR that permanently vaporizes mention of 

murderous heads of state,  as well as listings of specific TV shows, celebrities, 

non-celebrities, and media hacks. 

 

I’m disappointed that there isn’t a truly ‘smart’ TV that rubs out all bottom-of-screen 

crawls spewing repeatedly ‘breaking news’ and spring training baseball scores [all 

preseason game results, actually]. Yes, yes, I know, most TVs allow you to zoom and 

thus block out the crawls, but that ain’t the same. I want a TV that essentially gives 



me control of the networks. [Yep, drifting into Dr. Evil territory 

[https://cdn-images-1.medium.com/max/1252/1*ZYpBSAe0dC4_ha-3GhcO9Q.jpeg] . 

My apologies to non-viewers of Austin Powers–Not a fanboy, but the character 

seemed to fit.] 

 

While we’re on the topic of Austins… 

 

I’m disappointed that I’m not as productive as Austin Kleon, though every time I open 

one of his books [My favorite is Show Your Work], I’m hit with a surge of inspiration. 

 

I’m disappointed there isn’t more January sun where I live–to the point that I actually 

watch golf on TV just so I can see non-gray skies and that big bright thing that helps 

make the skies non-gray. 

 

I’m disappointed that I cheated a bit on this post–I used Google Docs voice typing for 

the first 100 words. 

 

Plea for understanding: My hands were full [i.e. balancing coffee and raisin toast from 

The Bread Board in Falls City, OR–yes, yes, shameless promotion. Only benefit? A few 

extra words toward challenge-completion…talk about shameless. 

 

On the upside, I’ve reacged 500 words and have risen above my  disappointment to 

keep the auto-keyboarded words anyway. 

 

Such courage and fortitude in the face of potential virulent backlash. 

 

Keep livin’ the dream… 

** 

500-Word Writing Challenge: Day 27–In Place of Jeff Goins ;-> 

Published by JR Mays on January 27, 2018 

 

 

Okay, since Mr. Goins has not delivered the writing challenge prompt for today, allow 

me to step in. 

 

Here goes. 



 

But first a word from our unnamed [but still gathering data on your browsing 

tendencies] sponsor… 

 

Have you noticed that the only difference between ‘donut’ and ‘don’t’ is ‘u’? 

 

And now back to our regularly-scheduled programming… 

 

Write about the time when you wanted to take over a class you were attending. Yes, 

include the parts about laying siege to the administration building. And when you 

planned to change your grade in the class you were failing. And the grades of anyone 

else who was willing to pony up for your newfound side hustle. 

Speaking of side hustles, write about a side hustle you would like to try. Yes, include 

the start-up costs, including the condo on Maui, the Lear Jet, and your sales 

conferences in Aruba. 

Write about the dossier you collected on your neighbors. No, not the slimy, distasteful 

stuff [that’s for a whole different writing challenge], but the ‘what they do that you 

should be doing but will never get around to doing, like painting their house during 

this millennium, and thus you hate them for making you look like a slothful parasite. 

Yeah, that kind of dossier. 

Write about the stuff you immediately look at when you enter a thrift store. [Some of 

you might need to first fess up that you even visit them.] 

Describe your ideal writing setting. Include the aromas Fresh-brewed coffee? Sea mist 

from nearby crashing waves? Both of those simultaneously? [Yeah! Way to dream!], 

the needed ambient noise, your essential writing tools [blender and recliner included]. 

Tell about how you will celebrate the completion of the January writing challenge. 

Feel free to include climbing the steps of a local civic building, turning, jogging in 

place, and raising your arms in victory. [Just don’t tell Sly Stallone.] 

Share some predictions of the aftermath of the January writing challenge. Maybe your 

description of the ideal writing setting will send you on a shopping spree. Perhaps 

your discussion of the side hustle will lead to a few phone calls with off-shore 

realtors. It could be as simple as a new set of pens. [For me, it’s one of those 

multi-packs of Flair pens, which guarantee a result from the inspired scrawl sessions 

in the pitch black of 3:00 AM. I don’t care if these brainstorms are in hot pink, I just 

want them recorded.] 



Write a tribute to your writing life cheerleaders. Detail their qualities and those 

special moments when they lifted you up or drilled you with a solid dose of reality or 

treated you to a bacon breakfast burrito to launch you on your next project. [Yes, I 

know, ‘bacon breakfast burrito’ is getting pretty specific, but I want you to home in on 

their specialness.] 

Make a list of ten products or services you wished existed for writers [or for folks with 

other avocations, life circumstances, or community service obligations]. Come on, 

stretch that thinking and have fun. Seriously, don’t you think all of us writers—in the 

midst of an inspirational surge— need an on-call personal assistant to cook the arroz 

con pollo, toothbrush that annoying tile grit in the shower, and give Barkley his 

afternoon romp? [For me, it would be an editor of my first-draft tirades and a typist of 

the acres of material from my notebooks. Oh! And someone with discretion and taste 

to sift through that stuff once it is typed up. I haven’t yet come up with a title for that 

poor shlub.] 

Okay, so I’ve covered for Mr. Goins. If you haven’t already started your Jan. 27 

challenge, there you go! 

 

As for me, I just finished mine. [I hate ‘smug’, don’t you?] 

** 

500-Word 
Challenge: Day 
28–Tag-team 



Eulogy for a 
Writer 

Published by JR Mays on January 29, 2018 

 

So, it’s like this: He never really understood me. Oh he tried, but, ya know, the way he’s lying there 
right now? He’s showing just as much empathy and understanding as he did when he was alive. 
Really, he didn’t like tattoos and thought they were all about the ‘look at me’ generation. And, while 
I’m sure all you people at this service are envious of my glasses, he really thought they were too big 
for my face. I just had no idea what weird idea or belief he would come up with next. 

*** 

http://jrmays.com/index.php/author/thaag/
http://jrmays.com/index.php/2018/01/
http://jrmays.com/index.php/2018/01/
http://jrmays.com/index.php/2018/01/


 

Is there someone at the door checking everybody’s identification? I tried to convince the TSA to 
attend and provide some security, but well, they keep claiming they have enough to do at our airports. 
Yeah, as if they think people are always taking plane flights. I myself wouldn’t travel and T never 
understood that. When I told him how we all had to prepare for the final days, you know, when CNN 
and FoxNews stopped claiming ‘breaking news’, he just laughed and asked me if he could borrow my 
hat to make a salad. I told him to go to the thrift store and get his own salad bowl and while he was at 
it, to pick up a Sony BetaMax video player for me. He actually had the nerve to ask me what that was. 
I won’t miss him, I can tell you that. Such a skeptic…such a skeptic. 

*** 

 



Well, I knew T for 48-and-a-half sessions. I really thought we were making some progress, but when 
he stopped the last meeting halfway through and complained that my shoes were becoming a 
distraction, I felt we were at an impasse. Actually, I didn’t officially declare an impasse until I cashed 
his last check, but for all intents and purposes, our professional-to-client relationship was over. 
Luckily, because of doctor-client privilege, I won’t have to share his stories of the five unicorns he 
walked every day at 6:00 AM. And I won’t have to tell you he left everyone out of his will, so you can 
all go home without expectation of his bequeathing you with his baseball card collection, including the 
1963 Hal Lanier card he treasured and carried with him wherever he went. Finally, I won’t have to tell 
you about the yellow Gremlin he drove during his college years and that he always felt it reduced his 
social life to sneaking into the nearby church’s Saturday night bingo extravaganzas. 

*** 

 

Well, I’ve heard these other people cast T in a not-so-positive light. I actually found him to be quite 
forthcoming and open to my ideas about non-human mammals taking over the earth, starting with a 
non-violent overthrow of the U.S. Government. He said something about believing more in the Easter 
bunny than in many of the legislators who were leading their own lives of fantasy, frolic, and scoring 
lifetime pensions and health care. He said he would support my cause and then he rambled on about 
wanting one more shot at New Orleans restaurants before Lent began. He was that way…one 
moment coherent and willing to lead a coup d’etat and the next moment asking me where we were 
going for dinner. 

*** 



 

T. liked to play tricks on people. Luckily, I was never victimized by him so I guess I can’t say too much 
bad about him. I’m sure he’s in a better place, or at least I hope he is…I’m not really sure why you’re 
laughing right now. I mean, we’re trying to pay tribute to a great, great man. 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 29–Letter to Ideal ‘Make Side Hustling Stick’ Customer 

Published by JR Mays on January 30, 2018 

Greetings ideal customer 

 

Welcome to:  

 

Make Side Hustling Stick 

 

Strategies to Learn–Really Learn!–the Best of ‘Side Hustle: From Idea to Income in 27 

Days’ 

 

We will explore the book Side Hustle: From Idea to Income in 27 Days,  written by 

Chris Guillebeau. 

 

Here are a checklist of what will best serve you during this course. 

 

A willingness to revisit what fuels your enthusiasm to take this course. Maybe it’s as 

simple as your desire to create a side hustle, an extra income source that can be both 

fun and profitable. You’ll no doubt be learning from the master, who has also written 



The $100 Startup and Born For This and The Happiness of Pursuit and The Art of 

Non-Conformity. 

 

Maybe you want to rise above the negative experiences from your previous years in 

school. You might want to convince yourself that you’re learning a lifelong learner and 

you want to put it to use for good. 

 

And then there’s the desire to reinvent yourself–perhaps that has emerged lately. 

 

You might want to be doing something for yourself–take on a project that challenges 

you and you alone. 

 

You might also be thinking that the side hustle component of the course will help 

others. Bravo. 

 

How about good ol’ self-improvement? 

 

Or the need to address the question, ‘If not now, when?’. You know, that voice that 

whispers that your time on this earth is finite. 

 

[By the way, just listing these possible reasons is a helpful reassessment exercise for 

me.] 

 

Believe me, these are all valid reasons. Just latch on to the ones the keep you moving 

forward in this course. 

 

Okay, more on your supply list. 

 

— Imagination. The ability to visualize. No, not necessarily the ‘woo-woo’ level of 

visualization, but at least enough to see yourself taking forward steps, no matter how 

large or small. The key is forward. 

 

— Still on the imagination thread, be open to talking to yourself on paper. after all, if 

you want to learn you need to talk it through. 

 

— A pioneering spirit, a readiness to try out new ideas, new strategies. 



 

— Enough of a trust in me and this course that you will benefit not just from covering 

the content of the book, but from the ‘make it stick’ strategies that you can rely on for 

later non-fiction and how-to books. 

 

— A smartphone would be really helpful for its camera and its connectivity. Trust me 

on this. 

 

— An ability to reframe the act of reading as you know it now. There will be times you 

will be writing [don’t worry, the only real audience during this course is you. I’ll put 

my red pens away, honest!]. Other times, I’ll invite/encourage you to sketch and make 

diagrams to help you flesh out your learning. 

 

— A sketching tablet or digital version of a tablet. 

 

— A decision to see yourself as ‘the boss’ of your book. That means, if you run into 

chapters that are not serving you, skip them. Give them enough of a glance to 

remember their basic message. Beyond that, move on. Not every chapter keeps every 

reader riveted and on-target. Realize that you are actually ‘hiring’ this book [and this 

course] to provide you with lasting benefits. 

 

— The same goes for this course: If you encounter a module that doesn’t serve you, 

skip it, but even better, drop me a quick note telling me why that is the case. Let’s just 

assume that if you’re not being served, then that’s probably true of others. 

 

— A readiness to thrash the book with dog ears and sticky notes and bright yellow 

highlights–whatever you think will be most valuable for you. 

 

— An openness to sharing at least one success or suggestion during the course, though 

I’m hoping you’ll be more involved than that. 

 

— So, I hope this list hasn’t scared you away. Of course, it might feel like a heavy 

investment, but it’s an investment in yourself, and I’m willing to bet that if you can 

even muster half of these list items, you will be making marked progress in both side 

hustling and in developing your own personalized learning strategies. 

 



Let’s get going. I’m looking forward to the adventure. 

 

  

** 

 

500-Word Challenge: Day 30– Lessons from the Challenge, Part II 

Published by JR Mays on January 31, 2018 

 

 

So, lessons from the Challenge, Part II 

 

Mini-lessons: a. My eclectic’s journal has consistently launched me into rapid word 

surges. b. During my 30-minute exerbike sessions, inspiration generally kicks in after 

ten minutes of pedaling and reading. At that point, I’m generally reaching for a pen 

and notebook and the ideas really do flow. c. I spend too much time looking 

for/inserting an image to accompany my writing. d. In spite of ‘c’, I do appreciate 

Pixabay and Unsplash. e. YouTube has lots of good 90-120 minute videos of 

instrumental music. f. I’ve decided to lead off this piece with the mini-lessons. 

I really don’t lock in on finishing pieces of writing that I start. Two of the challenge 

submissions need to be finished—the ‘ending’ that I started [that’s an odd twist] and 

my look back at the desultory baseball season of the summer of ’70. I may still finish 

those, I have a challenge-and-a-half left, after all. And it would feel good to type ‘The 

End’ as Jeff Goins encouraged us to do. 

The ‘The End’ prompt provided added challenges. I didn’t like the part where our 

co-protagonist activates a fire alarm to stop a proceeding that he, well, wanted to 

stop. I didn’t like the solution. And that slowed me down. So, I think I have a 

workaround which is more palatable to me and, I hope, readers. It will, after all, be a 

best seller once I get it published. Well, that and once I provide a beginning and a 

middle to the story. Small detail. 

The Facebook involvement has been fun, but by god, don’t post a link in the wrong 

place or at the wrong time. Also, some folks tend to take things way more seriously 

than I do. But the encouragement that other writers send toward newbies to the 

challenge has been heartening and I’ve connected with a couple of nice folks as well. 

At about three this morning, I was struck by a story possibility, so I fired up the 

flashlight in my iPhone to illuminate my moment of illumination. [Yeah, more than a 

little forced, wasn’t it?] I reached for my trusty Flair pen and a nearby notebook and 



scrawled away with the iPhone tucked under my chin. Such great ideas, and an 

interesting premise. This was going to be an easy 500 words and so throughout the 

day, I mulled over what was now becoming a hazy and less amusing surge of 

creativity. By the time I sat down and reviewed the early morning scribbles, well, I 

think those are going to sit on a shelf for a long, long time. I saw that there was a 

level of insensitivity that I wasn’t thrilled with. I guess I could have spent time doing a 

little verbal contorting, but if it required that much effort and convincing of the 

writer, well, it wasn’t worth it. Interesting lesson—go ahead and follow that 

inspiration, but, at times, backtrack a bit with a small dose of reality. I guess I would 

call it ‘pre-editing’. Not needed for all that we write, but if the pre-editor’s voice is 

loud enough, probably a good idea to heed it. 

I’ve posted most of these daily challenges on my other blog. As I noted to those few 

readers, my doing so was just as much an attempt to further document [to myself] 

that I could finish…and enjoy the process. I’m pleased I’ve achieved a level of 

consistency and I give the Jeff Goins Challenge most of the credit. At times, I dangled 

rewards to get me to January 31, but that was just me the procrastinator playing 

games with me the writer. 

I’m setting a timer for five minutes of light editing. I will steel myself to stop after 

that. Let’s see how much willpower I have. Cool! I’m stopping with a half-minute to go. 

 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 31-‘Conversation’ with Jon Acuff 

Published by JR Mays on February 1, 2018 

 

 

A Conversation with Jon Acuff 

 

Today’s Challenge Prompt from Jeff Goins is about finishing this 15,500-word 

adventure. Many more words than that, most likely. 

 

And so I chose to bring in a guy who is currently on the forefront of finishing, Jon 

Acuff, who published Finish: Give Yourself the Gift of Done. 

 

I bought the book and it is the most recent one I’ve, uh, finished. 

 

A worthwhile investment, I have to say. 



 

Moving on…I selected some quotes—in italics—from the book [thank you, Goodreads] 

and will apply them to my 500-Word Challenge experience. 

 

Here goes… 

 

[By the way, I’m not counting the quotes as words toward my total. That would be 

flat-out cheating, right?] 

 

“The harder you try to be perfect, the less likely you’ll accomplish your goals.” 

 

Jon, you did a nice job picking apart perfection and it helped me rip through my 

challenges without listening too intently for ‘the voices’. One hundred word bursts 

were often the norm and that felt good. What else felt good? Clicking ‘post’, even 

though I knew the writing wasn’t a third draft product. I will admit there were times 

when I spent a little too much time editing, and even adding an image to spice things 

up, but all in all, it was nice to have that feeling of ‘my work here is done’. 

 

“But more than just analysis, perfectionism offers us two distinct distractions: Hiding 

places and Noble obstacles A hiding place is an activity you focus on instead of your 

goal. A noble obstacle is a virtuous-sounding reason for not working toward a finish. 

Both are toxic to your ability to finish.” 

 

These two concepts tagged along throughout the month. Much of the writing certainly 

didn’t address many of my main goals, such as developing an online course as well as 

completing stories in a series I’m working on. And while I benefited considerably from 

the month, I wondered if I leaped into this as yet another side trip, yet another ‘hiding 

place’. I think those terms are essentially other words for ‘rationalizations’ and I could 

easily rationalize my participation—building consistency, rising above perfection, 

exploring new directions and voices, even. But at the end of this month, what will I 

have to show for it? A corollary to your chapter on hiding places and noble 

objectives—the more we delve into those side trips, the more of a burden we face…not 

only in playing catch-up with the projects we really want to finish, but in somehow 

justifying our decisions to veer off-course. And we not only at times have to justify it 

to ourselves, but we might also have some stakeholders we might have to convince. No 

easy feat. 



 

The bigger rule was “For something to count, it has to be difficult.” A lot of high 

performers carry that sort of secret rule along with them. If an exercise is enjoyable 

and you have fun doing it, it must not count. 

 

Bravo to me for not falling prey to this secret rule. The 500-Word Challenge was 

rarely a grind. And when it felt that way, it was more a product of stupid annoying 

technology. It was fun to come up with new directions and new formats for the daily 

challenges. I enjoyed the Q and A from imaginary readers and will continue to play 

with that. For the last year, I’ve for the most part played it straight in my blog and this 

challenge often enabled me to cut loose a bit. Uh-oh, confession time. I strayed from 

this challenge to ensure I quoted you correctly: Make It Fun If You Want It Done. And 

in the process, I ran across your Finish workbook. That baby is printing out as I’m 

completing this sentence. 

 

All you have to do is win more today than you did yesterday and repeat the whole 

thing tomorrow.” 

 

Okay, I’ve passed my 500-word goal already, but I’ll close by addressing this quote. 

Love it. And the challenge absolutely cemented this philosophy. So what’s next? 

Staying the course set by this final quote and building a focus on fun, halving my daily 

goals, keeping an eye on data [even if it’s words per day…or productive habits 

practiced], and dodging the ever-present noble objectives. 

 

Image courtesy of Lance Grandahl/Unsplash 

** 

500-Word Challenge: Day 32–The Answer Guy [A Backyard Hole] 

Published by JR Mays on February 8, 2018 

 

 

Dear Mr. Answer Guy, 

 

Let’s see you figure this one out. 

 

Seems a while back our swimming pool sprung some leaks. Not the kind that shoot 

upwards Old Faithful-like or anything like that. No, these are underground leaks. 



 

Some guys came out and removed—rather rudely, I might add—the surface of the pool 

and, over the holidays, we were left with an unsightly blight of mud, concrete, and all 

manner of gunk in our backyard. We didn’t lose any pets or anything, but it’s possible 

at least one meter reader is down there, but that’s really not my concern. So what do 

we do with this ugly inconvenience? 

 

Signed, Holed Up for the Winter 

 

*** 

 

Dear Holed Up for the Winter, 

 

First of all, it’s a little amateurish to use the word ‘signed’ as the closing of your letter. 

 

Second, ‘unsightly blight’…redundant and unnecessary. Choose ‘blight’ or ‘unsightly’, 

but don’t juxtapose them. [I’ll pause here for you to look up ‘juxtapose’.] 

 

Third, well aren’t we all hoity-toity with our swimming pool and all. 

 

On to my answer… 

 

First off, you’re looking at this all wrong. Can’t you foresee a nice fat wad of 

government money coming your way if you can get your backyard declared a ‘wetland 

area’? I think they’re called Wetland Program Development Grants**. Give it a whirl. 

 

And if that doesn’t work and you and the backyard hole are still around after five 

years of your request wending its way through the various inboxes of dozens of 

well-paid civil servants, well, you mentioned the possibility of a meter reader possibly 

wallowing around down there. Casually set up a rescue operation, hire a video team 

[the teenagers across the street could use a little side hustle cash, I’m sure] and save 

the poor shlub. You have to figure some cable network will be all over that story and 

most likely open to tossing a little cash your way for the story. Just make sure the 

teens get a decent cut of the proceeds or you might be next to be 

one-with-the-backyard-muck. 

 



Best of luck with the muck. 

 

The Answer Man 

 

** See, even I know how to Google stuff. 

 

 

 


