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I. Introduction: My Journey as a Writer

Metaphysics is concerned with the nature of reality, particularly the universal constants that underlie existence.  To ancient philosophers it was a science, but because it is non-empirical, in contemporary terms it is harder to define.  

Fret not; I have no intention of turning this into a treatise on philosophy.  When I refer to writing as a metaphysical experience, I do not mean to relegate it to the fodder of dry debate or arguments over infinitesimal variations of thought.  For me, writing is metaphysical because it is inseparable from who I am and my conception of the universe and my place in it.  My interpretation of writing goes far beyond the definitions of hobby, job, or career - it is rather in the nature of a calling.  It is something that blossomed from within me and, though invisible to instrumentation, has been as integrally a part of me as my flesh, bones, and internal organs.  How this transpired and how it manifests itself is the subject of this book.

This is not a how-to book on writing, although in its course I offer many practical tips and suggestions.  It's more like a travelogue, a story of the life's journey on which my writing has led me.

I've been an avid reader for as far back as I can remember, but I didn't realize I was a writer until a specific moment of time.  I grew up in Seattle as an introverted child, evolving into an introverted teen.  When I finished high school, I migrated down to the University of Santa Clara in California.  I had no idea why I was going to college except that it was the expected thing to do.  During my last year in high school I had begun to heavily drink at parties, and near the end of my senior year I began to smoke pot.  When I encountered the San Francisco Bay Area hippy culture of the early 1970s, I wholeheartedly dove in.  I smoked marijuana and hashish; I dropped LSD and peyote and psilocybin.  In short, I became derailed.  Most of the time I had no idea what I was doing.  I had no motivation to study or do much of anything else.  I chose classes at random, whatever appealed to me at the moment, with no pattern or larger curriculum in mind.

And that's how I found myself studying science fiction as literature.  The textbook was The Mirror of Infinity: A Critics' Anthology of Science Fiction edited by Robert Silverberg.  It's full of splendid stories, but the one that changed my life forever was "I Have No Mouth and I Must Scream" by Harlan Ellison.  I had never heard of the story or its author, so I was completely unprepared for the amazing experience I had while reading it.  To use a phrase common among the hippies of that era, it blew my mind.  I had read many great books, but I had never read anything like that story before in my life.  And even before I finished it, I realized that I wanted to be a writer - I had to be a writer.  It was a sudden revelation like a flash of lightning in a storm-dark sky.  From that moment I was without doubt about what I wanted to do with my life.

Unfortunately, realizing that I was destined to be a writer didn't miraculously solve all my problems.  I was still smoking so much dope and taking so many hallucinogens that I wandered about in utter confusion most of the time.  My newfound calling, though, did unexpectedly inspire me with a temporary spurt of boldness regarding an English composition class I took the following term.  I attended the first lesson, probably stoned, and the monotonous lecture of the aged professor completely turned me off.  Rather than suffer through any more of the same, I instead spent the next weeks writing a long fantasy story, which I turned in to the professor at the end of the term and insisted that he give me an A, as the story proved that I was worthy of it.  The amazing thing was, the professor ignored my sassiness and rewarded my audacity with an A for the course.  He wrote a note on the story: "First rate, really.  Wish you had been more in the class, but no great matter."

That was to be my greatest literary triumph for a long time to come.  A period of confusion, of lassitude, of indecision, of uncertainty followed my return to Seattle.  My parents wanted me to resume my studies, of course.  I had no idea how to go about doing what I wanted to do.

I made some initial attempts at writing professionally.  The first story I wrote with the intention of publication was called "Prison of No Escape."  It concerned a man who was imprisoned not in a physical building but within images in his own mind.  Hardly an original concept in the science fiction universe even then, but it seemed so to me.  I sent it off to the editor of Amazing Stories, and amazingly enough, although he didn't buy the story, he wrote me a personal note telling me that it showed promise and I should keep writing.

A great breakthrough in my artistic direction, again prompted by Harlan Ellison, occurred during a summer after my return from Santa Clara.  I heard that Ellison was performing a reading at the nearby University of Washington and I made sure I was there, perched at the edge of my seat high in the amphitheater-like venue.  He was a terrific showman at the time, far more entertaining than a stand-up comedian, and as a climax to his performance, he had all the lights apart from a tiny reading lamp at the podium dimmed, and he read from some of his latest work.  The eye-opening news that I took away from that event, however, was that he was a visiting instructor at a yearly six-week science fiction writing workshop called Clarion West.  I determined to sign up for the following year.

When I attended Clarion West in the summer of 1973, I had just turned twenty years old.  The weekly instructors that year were Harlan Ellison, Ursula Le Guin, Joanna Russ, Terry Carr, Peter Beagle, and James Sallis.  I was too immature to take full advantage of the experience; nevertheless, becoming part of the Clarion community of writers was and is of inestimable value.  I came into contact with others who valued writing as much as I did; I no longer felt so alone in the vast universe.

Apart from my continuing tendency to imbibe alcohol and do drugs, the main problem that prevented me from progressing in my writing during this period was that I didn't know what to say.  Fiction writers make things up, of course, but the core of any decent fiction consists of the personal experiences of the author.  I had been withdrawn, introverted, isolated within a psychic protective shell my entire life, and I knew that I had to break out of it to achieve something significant.  This insight was backed up by some of my favorite literary works, the ones I mentally masticated over and over: On the Road by Jack Kerouac, Tropic of Cancer by Henry Miller, Jack London: Sailor on Horseback by Irving Stone, and The Lord of the Rings by J.R.R. Tolkien.  I felt the call of the open road, and I knew that I had to answer it, but I was terrified.  Eventually, though, I came to the realization that the only way to conquer my fears was to face them.

So it was that I found myself at a freeway entrance in Seattle, a duffle bag containing a sleeping bag, some clothes, and some toiletries at my feet, heading off to I knew not where.  I've written at length of my road adventures in my memoir World Without Pain: The Story of a Search, so I won't go into those details again here.  Suffice it to say that that first journey took me down the west coast of the United States and through Mexico to Guatemala and back.

After I returned to Seattle, I worked at odd jobs for awhile but I was restless.  I decided to move down to Los Angeles and try my hand at scriptwriting.  So I packed up some things, once again headed south, and found a small apartment in the San Fernando Valley.  I worked on a treatment for a teleplay for a then-popular TV series, but nothing much came of it.  I tried to write short stories but still had trouble coming up with ideas.  At the same time, the road was calling me.  That first trip to Central America had just got my feet wet, so to speak.  What I really needed to do to break loose from the inhibitions that were binding my creativity was to plunge headfirst into the unknown and not look back.

Once again I packed my duffle bag.  I sold all my books and anything else I wasn't carrying with me.  I hitchhiked across the country to New York and boarded an Icelandic Airlines flight to Luxembourg.  The cost was one hundred dollars for a round trip ticket.  I spent the summer hitchhiking through Belgium, Holland, Germany, Austria, Yugoslavia, Greece, Italy, and Switzerland.  I met new friends, had casual affairs.  That should have assuaged my hunger for adventure, right?  Alas, no.  Many writers had lived and worked in Europe, and I wanted to go farther.  I wanted to do something unique, to go places and have experiences that few had had before.  Near the end of the summer I began to hear of travelers heading east to the Indian Subcontinent, and that's where I decided to go.

I returned to Holland, worked in factories for a few weeks to save some money, and then, in the fall, hitchhiked southeast through Germany, Austria, Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Turkey, and Iran.  I found rides all the way to Kandahar in Afghanistan before I switched to traveling on cheap local transport.  From there I went up over the Khyber Pass, through Pakistan and into India.

It was in Goa, India, that I found my unique voice as a writer, although I didn't realize it when it happened.  I had brought a notebook and pen with me, but up until then I had hardly opened it.  In Goa I began to record my experiences.  I continued to write sporadically as I continued my journey into southern India, to Sri Lanka, and again through India to Nepal.  By the time I traveled overland back to Europe and used the other half of my Icelandic Airlines ticket to return to the States, I had been gone just shy of a year, and my notebook was filling up with entries.

I never realized the value of what I had written until I had returned to the west coast of the United States and was wandering listlessly up and down the coast.  At some point I recognized it as my pure unencumbered voice.  The realization opened a floodgate.  I bought more notebooks and rapidly filled them up.  I wrote anywhere and everywhere, wherever I could comfortably balance my current notebook and wield a pen.

Somehow, though, the road, which had been my liberator, became my snare.  I didn't know when to stop.  In fact, I was afraid to stop.  I thought that if I came in off the road, my fountain of productivity might dry up, and now that I was reveling in my creative strength, I would do anything to avoid lapsing into my former impotence.  So I stayed on the road.  During a brief interval in Seattle I typed up some of my work and sent it off to magazines, and then I was off again, in the dead of winter, on a return journey to Europe and India.

I often wonder what would have happened if I had been stable and secure enough to remain in the States and make another attempt to build a writing career.  As it was, I ended up spending thirty-five years overseas, mainly in India, Bangladesh, Greece, and Italy.  I met a Greek woman who became my wife, and we had five sons.  Along the way, I stopped writing for a long, long time.

It's amazing to me that I can pinpoint some of the most important revelatory experiences in my literary life.  After having abandoned writing for about fifteen years, I was walking along a beach in Halkidiki near Thessaloniki, Greece, with three of my young sons when I realized that it was time to start writing again.  It happened at a specific moment in a specific place.  I still remember the exact spot where it occurred to me, and I could take you there now, although decades have passed.

Once I started writing again, I had no trouble coming up with ideas.  My life was full to overflowing with experiences from which I could draw.  I wrote one short story after another, and began to consider how I might get them out to market.  In those days magazines had not yet begun to accept electronic submissions, and the standard procedure was to send a physical copy of a story, along with an envelope on which was affixed return postage, to an editor.  To pay for round trip postage from Greece would have cost far more than I could afford.

The first solution to the submission dilemma that I came up with involved sending a copy of a story along with a list of markets to my father in the States; he would photocopy the story and send it one by one to the various markets on the list.  This, as a stopgap solution, was ponderously slow and unwieldy.  Then I discovered international reply coupons, which I could enclose with disposable manuscripts and small self-addressed envelopes for the editors' replies. 

While sending out submissions with international reply coupons, I got my first sales.  The first was a story called "Clear Shining After Rain" to the Australian science fiction magazine Altair.  The second, "War Horse," sold to another Australian magazine called Harbinger.  That sale was particularly thrilling because the editor made a long distance phone call to Greece to let me know she was buying the story.

I continued to write and submit stories, but sales were slow, usually no more than one or two stories a year.  At this time I also wrote my World Without Pain: The Story of a Search memoir about my life on the road and submitted a synopsis and sample chapters to many agents and editors.

Since we had begun living in Greece, our family had had computers, starting with a 386 in Athens, then a 486, and then more advanced machines.  After we moved to Thessaloniki, I taught English as a second language at a private school, and another teacher who worked with computers helped set us up with our first Internet connection.  Compared to modern Wi-Fi, it was slow and had frequent lapses, but it helped me find websites that listed further markets for my stories, and I was able to begin submitting online to magazines and anthologies that allowed it.  The changeover happened gradually, with the major markets holding out for print submissions longest, but eventually I was submitting almost all of my stories electronically.

One summer I became aware of the self-publishing phenomenon through the blogs of Dean Wesley Smith and his wife Kristine Kathryn Rusch.  It seemed tailor-made for my needs, isolated as I was in a far corner of the world, so I studied the processes of formatting, creating covers, and uploading my works.  I had already published fourteen stories in traditional magazines and anthologies, so I published the individual stories as e-books and also compiled them into a collection which I self-published electronically and as a trade paperback.  Although I continued to submit and sell stories to traditional venues, I became involved in the self-publishing of more and more of my short and long material.  In the "Marketing and Publishing" section of this book, I go into detail concerning how I went about it.

My next major progression as a writer happened in large part due to the Greek economic crash.  The financial upheaval was far more devastating, I think, than Americans and other nationalities read about in their newspapers.  Businesses closed, government salaries and pensions were slashed, people lost their jobs.  It was even worse for dual nationals such as my sons.  There was a clear prejudice that caused employers to prefer full nationals when meting out the few jobs that were to be had.  I saw that there was no future there for my sons, who were growing into adults, and I determined to do something about it.  I abandoned my career as an English teacher and moved to San Diego, California, with two of my sons, one a young adult and the other a senior in high school.  Eventually my youngest son, who at the time was eleven, joined us there as well.  We chose San Diego because my second son, who was in the U.S. Navy, secured housing for himself and us. So there I was as a single parent, with three and then four of my sons living with me.  I had to find employment, and fast.

And yet, I couldn't.  I tried hard.  You can find details of my culture shock and desperate search for work in the memoir America Redux: Impressions of the United States After Thirty-Five Years Abroad.  Unable to secure other employment, I scoured Internet job boards for opportunities to write website articles for pay.  

Since I returned to the United States and throughout our moves from San Diego to Yakima to Seattle, I have been a fulltime freelance writer.  It was not my plan when I arrived, but it came about out of necessity.  "The Journal: Voice, Freedom, Inspiration" is a series of essays, arranged in chronological order, that reveal the insights, tribulations, and triumphs I went through on my journey as a writer from Thessaloniki to Seattle.  Many of the essays were first published on my website, but they have been revised, wherever necessary, to fit the context of this book.  The section "Marketing and Publishing" deals mainly with what I have learned about self-publishing, but it also includes essays about writing Internet nonfiction, the creation and motivation for my website/blog, and why I write so many book reviews.  "Books on Writing" contains my reactions to some of the books I have read on writing by writers.

As with all my works, I have attempted to write a book that I would be thrilled to come across were I to discover it as a reader.  If you are a fellow artistic traveler, I hope that this glimpse into my creative soul gives you companionship, encouragement, and resolve in your own journey.  

II. The Journal: Voice, Freedom, Inspiration

​One True Reader

Thessaloniki, Greece: December 14, 2010

It is to Henry Miller that I turn in my confusion: Henry Miller, who made an art form out of despair.  I haven't read Henry Miller in many years.  But when I first discovered his work, back in the early seventies, I dove in.  I read everything by him I could find.  I started with Tropic of Cancer, if I remember correctly, and then went on to Tropic of Capricorn, Black Spring, Sexus, Plexus, Nexus, The Colossus of Marousi, and Big Sur and the Oranges of Heronimous Bosch.  I couldn't get enough of Miller.  He set me free as a writer as no other writer ever had.  I filled notebook after notebook of Miller-esque prose, as I'm sure many a young writer has.

But I digress.  What brought on this reminiscence is the fact that I got discouraged by the lack of interest in the new Internet blog I have just initiated.  Of course it is logical that it takes time to become known, to develop an audience.  But still I couldn't help but look at the stats every day and get glum because I didn't surge into sudden popularity.

Then I remembered what Henry Miller once wrote.  I can't recall where it's found, but he said that he fully expected that most people wouldn't understand his intentions as an artist, and that he would be satisfied if he had only a few readers, or even one, who would fully appreciate what he was getting at.  This realization liberated him from having to pander to those who would never grasp the crux of it anyway, and would demand he turn this way or that to satisfy what they thought he should write, rather than what he felt compelled to write.

In the last few days one person has been checking out my blog.  Just one.  I thought it must have been my oldest son, until I asked him and he denied it.  Now I think I don't want to know.  It might be that one true reader; who knows?  It might be another of my sons, or a more distant relative - but who says they can't be true readers as well?  I had been contemplating cutting back on the number of posts.  After all, why write if nobody is listening?  But someone is listening.  And some days there are several hits.  And more will come.

It is for you, lone reader, that I compose this today.

As the voice says in Field of Dreams:  "If you build it they will come."

One other thought, this time from none other than Mark Twain.  In one of his lesser-known works, Captain Stormfield's Visit to Heaven, he writes about the unknown artists in heaven who when they were alive were as brilliant as any of the celebrities on Earth:  "That's the heavenly justice of it - they warn't rewarded according to their deserts on earth, but here they get their rightful rank.  That tailor Billings, from Tennessee, wrote poetry that Homer and Shakespeare couldn't begin to come up to; but nobody would print it, nobody read it but his neighbors, an ignorant lot, and they laughed at it."  The story goes on that the neighbors mocked him to his death, but then when he arrived in heaven he was surprised that he had made it there at all, much less that a fuss was made over him.  When I read that for the first time it made such an impression on me that I never forgot it, and I wondered how many amazing writers and poets there were all over the world, working away at menial jobs, their rejected masterpieces moldering away on shelves or in drawers.

​The Loneliness of the Long-Distance Writer

Thessaloniki, Greece: January 21, 2011

Today I read a post by an editor detailing how he got started in editing and what it was like.  He described the collaborative effort by writer and editor to bring a book to publication, and said that no book, even by a master writer, remained unchanged by the process.

I have not yet published a novel through publishing houses that demand an editor's intervention, but I have encountered this writer/editor collaboration when preparing short stories for publication in magazines and anthologies - though a number of my stories were published as-is, without corrections, and the others needed minimal touch-ups.  This may have something to do with the fact that I am a perfectionist, and proofread my stories quite a few times before I am willing to send them out.

I know there are many writers out there who can compose a story and get it off into the mail or publish it online in a single day, but that's not how I work.  When I have finished a story, I might read over it again, but then I always set it aside for a minimum of a week or two, and then carefully proofread it.  I realize that many writers would claim that I am sacrificing prolificacy for perfection, but I don't see it that way.  My words will never be perfect; I realize that.  And there is a point when I just have to let them go.  But before I do, I want them the best they can be - for you, the reader.  These same writers who would deride me for my lengthy proofreading process extol the necessity of having a reader, or a number of readers, trusted advisors who can catch errors that the writer is too close to the material to see.  I do not have such readers.  I would like to have them, but there is no one in sight willing to do the job - or, let me qualify that - there is no one with the time to do the job.  So I have to perform all the various tasks myself, of writer, then editor, then copyeditor, and so on.  That's why I distance myself from the project by time before I change hats: I want to be sure I have the objectivity to go on to the next stage of the project.

What caused me to take this so seriously was my current project: preparing the memoir of my time on the road in the mid-seventies for publication.  I wrote the first draft about fifteen years ago, and since then I have been working on it - not constantly, of course, but in fits: adding new material, proofreading, proofreading again, proofreading yet again, and so on.  I have finally decided to stop tinkering with it and get it into print.  When it arrives (in a month or two I hope) it will not be perfect; there will still be mistakes - but they will be my mistakes, no one else's.  You're going to get the raw, naked truth.  After all, what is perfect in this world anyway?  The main thing is the story.

To be honest, I catch errors in almost every book I read, even by the most well-regarded writer, even by the most esteemed publishing company.  Who cares?  To paraphrase Shakespeare (apologies in advance, Will):  "The story's the thing, wherein we'll catch the conscience of the king."

​On Exercise

Thessaloniki, Greece: January 28, 2011

Since today is an exercise day, I thought I would say a few words on how I exercise and why.

I have to confess that until I was forty I never did any sort of sustained organized exercise.  I dabbled in it, played sports for fun (especially basketball), and walked a lot, but I had one of those metabolisms that allowed me to eat as much as I wanted of anything I wanted without it showing.  At forty, though, the spread did start to manifest itself.  I didn't like it and decided to do something about it.

Since I worked teaching English in the evenings, during the day I took care of whatever son was currently too young to go to school, so stroller before me I would head for a park, both for his well-being and mine.  While he was playing around on the outdoor toys, I would work out on the overhead bars - the kind that allows you to walk hand over hand from one end to the other.  I figured out all sorts of tricks to keep my exercise diversified and myself interested: counting the times I could go back and forth without stopping, using the larger outside supporting bars instead of the smaller inside ones, hopping along by moving both hands at the same time, and so on.  After a while, I noticed my shirts getting tighter as my shoulders got broader.  Alas, once I tried to do this overhead exercise without warming up, and I tore a rotator cuff in my shoulder.  That put an end to my playground exercise time.

But I didn't give up.  After I recovered full use of my shoulder, I came across a book written by a former Navy SEAL outlining the SEAL exercise program of sit-ups, leg-lifts, pushups, pull-ups, etc., and decided to try it.  I got fanatic about it, doing it six days a week for an hour or more a day.  I was in great shape.  My older sons credit their own ongoing diligence at exercise from my example during this period.  Alas again, disaster struck.  I was so into it that I overdid, and I got a hernia.  Ouch.  I had it operated on in Greece.  My health insurance put me in the lowest of patient categories at the public hospital, and instead of keyhole surgery, which would have had me up and around in a day, they did the old fashioned slash-and-open style.  I spent three days at the hospital (a horrific experience) and months recovering.  Sigh.  No more Navy SEAL stuff for me.

After I was well enough to start getting back in shape, I asked one of my brothers who had studied sports medicine for a recommendation of what I should do.  He said I should try either Tai-Chi or yoga.  I researched both.  Tai-Chi appealed to me, but I felt it was too complicated to attempt without a teacher.  So I got some yoga books from the library and worked out a routine for myself.  It evolved along the way to include some careful calisthenics like pushups, balancing practice during which I stand on one leg in various poses, and an extended headstand, but most of it is what would be called power yoga.  I do it three times a week for about an hour and twenty minutes each time.  During these sessions, I practice power breathing as well; every breath is counted, even between poses.  I know that many enjoy music as they exercise, but I concentrate better in silence, so the only sound is the sound of my breathing.

As far as I am concerned, exercise is important for everyone, but it is essential for a writer.  It reminds me of something I read about Jack London early in his career.  He was spending so many hours in front of the typewriter that he felt himself getting flabby, and when his body got flabby, he felt his thoughts getting flabby as well.  So he bought some weights and forced himself to take time off to get back in shape, and his intellectual vigor returned.

For me, too, I write best if I am whole and healthy in body, mind, and spirit. 

​Getting Out There

Thessaloniki, Greece: February 4, 2011

Writing about the brilliant novel Matterhorn a few days ago put me in mind of another book on war, this one nonfiction, The Forever War by Dexter Filkins.  I read it last year, I think in spring, but some of the visions he evoked stay with me still.  He presents scenes from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq as a series of images, almost like photographs in words.  I remember vignettes of him accompanying a night patrol through a pitch-black city full of snipers, meeting Iraqi soldiers while jogging in war-ravaged Baghdad, and witnessing an execution in Afghanistan.  I was impressed with the courage of the man.  Nobody works that kind of a job for money alone.  He is on a mission; I say "is" because evidently he's still out there in harm's way.  His book is a life-changer, and I highly recommend it to anyone who is interested in what war is really like.

But I didn't sit down to write a book review.  Another piece of writing that prompted this essay was a recent guest blog on the Clarion website by Elizabeth Bear.  She writes about the necessity of a writer getting up off the chair and going outside once in a while, to get some fresh air and exercise, observe people, and see what life is all about.  She points out that writers cannot always live only in their heads.

I went through this dilemma when I was a young writer just starting out.  I wanted to sit down and compose masterpieces out of the random stuff that had accumulated in my brain.  But it doesn't work like that, at least for me.  Maybe others can do it, but I couldn't - and can't.  I had to take off and get out there on the road among people before I figured out that I had something worth sharing.  There's enough bullshit in the world, and I couldn't see myself adding to the supply.  Sure, as fiction writers we "make stuff up" - but where does that store of made-up stuff come from?  It comes from personal experience - and by this I don't mean that if you write about alien worlds you have to have visited them - I mean that if it doesn't come from the gut and the heart every time, then it isn't worth telling.  And to have that heart you have to spend some time out there in the real world.  Yeah, I know, the thought of it terrified me too when I first contemplated it.

But concerning the memoir of my journeys in the mid-seventies I am currently finishing up for publication, there's not an ice cube's chance in hell I could have written about hitchhiking broke across Europe, the Middle East, and India without having done it myself.  Getting out on the road and exposing myself to an infinitude of possibilities, and yes, even dangers, was necessary in my case to find my voice as a writer, to
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