ARTIST’S STATEMENT

This is my first attempt at fiction that has made it past the conceptual stage.  It is frightening to take something beyond the point of conception or brainstorming because it becomes an imperfect reality rather than the perfect fantasy that cozily lies in the recesses of the brain’s nether regions.  All of the pretty images you have in your head struggle to find the proper descriptive wording on paper.  A character that you understand perfectly, who has performed admirably in your head, takes an action that you don’t understand and have no control over.  All this happens on the first day.  It gets hairier from there.  I was torn on making the attempt at writing fiction for the final project because of my novice nature at the process.  With many projects I undertake, I normally get excited early, get them planned out, and start to work obsessively on it.  Then life intervenes, or I burn out.  Avery… is an imperfect story.  It is a first attempt at creating a new world and getting those ideas down on paper in a readable format.  The intention is to continue working on it over time and see where it goes.  At this point, it has developed legs and is beginning to walk in various directions in my mind at once.  I am proud to present what I have so far and make the attempt to explain where it has come from.            

UNCW, GLS, and Me


  
Without doing a full background on myself, I think it is important to explain my relationship with the Graduate Liberal Studies Program at the University of North Carolina at Wilmington.  In 2002, I graduated from the UNCW after struggling through two years of relative loneliness, depression, and academic shellshock.  I wanted to enter the Watson School of Education when I got to Wilmington from James Sprunt Community College in 2000, but my first two semesters (toying with potential minors and trying to kill time covering the residency requirement for the WSE) at UNCW were such a disaster that I fought the remainder of my time there to get back within the admission requirements.  I didn’t fit in with the people I had classes with and went through a large degree of job-related consternation thanks to a massive ethical attack (retail is not for me, I don’t like lying to people).  The relief that I felt at the conclusion of my final senior semester, which included over 120 pages of papers in five 300-400 level History and English classes, was palpable.  As is generally the case, I somehow found an educational groove in some of the harder courses I had taken so far, but I was ready to move into the “real world” and immediately pursued a job teaching after graduation.  Luckily, given the abundance of history teachers on the planet, I found a job in Lenoir County teaching English and Social Studies.  Then everything went to crap, Hell, and any other profanity-laden place of misery you can think of.  
  
My mother, who seemed to have retreated into an empty nest-related romance novel craze, was diagnosed with cancer after having seizures.  She was late in stage IV, of five, when the cancer was discovered, and, thankfully, her suffering was short.  I had to make a lot of tough decisions during that time period for her, my father, and myself.  I left my first teaching job to return home to help with her care and managed to get another job teaching English at my former high school.  Things weren’t great there on a number of different levels, but I felt pretty well about how things were going in the classroom.  After mom died several months later, I decided that I wanted to take the time to work on taking my personal education a little further.  I talked the matter over with several colleagues, one of which had a Master’s degree in Liberal Studies.  
  
Liberal Studies seemed like the best fit for me.  The classes were, at a cursory glance, a little odd compared to the cut-and-dry undergraduate History and English courses of previous UNCW experience.  The course selections reflected someone with an interest in Social Studies, Literature, and Creative Writing.  In doing more research, I found that the Liberal Studies program had been started at several institutions in response to a need posed by teachers, who wanted to expand their education experience in a way that benefited the varied needs of both classroom and personal interest.  It seemed a perfect fit for someone that ultimately wanted to teach both Social Studies and English but wanted to write at some point.  I applied.  It blew my father away that I had done so; he was just happy I was out of school and working, and he didn’t expect me to want to go back so soon.
  
Adding catastrophe to injury, my father had a heart attack six months following the death of my mother.  Within the next month, my acceptance letter came from the MALS program at UNCW, a pyrrhic victory alongside several pounds of bills now directed to me and forms dealing with all of the varied issues my parents’ deaths created.  Great timing.  I was overwhelmed by the responsibility I inherited from my parents, I wanted to take classes, and I still wanted to teach.  It didn’t take a brain scientist to figure out that I couldn’t do it all, and in the course of my first two semesters in MALS, I really didn’t do any of it well.  I left teaching to take classes and take care of my brother.  Several problems came to a head in the next year; I developed some medical issues thanks to stress and poor medical treatment choices.  Everything about my life was in a mess. 
 
Slowly, I began to dig my way out of the mess I had made of myself.  I got clear of many issues at home that had held me back and worked on my personal well being.  I went back to school and eventually battled my way back into the classroom (this is a literal statement; it was a war with The Department of Public Instruction to get that worked out).  As soon as that was behind me, I began contacting UNCW to get back into MALS, which had mutated into GLS during my hiatus.  Thankfully, issues surrounding that were worked out, as well.  I decided not to press my good luck any further and attempt to wipe out the majority of my remaining requirements as quickly as possible.  This led to a fun-filled period from January to June where I took part in seven graduate classes while teaching and coaching full-time.  It was actually therapeutic to become a student again.  I loved being back in class.  I actually connected with people in the classes and had conversations about stuff that interested me.  Now, the final project requirement has given me a chance to take classes that helped me do my job and stimulated my mind for the first time in a long while.  I also was given the opportunity to formally do something I had wanted to do, but carefully avoided for quite some time, attempting to write fiction.  .    

Writing or an Attempt at It 
  
Some higher power, wearing pajamas and flip-flops and sitting cross-legged in a room filled with pictures of creatures like platypuses and Keith Richards on her wall, has daily giggles while pointing in the purest of delight at what has been wrought by carelessly tossed words.  On many occasions in middle and high school, I can remember uttering the most damning of sentences.  “I hate to write,” I said, more often than I care to admit right now.  At the time, writing was an act that seemed impersonal, painful, and (to my hormone overloaded brain) pointless.  The book reports, research papers, and on-demand essays forced what meager ability I do have into an abysmal file cabinet in the back of my mind with no hope of release in a world of five paragraph papers and pre-formatted responses.  Now, I know that every time I made the innocent (but oh, so dirty) statement, I was cursing myself.  A Voodoo priestess couldn’t have done better.  
  
I should have figured out that something odd was going on when my English teacher in high school asked for some of my work to use as examples for later classes (he did so until his retirement at the end of the 2008-2009 school year).  My speeches for student council elections being wildly accepted by students and teachers alike probably should have been a hint.  Maybe I should have noticed when I began making some side money writing sports articles for a semi-regional newspaper, (one month I had more articles to my byline than the entire sports department had added together) with my articles being occasionally hacked by the local weekly sportswriter under his byline (unethical word thief).  When I began to struggle on typical testing and excel on written responses, I should have developed a clue.  A diabolical Gepetto was dancing around the room pulling strings and singing gleefully about my attempts to remain blind to the inevitable.     
    
At the college level, I struggled through writing assignments because I wanted to do what was expected, but it was as an undergraduate that a glimmer of realization began to form that writing didn’t have to be difficult.  As a History major, I was constrained to a standardized format that lacked many personal touches, and even the English classes chosen as part of a degree minor tended towards requiring a relatively dry quill.  What I did discover was that I had a flair for a flirtatious dance with failure that generally resulted in a pretty good grade.  Translation: I suck at hard-core research, but I’m pretty good at weaving stuff together into a readable prose at the last minute.  I have friends that think that I should have been bestowed a degree in bullshit, but I don’t think that they understand what it is that actually occurs when I write.  Even I didn’t at the time.  Given no time to dally, lacking patience to do a paper devoted entirely to research and lacking a personal voice, and being stuck by myself in room with a computer and no life, my inner writer finally started busting out.  (He’s a short guy, but he can be moderately loud and annoying.  He wakes me up at night sometimes.)  Over time, I began to realize that the best grades I received came from my last minute writings, especially those with lesser amounts of hard content and more amounts of my personal voice (with the notable exception of the grading of an enlightened professor in the English department that chooses to limit students to one page responses; I name no names).
  
 The enjoyment I get from writing comes from making sentences and paragraphs flow well.  I want everything to make sense and function well together.  Sometimes that requires me to be witty, occasionally it means I have to be blunt, and whether I’m longwinded or not depends entirely upon my mood at the moment of a thought’s conception (and not, as one of my friends so eloquently put, “because you’re a nerdy smartass that enjoys being smarter than people”).  I found a great deal of freedom helping others with their papers; relieved of responsibility for the outcome of the work, I found it easy to rearrange the details and facts that others had written laundry-list style into something that worked and still fit with the written personality and patterns of the writer.  Doing that was fun, easy, and distinctly relaxing.  Even doing it to my own work was enjoyable.  The problem was getting the unmanageable pile of crud in my head onto paper in the first place and letting the short guy with the loud voice out to play without locking him away for fear of a negative response.  When that problem was solved, I found that (SURPRISE!) I liked writing and wanted to write.      
  
In the Graduate Liberal Studies program, I found acceptance of my written personality.  It could have been different because of my inferiority fears.  When contemplating what to write on the first paper of my GLS return in Spring 2009, I came close to trying to write a paper to satisfy the instructor, like I had in the past.  Instead, I looked over the potential choices and chose to write what I wanted to and deal with the results afterwards.  The response from the instructor was overwhelmingly positive.  I didn’t expect it (I still haven’t decided whether he likes what I write because of my style or pluck) and literally scratched my head for several days trying to come to grips with what the beast hath wrought.  It may be surprising that I still warred with myself with whether to continue to let myself loose or try to write what I felt was expected.  What isn’t surprising is that on papers that were the most naturally written, I received the best grades.  I had the most fun writing those papers and really didn’t care what the grade was (on a few, I didn’t even look until much later).  On those papers that I tried to push the annoying little loud guy back into the cabinet for fear of lacking content, I struggled and felt like I was pulling individual toe hairs out one by one.  I’m not condoning saying to hell with all content and format requirements (for many people content guidelines are needed to make the process easier, it even helps me develop some aim), but in my case, being good (or at least, remotely readable) requires letting loose the hounds and letting the content take care of itself.  It is my hope that my work in this final project reflects the newfound confidence in my abilities.  

Comic Books, Science-Fiction, and Harry Turtledove


I grew up on comic books, Star Wars, and Star Trek.  I am not a rabid fanboy or Trekkie, but I do have a profound love for the world of comic books and science-fiction.  They offered a colorful escape from a harsh reality.  It was easy to get lost when thinking about swinging from building to building with Peter Parker, traveling the world and not giving a damn about a whole lot with Wolverine, or exploring the galaxy with Captain James T. Kirk, Spock, and Dr. McCoy.  I imagine that my teachers wished I was more grounded in reality.  Much of what interested me went over their heads, especially in elementary school when I was reading mythology and legends from college text books and supplemental material (comic books and television for another time period, honestly).  Often I hid in the world of comics when confronted with problematic issues, whether it meant disappearing to read or going into the world on a mental level to handle the bullying and high expectations I faced on a near daily basis as a short kid (that kind of looked like a girl with my shaggy bowl haircut and huge eyes) and the son of two teachers.          
  
 My earliest comic preferences were Marvel’s Spiderman, The Fantastic Four, and The West Coast Avengers, an Avengers spin-off which eventually passed on to comic heaven.  I loved the witty banter Spiderman used against his foes and the back and forth brotherly relationship between FF’s Thing and Human Torch.  Over time I began to notice that I was strongly leaning towards characters with extreme human traits, characters that were flawed and acted more like regular people than superstars.  Hawkeye, a character from both Avengers series, had no superpowers other than his extremely gifted marksmanship and dealt with a criminal past and an inferiority syndrome/hero worship relationship with Captain America.  Ben Grimm, Fantastic Four’s Thing, felt like he didn’t belong because of his looks and wanted nothing more than to be like everybody else, even at the cost of his abilities.  Wolverine, the ultimate tough guy, didn’t have a past he could remember; as a result, he didn’t want to have a relationship with anyone for fear of losing them, just like he had lost everything else.  Captain America was a regular guy that the government turned into the pinnacle of human perfection but now found himself living in a world that could care less about his values.  Tony Stark, the Iron Man, had everything in the world and still wasn’t happy, which in many ways drove him to alcoholism.  As these examples make obvious, there is a lot of reality to be found in the “funny pages.”  Comics, in general, really aren’t so funny anymore.         
  
As much as I would love to say that I saw the depth of literary and popular culture conventions displayed in comic books, I didn’t have a clue.  I just liked them.  I liked the characters that had flaws, powers, and the varied responsibilities that came with being a human and a superhero.   Marvel was full of these characters and seemed to be more varied and up to date with the world than DC.  In the past, many comics sought to entertain first and make statements second.  The majority of comics, like modern runs on X-men, Alex Ross’s futuristic DC Kingdom Come and Marvel Earth-X series, and Marvel’s recent Civil War, now addresses a number of serious situations and makes political statements steeped in heroic metaphor, while the campy comedy of earlier generations has taken a step into the periphery.  Powerhouses like Superman, Captain America, and Batman have found that even they are not far from the touch of Death.  The silliness is now left to books, magazines, and sections that specialize in it.     
  
Science-fiction, with comics being a sub-section of the genre, has also been a constant in my life.  My parents enjoyed both the Star Trek television show and the movies, and they also introduced me to Star Wars when it became available.  Science Fiction, like comics, shows people in fantastic situations and takes you to completely new worlds.  Sci-fi offers the possibilities of the future, both bright and dark, and the technological and socio-political conundrums of the past and present. 
  
The original Star Trek series was designed to show the metaphorical brighter side of our future’s possibilities.  Amidst wars with various rogue planetary governments, a United Nations-like Federation of Planets manages to hold a league of planets together and solve the galaxy’s problems for the benefit of all.  I wanted to be Captain Kirk, a person that was emotionally driven but controlled, attractive but humble, and intelligent but still naturally funny.  He was the ultimate guy’s guy but also displayed an empathy and coolness that probably leaned more towards the modern day idea of the metro-sexual.  As much as I wanted to be Kirk, I found myself connecting with the supporting cast on a level you generally reserve for your family.  I saw pieces of my own personality in the logic of Spock, my cynical bluntness in the grandfatherly nature of Dr. McCoy, the flaky tinkerer in Mr. Scott, and so on it went with the remaining cast.  They all interacted so well, seemed like a family, and I felt like I was a part of it.  I wanted to be a part of it.   
  
For all the brightness and metaphorical fun of Star Trek, Star Wars represented a simpler, adventure-oriented sensory feast.  Black and white were on display in the characters of Darth Vader and Luke Skywalker.  The wizened elder Ben Kenobi offered advice and sacrificed himself for the younger generation.  The creatures and worlds were visibly realistic, as were the special effects.  It gave me a chance to see how someone else worked out a future environment, superhuman abilities, and alien characters to make them visually real and believable.  Later, the works of Timothy Zahn, Aaron Alston, and others to expand Lucas’s universe took the canon to another level and made the story more complex and entertaining, even without the visual elements of the film.  In fact, I find the most of the later material to be more compelling literature than the simplicity of Lucas’s own originals (and definitely more so than the prequels).  
  
While comics and science fiction adventures dominated my childhood, as I grew older I became also attached to works of counterfactual (or alternate) history.  Given my grandfather and father’s love of historical events, this isn’t surprising.  I loved thinking about what could have happened if something had gone differently.  It still started with comics.  Marvel developed a wonderful series in the early 1990’s called What If? that was both deep and thought provoking.  The stories tended to be rather dark and cynical when placed against the typical Marvel background, which was in transition from the previously mentioned lighter tone to a step towards believability; I really feel that series foreshadowed the darker tone of today’s storylines.  I loved Scott Bakula in Quantum Leap, as a time traveler thrust into the lives of other people and trying to change things for the better.  As I advanced in my reading skills, I became a fan of potential changed historical storylines.   What if John F. Kennedy had lived and begun exiting us from Vietnam?  What if Hitler had been assassinated?  And the ever popular, what if the South had won the American Civil War?  The established modern day master of the alternate history tale is Harry Turtledove, who gave the South the means to win via time travelling neo-Nazis and their AK-47’s and later developed a plausible series on the subject without the time-travelling intervention, beginning with How Few Remain, which resulted in border wars in both World Wars.   Contemporaries Harry Harrison and Eric Flint have claimed counter-factual fame, as well.  The key seems to lie in plausibility and realism.  It takes a lot of work to write a good alternate history tale and a lot of critical thinking skills.  You can’t just sit down and be believable when you deal with real world issues and events.  I think that this applies to any good story, not just science fiction, alternate history, and comics.  
  
Looking back now, I understand that my nerdiness has borne some fruit: I was turned on to possibilities and thinking outside the box; I realized that I didn’t have to be confined to the reality of this world; and I gained an appreciation of the simplicity and complexity in the art of storytelling.  Times have changed in the last thirty years.  Comics aren’t cheap to buy or passively ignored by the majority any longer; they have been mainstreamed with movies and graphic novels.  The storylines that were cult favorites of subversive writers have made it into the everyday vernacular (much to Alan Moore’s chagrin).   A large majority of science-fiction has hit the big screen and become a household name in recent decades.  The success of Star Wars and Star Trek has spawned numerous new additions to the genre and various sequels since I began following them, and Marvel and DC successfully resurrected the superhero film genre with Blade and Spiderman after years of letdowns.  Alternate history writings can now be found in the factual history sections at Barnes and Noble.  In many ways, it is popular to be a fan now.  It wasn’t like that as little as ten years ago, when people still looked at me funny because I knew the personal histories of all the comic characters that were rumored to have movies in production.  
  
It makes a lot of sense that I am bound to write about something similar to what I grew up enjoying.  You write what you know and have experienced.  I grew up buried in books: comics, novels, and old time myths and legends.  I want to be a part of that.  The case can be made that comics are the mythology of today’s society, science fiction is the proposed mythology of the future, and alternate history gives the reasoning behind the canonization of past events.  Maybe if I can make a place in there, I can have a lasting, remotely noticeable effect on society.  Maybe if I write something with enough kick, I can be the cow fart in Pakistan that turns a wind turbine in Nevada, or however the butterfly effect is supposed to go.     

Background: Avery Mann

Avery started out as a theoretical sidekick to one of the government “Specials”.  He was supposed to have some really benign power that rated at 0.1 of a ten point power scale and to be completely oblivious to why he couldn’t be one of the big timers.  It mutated quickly into Avery being a rebellious draft-dodger, who may or may not have a power.  His name is intentionally amusing.  I kept having this thought float around my head that an “everyman can’t be a hero” because the public won’t accept him.  Being the knot-head that I am, having my character literally be Avery S. Mann (every single man) lacks some subtlety, but it really does fit.  I love the Avery name for some reason; it has a historic ring to it and works well as the name of a hero, much like Joe Namath and Joe Montana fit as names of football players.  Of course, the Avery business cards and mailing labels that I was looking at that night didn’t come into play at all.  This was purely from scratch.  Yes, that is coughing you hear in the background. 
  
Avery’s voice is mostly my own.  His impulsive reactions to the wrongs he sees in the government and world come easily.  His cynicism, tone, and rebelliousness are all definitely mine.  In an ideal situation, I would have loved more time with him being a smartass and displaying the inappropriate sense of humor that we share, but I think the material had a darker edge that needed a heavy dose of bluntness.  The call for a more straightforward approach led to the Larry King interview (I know that in 2015, he’d be a spry 80 years old or so, but if Joe Paterno can coach football, then Larry could keep interviewing people), my favorite part of the tale.  I hit what felt like a groove with that section of the storyline and the words flowed pretty easily.   Given time, I would attack a number of issues presented in the story with deeper inspection and their own spotlight.  Conscription, internment, popularity’s origin, glamorization of media stars and athletes, and reality television could all have their own individual chapters and Avery stories.  I think that many these issues are like minor cancers that you don’t worry about until they get to the point they are going to kill you in a few months, they are sneaky and represent the downturn our society seems to be taking at the moment.   There are many more things that bother me, and I would like to work through them in some form with Avery or through other characters.  It may the only way that I get to make a statement on them.    
  
Taking minor events and making them seem excessively important, like the relating the baseball game to the accident early in the story, is a direct reflection of my personality, as well.  I tend to give more importance to minor incidents than I should and tend to dwell on things much more than I should.  I cut a big hunk of the baseball and high school background out; it became a personal ramble that obviously contained more of me than Avery and functioned better in a different format.  In review, I think I gave it too much precedence because it reflected me.  One day, maybe it will develop into something better that functions as an individual Avery tale.  I have both played and coached baseball, and I have experienced those moments where everything slows down and you know what to do.  I have heard it called “the zone”, as a description of the place where you are hyper-focused and self-aware, and it happens with athletes and the artistic, sort of an epiphany of skill.  It seems weird and supernatural when you experience it.       
   
Baseball is an odd game where many crazy things happen.  It is a game of strategy, skill, and sacrifice when played correctly.  Risk is greatly rewarded if the moment is chosen correctly.  Some of my former players will recognize the kamikaze steal, but the batter is told to miss and swing high to avoid the runner (in a perfect world the batter takes a big stride and the runner comes in under him), regardless it is generally considered nuts to attempt it.  I’ve seen it done twice and orchestrated it myself both times.  I wouldn’t do it now; I have developed a little more respect for uninjured, living players as I have matured as a coach.       

Background: Cinna


 
Cinna is a mish-mash of a number of thoughts and people.  For some reason the Goth students tend to like me and I needed to give them a moment in the spotlight.  I can’t remember the study, but I have read about the cinnamon bun smell and male arousal.  That might explain a number of things about why I like breakfast food, even if I don’t like eating breakfast.  Her being a “burner” is a direct nod to Stephen King’s Firestarter (even the really weird, made-for-TV Firestarter sequel) which featured super-powered humans running from government control.  Fire also seems to inspire a natural fear in people, much like spiders and lizards.  I have always been fascinated by flames and the life they seem to have, which explains the burnt GI Joes and love of bon fires from my childhood.  
  
Despite the natural inclination to fear fire, I wanted Cinna to be more enraged than upset by the appearance of her power.  I like strong female characters that can function for themselves, not to mention that many characters that have flame powers tend to be hotheaded and impulsive.  She is offended that she has developed the power because it is an inconvenience to her living the life she wants to lead.  In many ways this is the opposite of Avery, who wants to be a hero despite a lack of powers; Cinna wants to be normal despite having an abundance of power.  
  
As for Cinna’s scales, I felt that Cinna would need a secondary mutation to cover the repeated exposure to flame regardless of the protection of her “lighter fluid” sweat.  I wanted to bring as much of a dragon element in as possible, and I love the color purple in various forms (though I have no love for Barney the dinosaur).   Theoretically, the goop burns before the item it gets on does, like lighter fluid, which is how Avery keeps from getting lit up too bad when he springs his trap.  I know there are many scientific holes in left open, but in some cases, belief needs to be suspended for the enjoyment of story.  
  
The reference to Kate Beckinsdale in Underworld (one of my all-time favorite films) is my attempt to lend some weight to the description of Cinna’s appearance outside of a cute Goth girl on fire; Beckinsdale’s entrance in the movie is one of sheer power that defies the beauty of her face or the litheness of her body.  She bails off a building and lands like she was lightly skipping in the park and with the grace of a ballet finishing move.  Cinna has that same powerful presence and graceful physical bearing to her appearance.       

Background: Storyline

           
I wanted to address the glamorization of athletes, which I figured would occur to powered beings in a real world situation.  I also believed strongly that the United States government would seek to stockpile and register those people gifted with powers, regardless of how powerful they really were.  The fear has always been postulated in fiction that the government would seek to study and utilize super powered humans, see Stephen King’s Firestarter, The Watchmen, and Push to see some popular representations of the issues at work.  Most of the ideas around that are natural human responses and make complete sense; we fear the unknown and wish to control and restrict anything of power.  In the comics, Marvel recently went through a storyline called Civil War, which revolved around superhero registration for all beings, regardless of origin, that chose to act as super-powered agents of justice or injustice.  This followed an earlier attempt to register all mutants with the “Mutant Registration Act” in the X-Men books.  The theory in place for Marvel’s Civil War is that as a result of the damage caused in powered altercations, those with super powers have to register with the government as agents with salaries and insurance protection, register and never use their powers again, or operate illegally and be pursued by all the power at the government’s disposal.  This is really an intriguing proposition and made for one of the most entertaining reads in recent comic history.  From a logical standpoint, many of the propositions make realistic sense and could be seen as a standard response if this occurred.  Given a realistic situation that individual people were born with the ability to be a natural weapons of mass destruction, the governments of the world would immediately begin to stockpile and utilize those people.  If they were smart (someone would eventually get the idea, because it makes sense) then based on the popularity of superhero movies and reality television, it makes a lot of sense to use the popularity of reality television, cop shows, and big budget, special effects blockbusters as a funding source in addition to being a national defense measure.  If they didn’t at least have the thought, someone in government would need to have his head examined.  Given our love of movie stars and oddities, the love of branding and advertisements, and the proliferation of stickers on NASCAR cars and PGA tour shirts, I can imagine the government giving its agents license to sell out to approved vendors.  It’s good public relations; also, an easy way to get a little de facto tax on big business that CEO’s wouldn’t complain much about.  Everyone involved benefits in this situation.       
  
I’ve always liked planning things out, whether it is an event, writing, or class; given time, well thought planning can result in more focused and efficient writing.  Generally, I beat most thoughts around in my head for quite a while before I put in on paper.  I view background information as part of the planning, and I had an amazing amount of fun trying to tie in some historical information to Avery’s timeline.  It is common knowledge that many of the minds behind the atomic bomb were the most stringent of opponents to its use.  I thought that having Dr. Robert Oppenheimer carry out the penance for all of those involved and overseeing the fallout of the use of atomic energy was fitting.  He isn’t a main character, he has no lines, but in a cursory examination of historical material, I think it would fit.  Margaret Sanger and the Eugenics Records Office was a neat and surprising find that rolled right along with the genetic manipulation theme and time period.  I just like throwing little odds and ends in that add a little odd reality in and make people wonder who this person is.   
  
America’s short memory when it comes to directing the world in how to behave fascinates and disgusts me at the same time.  The United States experimented with eugenics under the direction of Theodore Roosevelt, but this applied mainly to violent crime offenders and the mentally disabled.  During World War II, the American government chose to lock up Asians, most notably the Japanese, for fear of the danger that they posed to Pacific coast interests.  During the American Civil War, conditions in prisoner of war camps could rival those found in a Nazi Germany concentration camp.  Americans forced an entire indigenous people to move their nations in order to expand their interests.  It is the United States that has actually used the atomic bomb in violence, for the dual purpose of reducing casualties and preventing another country, the USSR, from jumping into the Pacific conflict at the end of World War II.  This country can be just as depraved as the worst on the planet.  The actions I have had the government take in the face of the “superpowers crisis” seem appropriate, if a little glamorously cynical, but I really think that I may actually be lenient.  In the face of such a massive and unpredictable threat, who knows how bad it would get. 

Background: Format

  
This started as a full out monologue by Avery in the form of a blog.  That didn’t do everything I wanted, and I spent several nights cussing my impudence in attempting this endeavor.  I received some really good advice from Dr. Elovaara about a potential path to take with the style of the piece.  I was leaning in the direction of bouncing from blog to narrative, when I happened to read a young adult fiction piece by Sharon Draper called Tears of a Tiger that lacked narrative form altogether.  
  
The comic book connection came into play in the formatting, along with Draper.  I remembered the old fashioned Marvel annuals that came out in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s that were 64 pages long.  They always had neat supplemental information that went with the origins of the characters and some sidebar stuff that was always formatted in an interesting way.  My mind goes back to a Wolverine special issue that had information presented in military file format.  Draper manages to tell a complete story without a classic narrator.  It takes the form of interviews, newspaper clippings, English class reports, locker room conversations, talks at the head shrinker’s office, and poems.  Using that style as a supplement to the major part of the story gave a wonderful vehicle to flesh out Avery’s world and his character without having to walk completely through it in narrative.  I can picture doing character profiles on all main characters using a government psychological profile format, telling a whole story from the standpoint of a newspaper reporter and his articles, and following Cinna through reports to a unauthorized Special Watch website.  The possibilities open up the more that you look at different forms.  As I said earlier, my favorite was the interview with Larry King, but I did enjoy returning to my journalistic roots to write some briefs for CNN and the television ratings website.
  
I was intrigued by going all-in with the notion presented by Draper, but I like the narrative structure that I used for the mall much more than the blogs and diary entries.  Narrative offers the opportunity to address how Avery sees the world, reacts to the world, and feels about the world.  We get to see what he sees, smell what he smells, and feel what he feels.  First person narration is very powerful in that regard and, as such, appeals well to younger readers who need that ease of access.  The conversational, sarcastic tone follows along with the way I think and mirrors the tone of Nelson Demille’s Plum Island (he likes sarcastic main characters, too).
 
Poking fun at The Biggest Loser and NCIS’s new spinoff amused me for several days while I worked back through the formatting.  I tried to stay as true to the format presented on the various websites in order to make the briefs look realistic.  Bouncing page layout style and font adds to the ambiance.  It contributes a little more fun to the piece because I did have a few tongue-in-cheek moments with those, too.   For example, in the TV ratings article, the writer is named Berlin Ramada which is an obvious play on reality star Paris Hilton.  Not my greatest play on a name, but at least worth a giggle.  I tried to stay as true to the style of the respective sites as I could, all the way down to the article’s style, format, font size, and spacing.   

Next Steps

In a perfect world, the time will present itself to sit down and do some solid work on writing.  It’s something that I have wanted to do for a long time, but I’ve never felt very good about what I see on paper.  I think I have trouble getting things the way that I picture them in my mind.  It takes continuous re-workings to become moderately satisfied with an end product.  Coming up with the concepts isn’t hard, it’s actually being able to sit down and type with a focused mind.   On the several occasions I have been able to do so, the paper has developed quickly.  The majority of the time, this paper was written while in the process of doing multiple other tasks like grading papers, making lesson plans, attempting to establish rules and regulations for department decisions, and avoiding football practice. 
  
Avery presents an interesting situation.  It can be a continuous story that offers a metaphorical commentary on many of today’s problems; science fiction has always been good for that.  I would like to finish the initial storyline and see what can happen with it.  If it warrants the consideration for publication, I would love to do that.  Most of the popular literary attention has turned back to the supernatural as of late, thanks to Harry Potter and Twilight, and I’m not sure where Avery Mann fits into the demographical picture of the today’s readership.  I do like the characters and the premise much more than I initially expected to.  I would like for Avery to run across some Guardsmen he likes, follow-up on Cinna, and see one of the internment camps for dissenters from Avery’s point of view.  The great thing about witty characters, like Marvel’s Spiderman and Deadpool, is their immediate reactions to stimuli; it’s always so raw, spur of the moment, and borderline rude, but it is an amusing defense mechanism that works for them.  Avery is cut from the same cloth.  He needs to get thrown into situations so we see his reactions.   His mouth gets him in and out of trouble, it offends and amuses, and it contains a philosophical and moral undertone that is hard to ignore.  If nothing happens to him, he is ultimately boring. You have to kick Avery around a bit.     
  
I’ve never been short on ideas for writings, I have been rehashing a rough plan from about twelve years ago that I had worked on for a revisionist history vampire tale.  It works better as a short story than what Avery presents and stands a better chance of immediate publication in today’s market.  I’ve beat it around several times in the past and have always loved the picture of Ben Franklin and Sam Adams as vampire hunters in the Pre-Revolution United States.  Just the thought of a Sons of Liberty meeting where Adams slams his hand on the table and says that “England is sucking the blood out of this country!” gets me fired up.  I think it has some bite.   
  
I think most things that I write in the future will always have a realistic backdrop and contain some sort of major statement on the condition of our society, regardless of the method used to tell the tale.   I still feel like I am finding myself as a writer and searching for the genre that is going to fit me best.  It will probably take someone telling me that something seems to work for me to really realize that I have done something really well; I am not the best evaluator of my own work.  Many of the things I think work best, others do not notice, and things that feel are extremely elementary, others find to be riveting.  This is another reason I have to develop an understanding of who my main audience is going to be, without knowing that I am left to the wind in determining the best tone, wording, and subject matter to work at.      
  
I am unsure of my future in many respects.  I have found that I really enjoy being a student again, being in class again, and being appreciated on an intellectual level.  I am not sure what steps I want to take over the next few years, and I do know that if I plan to continue my education I need to do it while I have the desire to do so. 
  
I have beat around the idea of working in an additional master’s degree in English or Creative Writing, attempting to add administration onto my teaching license (though I really enjoy having my own opinions as a teacher, I think I can stir more things up in a classroom), and going somewhere to work on a doctorate.  I like having a lot of things going on, I like being free to sample classes on many different subjects, and I like being able to be around eclectic, eccentric, and quirky people like myself.  It’s weird to want to go to school after teaching all day and how hard I wanted to get out of school as an undergraduate.  
  
I think the things I have been through over the last ten years, coupled with the restraints of the public education classroom have led me back to a place where I am excited again about going to school for myself.  I can’t say that has happened since fourth grade when I ran into a teacher that hated boys and told me I would never make straight A’s again.  Yeah, that was a buzz kill.  It has taken a long time to get the buzz back.  While it is there I want to get something positive accomplished with myself.  I want to use my writing skills, I want to further my education and continue to find the things that move me, and I want to do something substantial in the classroom as an educator.  I hope I can find a way, a place, and the time to do so.    
