
Nate Dickson Thinks...



I Choose Optimism


This I do as an act of volition. We build our worlds around us through our perceptions. I choose to actively seek out good things in this world. I choose to actively create good in this world. I choose to resist cynicism, to foster understanding, and to believe every person I meet is good until they incontrovertibly prove otherwise.


This doesn't mean I choose to be ignorant of the problems in the world. But I choose to believe that my actions and the actions of others can and will eventually solve those problems.


I choose to see each person I meet as the protagonist of their own story, and to seek to understand them before making any form of judgement. I choose to treat each person with whom I come in contact as my equal.


I reject any and all labels; I will not label anyone else nor will I conform to any label that I or others may try to apply to me. Each individual is unique and infinitely complex. I choose to honor their uniqueness. I choose to find the glory in our shared complexity.


I choose this not because it is natural or easy; indeed in some ways this goes against my nature. Being optimistic in the face of everything going on right now isn't going to be easy. But I honestly can't see any other way to survive.



Everything Else


I never meant for my main blog to turn into what it's turned into. It's my “public persona”, the version of me that is linked in to LinkedIn and Twitter and the rest. It's not the quiet place.


And I get restless. I tend to shift around a lot. So I have this now. Simple, uncluttered this. Ten personalities, and I don't have to tell anyone which one is linked to which. What simplicity.


So this is the place for things that are me but not corporate me or student me or public me. These are the thoughts that fit into a small space with people who only kind of know who I am.


Hi there!



Give What You Want to Get


It's really our choice what we put out there. We can respond to the overwhelming tide of negativity that seems to be all around us, or we can take arms against that sea of troubles in some small way, and add our own little spots of happiness to the flood.


I'm mostly telling myself this, of course. It's easy for me to be cynical, sarcastic, and jaded. But who does that help? It doesn't help me, it wouldn't help you if you experienced it...It doesn't really help anyone.


So this is my goal. To share things that improve and increase the overall light in the world. This isn't to ignore all the very important bad things that are going on, but to provide a reprieve from them.



Dream On, Big Spaceship!


I discovered this album years ago, on accident, on Pandora. And at the time I couldn't find any information about the band “Big Spaceship”, the album seemed to exist in its own quiet, fragile, quirky universe. Big Spaceship made one album, then disappeared, it seemed.


[image: ]


(Later I discovered the rest of the story, but let's leave it a bit magical for now. You can look it up if you like.)


So, what's on this little, peaceful album from outer space?


Well, let's see. It starts with a song about a woman who, in the words of the song:


She
She not robot.
She
She Chantal.



So...she's not a robot. That's nice Not usually something you have to explicitly call out.


The album fluidly mixes cool, weird, electronica with saxophones, silly vocals, and some self deprecating humor:


Then emits...a thunderous applause!
[Crickets chirping]



If you listen to only one track off the album before you buy it, start with Find a Place to Land, it's a quiet, weary, but beautiful declaration of need. Somehow, even though it's about landing a spaceship because


It's too heavy on me now



It's still relatable. We all “Gotta put this spaceship down” once in a while, and rest.



Painless Git, Part One


[image: Part 1 Of Painless Git is coming along!]


Ten planned chapters, nine of them have had at least one draft pass.


Granted, I have seventeen chapters planned for Part Two, but hey, progress is progress. #PainlessGit #amWriting



Lies Writers Believe


	if I don’t publish this, it’s worthless. There is a lot of value in the act of writing, and in writing things for small groups. I will never publish my journal, but I don’t think it’s worthless. Very little bit adds to my overall skill, slowly and even imperceptibly.

	Everything I Write Is For Everyone. I can write things just for me. I can write things for a small group. I can write things meant just for fans of one specific season of a show that’s been off the air for sixty years. The Internet in its entirety isn’t the final arbiter of the value of my words.

	Writing Should Always Be Fun Sometimes it’s just plain hard.




Warning: Typography Nerd Stuff!


I've seen this on my father-in-law's piano for years, but this weekend I started looking at the text more closely. I really love the letter shapes, and the way the whole page was laid out.


I'm not a designer; I like typography, even if I know next to nothing about it. Still, I think this is pretty great stuff.


[image: I really love this typography.]


#text #typography #classic



Stress


Can generate excitement in the early stages. Hard or stressful things kick us into gear.


But when it hangs around it turns into dread. Those chemicals turn into something hard and weary.


Some of that is attitude, we have control over our responses. But it is still something we need to deal with.



Walking Downtown


[image: Sometimes I really like downtown!]



Life Isn't Under Version Control


Each action is a permanent commit, pushed immediately to a shared reality. We can't reverse our actions; they're already out in the world. At best we can hope to revert a few of our bigger mistakes, by putting forth the effort to undo them.


But we are trained to feel cheated; we are trained in games to think that time is malleable, you should be able to go back, try again, save scum, do over. “Game Over” just means “retry” right?


Well, no. We have to take each step, knowing we can't reverse, we can only revert.



Deliberately Ignoring My Inner Critic


Most people who will stumble across this article know who I mean. That little Antagonist who sits behind your eyes, looking at everything you do, listening to everything you say, and criticizing you for it. This is the voice that compels me to read every post on Slack three times before I hit enter and at least three more after I sent it. This is the voice that looks at every action I take as if it were on screen for the world to see.


In some ways the Antagonist is helpful, if you harness it. This is the voice that drives me to keep writing, because if I don't I will have let down myself and all the people the Antagonist thinks are watching me every moment of every day. So I sit down and write to show it that I'm not a sham, I'm actually doing this thing. It can be used as a source of motivation.


But for the most part it's a nuisance. I don't need an internal critic asking me why I haven't put my laundry away yet, or bugging me about an assignment that isn't due for another two weeks. I really don't need it making up dire social consequences for things that will never be seen by anyone else. Like, say, the way I squeeze my toothpaste.


So occasionally I do things specifically to show the antagonist who is in charge around here. There are domains into which it is not invited nor allowed. One of those is my ever-present pocket notebook.


When I started carrying a notebook at all times it got very little use, because what if someone saw what I wrote and judged me for it? said the Antagonist. So I left it mostly empty, only writing things that were important or deep or interesting. But I got sick of that after a while.


Now I intentionally write any and every blasted thing that comes into my head. I have no respect for the lines in the notebook. Sometimes my words take up one line, sometimes two, or five, or they go diagonally up and across the page. My pocket notebooks are a place where I can be creative or pedantic or just draw little pictures or write the physical details of someone I see on the train, so that I can use them in a story later. It doesn't matter. Nobody will ever see my notebooks but me, so they are specifically, assiduously, Antagonist-free zones.


And you know what really drives the Antagonist crazy?


Sometimes, I file away a notebook and start a new one before all the pages are filled.



Derm Reco


[image: Thank you, the English Language, for all you've done for us, but it's apparent your services are no longer needed here.]


It's interesting how much cultural background goes into making this nightmare of an advertisement communicate exactly what they were meaning to say to people like me.


#pictures #travesty #marketing



Four Minutes After Midnight


I'm waiting for a presentation I just recorded with my school team to upload. I just cut it all together in iMovie, talking about a merger that went down sixteen years ago. But that's okay, it's part of the process. We're getting our MBAs, we're getting educated. A lot of education is about just doing the work, getting through, getting  by.


So at six minutes after midnight I have an uploaded video. I send the link to my team so they can do all the team things and get it submitted on time. We're pretty early this week; we did good work and bought ourselves a day with less homework tomorrow.


Or, well, today. Since it's seven minutes after midnight.



Late Night Homework


Is pretty much impossible some nights. I've found a few things that help:

	NO Caffeine. Mostly because it screws up my sleep schedule and means I will be exhausted again tomorrow, and the next night...until I crash completely on the weekend. So it's tempting, but I try to keep it as a “break glass in case of emergency” choice.

	Video Game Soundtracks. If you think about it, they're perfect. They are designed to be peppy, energetic, moody, and engaging, but also to fade into the background while you do something else.




  
    Quick Thoughts on the New Doctor 
    

  
  
Quick Thoughts on the New Doctor


I've watched the first episode Doctor Who featuring Jodie Whittaker as the 13th Doctor. Twice, actually.


And I'm excited for what the new season is bringing to the table. The writing feels very solid, and lives up to one of the great promises of that show.


The things that the 13th Doctor says, the things she does, they wouldn't be out of place if done or said by the other Doctors. The words are the same, but the person saying them has changed. The 13th Doctor isn't divorced from her past, but neither is she bound by it. And Ms. Whittaker is clearly more than up to the task of making the role her own. Her portrayal clearly has the core of the Doctor; that central personality made up of optimism, compassion, and rock solid wisdom largely hidden by a whimsical face. But she's also clearly added her own new touches, just as every other Doctor has done.


#DoctorWho




  
    The School Mindset
    

  
  
The School Mindset


I spend a lot of time thinking people are expecting things of me, that things are “due” by  a certain date, even when there are no possible due dates. Nobody is expecting me to post anything on this blog. Nobody is expecting me to get to bed by a certain time, other than me.


Part of it is my #MBA program getting under my skin, of course. It's really hard to get out of that mindset when I'm training myself to always be looking toward the next due date, the next assignment. So it's a necessary evil, but one that will only last a few more months.


I hope.




  
    On the Impermanence of Memory
    

  
  
On the Impermanence of Memory


Let me tell you a story, a story that is over three decades old.


It's a typical December day, I'm in kindergarten. All of us kids are sitting on the floor, around our teacher. The teacher is holding a set of cards with letters of the alphabet on them. The one I remember is “O” because it had a photo of an Octopus, not in the water, but on a gray solid background. Even at five years old I could tell you that octopus wasn't happy about life, if it was still alive. But that's not the point.


Somewhere around “Q” the door opens and another classmate comes in. She's wrapped up, bundled up against December weather. She puts her backpack down, carefully takes off her earmuffs, puts them on the shelf (“R”). She unzips her jacket, takes her scarf off and hangs it on a hook (“S”). She takes her coat off and puts it on the same hook (“T”).


Then she unzips her jeans and takes them off as well. (“NO!!!!” yells the teacher, but the card says  “U”.)


But it's okay, she's got a skirt and leggings on under the jeans; they were just doubling as snow pants.



  
    Fall Colors
    

  
  
Fall Colors


[image: ]


I know this happens every year and everyone who has a camera in their pocket loves taking pictures of it. But I  have a camera in my pocket and I love taking pictures of the fall colors. This is the first year I've worked in downtown proper, and the old, well established trees all over downtown are just beautiful.


Fun anecdote: I came out of my office, and saw some really beautiful trees, so I started snapping pics, then I took a pic of a plant with little purple flowers. Then I realized I had been watched the entire time by a guy who was just trying to have a nice smoke break.


Anyway, here's the whole gallery




  
    Practice Writing
    

  
  
Practice Writing


To achieve mastery of any skill, the conventional wisdom goes, you have to practice that skill for ten thousand hours. And practice doesn't just mean “do that thing”, it means focus on building  that skill.


When we talk about practicing a musical instrument, we've got a good idea of what that looks like. My kids spend half an hour every day practicing the piano, playing songs that their piano teacher assigned them. Their teacher assigns these songs based on their current skill level, and they are calibrated to stretch the students' abilities, to be just a little harder than the students can comfortably play.


And once my kids are done playing their songs, the songs are gone, dissipated into the air around the piano.


But what about practice writing? When I work on the skill of writing, I end up with lots and lots of random little files called things like free write Tuesday, October 30, 2018.md. or random story about fish.md. Or, well, blog posts like this.


Some people, of course, end up with notebooks full of their words. Tolkien famously used the same paper notebooks over and over, erasing them when they were full and filling them again. His son Christopher has spent a lifetime going through those notebooks, figuring out what the erased versions said and publishing those erased stories.




  
    Why I Carry a Notebook
    

  
  
Why I Carry a Notebook


[image: The source of this post.]


There's that moment when your subconscious nudges you slightly.


“Pen. Paper. Now.”


And that's all the warning you get. So you dig out your notebook and pen and sit down and put the pen to the page...


And something pours out. for the first few characters you have no idea what's coming. And then as the words form you realize that what you're writing is the idea that's been quietly coalescing out of your thoughts and experiences. It formed slowly, like frost on the ground, and when it was ready that other part of your mind told you to collect it before it's burned off by the sun.


The more you pay attention to this little nudge, the more you honor that instinct, the better you get at catching these fleeting ideas. And the more you value inspiration the more of it you will get. The Muses are vain; they only  reveal themselves to those that respect them.




  
    Round Trips, Just for Fun
    

  
  
Round Trips, Just for Fun


[image: ]


The steps that brought this to you:

	I typed this using the Hanx Writer app on the iPad.

	Then I printed it using AirPrint, direct from my iPad

	I folded the paper to pretend I had mailed it or something, I don't know. This isn't a project that has a lot of seriousness around it. Then I took a photo of it using my iPad

	Then I uploaded it to Snap.as

	Then I wrote about it and shared it on the internet.



There's no real thesis here, no real point. This was just because modern technology makes it easy to do pointlessly convoluted things for fun.




  
    The History of Humans
    

  
  
The History of Humans


Or: Why we think we will eventually figure out faster-than-light travel


Nature: You're  basically a prey species. You've got no claws, no fangs, no fur, no real defenses...


Humans: Hey look we sharpened some sticks. Bring it.


Nature: Okay, but you're still really slow and small compared to things like bison and deer.


Humans: We don't need to be fast, there's a bunch of us and we can walk for days carrying our pointy sticks. We'll just follow food until it's tired and then it's stabbity times.


Nature: Okay but you're still cold and probably die in winter.


Humans: Hey look you can use pointy sticks to make fire. And after you stab an animal you can eat the inside and wear the outside. Also, P.S. We used fire to melt this rock and then it turned into a liquid that we poured into some clay shaped like a sharp thing and now that melted rock is a really sharp thing.


Nature: Okay but you're still limited by the animals and plants around you, there's only so many calories to go around.


Humans: Hey look if we get this animal to breed with this animal the kids are bigger and tastier. Also it works with plants. Also we bred the nicest wolves we could find and now they like us. We made enough extra calories to support cuddly house wolves!


Nature: Well, you still can't fly. Ha.


Humans: Hmmmmm. think for a few centuries, build up industry and science and art and math and literature and different forms of government and faiths and cuisine and fossil fuel distillation and finally...


HOW YOU LIKE ME NOW, GROUND?


Nature: At least stay in the atmosphere!


Humans: MAKE US.


Nature: Well stay off of the space rocks, those aren't for you, you're a prey species.


Humans: Sorry can't hear you busy landing a robot on an asteroid!




  
    Useful Stories When Doing Free Tech Support
    

  
  
Useful Stories When Doing Free Tech Support


Like many of you, I end up doing free tech support for friends and family and neighbors, etc. etc. The most common—and most dreaded—question I get asked in that role is


Why is my computer slow?





The answer to this question boils down to one of three things:

	You are infected with all the malware and your computer is busy mining cryptocurrency for a teenager on a different continent

	Your computer is very old and is trying to do new computer things

	You have 8GB of RAM trying to support sixteen browser tabs in Chrome, three Excel spreadsheets, five Word docs, a handful of PDF's, a game, and probably a hint of malware.



The first one is easy to explain, as long as you use the word “virus” instead of “malware”. That generally goes over all right. The second one tends to hurt people's feelings and I try to avoid it.


The third is actually the most common one I see, and I've finally found a workable story to help people understand it.



  
    Studying by the Fire
    

  
  
Studying by the Fire


[image: Study By The Fire]


Just because I have to be studying doesn't mean I have to be at my desk. Sometimes it's nice to mix school work with a pleasant environment.




  
    The Efficacy of Language
    

  
  
The Efficacy of Language


Before diving into computer science I briefly studied (human) linguistics. One of the facts they taught us had to do with the number of words in a language and the number of words it took to express something in that language. The more words you have available to you, the fewer you need to express a thought.


Put another way: the greater the range of words from which you can select, the greater the odds of you knowing a single word that expresses the thought you want to convey, and thus the fewer words you need to express your thoughts.


Put another way: the size of a language and the length of a sentence in that language are inversely proportional.


Put another way: eloquence obviates loquaciousness.




  
    The Lesson of Shoveling Snow
    

  
  
The Lesson of Shoveling Snow


I love winter. I love the early nights, the chill in the air, the close, warm feeling of being snug at home. I love snow in the trees and the yard. Winter would be perfect except for one thing:


Driveways and sidewalks.


You can't just not shovel the snow off your concrete. That's not an option as a civilized person. I walk whenever and wherever I can, and when I'm walking in the winters I realize how much public utility there really is in our personal patches of sidewalk. Also, you've got delivery people who need to come to your door, guests, friends, and even me and my family. I need to clear that concrete so people are safe.



  
    Balance
    

  
  
Balance


Everyone should care, passionately, about something, some cause, some plan to make the world better.


But nobody can care about everything. We all need to pick our battles so that we have the energy to fight them. Find the place where you can do the most good, and commit to that.




  
    Atom + Eve
    

  
  
Atom + Eve


[image: ]


I see this as I walk around downtown, near my office building. I have so many questions.




  
    Bit Train
    

  
  
Bit Train


It was foggy at the train station the other day. On a whim, I pulled out my camera and opened the BitCam app. Something about approaching a train in the fog felt like an early 90's noir adventure game to me. So I took a series of snaps going from low-res to high to color to full camera resolution, just for fun. I kind of like them.


[image: Hercules graphics on an 8086.]


[image: Apple II +]


[image: VGA on a 486 DX2]


[image: iPhone 7]


#photography #technology #time




  
    Why I Still Love Computers
    

  
  
Why I Still Love Computers


I've made no secret that I'm getting a (GASP) business degree and therefore leaving my life as a full-time developer behind. My manager asked me “what are your long-term plans?” and my response was “well, I'm not getting an MBA to keep being a developer.”


But as much as I want to move into a role where I can lead developers, I still love the joy of technology, the thrill of learning new things and making these machines do what I want them to do.


For example:


[image: Command Line Awesomeness]


So much fun stuff is going on there — a customized status bar with emoji-enabled weather report in the bottom of the tmux window. Ranger and iTerm2 are working together to give me a full-color image preview in a terminal. Things like this highlight the joy of computers: With some time, patience, and a lot of third-party apps, you can make these things do what you want.


#tmux #ranger #cli #commandLine #iTerm2




  
    How to Teach
    

  
  
How to Teach


I'm in the final week of my last accounting class ever. I'm pleased with this. In two weeks I will have mostly forgotten everything I've ever known about managerial accounting. I'm less happy about that, but that's the nature of the game. At least I have my notes.


But here's what I'm not going to forget:


My professor in this class is an excellent teacher. I've been thinking about his teaching style all session, trying to identify the things that make his style so impressive, and here are some things I've identified.



  
    The Adafruit Problem
    

  
  
The Adafruit Problem


About a year ago I read about the Pi-hole project. For those of you who haven't heard of it, the gist is that you install it on a Raspberry Pi (hence the name) and then use that Raspberry Pi as your network's DNS server. It's a very specialized DNS server that blocks some 130,000 known advertising servers (and counting). And your home network becomes much more advertising-free. The project is designed to be easy. You run one script, adjust a few values, and it's up and running.
I didn't put one together until three days ago.


Why not? Because I fell into what I call The Adafruit Trap.
I adore Adafruit.com. I love all the tricks, tools, and toys they make available. I love the tutorials they publish; I love the bundles they sell, I love the enthusiasm for tinkering that radiates off the site.
I want to make it clear here: the problem isn't Adafruit, it's me. I never want Adafruit to change what they're doing. I'm writing this to help change what I do. Okay. Let's move on.


So, here's how the Adafruit Trap works:

	Step One: I find a project I'd like to try. In this case, it's setting up a Pi-hole server. In my initial research, the task looks accomplishable, and fun, and useful.

	Step Two: I look for guidance on how to make it happen. Because they write such excellent tutorials, Adafruit comes up high in the search rankings.

	Step Three: I read of all the really cool ways I could make my simple project So much fancier. In this case, by adding a sweet little OLED display to a Raspberry Pi Zero that has the stats on how many ads are blocked right on the device. This is a legitimately cool idea, and I want to do it! But I don't have the money to buy the OLED display right now, so I postpone for a while.



And a while longer.


And then get distracted by something else.


Until the next time someone mentions the Pi-hole project around me.


So here's the thing. I had a Raspberry Pi 3  sitting around, unused because it was part of another project for which I could never quite afford all the parts. It's already in a case, with SD card and power supply all set up. True, it doesn't have a sweet little OLED screen displaying how many ads it's blocked, but...what if...


What if I got a Pi-hole server working instead of waiting until I could do it “perfectly”?


One of my friends calls this the “Pinterest Trap,” where you look for inspiration on Pinterest, and everything is so perfect that it scares you off of even trying. In other words, the exact opposite of what tutorial sites are trying to do.


So how do you get over it? Good question! I don't know. So far my answer has been what I said above. I just forced myself to do what I can with what I had where I was instead of waiting for everything to be perfect.




  
    Raspberry Pi
    

  
  
Raspberry Pi


[image: Raspberry  Pi Logo on a Timbuk2 Backpack]


I've always loved the concept of the Raspberry Pi, and have tried for years to find a way to actually use one in my house. The first Raspberry Pi I ever purchased was a Model 2 B+, and I ended up spending almost a hundred dollars kitting it out with a case and power supply and SD card and a fancy little Pimoroni light thing to go on top. And I got a web server up and running on it, got some other software going...but I never really used it.


Over the years I've collected others. I've got a model 3 in an incredibly awesome case that looks like a Super Nintendo.  Ostensibly to run RetroPie, but in reality, it sits in a box in my desk. I have three Raspberry Pi Zeroes, none of which have ever done much.


Until this week. Somehow it's all started coming together.


It started when I finally decided to put one of my model 3's to work as a Pi-hole, and realized that I don't need to make a project perfect to just get it done. From there I started using my Keybow  (another Pimoroni joint) even though I didn't have a perfect lua script to make all the lights dance every time I press a button. I also helped my son figure out how to hook up a model 3 to a touch screen he bought, and he's got a portable programming station.


I think the main thing here is I'm less scared of “wasting” one of these little boards. A Raspberry Pi Zero is $10, it's okay if I let it be a single-purpose board instead of making it do ten different things. In other words, I'm getting less frightened of tinkering, and that's a good feeling.




  
    MicroSD
    

  
  
MicroSD


Two years ago I bought a 64GB MicroSD card for $40 and considered it a good deal.


Last year I upgraded to a 128GB MicroSD card for the same device, for $30.


This year I upgraded that device's storage again, this time to 256GB, for $40.


So, given this pattern, I look forward to buying a 1TB MicroSD card in 2021 for $40.




  
    🌧️
    

  
  
🌧️


Rainy days lift my mood. I realize that's the opposite of how it often works, but I love the peace and coolness of rain. This might be because I've lived most of my life in high mountain deserts, so rain is an occasional repreive from the hard hot blue skies of summer.


But I also loved rain during the two years I spent in the Philippines, when the hot downpours just made it somehow even more humid.


And I loved rain when I lived in Alaska, where the rain soaked you to the skin and was dangerous if you didn't know how to manage your body temperature. (Repeat after me: “Cotton is cold. Cotton kills...”)


So let it rain, I guess? I don't really have a huge conclusion to this one.




  
    Surviving Education
    

  
  
Surviving Education


There are a few mantras that I'm clinging to right now.


Just because this is hard doesn't mean it's bad.


This too shall pass


Last week of these classes! Then you get a break!



But honestly it feels like an endurance race right now. Will I survive to cross the finish line? Or is a fortnight of going to bed at 2am going to kill me? (I'm not British, I just like the word “fortnight”. Never played the game.)


And I still think it'll be worth it. I have learned a lot in my degree program and it would be a shame to throw all of that away just because this week is bad.


The irony is that these classes were supposed to be the easy ones. I'm taking IS classes, and I've been a programmer for 14 years. And the actual coding is easy. What's making them hard is the bane of all education: TEAMS.


I'm a team lead at work. I love working with real software teams. But a team you are with for one semester is nothing like a real software development team. You're not working together daily, you're hurredly assigning tasks on a project that fits into none of your schedules, trying to make sense of one another's working styles.


In my six-ish years of higher education, four undergrad and two graduate, I've had one good team. And we only became a good team because we had worked together on various bad teams in previous classes. So when we got to choose a team and all chose each other it was magic. We got things done.


There's probably a lesson in there, but I'm too tired to learn it.  Here's hoping I make it to next week.




  
    Internal Honesty
    

  
  
Internal Honesty


CJ Eller wrote about writing down what you're doing and it really resonated with me. I try to keep a faithful journal of my life, multiple journals in fact. But why aren't I recording all incidents of behaviors I want to quit? Why am I sanitizing my life for imaginary biographers?


So I'm going to try and keep a more honest, more human journal of my life. I have to keep reminding myself that what I write in my notebooks or in my journal isn't for anyone else to read later, it's for me to reflect on who I am now.




  
    Processing Time
    

  
  
Processing Time


My wife said the other day that she's figured out part of why we're all so stressed these days, and it has to do with how we fill our free moments. In the past, she said, we always had those moments to ourselves. We had time with our thoughts when we were walking from place to place, or waiting for something. But now we have phones that are instantly and endlessly full of distractions, things that very effectively keep us from having the introspective thoughts we used to have.


So we discussed this idea for a while (after both of us turning our phones off and setting them aside). It seems that we're more fragile, because we never get the processing time we need to come to grips with things going on around us. When life gets too real we hide in our devices and their endless diversions instead of dealing with what's actually bothering us. We allow ourselves to be distracted with small, vapid social media things, and hope those fears, stresses, and complications from which we are hiding will disperse without our ever having to deal with them.  I mentioned that, on some level, I'm trusting my subconscious to work through those things, hoping that when I'm done being distracted the problems will be fixed.


But they aren't. We keep carrying them, still present if slightly sublimated.


Since this conversation we've both been declaring certain parts of the day processing time. For me this has been times like the walk between the office and the train, or other little moments where I used to dive into podcasts or other distractions. I've also started asking, before I pull out my phone or tablet if I have something I need to do, or if I'm just using the device to hide from what's actually bothering me.
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Turn It All Off


For a few years now I've been a proponent of leaving my work computer locked but running when I go home for the night. After all, that way I can access if it I need to, and everything is where I left it when I come in the next morning.


But about a month ago I had a realization: I don't want to access my computer from home, and having everything where I left it is actually more of a problem then a help.


The first point comes down to the fact that I am trying more and more to leave work at work and live my life at home. The second point is more interesting to me.


It feels like it would be more effective to get to work, see where all your windows are, and get right back into what you were doing the night before. But it doesn't work that way. I found that I would get to work and have to pick through the various things that were left open, detritus of meetings and fleeting thoughts and three different lines of work all going on at once. I have to decide if terminal window is doing anything useful or is just open because I didn't close it. Why do I have an empty spreadsheet open? No clue.


So now I close everything down and turn the computer off every night. When I get to work the next morning I open the windows I need and start on the projects that, in the light of a new day, are the most obviously pressing. As an added bonus, all of the apps that only check for updates when they're restarted are more up to date.


So yeah, nothing huge or earth-shattering here. I just like the sense of “done with that!” that comes from shutting my work machine down every night, and the fresh start every morning.
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All's Well That Ends.


A couple of weeks ago a friend/co-worker of mine was interviewing for a promotion. A few minutes before this friend's interview they started panicking and asked me in a chat:


How is it fair that your WHOLE FUTURE depends on the answers to a few little interview questions?



And while I understand their point, I had to disagree.


Eight months ago I interviewed for a promotion and didn't get it. While I was waiting for the final confirmation I felt exactly like my friend. I felt like my whole future, my career, everything, depended on that decision. And when I didn't get the job I was understandably crestfallen.


But the next day still came. That particular “story” ended and I was able to go on.


And last month I got a different promotion, one more suited to my overarching career goals.


I'm not saying that it always works this way, of course. Sometimes you lose and then you lose and then you lose again. I've been there too. Even in that state I've found that there is a certain value in just surviving to the end of a “story” or “event” or whatever you want to call a certain set of experiences.
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Thoughts While Getting My Hair Cut


You can't abbreviate your hair.


Even though that's what abbreviate means. “Make it brief” and brief means short.


Except I guess that brief generally means short in terms of time, huh? A brief moment, a brief note.


Oh, a brief note...briefcases! Named for carrying legal briefs, briefcases are full of shortened versions of the full case files, which were shortened, much like hair is.


I guess these days you're probably just putting a laptop in your briefcase. Do people do that? I just use my backpack.


But...legal briefs are physically shorter, right? I guess we think about written things in terms of reading time, not physical size, huh?


Oh, we're done? Should I say “thanks for abbreviating my hair?” Nah, that's stupid.


Thanks!
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Drama


But the real kind. The kind that involves being in plays in front of other people.


Two of my kids love it. Me?


Terrified.


Which is odd because I used to love it. Many years ago I would do school theatre and enjoy it. I never cared about the audience or making a fool of myself, I just liked playing in the space and pretending to be other people. It was a natural extension of my love of sorry, I think.


And I think that’s where my kids are right now. They are young and fearless and I love that. I’m so glad they feel like they can be themselves, that they feel safe pretending to be other people.
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Still Alive


I’m in my final semester of my masters degree program. When these classes are over I’m done with school, this time probably for good.
For the past two years I have put everything other than school on hold. So I have shoved my writing into corners. Okay, I did NaNoWriMo both years, because I need to keep some sense of who I am.


But mostly my writing has been gathering dust on some hard drives. That’s not the interesting part.


The interesting part is that some characters in my books have refused to go into corners.
So, Angel Liz, Cylee, And Wane Early mostly. Angel Liz you can read about on Monday Stories, the other two are from a series of books I’ve been working on… whooosh, for almost a decade now. Somehow these three characters have been sitting in the back of my mind, gathering my experiences into themselves, doing a little here and there to remind me they exist even though, in a strictly technical sense, they don’t. I keep having ideas for Liz’s central conflicts. I keep seeing things the way Wayne would see them, inspecting the world the way he would. Cylee is always trying to break free, get out, find meaning somewhere else… okay, yes, I do know how insane this sounds, thank you so much.
Anyway. I‘m excited to get back to actually writing in just a few more weeks.
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Making a Morning Quiet


I should be chasing kids around, getting them fed and dressed and ready for the day. But that can wait.


Or I should be getting myself up and dressed and ready, but that too can be put off for a few minutes more.


Instead I’m looking at the sunlight make patterns on the wall. Coming through the Venetian blinds, and through the leaves outside it looks like a photo from the 1980’s, so it’s very stylish right now.


This morning could be hectic and stressful, but I’m trying to choose quiet instead. It’s not bad.
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Ars Longa, Vita Brevis


I've actually tiptoed back into working on Painless Git again. I enjoy writing, but it's daunting when I look at the overall state of the project. There's so much left to do! There's so much left to think about and perfect and publish!


And that's fine. On the whole I'm okay with big projects. I just get caught up in the excitement and want to do it all right now. I want to convert it to Markua , the new Markdown dialect that Leanpub is using. I want to convert it to a course instead of a book, or as well as a book, I suppose. I want to put in a whole bunch of images and awesome stuff.


But I have to do school stuff. I have to take midterms this week. One tomorrow, one on Friday or Saturday. And assignments are still due every day.


There is so much to do, so little time in which to do it. But I think I prefer that to the alternative: a boring life, nothing to do, no aspirations, goals, or hopes. Sounds terrible.
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Backyard Leaves


[image: Aspen on Mulberry on deck.]


Summer is well and truly here.
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Evernote


I've been using Evernote off and on since it was in beta and only on Windows. The fully-networked, store-your-stuff-on-the-cloud version has been a part of my life since... well, it looks like November of 2010:


[image: A very plain photo of a chair in some sunlight.]


I took this picture to see how Evernote dealt with photos on an iPad. It wasn't meant to last forever, it wasn't really meant to be anything, just a test of the system. But it got caught, and now it's been faithfully copied to every computer I've owned in that time, every mobile device that has had Evernote installed has had that as well.


Not that Evernote is perfect. It thinks the orange rectangle in this picture:


[image: Some pinecones in a blurry picture.]


Is the word “chair”. Which is funny and fascinating at the same time.
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Spotify and the Business of Big Mood


Liz Phelly wrote about Spotify's mood monetization.


You should read the entire article, but here are some good quotes:


““At Spotify we have a personal relationship with over 191 million people who show us their true colors with zero filter,” reads a current advertising deck. “That’s a lot of authentic engagement with our audience: billions of data points every day across devices!”



And more succinctly:


“In a data-driven listening environment, the commodity is no longer music. The commodity is listening. The commodity is users and their moods.”



But... we all kinda knew this, right? This is how free services work. Spotify is a little different because there are users who pay for the service. Those users won't be presented with targeted advertising, but how much are you willing to bet that their data is being excluded from the data being sold to third parties? Yeah, me neither.


So what's the answer? Just dump Spotify? Honestly if Apple Music were a viable alternative I'd consider it. Apple is making a reputation out of being very conservative with user data and that might be good enough.


Or maybe the answer is to take your data back in the form of hosting your own music streaming. Plex will manage your music collection for you, and PlexAmp lets you access it from just about anywhere. A lifetime Plex Pass is about the same price as a year of Spotify Premium, although you do have to provide your own music to use Plex.


Which is probably a good thing. BandCamp is quick to point out that you listening to an album on Spotify will probably net the performer around 4¢, while buying their album on BandCamp will give them roughly 85% of whatever you paid. The performer cuts from buying MP3s from Amazon or AACs from Apple probably aren't as good as BandCamp, but probably better than Spotify.


For now I'm taking a hybrid approach. I have a hefty collection of FLAC files I bought off of BandCamp hosted on my Plex Server, but I still use services like Spotify or Amazon Prime Music to listen to new things that I'm not ready to buy yet.


And I'm quietly reminding myself that when I'm listening to Spotify, any number of advertisers are also listening to me.
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[image: This Tree Confuses Me.]


This is awesome. I've walked past this tree daily for around a year now, and today it does this. It literally stopped me in my tracks, and I had to take a picture.


Sure, this weird little tree is just some ornamental that someone planted in their front yard. I'm sure there are people all over the world who will look at it and say “ah yes, that's a insert Linnaean name here, quite common in insert part of the world here.


But to me it looks like something that belongs in a coral reef, not someone's front lawn.


Nature is amazing. Infinite variety, even in a downtown setting.
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Creating and Cultivating Context


One of the points from How to do Nothing that resonated with me was the concept of context. The problem with Twitter isn't just that we're limited to 500 characters; 500 characters is more than ample for a reply to a comment from someone else. When I'm chatting with my friends very few of my messages are more than 500 characters.


The problem is that each little island of words is totally disassociated from the ones around it. Each tweet on Twitter is its own thing, and you have to build up a context in your mind to try to understand the author's point of view, or, more commonly, just become numb to people's comments.


None of what I have said so far came from me, by the way. This is all a summation of what Jenny Odell said in her book. You should go read it.


Here's my part.


Context is something to be built and protected.


We, each of us, are a lens through which a world can be seen. If that lens is fractured, scattered into dozens of tiny pieces, it's not good for a whole lot.


So it is up to each of us to decide what we want to bring into focus in our own lives. What do we want to see? What do we want to show others?


Imported from a now-defunct blog, originally published August 6, 2019
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Dear Self: Nobody Is Going to Read Your Notebooks.


This is definitely a reminder I need from time to time. My pocket notebooks are never going to be part of the public record. I will never have to defend the half-thought things I dumped in a pocket notebook. Nobody will ever be impressed by what I wrote unless I work it into something bigger, and even then, it's unlikely anyone will ever much care.


So I can just write. I can just catch little things, regardless of state of finish or polish. The inner editor isn't allowed in my pocket notebooks.


#amwriting #notebooks #FieldNotes




  
    That's Enough Nostalgia, Thanks.
    

  
  
That's Enough Nostalgia, Thanks.


It started with Star Wars, of course. I loved the original trilogy, collected it on VHS and then VHS special edition and then DVD. Like every other Star Wars fan I watched Episode I and was...okay. Then watched Episode II and was done. I still haven't watched Episode III. I might get around to it someday.


So fast forward and same thing with Episode VII. I really liked it! It was a return to the original trilogy, of course, but it was fun. Then Rogue One came out and was...fine. It wasn't great, it was obvious from the beginning that every character was going to die, but it was fine.


I stopped caring about Star Wars as I walked out of the theater after watching Episode VIII. My dad asked me what I thought and my only answer was “everything that has ever happened in any Star Wars movie happened in that Star Wars movie. They want you to know that this is a Star Wars movie.” I haven't watched Episode IX. I might get around to it someday.


But it made me realize that I'm no longer particularly interested in “reimagining” or “returning to” things I enjoyed in the past. I'm perfectly content with Dark Crystal sticking in my memory as a weird and unsettling childhood trauma without watching a Netflix show exploring that “universe.”


I enjoyed Star Trek: The Next Generation. But I have no desire to watch Picard. I have watched Friends more times than I care to admit, but I won't be watching the Friends Reunion.


And it seems like such a waste to keep returning to twenty-year-old wells when people are making excellent new things. The Good Place is excellent and unlike any other show I've ever seen. And they had the integrity to end the show when they ran out of story.


So I guess that's my message: Be like The Good Place. Tell your story until it's done and then stop. There are other stories to be told.




  
    Free Learning for the Duration
    

  
  
Free Learning for the Duration


[image: ]


As we all face uncertainty and a lot of time inside and alone, I've been trying to think of what I can do to make things better in any way for other people.


I don't have much, but what I have I can give freely. A lot of people need to watch their finances right now. I hope this is a time of boredom for you instead of illness and stress. If you're bored maybe this is a good time to learn something?


To this end I'm making all of my Painless books free for the duration, meaning, from now until... well, we'll see. Here's the link:


Painless Productivity Trilogy for free


Leanpub being what it is, you can still choose to throw a coin to your author. (Actually the minimum you can pay is $4.99. That's a LeanPub limitation, not a Nate limitation)


Stay safe everyone, and take care of yourself!


Please feel free to share this and tell anyone who might find some command line training useful while they're stuck in the house.


-Nate
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Two More Months


From time to time we find ourselves in positions that we dislike, but have to endure. It could be school, or a job that you hate but need for the time being, or school, or a social obligation, or school, really any number of things. I certainly didn't love every minute of my graduate program, for example.


I'm sure that, in March of 2020, everyone can think of a situation we'd like to see end.


In times like these I've found a way to stay positive and optimistic: I set a rolling internal end date for the event. Instead of saying, “this will all be over by May 1st,” I tell myself “this will be over in two more months,” And no matter how many days or months pass, I keep telling myself “two more months”.


For me this provides two seemingly opposite but related benefits.


The first is that I feel more stable right now in doing what I'm doing. I set a deadline far enough out that I don't need to take any immediate “get out and shut down” actions. Two months is long enough that I can treat the situation as if it were going to last forever, which means I can dedicate time and effort to making right now better. You don't spend time improving a situation that will only exist for a week.


The second is that there is a timeline, however fictional. And because there is a timeline there is hope. There will come a day where this situation will change. I don't have to keep re-hashing the question of when that will be, it'll be in “two months”. This frees up brain resources to stop thinking about when this will end and allows me to spend more time thinking about how I can make that timeline happen faster.
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One of the Benefits of Working From Home


[image: ]


My dog gets to watch me work. For the most part he seems unimpressed, but he's very supportive!


#dogs #WFH
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“I Don't Care” Is Bad Armor


I've leaned into my “Disaffected Gen-X” persona far too many times, and it's not a good look on me, or on any of us, really. I've tried to be aloof and disinterested. It seems like a good way to protect myself from a painful world. Turning off the part of me that wants to care for and protect others means I can't be hurt by things that are out of my control, right? It means other people can't break my heart, right? It's the ultimate answer:

“The ozone layer!”
“I don't care.”


“Social inequality!”
“I don't care.”


“I don't like you!”
“I don't care.”


But it makes the world worse, not better. Not caring is a Pyrrhic Victory. Yes, if I can successfully convince myself that I don't care about what's going on outside my door I can free up some mental space to care about myself and my family. But at what cost? What am I giving up?


Well, [gestures at the world] all of that.


Am I really so jaded that I think that I'm self sufficient?
Do I really think I matter so much that I am worth 100% of my own time?
Do I really think that I matter so little that I have nothing to give to anyone else?


I don't like these questions. They have uncomfortable answers.


When I'm stressed or feeling like I can't cope any more, it's tempting to fall back into just saying “I don't care” to everything. I try not to. But when I do I try to let my second thoughts kick in and say “yes. I do.” And I try to act on that.


Yes, there are a lot of “try”s in there. I'm not great at this. I don't care.


Wait. Yes. I do. I'll keep getting better at caring even when it's difficult.
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When I Met John Rember


In my junior year of high school my English teacher introduced us to the works of John Rember, An Idahoan author who writes about the Idaho outside of Boise. The story we read was a simple tale of a man taking a road trip from Southern Idaho to (what sounds like) Northern Utah with his friend and realizing that all he needed was some sunlight and a brief moment of clarity.

You can read that story and others, in the book Coyote In the Mountains, a book that, the summer after my junior year, resonated with me. The stories were about people having experiences that were deeply divided from my own; they were all in mid-life crises or mid-life ennui, I was still dealing with high-school angst. (Please remember I was in high school at the time and thought that using foreign words for feelings made me cool.) Many nights I would lie awake, and imagine myself having grown up to be Coyote: laconic, failing at being Zen, and full of vibrant if inexpressible yearning.


That summer I was also working with my father in the gift shop that had been his dream for years. We sold all kinds of gifts. If you needed a greeting card for grandma, an off-color t-shirt for that one uncle, a pewter figurine of Lt. Cmd. Data, and a unicorn balloon, we could sell you all of those on the same trip. And something in that mix must have called to Mr. Rember and his daughter that day.


I didn't recognize him as he wandered the store, how could I have? He didn't put author pictures in his books back then. At least, not in either of the two I had purchased. When he came to the register I read his check. “John Rember...Rember...it seems like I know this name...”


“I'm not a criminal if that's what you're asking, the check is good...”


“No, no, it seems like I've...read...”


“I have written a couple of books,” he said, almost sheepishly.


“Coytote In the Mountains and Cheerleaders From Gomorrah!” I said, more excited than I really meant to be. His daughter laughed.


“See, dad? People do read  your books!” She said.


“Oh, well, I'm glad you've read them,” he said and a thousand questions swirled in my mind. Who is Otter when she's at home? Where do these people come from in your books? Are the real people you know, are these real stories of your friends? I've written a few stories based on my friends and they were received with less than fulsome enthusiasm. Is that what you get? Is ennui all it's cracked up to be? What does Idaho mean to you, as a frame of mind? How can any of us accept being alive in the tail end of the 20th century with the world as messed up as it is? Is there any way you have a good hour to discuss your stories in and around me helping other customers?


And I said none of that. I thanked him for his purchase, lamented that I had left my copy of Coyote in the Mountains at home because that meant he couldn't sign it, and he left.


That night I went home, opened the window in my sweltering bedroom, turned off all the lights except my reading lamp, and read Coyote again. And I thought of all the things I could have or should have said to the man who pulled these people from his mind and wrote them clearly enough that they inhabited mine.


Tonight, twenty four years later, I put my kids to bed, opened the window in my library, turned off all the lights except my reading lamp, and read that same paperback copy of Coyote again. And I find that I'm okay with my experience. I'm happy I got to meet one of my literary heroes, unasked questions and all.
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The Kindness of Strangers


[image: ]


I just thought I'd give a little update on my Painless... books since I set the minimum price to $0, or “free-ninety-nine” as one of my friends always says. Which doesn't make sense, because that sounds like “free plus 99¢” which isn't what he meant at all. But I digress.

Anyway, I made all three of my tech books free when the world went into lockdown, and unsurprisingly, and gratifyingly, a number of people have taken me up on that offer in the meantime. But here's what's interesting:


Since I made the books free the number of paid sales has gone down. This isn't a surprise. The surprise is that the amount people pay has gone up significantly. In the past I would see a few sales a day, all at the minimum price, so $14.99 for the “trilogy” and around $5 for each individual book.


Now I'm only seeing a few paid sales a week, but a lot of people are paying my “recommended” price of $14.99 per book or more.


I'm touched, honestly. I recognize that there are a lot of things going on in the world right now that require us all to be careful with our resources. But there are people out there who feel they have sufficient to toss me some money simply because they are kind.


I've said this before on Twitter, but I'll say it again here:


Thank you.


Leanpub quite rightly doesn't give me any information on the people who buy my books. Each sale is anonymized and even though they keep track so I can email people with updates they never show me email addresses. So I don't know who you are, but thank you.


If you want to pick up my books on Vim, Tmux, and Git, they are available here, for free:


The Painless Productivity Trilogy


I hope you find them useful!




  
    Music
    

  
  
Music


Can someone tell me why music is so important?


(It's a rhetorical question; even though my posts get aggregated into the main “Read” feed I rarely check it to see if anyone has responded.)

For the past few days I've been aggregating my entire music collection into my Plex server, and I've been amazed at how much this has increased my perceived value of said server. Videos are good. TV shows are fun. But music has such a power over my mood, and it's a power that I'm at least partially able to harness. I can sometimes wrest my mood out of a bad groove by finding some good music.


I've spent countless hours thinking about the best way to bring music into my own life; I've researched and purchased fancy DAC hardware and a number of different models of Sennheiser headphones to ensure that if I'm at work or home, I have my music, pure and free from corruption or interruption caused by bad hardware. (Yes, my Plex library is mostly full of FLAC files, not because I think they sound better but because I intend to have them for a very long time, and lossless codecs do a better job correcting for bit rot.)


All of that is just to say that I care a lot about music, which is an odd thing to care about. I'm only passingly able to create music on my own. I sang in choirs for six years, but that was decades ago. I have dabbled in guitar but I'm not good enough that I would ever play in front of another person.


And I'm not alone; humanity seems to care about music quite a bit. We spend billions of dollars annually on direct purchases of albums we love from artists we want to support, above and beyond monthly subscriptions so we can wander widely and experience new music.


Lewis Thomas, one of my heroes, had this to say:


Music is the effort we make to explain to ourselves how our brains work. We listen to Bach transfixed because this is listening to a human mind.



And this:


The need to make music, and to listen to it, is universally expressed by human beings. I cannot imagine, even in our most primitive times, the emergence of talented painters to make cave paintings without there having been, near at hand, equally creative people making song. It is, like speech, a dominant aspect of human biology.



And he's right, music has intertwined itself in every part of human life. We have songs to celebrate the banal as well as the sacred. When we are falling in love we have songs for that. When love ends we have songs for that. Every major life event has music associated with it. Read the following list and you'll be able to hear the song related to the event in your head:

	Birthday

	Wedding

	Graduation

	Funeral (??? This is definitely a time for music, but I can't pin it down to a single piece)



And then there is music that seems to exist only to be itself. Moonlight Sonata, for example. It's not a soundtrack. It's not tied to a life event. It's simply an exploration of moonlight. It is there to add richness to an event we all share.


#music #rambling
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Guidelines as Motivation


Sure, I'll join in. I've seen a lot of “100 Days to Offload” posts lately, and I like the idea. I like it right now because I have felt entirely drained lately. For reasons that we all share. Here's why the 100 Days thing resonated with me today: Scrabble

My wife and I played some Scrabble the other day to take our minds off of everything else. In Scrabble the primary goal is simple: make words that connect to the other words on the board. But there's a secondary goal in Scrabble: put good letters on the bonus spaces so you get a better score. And that's where the analogy comes in.


When you're reaching for a triple letter score under a “Q” you're thinking much harder than you are if you're just trying to put any letters on the board.  You can play either way, but when you're twisting and turning your words to optimize your score you tend to be more engaged.


So having a simple guideline like “put 100 new thoughts into the world this year” could just be the motivation I need to keep writing even when I don't want to.


So there's my thought for today: playing a game with guidelines—or rules, if you like— is more fun than playing without them. The guidelines give meaning to your successes.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.



#100DaysToOffload 1/100




  
    Outside Your Comfort Zone
    

  
  
Outside Your Comfort Zone
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Plexamp is rapidly becoming my favorite music player for a number of reasons. One of which is that it still has the small-development group feel of being a passion project, while also being very good at what it does. It is a commercial product that doesn't feel commercial.




Here's what I mean: When you are listening to a song Plexamp will give you a list of recommendations based on the song and your music library. This is not new. Pandora built its entire identity around that concept. You listen to music,  it learns what you likes and then plays more of what you like.


But Plexamp takes it one step further with this section:


[image: ]


Oh, hey, that's new!  Technically it's extrapolating a few more steps out, following more links from what you definitely like, (meaning what you're listening to right now) to something you might like, to something that's somewhat related to that and so forth.


Overall the suggestions it makes are fairly solid. I don't like all of them, but that's the point.


It reminds me of one of my favorite quotes from Jonathan Gillette, aka “Why The Lucky Stiff”, one of the heroes of the Ruby world back in the early 2000's:


When you don't create things you become defined by your tastes rather than your ability.
Your tastes only narrow and exclude people.
So Create. (emphasis mine)



If we only listen to music we know we like, we will be limited to just a few tracks, a few bands, a few albums. Our musical world shrinks until it's small and comfortable around us.


I don't like that idea. I'd like to keep exploring music I've never heard before. I'd like to come across ideas that differ from my own. I'd like to think that I'm still open enough to new views and new opinions to listen to not just new voices, but to other people in general.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.



#100DaysToOffload 2/100
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Such power there is in clear-eyed self restraint.
James Russell Lowell



Self restraint is difficult. We are curious creatures at heart, always looking to do and change things around us to better fit our needs. Curiosity and experimentation are traits that have helped us many times as a species and our brains reward us for doing things like that with dopamine.

But we've found ways to overdo dopamine. A lot of things that are “bad” for us, or just not productive, still stimulate dopamine production. So we get rewarded for doing nothing. Binge watching a show feels good, but doesn't actually accomplish anything.


Not that we need to be busily producing things all day every day. My point is that self restraint is the ability to choose things that create “slow” dopamine over things that create “fast” dopamine. Writing this post is not as fun as playing a game on my computer. But I believe that over time the rewards for creation are greater than the rewards for recreation.


So that's my goal: to pry myself away from things that are fun now and try to do things that will offer greater rewards later.


Sometimes I even succeed at following this advice!
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Dream Watch


My brain has a terrible feature: when it's decided I've slept long enough it starts poisoning my dreams. I generally can't sleep more than seven hours at a stretch because of this. Once I hit about 7.5 hours I start getting crazy stressful dreams until I wake up panting and go do something else.

Last night my dream was that I was trying to help a friend of mine. It wasn't any of my real friends, just a person that my dream had labeled “friend.” She was living with her parents and siblings even though she was a successful executive at her company.


The “help” I had been asked to give was vaguely defined, but I had to stand in for some work related ceremony, like a notary public. I had a specific role to play to make something a legitimate transaction. Part of it was to say this friend's name exactly. So she wrote her name down for me.


Hey have you ever tried reading a name in a dream? I've read somewhere that you can't read in dreams, because several parts of the reading mechanism in your brain are asleep when you're asleep, so reading doesn't work. It certainly doesn't work for me, so reading this person's eight-word name was impossible, especially when some of the words started to turn into things, like “impressively wrought copper snake wrapped around a hex bolt”. Not sure what syllables that was meant to represent.


Somehow I made it through the reading part and then got on to all the official words I was supposed to say. Only I realized halfway through that I was supposed to be recording all of this, and I wasn't. And I had said the wrong price for one of the items in the contract. And I had said someone's name wrong. Again. And this was all going to be a legal mess because of me...


And I woke up, stressed, breathing hard. My friend wasn't mad at me for ruining her business deal, she doesn't exist. Her family doesn't hate me, they aren't real. It was all just a dream, it was just a dream.


I'm still stressed.
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Insomnia.


Kind of the opposite of yesterday's post. I haven't slept at all. I've laid in bed, tossed, turned, got up, read a book, tried to sleep on a couch... but my brain is convinced that now is the time to do neat stuff. But I can't just...not be a person tomorrow. That's not how life works.

(P.S. I'm writing this in the predawn hours on Friday, so “Friday” is still “tomorrow” as I write this. Even though I will post this on Saturday. Don't get hung up on the dates, just know that I'm talking about being insomniac before a work day.)


The thing is, my mind feels fine and active right now. I feel like I'm alert, aware, and fully on top of things, even though I'm clearly making more typos than usual, even for me.


And my perfectly active and functional brain knows that if I don't go to sleep I will be a mindless blob tomorrow, which is less than ideal when your entire job revolves around communicating clearly. So I can brightly and actively watch a bad day come at me, slowly, but with great weight, like a train car on a gentle slope, brakes off, engine off. The weight is passive but the impact is inevitable.


That probably isn't a great metaphor. I honestly can't tell right now.


Time to see if I can get some sleep.
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Side Projects


The best way to actually accomplish a side project is to not think about how big it will get. Start with the basic idea and let the complications and nuances come into play when they need to.


In writing there is the expectation that the first draft won't be the final draft. You expect to throw away a lot of work as you draft and re-draft a work.


In programming there is allegedly a standard model of “create then iterate.” But those of you who work in software development: how often do you actually get to say “this is just the first pass”? How often do you actually get to go back and iterate on a feature you wrote last year?

Software development has been poisoned by school. In school you have a semester to complete a project, and you have to submit it once and that's all you get. You have to get it right the first time. (This is a wider problem; most of the western world has been ruined by that mindset from formalized education and we spend most of our adult lives either deprogramming ourselves from it, or being broken by it. Perfectionism is a cruel mistress.) Iterative development often falls prey to an expectation that each feature added to the system is perfect after a single sprint. It's insane.


Most of us who write code started by making weird little things on our own time. We made homepages on some free hosting site with obnoxious ads, or we modded our favorite game, or we wrote new games in  ZZT. We weren't doing these things for money or for school credit, we were doing them out of the main stream of our “productive” lives. We were doing them for fun, on the side.


And now we get back to the title, clear up there at the top. Side Projects.


When you are working on a side project the key is to not make it feel like work at the outset. The key is to start, and to work on it a little every day, without getting too caught up in what it will eventually become or what it would look like if you were working on it forty hours a week for months. Side projects used to be called passion projects and that's a much better name for them. Let them be driven by your passion and your muse, and see where they lead you.


Write.as blogs make for great passion projects, by the way. The system is set up to make writing easy, but when you want to add sophistication to your workflow, like scheduling posts, or working on unpublished drafts, you can do that. When you want to play around with the style it's simple; you can make incremental changes when and as you feel like it. When you want to add some sophisticated interactions you can start writing JavaScript to make the blog do what you want it to do. It's actual iterative development, with no penalties for getting it “wrong” on your first tries. It's not wrong, it's just in development.
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Love Me, Love My Dog


Qui me amat amat et canem meam
—Possibly the original Latin version of this phrase, except probably not.
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I discovered this phrase when I was studying Latin in high school. It stuck in my mind because of how different it is from...well, pretty much everything else we had read from the ancient Romans. A few of my friends and I had devoted ourselves (briefly and humorously) to cataloging every verb in Latin that was a way to kill someone, until we realized that would be like cataloging every snowflake in a blizzard.

Sure, the Romans also wrote about love and science and engineering and politics, but these all seemed to end up back in the “ways to murder people” camp. (Cicero: genius orator. Brilliant politician. Changed the nature of political discussion for millennia. Cause of death: beheaded, had his hands and tongue nailed to a podium.)


So when we found the simple statement that to love a Roman you must also love that roman's dog, it was a whole different thing. There wasn't any death in there at all. Just a very human and very recognizable emotion. Dogs are good. Mostly. Sure they sometimes smell bad, and occasionally they do bad things in the house, or to the house, or on the house.


Since I've become an adult with my own house and my own dogs, I've come to realize how relatable this really is. Everyone loves their dog, and if you want to be friends with someone you make friends with their dog as well. so I know most of the dogs in my neighborhood by name. And what's even nicer is that my neighbors know my dogs as well.


It's a little thing, but it's a bond that keeps us all human.
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Bookshelf Audio


So here's a non-problem I've had recently. I want to be able to listen to music, but without headphones. Headphones make it so I can't hear the rest of the house. I like to hear what's going on around me. Kinda. Sometimes. Look, let's not question the premise, okay?

All I want is a pair of speakers with Bluetooth, so I can stream music from my phone or computer. That should be cheap and easy, right?


Easy? Yes. Cheap? No, weirdly enough. All the decent Bluetooth enabled speakers I've been able to find are either

	Expensive

	Ugly

	Ugly and Expensive



So I want to make something better. I want good but cheap speakers and a good but cheap Bluetooth adapter. Since I'm specifying cheap I'm obviously aiming for satisficing, not perfecting.


So here's what I came up with:

	Creative Pebble speakers. Roughly $20 if you find a good sale, $40 if you don't. I found a good sale.

	1 Mii B06 Plus Bluetooth adapter. $30-ish. (I found it for $28, minus $10 using an eBay coupon.)



So my overall price was $38. The next cheapest set of Bluetooth speakers that looked reasonable was around $70, so I'm calling this a win.


Everything arrived and I plugged it all in. It works! But we see the problem with doing this as individual components instead of a pre-built system: wires everywhere.


[image: ]


Not a big deal. I'm putting this whole thing on a bookshelf, so let's use books to solve the ugliness problem:


[image: ]


I'm pleased with the result; the volume on the Pebble speakers is more than sufficient for the room I'm in and the B06 will connect to two devices at the same time, which means I can play music from my phone or computer without un-pairing and re-pairing.


And there you go! non-problem solved!
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Cheaper Than Food


In the fall of 2000 I was working for a small local bookstore called Hawley Cooke in Louisville Kentucky. They had three stores, all owned by the Hawleys and the Cookes. What? It's no worse than “Barnes & Noble”


Anyway...


I managed the music department in my store, which was no great task. Basically I got to restock the CDs and answer music questions when my co-workers didn't want to.

While performing the first of these two duties I discovered a CD with a sticker on it that read “Cheaper than food”, and with my exceedingly generous employee discount it was much cheaper than my lunch that day. I bought it instantly. I don't know that I've ever listened to the whole thing, but that's beside the point.


The point is that for the past twenty years I've told this story from time to time with no way to prove that anyone would actually advertise that way. Today however, I actually found a picture.


[image: ]


You gotta love the internet and its complete lack of ability to forget.


So there you have it. Nordic Roots: the album that's cheaper than food.
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One Hundred Percent Free


Thinking about working at Hawley Cooke reminded me of another little gem from that time of my life. And I can share this one with you. Choose your favorite streaming music service from the list below and listen to this song. I'll wait. Actually I wrote this post days ago so I'm doing something else right now anyway. You've got all the time you need.

	Amazon

	Apple Music

	Spotify

	Tidal



Or you can watch a low quality live version on YouTube.

Digby was a little local band from Louisville, Kentucky. The lead guitarist, Rich, worked at Hawley Cooke with me. He was tall, lanky, affable, and probably at least semi-buzzed at all times. But he was a good bookseller; good with customers, good with fellow employees, and good at the register (which is more of a rarity than you think if you've never worked retail). I considered Rich a friend and looked up to him in a lot of ways. By which I mean he was both cooler and taller than me, which is impressive; I'm six foot four. Rich was the kind of guy who treated everyone well, made you happy to be around him, and was just easy to like.


Since he was an employee we kept Digby CDs in stock at all times, and since Digby was actually pretty good we had them in one of the three stores for live events every so often as well.


The version of One Hundred Percent Free you just listened to is the newer, more produced version off of their album Falling Up, their first—and last—album to get any form of national release.


Or it's the same track, but off of the Muckraker's album Front of the Parade. The Muckrakers were also a local Kentucky band. Digby and The Muckrakers each put one of the other bands songs on their first album to help each other out, to do another musician a solid.


But the version you can find online isn't my favorite version. When I worked with Rich the album we kept in stock was called Laughing at the Trees, pressed locally, distributed locally. The version of this song on that disc is simpler, less produced, closer to the live version but with better mastering. I can't show you the album cover because they shipped it in a paper CD holder instead of a jewel case, so the insert doesn't have the actual cover. But it looked a lot like this disc:


[image: ]


Yes of course I bought their album! Rich was my friend! And also I had a crazy good employee discount.


Anyway, yeah, another nostalgia piece. I think One Hundred Percent Free is a great little tune. Poppy, happy, silly, romantic(?), and easy to listen to. If you subscribe to more than one streaming service give it a listen a few times, pretty please? I haven't seen Rich or the rest of Digby in twenty years, but I'd like to send them a few more cents in their next royalty checks.
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I've loved board games since I was little. My wife and I connected early in our relationship over the fact that we both loved Cosmic Encounter, and have both played it to pieces. We have three bookshelves full of board games and at least one dedicated board game night a week in our family.


So social distancing was a bit of a hit for us. We can still play board games with our kids and with one another, but not with our friends. Fortunately one of my best friends discovered a little site that fixed that for us.

Board Game Arena is a way to play a lot of games online. They have a massive collection of games that they've converted into easily browser-playable formats. There's nothing to download, and you don't even have to pay to play most of the games on the site. There's built-in voice and even video chat, if you're into that, and the whole thing just...works.


And it gives  you the ability to have that new board game feeling without buying all the games. You know the feeling. You and some friends pick up a game and you start to figure out the rules, start to see how it fits together, figure out a few good strategies, and really get into this whole new little world.


I've discovered a few games through BGA, including:

	Can't Stop, a push-your-luck dice rolling game that is inexplicably good at waking me up when I'm tired.

	Kingdomino, a tile-placement game that is simple enough that my four year old can play, but is also actually fun.
Sapiens, similar to Kindomino but with a few interesting new wrinkles.

	Downforce, a strategic racing game with great art.



And others. I can't help it, I love the site. I've played games with small groups of friends, small groups of work friends, and family groups, everyone seems to be able to find something to love.


You can also play “turn-based” games, which in this context means that you take one or two turns per day, like old school play-by-email games.


Okay, anyway. Board games are good. Being able to play them at the drop of a hat is also good. Go sign up for an account. Hit me up on Mastodon if you want to be friends on BGA and play some games together.
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Slow News Day


This ties back to my thoughts about Processing Time last year, but I've been thinking about how we internalize information.


Starting  a sentence with “In the old days” signifies upcoming fuzzy thinking. “The Old Days” were never like we imagine them; they were a real time full of real people with real lives and issues. Glossing over all of that by consigning it to a generic past tense is a dodge. But it's one I'm going to use for a moment.

In the Old Days people got their national and world news from two sources: a newspaper and TV news in the evening. Local news, of course, traveled from person to person as it always has and will. My point is that the news was time boxed, you could only spend so much time reading the newspaper, and the news programs were generally about half an hour long. So if you took a long time to read the paper you could figure that ingesting news took up maybe two hours of your day, but for most people lets say it was closer to 45 minutes.


That seems a lot more healthy. These days we use current events as a way to hide from what we should be doing in the real world around us. And it's a poisonous sanctuary to say the least. We can only handle so much tragedy, and the world contains enough to drown us all.


So back to processing time. I'm working on a new way of thinking. I'm working on using tools like Instapaper to make a little virtual newspaper. If I see something I “need” to read, I save it to Instapaper, and then once a day I read through that feed. The news stays relegated to its time and space, instead of repeatedly hitting me throughout the day.


I'm not perfect at this yet, and I'm not sure I've got my routine perfect yet, but it's helping me stay happier and more sane. At the very least, I have a plan.
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Old Book


My wife ordered a book of plays that she read as a child the other day. We knew it was out of print, but at $20 with free shipping the price seemed right.


A few weeks later a package arrived, Royal Mail, Par Avon from England. The book was more than we had hoped for.

I should note that I wasn't much enthused about the plays; I have a hard time reading drama. I get so much more out of watching it. so I hadn't paid much attention to the process until the book arrived. But the moment I saw it I was in love. Not the kind of love I feel for a well written book, the kind of love I feel for a book that is an artifact in and of itself. Pure bibliophilia, naked and unafraid.
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Even before opening to this page I knew the book was old. Well bound and well cared for, it still had the telltale yellowing of paper that has been around a while. But the binding is still tight and firm, the pages securely sewn in. And it smells amazing. The English language, at least the subset of the English language that I know, has a hard time describing smells. But if you had asked me what a book that had been in a personal library in Manchester for nearly a century would smell like, it would be this. Paper, glue, a slight hint of mustiness, and time.


We got a surprisingly good deal on the book, since the cover price was this:
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Even at today's prices, £21 is roughly $26, USD. so we saved a good solid six bucks, right there.


Also it has this lovely, if somewhat illegible, treasure glued into the front:
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If I had to transcribe this picture I would be somewhat hard pressed to do so. As near as we can make  out, it says:


Douglas Villas
     Clifton Road
             Prestwich
                     Manchester
To Mr D. Blackwood
With all good wishes
O'Toole (probably?)
31st January, 1930



This taps into my love of artifacts. This book has stood on someone's shelf, and indeed has been well read (there are small pencil marks throughout; someone enjoyed these plays), for ninety years. And we still somehow bought it semi-casually from a different continent. The world is messed up right now, but there are still good things around.


So, thank you O'Toole, and thank you to the Blackwood family, for keeping this volume in such good shape for so long.
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“Best Possible Sound”


I've written about Plexamp before, because I love it. It's a great app that has a fair amount of personality and also sounds excellent.


Recently they added a new feature:
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Oh yes! Now I can see exactly how much I like each album on my Plex server, based on how much extra storage I'm wasting compared to .mp3 files.

For reference it looks like this:
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My dogs, by the way, are unimpressed by high-sample-rate FLAC encoding. And if I'm being completely honest I have to admit that I really can't hear the difference either.


While working through some of my old CDs, converting them to FLAC files to store on Plex I found this little informative page in the back of a CD booklet:


[image: ]


And it made me happy. Audiophiles have always had the same problem. We They always want to be sure that we're they're getting the best possible sound, according to whatever imaginary “this improves how things sound” standard is in vogue at the time.
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How My 100 Days Writing Works


I've been learning about my own writing style using this 100DaystoOffload thing. Writing under a deadline is different, and writing with a quick turnaround loop is different still. The things I write here are going to be “submitted” instantly.


I often describe myself as a “recovering programmer”. I was never an excellent programmer, but I was good enough to be made a “senior” developer, and then to lead my own team for about a year until I made the jump to the “management” side. One of the things I learned as a software developer was the “DRY” principle: Don't Repeat Yourself. In software development this is a good idea because it reduces bugs. In the rest of life it's a good idea because it reduces time wasted.

So in blogging I look for a few shortcuts. One is using an editor that isn't just Markdown aware but markdown friendly. In my current setup, this is Bear by Shiny Frog. You don't care who made the app of course. I just like putting it in here because the name Shiny Frog is so good.


The next shortcut is using a clip expander. In my case I've been using TextExpander for so long I have a hard time contemplating the move to anything else. There are many out there, this one is mine. I use TextExpander to take care of fiddly bits that I hate remembering for myself. For example, Markdown Hyperlinks. The format is simple: [words](https://link)  but for some reason I always forget it and want to do it backwards. So I set it up in Text Expander. Now I type mdlc  and I get a markdown-formatted (the md part identifies this snippet as part of my Markdown suite of snippets) link, with whatever URI is currently on the clipboard in the proper place, and the cursor inside the square brackets.


I've got similar shortcuts for putting in the <!--more--> marker and the 100DaysToOffload boilerplate announcement at the bottom of these posts.


I tend to write these things when the mood strikes me, which means I might write three in one day, so I use the “Drafts” feature of Write.as to create the posts, save them, then schedule them out, so that I have them appearing when I want them. Once they're scheduled I move them to this blog and they pop up on time like seeds planted in good soil.


Nothing about my workflow is all that unique, of course, but It's enjoyable to share anyway.
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12 Rules For Living


After reading Nate Meyvis' 12 Rules for living I realized a couple of things:

	Nate Meyvis is one of those people whose thoughts resonate with me immediately, in part because we are similar and in part because we are quite different. I'm going to be following his blog with interest.

	I should write my own list. It'll be fun! I read a few other lists; Tyler Cowen's had a quote that is going to stick in my brain forever:



The human condition seems to defeat our attempts to order it.

With that caveat firmly in mind, I present
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I Need Mazzy Star


Music brings with it a rich mix of emotion, memory, and associations. So it’s not surprising that some music gets tied to seasons. Factory Showroom by They Might Be Giants is a winter album. Beck’s Morning Phase belongs to a spring morning. Some albums are tied so closely to a specific week that they are inextricable, to think of one is to think of the other. Such it is with U2’s The Joshua Tree and my wife’s family’s annual trip to the desert of southern Utah, or Toad the Wet Sprocket’s Fear and my family’s trips to Bear Lake in eastern Idaho. Listening to these albums in their proper times is a reinforcement of the order of things. Listening to them at other times allows me to feel that experience in another time, another place.

And then there's Mazzy Star’s So That Tonight I Might See. The most well-known track off the album is Fade Into You and you can listen to it on YouTube.


For me this song isn't so much a season, or a week. It's a singular, specific experience, albeit one that repeated several times in my childhood. I listened to the song and tried to write down my thoughts, but I mostly fell asleep. So when I woke up I recorded the feeling as best I could.


Stultifying heat, unsuccessfully held at bay by closing the blinds, so that striped sunlight falls into the room. You are laying on the floor, too hot yet not uncomfortable, because you are almost asleep. the heat has slowed your thoughts, and you seem to only exist, you are no longer processing your emotions, just observing them as they flow past. Pain, regret, joy, peace, they all float and ripple in the haze of your half-dream, your mind in a state that can only be described as Mazzy.



And it's a welcome experience. It's a reminder that we don't need a perfectly air-conditioned house, we don't need bright, scintillating thoughts, we don't need to be up and doing every minute of the day. Sometimes it's okay to accept your circumstances, lay down, and simply let feelings wash over you like the slight breeze from the oscillating fan.
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Just a Spark


It's about all I can manage right now. Just a tiny spark, just a little bit of ambition. I'm trying not to smother it by building it too large. For now I can manage the concept of writing a few words. I can manage... this. And that's about all.

So I won't tell myself I have to write a book; I'm not up to that just at the moment. I won't tell myself to finish that one great project I've put on hold over and over, or my tiny spark of ambition will wink out under all that paper.


Just keeping this much alive, this much going, is enough to let it slowly catch, to pick up a little more. And in a while I'll be back on my feet, able to do something bigger, something more.


But not yet, not right now.
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I Don't Sleep Well When She's Gone


My wife and I have been married for eighteen years. And of course in that span we've had times where we've had to sleep apart. Business trips or camping trips or hospital trips all lead to us sleeping in different places.

But just because it's happened frequently doesn't mean it's comfortable. We have a king bed and most nights are each on “our side”. Yet there is still a yawning, gaping lack when she's not on her side. I can try to paint it as a luxury. I can spread out over the whole bed! I can lay in the dead center and starfish like crazy!


But it becomes a sense of emptiness. I'm not allowed to fill the whole bed, I must fill it, and there's not enough of me.


My sleep is interrupted, there's that sense that something is missing or that I forgot to do something. I can't put my mind at rest and my body is restless. If one of the children needs help in the night I get up gratefully, because now I can feel useful instead of laying there, feeling foolish for being awake, feeling alone.


She'll be home tonight. I'm looking forward to being able to sleep again.
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Literate Programming


It turns out I've been using the wrong name for this all along. But I finally saw the light.


Graham Nelson, the creator of the Inform7 programming language gave a talk last year about making the Inform7 language open source.  In this talk he referenced Donald Knuth's concept of literate programming, or a style of programming where your code looks like an essay.


For most of my career I've been calling this linguistic programming, as opposed to algorithmic programming. This is a differentiation in style; as both of them get you to more or less the same place: functioning code.

Software development occupies an odd space, mentally. It can be accessed either from a mathematical angle or an artistic one, or both.
I've loosely defined algorithmic programmers as the ones who love recursive functions, because they are compact and mathematically pleasing.


Linguistic programmers are the ones who are in love with the ternary operator, because it makes a statement read like a sentence instead of like code.


Compare:


if ($value == $testValue){
   $x = $successValue;
}else{
  $x = $falureValue;
}



to


$x = ($value == $testValue) $successValue : $failureValue;



The first makes good programming sense. You can add more actions to the success case or failure case as needed. They do the same thing. But the second is a sentence, encapsulating a complete thought.


Names like “functions” or “methods” come from the mathematical side of software development. Statements like “code is poetry”  come from the linguistic.


In my career I've met many excellent programmers in both disciplines. And many programmers who comfortably operate in either sphere.


I want to talk about the literate style of programming, and the value I see in it. When I was a professional programmer, I was definitely a literate/linguistic programmer. I wrote code as poetry, not as equations. I'm declaring this bias so you can rest easy; I know my bias, and I'm aware that my vision is skewed.


There are a few languages that favor a more literate style. SmallTalk, for example, is based in a concept of every object being effectively “alive”, sending and responding to messages like organelles responding to RNA. Much of what we use today in web development, like MVC (and derivative) frameworks were born in SmallTalk.


Perl, with it's frustrating syntax, was an attempt by Larry Wall to create a programming language that “thought” like humans. in perl there is a uniform way to say “the last variable you used”, which is insane by most programmer's standards. Why would you ever use that? Except you use that all the time in spoken language. It's called a pronoun.


And of course, there is Inform7, the only programming language I know of where the entire language is a subset of written English. Every statement in Inform is also a grammatically valid English sentence. And this is apt, since the sole purpose of the Inform language is to create interactive fiction.


So, why does any of this matter? I think the point here is that there are two equally valid routes into programming, but most CS programs teach programming as a “hard” science, meaning based in mathematics. And that's fine if you're doing computer science. We need the mathematical side to make code more efficient, to understand how we're using runtime, to basically advance the threshold of what we can do with machines.


But we also need the artists. We need the people who are more interested in CSS than compilers. We need the ones who will make computers sing and play and tell stories. For every Donald Knuth we need a Douglas Adams.
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Randomized Anxiety


Many years ago I found a metaphor that explains how our minds process stress. When we are stressed by one thing the stress is like a massive electric charge. The stress then starts to “ground” itself in other things, like a lightning bolt. So suddenly you feel like you're stressed about any number of things, things that really aren't that important. When you're going through this situation you're suddenly surrounded by mountains where you used to be in a field of molehills.

So I'm trying to be aware of what I'm actually worried about vs what I think I'm stressed about. It's not easy. I'm trying to ignore rampant hypochondria, social problems that aren't real problems, the works.


I was going to list some of the actual grounding points for my stress lately, but instead I'm trying to deny oxygen to that particular fire. Those particular fires. There's a lot of them.


We'll get through this.
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Gallifreyan in the Real World


My family and I went to the lovely Loveland Living Planet Aquarium last night, in masks, counted, and social distanced, so we could get out of the house even in these times. The aquarium is adding a new exhibit, called the EECO that is built under a giant claw-shaped thing that they got from U2's 360° tour. It makes for a striking view from the freeway, and they've put it on a nice plot of land that used to just be ugly dirt near the freeway.


Not the point.

the point is that the moment I walked into the new outdoor area I looked down and said “that's gallifreyan.”


[image: Next to otter tracks.]


They had a number of little things like this throughout the park area:


[image: ]


[image: ]


[image: ]


My wife was like “no way! They can't have put Doctor Who stuff in the aquarium!” so I showed her this:


[image: Gallifreyan]


And she agreed that the resemblance is striking.


And I don't know if those are “official” translations but who cares? I like that some Whovian got involved in the design of our aquarium's new exploration space and snuck a little Easter egg in there for the rest of us.
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Be Here Now


It's great advice, except it's more difficult these days. Where is “here”? I'm writing in my house, but the audience isn't here. If I switch web sites, jumping to, say midnight.pub, then I'm addressing an entirely different audience, even though I haven't physically moved at all. So being here must mean being present not only in my location but in my action and intention.

Terry Pratchett talked about humans being a diffuse ball of past and present and future, our consciousnesses flitting back and forth all around our current temporal location like electrons in a cloud around a nucleus. The ability to be truly present is rare and powerful.


And increasingly requisite, I think. We often try to take on more of the world than any person can handle. We try to comprehend problems that are larger than ourselves, try to grok the entirety of social and economic systems that have never been larger or more complex, even without any training in sociology or economics. And we fail, and we stress, and we fall down more and more. Panic attacks become more common. At least for me.


So we listen to the old adage. Be Here Now. Tomorrow will come as it always does and we can deal with it then. For now the best I can do is be who I am where I am, and support those who are near me.
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Enemies of My Mental State


This is a time where we're all under attack, and I've been doing some house cleaning and inventory.

Facebook is the enemy of my mental state. They've made no secret of the fact that they manipulate your newsfeed as part of sociological experiments, to see how manipulating the order and content of your feed can change your emotions, based on what you post afterwards. They are quite literally using your friends against you sometimes, seeing if they can make you feel worse.


Twitter is the enemy of my mental state. I've been on twitter for a long time, and I remember the old days where it was mostly silly jokes. Now, no matter how carefully I've curated my list of follows, it's mostly an outrage machine, an anger aggregator. There is need of that, we need to make sure the powers that be are aware that we are unhappy with them, but I don't need to take it in on a daily basis.


Fortunately there are friends as well. But websites can't be friends, they can only offer you a way to connect to those friends. It takes effort and specific action to make those connections and to keep them alive. We can't count on corporations to do it for us.


The internet is a tool, and it is up to us to decide how to use it or be used by others through it.
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Redirect


There's a neurotic need (in me at any rate) to keep my mind occupied, even in those moments when I don't have a whole lot to do. Not that “constant distraction” is particularly healthy, of course. And when you're just looking for a time filler it's easy to surf the same few short (anti-)social media sites, or short-article sites over and over, perfecting the art of Doomscrolling .

But I don't like the effect that behavior has had on my life. So I'm trying something new, starting today. I'm using the Block Site extension to give me one more layer of defense. When I go to one of my favorite news sites it redirects me here.


Instead of absorbing the negativity of the world I'll redirect to a creative endeavor. I've left one serious news site un-blocked for now, when and if I need to know what's going on in the world I can visit that boring news site, get the news I need to stay useful and informed, and get on with my life from there.


I'm not sure how long I'll stick with it, but I like the smooth redirect. When I type the name of one of the sites that I have traditionally visited as a sort of mental screen saver instead I'll be greeted with a blank white screen and an invitation to write something. I'm curious to see how this works.
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Dinosaur Jr


The band Dinosaur Jr was active and well known during the years when I was in high school; more than that, they are right up my alley, musically. I've heard the name of the band more than once, but I never really knew anything about them. They've just been there.

Today my friend sent me a link to a video of Dinosaur Jr in session. His point wasn't “hey you should check out this band,” he figured I already knew about them. But it was a revelation, and exposed an odd blind spot in my musical knowledge.


We started talking about that: (transcript revised to make the point I'm trying to make. Not that you'd know that if I didn't tell you.)


Nate: Dinosaur jr is one of those bands I've always meant to look into but haven't yet.


I'm digging this so far, though.


M: yeah I like dinosaur jr a lot


Nate: Why was I not into this band in high school? They were right up my alley!


M: Yeah I don’t know why I never heard of them until like, 2010. REALLY seems like I should have known about them way earlier


Nate: I guess part of it is that in the 90's getting into a band meant either buying their stuff with actual money, or copying other people's music to tape, which took forever. That's part of why I never got into Beck until like, 2014. I looked at the sheepdog jumping a hurdle, thought, “huh” and that was 100% of my impression of Beck at the time.


M: Odelay, that's not even a word!


Nate: hahahaha


M: yeah that’s extremely true. If it didn’t show up on your local radio station during the like, 15 minutes a day that you listened to it, you wouldn’t know it existed.



Not sure if there's much a point here, except “Dinosaur Jr is very excellent” and “we live in an awesome time to be into music” because you can just find anything you like, or anything you might like, without cassette tape piracy or spending money on a CD that you may or may not actually like once you get it home.
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Obsidian Is a Good Idea! Again.


For years I've been looking for a way to keep an organic, self-organizing system of notes, something that ties all my thoughts together so that I can get at the ones I want based on what I'm doing.

In my life I've looked for this over and over again. Andy Hunt wrote about keeping a personal wiki and spending time “Wiki Gardening” in his excellent book Pragmatic Thinking and Learning, and I've tried to follow that advice. Any time I've been good at “Wiki Gardening” has been a mentally productive time in my life.


Here are a few I've tried:


Tomboy was doing this well over a decade ago. Its only problem is that it's fiddly to set up on anything other than Linux.


VoodooPad was doing this well over a decade ago. Its only problem is that it's Mac-only, and keeps changing hands. Well, also it's weirdly locked into a RTF-style format, and a proprietary database format.


I even made one of my own when I was still using Sublime Text, cleverly called SublimeWiki. It didn't have cool graph features, but it was pretty cool overall. I liked it.


The newest hotness in this space, of course, is Roam. Roam is this linked-note, graph database style research tool. Excellent! We should make new ones that work on everything! It has new features like embedding notes inside of other notes! (like IA Writer ...) It makes a cool graph database! That is genuinely awesome!


Roam is probably great. It's entirely possible that in a month I will be writing a new post about how I started using Roam and I will never be able to go back to anything else. It's happened before!



  
    Hike
    

  
  
Hike


[image: ]


We have been being very good about not going out, but we needed some sunlight. So we chose a place that should have been a nice, easy hike, and we hiked up there.

And yeah, there were other people on the trail. So we all took turns, standing off to the side when another party was coming through, making sure to keep our distance and greet each other kindly from a good six to ten feet. Bandanas and face masks were visible in abundance. People are trying to be good, trying to take care of one another.


It was awkward but good, and the view was good for our souls.


Then we went home, washed everything, and now we're back inside, safe and distanced. And sore. Turns out real hiking is more of a workout than my morning exercises. Who would have guessed?
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Fingers Pointing, Eyebrows Low...


Yes, it's one of their “kids” albums. But have you ever heard a “kids” album like this before? The songs are as complex and rich as any of their regular “grown up” fare, but with toned-down themes to be more palatable to younger groups of listeners.


I'm talking, of course, about They Might Be Giants ' first “kids” album, No!



[image: The album cover for "No!" By They Might Be Giants]


It starts off with a lovely song all about lying. This is great. There is no explicit “you shouldn't lie” message, there is just a farcical song about a place called Fibber Island. Because of the name of the island, we also get an introduction to the concept of an unreliable narrator. We are not meant to believe that the citizens of Fibber Island have a dog who is three miles wide, or that the residents hide mittens in their hair.


And it takes off from there. The title song explains a lot about why and how people say no. We get a song about kids building a giant cyborg that obeys the kids. There's a time travel song about waiting for a date...this isn't “edutainment”, this is just good TMBG-style music. Some of the tracks, like I Am Not Your Broom, came from the dial-a-song service and found a home here.


Nothing here talks down to kids (except maybe in the Middle, a 50's style song about not crossing the street in the middle in the middle, in the middle of the block). Nothing here suggests they were just cranking out an easy album to tap into kids music. They just made a good album that happened to be for kids. Go try it out. Then let's go meet our friends from Mars and sew buttons on our cars.
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Odi et Amo


One of my favorite Latin poems is known “offically” as Catullus 85, but is more frequently called Odi et Amo.


It's a short little poem:


Odi et amo. Quare id faciam fortasse requiris.
Nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.



or in English (according to Wikipedia):


I hate and I love. Why I do this, perhaps you ask.
I know not, but I feel it happening and I am tortured.




But I don't love that translation. It's correct but not emotional.


I discovered this poem not in Latin class, but in choir. (yes, I was in Latin and Choir. Not only was I in both, I got a high school letter in both.)


I took the text to my Latin teacher—sorry, Magister—and asked her what it meant. Being good at what she does, she asked me to translate it. I came up with something similar to what you see above. Accurate, but emotionless. She talked about what Catullus was feeling in this moment. His lover, Lesbia, had been unfaithful to him, to the surprise of nobody but Catullus himself.


My Magister asked how we could translate this short poem more poetically, more emotionally, more like what Catullus might have actually been feeling. I have always been grateful to her for helping me see that translation is not only about what the words say, but what they mean.


Here's what we came up with, and in my mind this has always been the “real” translation:


I hate and I love. You ask how this can be.
I don't know. But I feel it. And it's excruciating.
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Goals and Iterations


I've been thinking about the ways in which I relate to time, as a concept.


One view of time divides it up into goals and deadlines. It's like a race. Our goal is to cross each finish line, to complete our tasks, and reach a theoretical perfect state through this series of steps. We are at state X, we want to be at state X++, which will be “better”. An example of this is how we relate to work weeks: We work through the week, to Friday, where we get happy because we have a weekend! But then the weekend ends, because time doesn't stop. This is true of just about anything. There was a book I saw once, called After the Ecstasy, the Laundry that makes this point in it's title. I never actually got around to reading the book...

No matter how good something is, no matter how great the feeling, if we survive the event we will need to eat and sleep and wash and go on living. We aren't, we cannot be, fully focused 100% of the time. We have too many competing needs, and entropy will stop us from ever reaching a state of nirvana in this life.


So there's the other way to look at life: it's cyclical. The weeks roll by; Friday is not a goal but one of the states through which we pass, over and over. We should enjoy each state for the color and shape of it. Thus in our new mental model Friday represents a pleasant expectation, Saturday embodies a lack of requirement, Sunday houses a devotion to spiritual renewal, Monday is filled with a new drive to accomplish, and so forth. This model is less like a race and more like walking a labyrinth, the act of following a path used as a way to focus your energy and simplify your view.


Iteration in this nature lets us be less focused on reaching a desired end state and frees us to see the steps we've taken and the growth we've gained in an endless and iterative cycle.


It's true that there are events that do have end states. Academic accomplishments are an easy example. When you do enough school work you are freed from the cycle of classes, labs and dissertations. But this is an “after the ecstasy” moment. You are freed from school but released back into the world of iterations. And it's quickly revealed that what looked like an end state is simply the start of your next cycle of improvement.
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Keybow in Three Rows


[image: Keybow Three Row]
I've been playing around with the Pimoroni Keybow again. It's a nice little device that is delightfully simple to tinker with for far too long at any given time. Each key can be programmed to have specific lights and do hideously complex things, should you so desire. Macros are fun!



The code to make it do stuff is just Lua, which is a good fit for a project toy like this. For a while I wanted to do weird fun things on the Keybow itself, but then I got lazier. The problem isn't that the Keybow isn't capable of being weird, it's quite capable of it. It's just that I don't want it sparkling or doing odd stuff when I'm trying to work. I want it to be dependable and just cool enough that people ask me what it is when they walk past my desk...in times where people have desks by which other people could walk.


Anyway, I settled on a simple layout. The Keybow addresses its keys in a 3x4 grid, with the USB cable coming out the right side. Which is great! except I want my mouse on the right side of my keyboard, meaning the keybow needs to be on the left of my keyboard, meaning the USB cable bonks into my keyboard. Unacceptable.


So why not turn it sideways? Now I have three rows of four keys each. By trial and error I've discovered having my media keys on the Keybow is great, because I like media. Who doesn't? Sure, we all do. That leaves me eight keys to do other things with.


Also by trial and error I discovered that I like being able to change what each key does frequently, and per app in some cases. So instead of giving each key a specific job, they all do the same thing. The magic is this:


function allmods(key, pressed) 
	
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_META,  keybow.KEY_DOWN)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_CTRL,  keybow.KEY_DOWN)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_ALT,   keybow.KEY_DOWN)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_SHIFT, keybow.KEY_DOWN)
	
	keybow.tap_key(key, pressed)
	
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_META,  keybow.KEY_UP)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_CTRL,  keybow.KEY_UP)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_ALT,   keybow.KEY_UP)
	keybow.set_modifier(keybow.LEFT_SHIFT, keybow.KEY_UP)
end



then each key's definition looks like this:


function handle_key_00(pressed)
 if pressed then
	allmods(keybow.F4,pressed)
 end
end



In other words, each key on the keybow is mapped to “Press all the modifier keys, press an F key, then release all the modifiers.” To date I haven't found any conflicts to the chord ⌘ ⌥ ⇧ ^ F4


So now I have a device that sends heavily modified function keys to the system. From there I use BetterTouchTool  to make those into useful commands. In the image above you can see that I've split it into three rows of four. The bottom four are (by my personal convention) for app-specific commands; defined in BTT. Thus the first key can be “search for a person” in Slack, and “create a new note” in Obsidian.


The green keys are all mapped to media keys, which the Keybow handles directly:


function handle_key_01(pressed)
  keybow.set_media_key(keybow.MEDIA_NEXT,pressed)
end



And the top row is reserved (again, by me, there's no code difference) for “global” shortcuts. Since I'm in a lot of Zoom meetings, the top row key closest to my keyboard tells BTT to send ⌥⇧A, the Zoom global keystroke for “toggle mute”.


Now, of course none of this is essential. My computing life has not become so burdensome that I need twelve new keys to handle it. But I've really enjoyed setting up the Keybow, and I like being able to redefine what each key does on a whim using BTT.


I've put my layout in a GitHub gist if you want to see the whole thing, including my awesome graph showing how to map the keys when you turn the thing sideways, which I have not been able to get to render correctly on here, no matter how many times I've tried. Just go see the gist. You'll get the gist.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.



#100DaysToOffload 31/100




  
    The Cloud is (Mostly) Just AWS
    

  
  
The Cloud is (Mostly) Just AWS


There's an old saying, “The cloud is just someone else's computer “, which is technically accurate but misses the point. “Someone else's computer” evokes an image of custom-built hardware run by a company that is specifically offering cloud services. They built their machines to specifically provide the services you need.


But we all know that's not true. As far back as 2016 ZDNet reminded us all that “the cloud” isn't someone's server, it's just rented space in a data center.

These days we need to remember that the odds are high that data center belongs to Amazon. The numbers are murky because the companies involved don't really want you thinking about them too hard, but 31% of cloud market share is owned by Amazon. AWS nets Amazon over $10 Billion in profit annually, representing 64% of Amazon's profits. In other words, cloud services are Amazon's main product. That online delivery service you use? That's now their side business.


So when you sign up for a “cloud” based service, think about what you're actually doing. They don't tell you up front where they're hosting your data, and really, why should they? You already knew you were ceding control of where your data rests. But there's a 1:3 chance that it rests on AWS, and pays into maintaining Amazon as the largest player in the cloud services game.


Now, this isn't meant to be an attack on AWS. They have made online persistence affordable and provided a backbone for any number of aspiring companies who don't have the time, money, or staffing to maintain a secure and constantly connected data center on their own.


But as a customer and, ultimately, as a data source, it's up to you to consider why you need a cloud-based solution in the first place. What does the cloud offer you that a simple synchronization method doesn't? Resilio Sync offers Dropbox-style file synchronization and sharing with the added benefit that your information only rests on machines you own. OwnCloud offers products that help you re-define the cloud as “My other computer” instead of “someone else's computer”. Building a personal NAS is cheaper and easier than ever. A Synology-based NAS also provides Synology Drive, a proprietary file sync that, again, only lives on hardware you own, but with the added benefit of having purpose-built storage and server hardware.


“The Cloud” has provided great benefits and has lowered the barrier to entry for many great new services. But caveat emptor  is still a real principle, and we, as consumers and providers of data, need to be sure we aren't giving up more than we're getting back.
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Chesterton's Fence


In the matter of reforming things, as distinct from deforming them, there is one plain and simple principle; a principle which will probably be called a paradox. There exists in such a case a certain institution or law; let us say, for the sake of simplicity, a fence or gate erected across a road. The more modern type of reformer goes gaily up to it and says, 'I don't see the use of this; let us clear it away.' To which the more intelligent type of reformer will do well to answer: 'If you don't see the use of it, I certainly won't let you clear it away. Go away and think. Then, when you can come back and tell me that you do see the use of it, I may allow you to destroy it. Excerpted from Wikipedia Emphasis added.



Once, many years ago, I was on a software development team. One of the younger developers called the lead developer over and asked “what does this method do?” The lead developer looked at it and said was skeptical. “Wow...yeah, what does this do? This is terrible. What is even going on here? Who wrote this?” They used the git-blame feature and discovered, of course, that the lead developer had written it. Once he saw his own name on it he saw it in a different light. “Well, okay, I guess I see what I was going for. Yeah, okay, this makes sense. Yeah, this is really good...”

And you see the same thing all the time in software development. We don't understand something, so we determine that it's useless.


Go back further in time with me, when I was myself a young programmer. I was asked to modernize some legacy code. I read through it, tried to comprehend it, got the gist of what it was going for but was deeply skeptical of the method the developer had used to get there.


So I started rewriting it. Fast forward a month, when I look at my code, and realize how closely I had re-created the original code. Many of the “pointless” methods were only pointless because I didn't understand the requirements. Things I saw as needless complications to a simple process were there to protect the code against the vagaries of the most likely users.


Like Chesterton's “modern type of reformer” there is a strong desire to wipe the slate clean and start over when you're taking on software projects. And there is a definite need to remove things that are outdated, worthless, or downright harmful. But before we remove something let us at least try to understand it fully, then when we know it has outlived its purpose we can cut it out of our systems.
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Mini Review: Might & Magic: Heroes VII


[image: Might And Magic Heroes VII Cover Art]


I've played every Heroes of Might and Magic game, and loved all of them except for Might and Magic: Heroes VI, UbiSoft's terrible mauling of the entire game in the service of their horrible Uplay network. So when they released Might and Magic: Heroes VII I basically ignored it. I figured it was probably more of the same.

Until a few days ago when it went on sale for 75% off on Steam. I decided that I could spare a few dollars to see what had been done to my favorite series. And I'm glad I did.


Don't get me wrong, the game has many flaws. It's a five year old game that looks like a 15 year old game. The voice acting...exists, and that's about all I can say for it. They chose the six least interesting factions from the series' history and brought them into this entry. I haven't tried it, but I've heard that the online multiplayer, even when there were other people playing the game, was a funny joke instead of an actual online system.


But for all that, this game has heart. It's evident that someone who loves the series wanted to return to HoMM III, which many people consider to be the pinnacle of the series. They ripped out the horrible Uplay integration that ruined immersion in Heroes VI, and returned to their roots.


And that saves it for me, honestly. Heroes VI felt like a cash grab that ruined a franchise. Heroes VII feels like someone with good intentions tried to bring it back. I'm grateful they did. I'm also grateful for Steam putting things on crazy sales.
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Ready to Shave


Shaving your face (should that be a thing you need/choose to do) is one of those perfect activities to ritualize, because the criteria for success are so simple:

	Have less hair on your face than when you started

	Don't bleed too much or for too long.



That's it! Success is defined solely by those two metrics. No matter how well or poorly you do the job, you're going to do it again before too long. So you can safely obsess about all the various methods and accouterments, safe in the knowledge that they make very, very little difference.


So I'm going to!

But before we start, we need to get into the right frame of mind. Go listen to the amazing and amazingly weird song Ready to Shave on Bandcamp, and read along in the lyrics.


[image: The Chowder Man]
Everything about this cover is amazing.


Okay, now we're there. We are in the right frame of mind.


One more reminder: it does not matter how you choose to shave. There are people who say that you have to do it like this or you're not doing it “correctly”. Feel free to ignore those people. They are having their own fun time with the ritual of shaving and to them it's important that there be a right way. As near as I can tell there is exactly 1 (one) wrong way to shave.



  
    David Tennant Does A(n _Amazing_) Podcast With...
    

  
  
David Tennant Does A(n Amazing) Podcast With...
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David Tennant Does a Podcast With... has a charmingly simple premise: David Tennant interviews someone on his podcast. They chat for about an hour. There are so many podcasts like that, of course. The magic in this one is David Tennant.

He's disarmingly simple and affable in his approach. He quietly and refreshingly redirects any comments about his own career, and instead focuses on his guest, helping them shine; making space for their stories, going where the guest wants to go. When a guest is deep in their narrative David can be quiet for minutes at a time; a rare thing these days. When a guest is clearly out of material on a certain topic he quietly steps in and asks another question, or comments on another area of that guest's career, giving them a chance to move to something that might be easier for them.


But beyond learning from Mr Tennant's interview style, it's fascinating for me, as a showbiz industry outsider, to listen to these actors when they are being given space to talk about the craft of acting. The informality of his show seems to let people be more open than they are on press junkets or televised interviews. And thus we get Dame Judy Dench talking about loving the backstage jokes more than any other part of the show. We get a deeply human look at Jim Parsons, away from any Big Bang Theory controversy or judgment. Every episode I've listened to thus far has left me feeling more optimistic, more kind-hearted, more sure of others' desires to do good, and more empathetic for people who have to make sense of life in the limelight.


Oh, also go back to season one. All those interviews are brilliant, and the one with Katherine Tate is a pure delight. The two of them have always had fun together and this episode sounds less like an interview and more like two friends just catching up after a time apart.
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    FTL Travel in A Silly Story I Wrote.
    

  
  
FTL Travel in A Silly Story I Wrote.


When writing the Jala Jones stories, I came up with two different ways to do faster-than-light travel in Jala's universe.


These both played a part in Chapter 4 until they were cut almost entirely. But they were fun to write and I didn't want to waste them. So here you go!




  
    The Value of Choice
    

  
  
The Value of Choice


For a choice to have meaning
It must also have cost:
There must be something selected
And something else lost.
—Nate Dickson



Listening to music on streaming services gives us the fatigue of  having everything, but not being able to decide what we want out of the mess.

Robert wrote about this on his blog, talking about his Maybe-Kinda-Sorta-Mid-life Crisis.


Some good quotes from that article:


I have a family membership to Spotify. I truly understand the marvel that is being able to listen to any music at anytime, anywhere. No limits. Amazing, right? Not quite. Growing up, my friends and I used to go to Peaches in Altamonte and browse the CDs and cassettes. We would purchase CDs based on friends recommendations, art work and feelings. There was a process of curation involved. Decisions needed to be made. I had $15 dollars —“What should I buy?” There was commitment. Frankly, not every choice was good; I had a lot of CDs that were crap, but I spent effort in listening. Hell, I chose to buy it, I am going to damn well try to like it. Sometimes, it worked. I ended up liking music I didn't start out doing. There was discovery. (emphases in original)



For me the music store was Five Mile Disc and Tape, a brilliant little music store with gnarly old-school paneled walls. Then Hastings, Books, Music, and Video, a store so perfectly attuned to my needs I rarely went anywhere else, and ended up working for them for a couple of years.


But I've had the feelings Robert describes. When I can listen to anything I end up listening to the same few things; the act of discovery on Spotify or Tidal is exhausting and uninteresting. I haven't invested anything, so I don't care.


He expands out to the rest of life:


I want to make. I want to decide. I want to spend effort. I want to build friendships. I started purchasing old stereo equipment to listen to CDs. I want to get up and turn the volume knob. I want feel things with my finger tips... (emphases in original)



I don't think that we, as humans, can or should be satisfied with being consumers only. We are a restless species, we want to wander and discover and try things and write and paint and create and make messes.


But we're not profitable when we're creative. When we are making things we aren't making money for others. I can't really blame Spotify et al for what they're doing; they're delivering exactly what we asked for. It's up to us to use our intelligence and guide what we are doing with their services.
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    Yes, Another Music Post
    

  
  
Yes, Another Music Post


Music is the thin, vibrating line between me and insanity, many days. Being able to channel my emotions into something, anything, has been a requisite activity. Anyway, on with the post.


I learned that Plex has the ability to create “Smart Playlists” a la iTunes back in the day when we all used iTunes. I never used that feature to the fullest, but I did enjoy it.

So I created a couple of my favorite smart playlists, only in Plex:

	Forgotten favorites
	Rated ★★★★ or ★★★★★

	Haven't been played in the past 3 months.



	Top 10s
	Played ten or more times

	limited to 10 tracks (so far I only have two...)





And then the one that inspired this post:

	Never Played
	Tracks that haven't been played in the past 20 years (there doesn't seem to be an option for “never played”)





And...that playlist is by far the longest:


[image: ]
Well that's embarrassing.


So I've started listening to this playlist. What songs are on my server but haven't been served?


And it's not as bad as I thought. It's mostly tracks I have recently ripped from CDs into my library. They're songs with which I'm deeply familiar but haven't listened to in this setting.


So I'm listening to that playlist on shuffle. And you know what? It kinda rocks. These are all songs that I liked enough to buy them at some point and it turns out I still like the vast majority. Also, since it's so scattered, I get some really interesting transitions. Going from Steely Dan to Ben Prunty to Dar Williams is a trip, but it's a fun trip.


Also, I'm not going to stop adding to this playlist. I'll keep encoding my physical media, I'll keep buying music on Bandcamp Friday, I'll keep collecting music, making the choice to invest in something that I think will enhance my life.
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    Self Discipline
    

  
  
Self Discipline


I have a routine now, more than ever, and out of necessity.


For years my motto has been:


Such power there is in clear-eyed self restraint
—James Russell Lowell



But honestly, I've been less “powerful” than I could be because my self restraint has been just enough to keep going.

But with a clear and present medical condition (type II diabetes) that I can directly influence with my behaviors, it's time to actually take it seriously. A doctor friend of mine laid it out for me:

	I can do nothing, just keep living like I have been living. I will be on insulin within two years, and probably eventually go blind and/or start losing extremities.

	I can take this seriously for six months, then get lax and lapse about halfway back to how I used to do things. I will be on insulin within seven years, and might never have other side effects if I start being serious when they put me on insulin.

	I can take this seriously now and stay serious, and never need insulin, indeed I can basically be “normal” with the caveat that I have to keep being serious about my food.



In other words, I can actually have some clear-eyed self restraint, and in so doing have power to influence my own quality of life. Type II diabetes is an interesting condition in that the best treatment plan is “grow up, stop eating junk food, and get off the couch once in a while.”


Part of why I'm here is genetics; Type II diabetes runs in my family. And I have known this my entire life.


Which is the other part. I have known this my entire life. I could have prepared. I could have kept the weight off, I could have eaten better when it was obvious my metabolism wasn't a teenager's metabolism any more. I could have started taking exercise seriously earlier in life. So part of this is my fault.


So I'm making the needed changes. More than that, I'm helping my kids make changes now, so they don't have to get to this point. If we teach our kids to have a healthy relationship with food now, if we can help them embrace physical activity as a part of daily life, we can spare them later.
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Chia Seeds


So, no more sugar, far fewer carbs for me, at least for a while, until I can get my relationship with food under control. Which isn't fun. But there's not a good reason to keep looking back, that's just a good way to be discontent.


So it's time to start looking for new better things. Things I can eat and like.

And I've discovered Chia seeds. Yeah, the thing you spread on chia pets to make them green and fuzzy. But you can also put them in coconut milk and zero-calorie sweetener and make a surprisingly tasty pudding type thing that has a ton of fiber.


And once you know that other people have walked this road, that there are people who have had these thoughts, had these struggles, the struggles are easier. We are a social species, and I'm glad to start learning from the rest of our pack.


Chia seeds are just a start, of course. They were my first realization that just because I need to stop eating the way I used to doesn't mean that I have to stop eating. There are many many good recipes out there that are very type II diabetic friendly.


So. Here's to chia. I wonder what I'll find next!
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    Air, Blood, Food
    

  
  
Air, Blood, Food


These are the things that have been occupying my mind lately. Which is a change, because for most of my life I haven't really thought about them at all. They've just been part of life. But suddenly I'm facing them and thinking about them, and, in between moments of panic and stress, learning to appreciate them.




  
    A Farewell to Twitter
    

  
  
A Farewell to Twitter


I've been on Twitter for a long time, but today I finally closed my account.


This wasn't a decision I made easily. I've learned a lot of good things on Twitter. I've had some good connections start through twitter. A few part time gigs I did back in the day started as Twitter DMs.


But lately I've been doing a little experiment. Every time I let myself look on twitter, I stop when I'm done, and ask myself, “do I feel better or worse than I did when I opened this site?” The answer has been uniformly negative for a long time now.


I've tried to change that. I've stopped following a lot of accounts that were mainly negative, even if the person or entity was one I liked. I've muted just so many accounts, mostly ones that were followed by people I follow, who were harmful to my mental health. I set my “home” to Japan, because I can't read Japanese, thus stopping twitter from showing me news that would further stress me out.


But it's not enough, and in the end I decided it will never be enough. I don't think Twitter can be saved, at least not for me.


Instead I'm focusing on actual people with whom I have actual connections, and on small, intentional online communities.




  
    I'm Hungry All the Time
    

  
  
I'm Hungry All the Time


But on purpose. I definitely have enough food in the house, I just choose not to eat it. And I'm making this choice because for most of my life I have just eaten all the time. I was never hungry.


 

And now I'm paying for it. But that's okay. It turns out that, if you have a choice about it, if you know that you're going to eat again soon, it's okay to be hungry. It's a sign that I'm doing what I set out to do; I'm losing weight, I'm reducing my blood sugar so I can keep my pancreas alive longer.


And once you settle into it, you can get used to it, just like you can get used to stabbing your finger multiple times a day, or the other little uncomfortable rituals that go with keeping a diabetic alive.
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    Fractured Sky
    

  
  
Fractured Sky


[image: ]


Not a lot to say about this one. I've been playing with Hipstamatic X  quite a bit lately, just for fun, just to relax. I'm not a world-class photographer, and I'm easily impressed by silly effects, so the Hipstamatic X app is perfect for me.


Sometimes it's “art house” camera, which applies silly effects to pictures, is a lot of fun. This was one of those times.
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    NaNoWriMo 2020
    

  
  
NaNoWriMo 2020


I've done NaNoWriMo every year since 2008, and I have “won” (meaning I have written 50,000 words in one month on a single project) every year as well.

So I'm doing it again! Last year I wrote my novel “in the open” on my (now defunct) private write.as instance. This time I've created a little blog for my project this year. I don't have a real title for the novel yet, so I'm calling it Exchange Magic, because that's the idea that sparked this year's novel.


I'm taking things a slightly different direction this year as well. I've been writing a lot of more serious sci-fi for the past few years, including a moderately dystopian novel, but 2020 just ain't the year for dystopia. This year I'm looking more at a young-adult novel, with lighter themes and...just...happier.


Probably. I have very little planned out so far. NaNoWriMo tends to jokingly categorize writers into three categories:

	Planner: Someone who has everything planned out as they go into it.

	Pantser: Someone who just flies by the seat of their pants.

	Plantser: Someone right between the other two.



I've been all three, from time to time. But this year:


[image: ]


I have a slight concept of an outline, an idea of what I want to do. But I don't actually have a whole plot treatment laid out. And I'm kind of excited to try it this way for the year.
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    Monetization
    

  
  
Monetization


Hello all! I wanted to let you know that I'm trying an experiment with Write.as' built-in monetization setup. I think this is the least intrusive way to make a little money off of this site; we'll see how it goes.


I've always been anti-ads. I can generally cover my hosting expenses out of my own pocket and I feel that advertising dilutes my point, when and if I have a point. I've tried things like Ko-fi  (and you can still drop me a tip that way if you like!) but I haven't loved that either.


I like the route that Write.as has gone with making it easy to use Coil for monetization. The gist is this: if you have the Coil extension installed, and if you have put some money into your Coil account, it will “stream” a little bit of money to me while you read my site. If you read my site for an entire hour it would charge you about 36¢, so it's not exactly break-the-bank territory.


But I like the idea of having a passive way to pay for content if you're enjoying it, and removing the intrusive nature of online advertising from the mix. My goal is to leave my content front and center. No ads, no nag screens, and this is probably the only time I'll even mention it.


If you don't have Coil installed, if you don't pay for my content, then...well, nothing changes. I'll keep writing and you can keep reading what I write. I'm not expecting this to replace my day job, and even if I never make a penny I'll keep writing, if the past fifteen years are any indication. Thank you so much for reading!




  
    Reconnecting to the Past
    

  
  
Reconnecting to the Past


This year has been hard enough on the face of it, but for some reason I have come up with a number of ways to make it even harder on myself. This wasn't really intentional; most bad habits aren't.


Some part of my mind has decided that “the past” has nothing to teach me, because nobody else in my lifetime has had to deal with all of this.

But that's a very myopic view. True, this is the first worldwide pandemic in living memory, but not the first one in our history. My parents had to live with a very different looming threat: that of sudden, unexplained nuclear annihilation. We look back on the cold war era with a little bit of amusement now, but that's because we know how it “ended”, even though it hasn't.


And worse than that, I've been cutting myself off from comforts; mostly, again, unconsciously. I think about watching a movie or reading a book and thinking “but how can that make me feel better if it doesn't directly address our current problems?” and the answer, of course is that it doesn't address our current problems. I'm sheltering in place, I'm wearing a mask when I go shopping, I've voted, I'm doing all I can to be a good neighbor and keep my family and community safe. It's okay to take my brain off the hook once in a while and think about things that aren't the here and now.


So I'm trying to let myself listen to more old music, watch TV shows from happier times (or at least shows that portray the past as a happier time) and let my mind take some refuge from the current world. The world will still be there with all its attendant problems when I get back, I can take a little break.
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    Writing On iOS
    

  
  
Writing On iOS


Is about as much fun as you expect it to be. The keyboard is smaller, but autocorrect is better. Which is good, because I'm a fantastically lazy typist on a phone. I don't mind letting the little AI in there figure out what I'm trying to say when I mash wildly on the screen. Overall it's getting quite good at interpreting me. There are a few things it never gets right, but for some reason I can't trigger them right now...


Anyway, more when I get to a computer with an expensive mechanical keyboard.




  
    Writing As...
    

  
  
Writing As...


Note: Transcriptions are below.


I've been thinking about all the ways I write things down, why I write things down, and how thought collection methods change the thoughts collected.
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Bringing Back Blanket Day


I don't remember the exact conversation, because it was a long time ago now. But the circumstances were something like this:


My best friend and I were in tenth grade, our first year in high school. It was mid autumn, it was cold, it was rainy, and frankly going to school had lost that sparkle.  We decided there should be one day every school year where you're allowed to wear your pajamas to school and have a big comfy blanket as well. And we decided it should be “the first Friday after the first cold, miserable day of each fall.” So we told our friends that next Friday was the first Annual Blanket Day. We were heavily involved in choir which gave us an advantage; the choir program in our school ran to almost three hundred people, a goodly portion of the entire school.

That first year a few dozen people showed up in PJs and had big blankets. When people asked what was going on we explained the concept of Blanket Day and reveled in others' wish that they had thought it up first. My mother had sewn “footie pajamas”, the kind you dress small babies in, for me and my best friend, which took a lot of fleece; we were both over six feet tall even then.


Blanket Day our junior year was a bigger deal; we announced it earlier and people were more aware of it. It was fun to see hundreds of people in PJs and blankets wandering the halls of our school. Our senior year, to my everlasting pride and joy, there were several teachers who took part in the annual festivity.


We didn't ever officially describe a date for Blanket Day, and since the determination of “the first cold miserable day of fall” was more or less up to my best friend and me the holiday didn't survive our graduation.


However, It seems like this year is a good year to bring it back, just in the world at large, not just at our high school. Given that cold, miserable days are local affairs  Blanket Day is too. But if anyone's interested, I'm declaring Friday, November 13th, 2020, as Blanket Day. Wear PJs in your zoom meetings. Keep a big warm blanket wrapped around yourself. See if you can get it to catch on in your office or school or whatever. We can all use some warm and cozy traditions right about now.
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Statistics


I love statistics. Stats are a way to tell stories with numbers. But in this case they're a way to tell you the numbers about a story.


Specifically they're telling you about my current NaNoWriMo novel, Exchange Magic.

Since Write.as keeps stats on how many views each page has had, I can see roughly which chapters are getting read. I would have suspected that it would be a pretty standard taper; earlier chapters get read more, since they're near the top of the page, later chapters get read less as they're on page 2 or 3, and people fall off of the story as they go. But here's the top ten chapters, with their ordinal in red next to them.


[image: ]


I have no idea what happened when Chapter 6 came out that made it the second most popular page on my little story site.


And I don't really have a “thesis” for this post, either. It's just interesting to see how things fall out.
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Tot
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I  have wanted to love Drafts for years now. I like the idea of Drafts; a place where you input text and then you process it later, letting you capture the ideas before they run away, like a digital scratch pad.


But Drafts has become a little too intimidating for me. I love it, I really do, but I don’t use it, because I’m afraid I’m using it wrong. There are so many options, so many ways I can “process” my text when I’m done writing.

And whenever I open the app I start messing around with settings. What if I want to export to this blogging platform instead of that blogging platform? Should I write my own write.as plugin so I can export to my blogs directly from Drafts?


So as much as I love and respect Drafts, I can’t use it.



  
    Bandcamp Friday December 2020: Long Tall Weekend
    

  
  
Bandcamp Friday December 2020: Long Tall Weekend


I thought I'd reminisce a little about an album I just barely bought. Also I might do this once a month for a while, just to add my tiny voice to the signal that boosts the joys of Bandcamp Friday.


For those who don't know, Bandcamp is a great way to buy music more-or-less directly from the creators. The site takes their percentage for running a storefront and handling all the downloads and streaming and whatnot.


But once a month, pretty much throughout the pandemic, they have had a Friday where they don't take their percentage from your purchase price. You can see when that will happen here. They call it “Bandcamp Friday”. Catchy, no?


So I try to buy an album or two on Bandcamp Friday, and I figured I'd write about the albums I pick up each month.
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Gemini


I'm not entirely sure what to say about Gemini, the new, intentionally limited internet protocol. Except that it feels right, it feels like a system whose time has come. It's the confluence and culmination of a lot of movements that have been swirling around the internet as of late.


Let's start from the beginning. Gemini is intentionally bare-bones. According to their homepage, the gemini project is meant to be halfway between gopher and the web. Thus it was named after a short-lived mid-point space program.

 You get one filetype, which is a plain-text file with a .gmi or .gemini extension. A Gemini file can have five types of markup in it:

	Headings of levels 1 through 3, using Markdown-style octothorpes: # to ###

	Quotes, also using a markdown-style greater-than: >

	Unordered lists, with an asterisk before each line *

	Fenced pre-formatted blocks, often used for code, or ASCII-art

	Links in a very specific format.



So this is sub-markdown, no italics, no bold.


So why is it cool?
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The Life-Changing Power of Shutting Up


I want to share a lesson I’ve been learning over the past twenty years, slowly and poorly. It fits alongside my motto, which I’ll get to near the end. But first this disclaimer. I didn't write this about anyone else. I wrote this because I’ve been using it so much recently, and so people can help me stick to it.


Okay, enough burying the lede . Here’s the thesis statement:


Nobody else needs to endure my negative thoughts.

I have never come out of a situation where I was negative to or about someone else and felt better. Any time I have been disdainful of another person has ended with me wishing I had kept my mouth shut. Turns out that hurting people, even when I think I’m right, even if they “hurt me first”, just makes me feel worse, and made their life worse in the process. It has never changed their mind about the thing meaning “whatever I disagree with in their conduct”, it only changed their opinion of me, and rightly so.


So does this mean I no longer have negative thoughts? Of course not! Does that mean I’m bottling all these negative thoughts up? Sometimes. But I’m trying to deal with them in a nondestructive way. I have two methods that work (this essay should in no way be taken to mean that I’m actually good at any of this. I’m still practicing what I’m preaching and I still need a lot of practice.)
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Just a Small, Moderately Funny RimWorld Moment


RimWorld , for those who don't know isn't a game, according to the creator. It's a “Story Generator”. And it's quite good at that! But yes, you play it like a game. You are managing a little colony who is trying to survive on a moderately merciless world, and there is a “storyteller” AI who decides what to throw against you.


 

So anyway, I have a new-ish colony that I set down in the middle of a mountanous area, with lots of caves nearby. I knew that the caves were infested with giant insects, but I don't have the firepower to clear them out. Well, I leave them alone, they leave me alone, so far so good. I'm building up my base and I get a notice that a neighboring tribe is sending a raiding party to attack my base. This is fairly normal, and I start preparing my defenses. A few minutes later I get a notice that the raiding party is retreating. Which was kinda confusing.


So I look around the map and I find that, on their way to my base, the raiders wandered into the middle of a bug nest and got eaten. Looks like they lost four people before they got out. So now I like those bugs! I mean, until I decide I need to expand into their cave, of course.


Oh, they've also eaten a party of traders. Hey, you win some, you lose some.
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Song of the Day: Fred Meyers by Glen Philips


Glen Philips is often listed as the “front man” for California rock band Toad the Wet Sprocket. and, sure, he can be the front man.

Anyway when Toad was broken up for a while, Glen kept making music, because he's one of those people, the ones that have to keep creating art no matter what else happens. I remember hearing this song when I was driving past a Fred Meyers, and loving that Glen was still active even if Toad wasn't.


For those of you who don't live in the western half of the United States, Fred Meyers was originally a grocery store chain, not much different from any other. But they were one of the first to embrace the giant megastore idea, and went from being a grocery store to a Wal-Mart style monstrosity before Wal-Mart invaded the west. I remember my best friend at the time coming back from the grand opening of the Fred Meyers in our area, telling me in awe that the store was so big they actually gave you a map to find your way around.


In my neck of the woods they are now called “Smith's Marketplace” because they were bought out by the Smith's chain at some point. So this is a snapshot of a very specific point in time, circa 1999, when this idea was fresh and funny.


I finally found the track again, so here are a few links:

	Spotify

	Amazon Music

	I prefer this version, the “Options” version, on Apple Music

	Fred Meyers on Tidal



and a Spotify embed:
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I'm Bad at Chess, but I like Chess


I've never been good at chess. There are a few reasons for that, of course. One is that I don't play very often. And perhaps I just don't have the right kind of brain for chess to come to me naturally.


But I really do enjoy chess. In theory.

In reality I kinda hate playing chess because everyone on earth seems to be better than me, and my ego can't really take that.


[image: ]
I just won this game against a chess robot. If I ask them to be bad enough at the game even I can win!


But I'm still playing, and I've found that Chess dot com is a good way to play without the stress of playing other people. I like to play against robots. They're also better than me, but at least my ego is less bruised when they beat me.


I enjoy studying my games afterwards, learning more and thinking about the overall strategy.


So anyway, here's to chess robots! I used to love Chessmaster back in the day when it existed and was modern enough. I know it wasn't a great game, if you're an actual chess player type person. But it was pretty and had good tutorials in it. Chess.com also has plenty of tutorials.
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    Girls Who Care
    

  
  
Girls Who Care


[image: ]


It's not a Bandcamp Friday, but I wanted to write about some music I picked up on Bandcamp recently.


Girls Who Care is not-so-secretly the same one guy who makes comedy music as Hot Dad. The difference seems to be that “Hot Dad” is comedy rock, whereas “Girls Who Care” performs more serious rock. In either case it's Erik Helwig.

 One of the problems with being a comedy musician is that the quality of your music is often buried by the quality of your comedy. Weird Al has the same problem; he gets taken as a “joke” act and people sometimes forget that he and his band are in fact incredibly talented. They've been mimicking every style of music for four decades, and occasionally the Weird Al version ends up better than the original, based on talent alone.


So all of that was to say that while the Hot Dad comedy stuff is great, and it really is, I enjoy Erik's Girls Who Care stuff because it removes the comedy layer. You get a good sample of his musical chops. The tracks on the album Light Sleeper have 80's-90's vibes, like a mix of R.E.M.'s early mumbled days and Toad The Wet Sprocket's emotionally honest and lyrical style. Overall this album came as a pleasant surprise, and I've had it on a pretty heavy rotation all weekend.



  
    A Song and a Memory
    

  
  
A Song and a Memory


Some twenty-one years ago I was on a Jeepney in Dagupan, in the Philippines.


[image: ]
fig. 1: A Jeepney. Technically this one is from Olongapo, not Dagupan, but close enough.


And the radio was playing. A song came on which I had never heard, but the first line I heard made me laugh so so hard, and even though I only heard it once, I've never forgotten it:


 

Nais kong malaman mo
Na ako'y nagtatampo...



Which, admittedly, isn't very funny if you don't speak Tagalog. So I'll translate:


I want you to know
That I'm...Tampo ing



okay, there's admittedly a problem with my translation. “Tampo” is a very difficult word to translate. So let's do what we always do when we run into hard words and ask the venerable Father Leo English and his amazing 1,600 page Tagalog-to-English dictionary:


[image: ]
fig. 2: Father English explains “Tampo”


“Sulkiness” kinda works, but it misses the nature of “Tampo”. “To have a grouch” is a hilariously odd way to express the real concept. My definition would be “to demonstratively sulk, to let someone know that you are sulking because of them.” Americans might say “throw a fit”.


So the lyric translates more or less to


I want to let you know
That I'm [demonstratively sulking]/[throwing a fit]



And to me that's a hilarious thing to say. It's something I'd expect from my five year old.


Anyway, for the past two decades I've sung that single line over and over again, especially when one of my kids is throwing a fit. And yesterday I realized that hey, Spotify exists. I can probably find that song and see if the rest of it is that funny.


I did. It is.


The song is called “Hindi mo ba alam?” Which literally means:


| Hindi | mo  | ba             | alam | 
---------------------------------------
| Not   | you | question mark  | know |



fig. 3: I love Tagalog, can you tell?


We would normally translate it as “Don't you know?” or more colloquially in English, “Didn't you know?”


And you can listen to it here.




fig. 4: “Pantasya” is more phonetic when you know that “p” and “f” are basically the same letter in Tagalog.


The first verse (more or less) translates as:


Hindi mo ba alam          | Didn't you know
Na ako'y nasasakdan       | That I get hurt
Sa tuwing ikaw ay aalis   | Every time you leave
at hindi nag paalam       | and don't say goodbye
Nais kong malaman mo      | I want to let you know
na ako'y nag tatampo      | that I'm sulking
Pag nalimutan mo          | Because you forgot
ang pasalubong ko         | to bring me a "pasalubong"
                          | [small traditional gift you
                          | give when you come back
                          | from a trip]




fig. 5: Translations are so much fun.
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Thinking About the Peter Principle


There's a rule in business that's often called the “Peter Principle “. It's given in many forms, but here's my simplest summation:


People will be promoted to their level of incompetency, where they will come to rest.

And, let's be honest, we've all worked for someone who was promoted beyond out of their area of expertise into management where they were at best, ineffective, and, at worst, wildly detrimental to the organization.



But here's the thing:


I've been promoted to my level of incompetence several times in my career. I often seek for jobs above my level of ability. I've told interviewers point blank that I'm trying to punch above my weight class. And then, once I got the job (or not) I grew into it. How else do you grow? How else do you get better? I wasn't qualified to be the sole developer and desktop support person for a job where I was given those exact titles because I created a little static HTML training site for my sales staff. I was competent to be a sales floor manager; I'd been in retail since I was fifteen, and I knew how to do retail. But I wanted to move up, so I punched above my weight, tried hard, and got where I wanted to be.


And then I worked by backside off to prove I was worthy to be there.


So I guess the question is you hit a “Peter Plateau” where you stop growing in your role. If someone decides that they are out of their league and just try to keep their head down and do as little as it takes, then sure, you've got a “Peter”. But I don't think that's the human norm. Granted, I'm an optimist, by choice and act of will. But I still believe that most people will choose to grow to meet the responsibilities given them. We just need to ensure our organizations allow people room to do so.
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    My Top Games of 2020
    

  
  
My Top Games of 2020


I know I'm late to the party but whatever. I figured I'd publish this anyway.

	Hades. This is my number one with a bullet, not that I'm alone in that. It’s not even close. Art, story, game play, music, innovative use of the rogue lite format, this game rocked my year. And this is even though I've been playing it since it first came out in Early Access, a couple of years ago.

	Rimworld I wouldn't have made it this year without a somewhat peaceful little colony with low fidelity graphics and tons of weird story generation stuff. I have spent so many hours helping my colonists make cool living rooms, throne rooms, bedrooms, etc. And traps. So many traps.

	Final fantasy 14. So much story, so many hours, so many interesting ways to MMO. This is a fun game to play if you have friends playing.

	Terraria. It’s back for one last outing. The latest updates are incredible. This is another fun multi-player game with a ton of mods and other interesting moving pieces.

	Torchlight 3 It’s not as bad as people said it is! I loved the first two Torchlight games, and this one isn't quite as deep or repeatable, but still a lot of fun!

	XCOM: Chimera Squad. Surprisingly fun for a cheap game that dropped out of a clear blue sky. I feel like this probably began life as DLC for XCOM 2, but was turned into a stand-alone product near the end of development. It's really fun though, with good, solid XCOM action and a lot of heart in the writing. Story-wise, it's kind of a mash-up of XCOM and Brooklyn 99.

	Destroy All Humans! Such a silly remake, such silly powers, so much fun. Basically this is just a good mayhem simulator. The writing gets in its own way from time to time. There are a lot (too many) jokes about people in 1950's America being deeply homophobic, and those started out annoying and went to really grating. But the action is enjoyable.

	Dungeon of Naveulheulk. I can’t spell this game, but it’s an XCOM like in a fantasy setting, so that’s all for the good.

	Fuser it’s so good. It’s what DropMix wanted to be, but better. This is the best game to make middle aged dudes in their bathrobes feel like awesome DJs.

	Chess okay it’s a little weird to list a super ancient game, but this is the year I discovered Chess.com and I’m playing chess again on the regular.

	Stellaris. I’m very bad at it, but I really enjoy it. You can combine this with Endless Space 2, another space-based 4X. Both are fun, both are of the whole “build a tech tree, build an empire” variety, and I'm bad at both of them.
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    Markdown and Gemini
    

  
  
Markdown and Gemini


I think in Markdown. I've been using it for so long, for so many things, that it's hard for me to not put things in underlines or asterisks for bold and whatnot. But even harder to avoid is the use of links. I use Markdown links in my writing, from books to articles.

And while I love the idea of Gemini  it's been hard for me to go through and convert things I've written in Markdown to Gemtext format. I've found a system that works for me; I generally include a ## Links section at the end of the article, with everything I need people to be able to see when they're done with my little post. Which isn't how I write when I'm writing, well, anything else.


So what I need is a tool to pull my links out, while leaving the relevant text, and put all the links in down at the bottom of the article.


Fortunately I found a spiffy little tool called TextBuddy. In the developer's words:



  
    3D Printing is Interesting  
    

  
  
3D Printing is Interesting


Yes, this is going to be another annoying post about someone who has discovered that 3D printing is interesting. But hey, it is!


The thing is, this version of 3D Printing is almost certainly not the future. What we do right now is cool and all, but it's limited in scope. Adding layer upon layer of PLA to build a model is neat! But it's a stepping stone toward whatever comes next. Still, it's interesting for me to be in on this early part of the path.


I grew up in the 1980's and 1990's, and was just behind the curve on a lot of things that have been a major part of my life. I wasn't old enough/rebellious enough to be a phone phreaker, I wasn't ever on usenet, instead I was on Prodigy and CompuServe because my father had accounts on those services. So I always came in just a little after the wild west days of the technologies I find interesting.


When I started into programming for real I picked up a copy of Fire in the Valley, an excellent documentary on the birth of personal computers. The Altair 8800 is a little older than I am, the first computers I used were all-in-ones like the Tandy TRS-80, where I did a little basic programming as a kid (make that BASIC programming, in Color BASIC ) but then I kind of left programming alone until around 2002.



  
    The Renner* Clock 
    

  
  
The Renner* Clock


I've had a Pimoroni Inky pHAT sitting around for a while while I tried to figure out how to make indexed graphics. If I'm honest, it's mostly been a solution in search of a problem.
[image: ]

I like the idea of a little e-ink display that can be a simple information source, but e-ink is slow...to...refresh... how slow?



    
    
    Your browser doesn't seem to support HTML5 video. Here is a Link to the video  instead.
    


  
    Sitting on the Sofa
    

  
  
Sitting on the Sofa


Yes, I could be cleaning the house. But that’s always true.
Yes, I could be starting a new project.
Yes, I could be thinking about work things.


I stress and stress about these things most of the time. For now I’m going to just be okay sitting on the sofa and listening to music for just a minute or two.
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Anno 2205: Own an Economy!


When I was doing my MBA classes a few years ago we had an operations management class. Ops Management is all about creating a process that is optimized for efficiency; no bottlenecks where resources are waiting to be processed, no overages in productions, but no under-runs either. In that class we had a little simulation we were meant to work on. It was a terrible little web page written in PHP (nothing against PHP. It's a fine language but is often abused into things like this) with minimal styling and a frustrating interface. You were tasked with keeping your machines running, making sure that outputs from A were fed to B at the right rate to meet demand, etc. etc.


Anyway we should have all just played Anno 2205  instead. Or probably any of the Anno games. I've known about the series for years, but I've never played one of these until they were on a Steam sale recently. And I'm kinda hooked.


It starts simply enough. Produce rice for your people to eat. Also produce water. To do this you build factories. In 2205 water comes from desalination plants on the coast. Rice comes from highly automated rice farms.


Then you start producing things that need two steps of processing. Mine this metal, then make it into something that your people want. As you produce fancier goods you can promote your employees (who are also your primary customers, the supply/demand curves in this game are weird) which will make them ask for still fancier goods, which will allow you to promote them, which in turn means they will pay more for goods...


And then you get into real ops management. Before too long you are managing multiple sites, each with different strengths and unique goods. Your “temperate” region is the cheapest to build on, and will be your moneymaking region. The “Arctic” zone produces some specialized goods that you need for other workflows. The orbiting space station (2205, see?) does research. The Moon produces very specialized goods. You start to need raw goods from the Arctic combined with processed goods from the Temperate region to be shipped to the Moon to build an awesome new resource there...


And then you realize that you can often buy goods from the world market for less than your production price, so you start to buy goods instead of building them, until the prices shift and you start selling those goods on the world market.


Then they mixed in my financial accounting class. Your running balance sheet is always top of mind, and top of screen, as it shows the bottom line, your net profits at that moment, and you can dig into it just like any good balance sheet to see your cost and revenue mix.


It's interesting to me that this is a game. This is literally part of my MBA education, handled far better than my professors ever could have. The motivations for your actions are made clear, The payoffs for handling your inventory levels correctly are explicit. And it's honestly really fun.


There are some more video-game-y parts as well. If you want, you can participate in some real-time-strategy battles that will get you some rarer resources, or you can just buy those resources if you don't want to do video game fighting.


I looked into the games pedigree because of course I did this is me we're talking about. It's made by Blue Byte, which warmed my little heart. Years ago I fell in love with The Settlers II and the lineage from that game to this one is clear.


It's not without its flaws, but what game is? If you want to learn operations management you can either read The Goal, a depressing educational novel about a man who fixes his factory while also repairing his relationship with his wife, or you can play Anno 2205. I know which I'd rather do.
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    Morning Music Selections
    

  
  
Morning Music Selections


Listening to Plexamp  this morning, as per usual. On random, which is slightly less common, but I just want to discover a few gems from my library. Surprise me, Plex.


It just brought up one of my favorite little board game soundtrack songs: Twist Your Mind.

Seriously, I love this song. It's as retro as it should be while still being interesting. It doesn't lean too far into the “hahaha look how 80's I am” vibe, so it stands on its own feet. The lyrics are nostalgic, slightly funny, and just all-around great.


Give it a listen. Here's a Spotify player:




Or if you like Tidal better:






  
    Morning in a Desert Suburbia
    

  
  
Morning in a Desert Suburbia


If you've ever lived in a desert this is familiar to you. It's been cold all night. But the sun is just coming up and while it's still chilly the hot part of the day is coming fast. The birds aren't fooled; it's not winter, it's just morning. They are singing as they have always done.

My own footsteps are a measured and constant rhythm. I have a secret: keep your stride no matter what. Don't go faster when it's easy and don't go slower when it's hard.


This valley has been civilized for around two hundred years. Our ancestors planted farms in the alkaline soil and grew a city. The air and sky still respond as they always have, freezing cold at night, bare and hot during the day. It's no surprise that solar energy is doing well here; a lot of roofs have black panels glinting in the morning light, starting their passive work like less efficient leaves.


step, step, step, step,


It was a long winter, a cold winter, barren and lonely. The coming spring holds promise.


Nearby two men are talking, in that quiet voice that all people use when it's still early. I can't see them, their voices are a blue-gray smoke wafting unintelligibly to me on the breeze.


My face and hands are cold, but everything under my jacket is too hot. Soon it'll be time to shed the jacket and either retreat inside or find a way to endure the heat.


A single prop airplane pulls itself through the sky overhead, engine grumbling loudly for a long time, making very little headway for all that noise. Dogs bark everywhere. They've walked at our side for centuries uncounted, from caves to solar panels, and their reactions to the coming morning are integral to our experience and just as valid as ours.


Almost home now. I've intentionally made myself wait for breakfast, my hunger a comfortable ache like exercise. the muscle I'm using is called “self-control” and it needs some toning up.


Edward Abbey wrote Desert Solitaire decades ago in a desert far south of here. I've slept in those deserts, under those stars, deep in that canyon when the festivals were under way. For now the best I can claim is a Suburban Solitaire, and only for an hour, but it's enough, it's enough.
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12 Rules For Digital Living


A while ago I wrote my list of 12 Rules for Living.


Recently I realized that I have another set relating to digital life. The rules of interaction online are changing all the time, so I thought I'd add this as well. These are things that have worked for me over the years, and more or less how I live right now.

1. If it’s not on your computer you don’t own it. No cloud service is forever. No cloud service is fully secure.
1. Corollary: Shepherd your data. Know where it is and why. Clean up when required. Anticipate losses and understand how to mitigate them.
1. If you wouldn’t put it in front of your mom don’t put it online. Things you share have a way of moving around.
1. Learn enough about encryption to use it when you need it.
1. Use a password manager. Research that password manager and change when you find something better. Use 2FA when available.
1. Personally determine which software you use. Only use out of the box defaults if they are actually serving your purposes. Get good with the software you choose.
1. Change default apps when something better comes along, but not more than once every six months.
1. If a service is free, you aren’t the customer, you are the product. Showing you ads isn’t their entire business model. Find out what parts of you they are selling.
1. Search for yourself on Google, Facebook, LinkedIn, etc. Find out who shares your name and see what potential employers might find if they look you up. Be aware of, and take charge of your online footprint.
1. Make sure you are using technology to improve your real life. If you find yourself thinking that off-line activities are interfering with digital activities it’s time to reconsider your priorities.
1. Get good at non-digital “idea capturing” techniques. Think post-it notes or pocket notebooks. You will capture things that would have gotten blocked by notifications otherwise. Once you've captured an idea get good at moving it into digital as and when it becomes necessary. This note started on paper.
1. Know what metadata actually is and how to clean it up before you share online. When someone says they “only share metadata” understand what that means.
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The Distraction Stack


I know I'm not alone in this but I have a secret, people. I get distracted. Fairly easily, honestly.


A recent distraction event was kinda funny, so I wrote it all down, and figured, hey, let's walk through it.


It all started when I had an idea. I didn't have anything major going on at the moment, so I sat and thought about the idea for a while. It seemed good, so I decided to capture it in Obsidian so that I would work on it and mull it over more.

At this point in the story I have a “stack” of things to do that is one item long:

	Sit down and write up the idea in Obsidian.



Not too bad, right?



  
    Vinca
    

  
  
Vinca


My wife and I have grown Vinca for as long as I can remember. I always love when they come up in the early spring, I love the promise of great things to come.


[image: ]


Also I’ve been playing with image tools to make it easier to turn stupidly huge camera images into useful web images,and do some watermarking as well. I may or may not keep up with the watermark. We’ll see.


Also also I decided to try out the “Classic” editor, with the drag-and-drop photo upload. It’s a lot easier than the mutli-step upload to snap.as and then link to a blog article, but the trade-off of not being able to write in pure markdown might not be worth it. Still, nice to see the toolset grow and evolve.




  
    Plans
    

  
  
Plans


In preparing for battle I have always found that plans are useless, but planning is indispensable.  – General Dwight D. Eisenhower



As part of my day job I'm a big part of our team's planning process. And a common complaint I hear is along the lines of “we made all these plans and suddenly they're all gone! Why even bother?”

And I think about Eisenhower's quote above. Why do we plan for things? Because that's how we learn. Until we've planned out what we think we're going to do we have no idea what we're trying to do. We are facing ghosts, undefined concepts and a pile of questions. When we plan, we collapse all all those questions into decisions.


And then things change, sure. But when things change we know where we were before the change. We can use the information we gained to better understand our new reality.
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The Benefits of a System Crash


My main computer decided that it had had enough the other day. I don't know what pushed it over the edge, but it could have been any number of things. It's been a developer machine for four years now, and I'm more exploratory than usual. I try to keep my systems lean and mean, but cruft gathers over time and systems get tired.

A few restores from backups didn't help, the system kept getting to the point where it wouldn't boot properly. So I did the next thing: I wiped the hard drive entirely and reinstalled the OS, no backups, it's time to rebuild.


This is no great loss as a good 95% of what I do is stored in various cloud services anyway. If it's not backed up I probably don't need it. But it gives me a chance to re-evaluate.


So I'm learning to use the fish shell instead of zsh, not because there's anything wrong with zsh, but because I've always meant to play around with fish more and if I have to reconfigure everything anyway I might as well do it in a new shell.


Also, the system starts up so much faster now than it used to. I don't know what I did to it over the past four years, but it feels almost brand new again.


I guess we've all had a hard four years, really. Maybe allowing a system crash to happen so we can start over fresh isn't a bad idea after all. We work so hard to avoid it, maybe it's better to just get through it.


Or maybe I shouldn't make hardware into a metaphor.
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    Manila, 1998
    

  
  
Manila, 1998


The second thing you notice, when you walk out of the Manila airport into the rain-slick night, is that you apparently don't need to breathe any more.


You grew up in the high mountain deserts of Idaho, and now that you're here, a full mile closer to the ocean, the air is thick and so oxygenated that you seem to be absorbing oxygen through your skin. One breath every five minutes seems to fit the bill. In three years you will return to the high mountain deserts where you were born and wonder how anyone can breathe when there is clearly no air up there.



But for now you're more concerned with the first thing you noticed. The first thing you noticed was that any form of motion is far too much. It's simply not possible to be this hot. Lifting your arm is an activity that drenches you in sweat, and since the air is already at 100% humidity sweating is useless.


This will get better over time. In twelve months you will stop pointing a fan at yourself while you sleep, if there is any air moving in the room you'll be fine. In eighteen months you will buy a fleece blanket because you are too cold at night.


But that is all still in your unimaginable future. You have just walked into a personal singularity, a moment for which nothing in your past has prepared you. There are four others with you, all walking into the same unimaginable future. In twenty-two years you will meet up with them on Zoom and in text threads, in the midst of a pandemic, and reminisce.


For the past ten weeks you have been trying to learn Filipino, or Pilipino, or Tagalog, a language that seems to have many names, and is only one of many languages that cluster around these islands. Your study of Tagalog will feed into your lifelong fascination with languages and spur you to start an educational career in linguistics, which will translate into your study of computer languages, which will land you a career.


For now you're trying to remember how to say “thank you” to the person who just tried to take your bags to a cab, a cab you aren't meant to ride in and don't have the right kind of money to pay for anyway.


In four days a sweet little Filipina grandma will approach you and start speaking to you. In desperation and fear you will turn to the Canadian next to you and ask “what did she say?” and he will respond “um, that was English” and you will realize—yet again—how totally out of your depth you are.


You will spend the next six months in the province of Bataan, a coincidence that will amuse you because “Bataan” literally means “place of children” and you will definitely feel like a child in this place. Everyone around you will try to speak Tagalog to you, see your panicked look, and, because the vast majority of them are well educated, they will then switch to English no matter how much you ask them not to.


Ah, yes. “Salamat po” you say to the child half your age, showing respect in a way that marks you as an outsider almost as much as six-foot-four stature and pale white skin. But you wrest your bag back and mercifully the van you were told would come to pick you up has come to pick you up.


In forty minutes, after a drive through Manila traffic, where the drivers don't even seem to obey the laws of physics, you will arrive at a large house that is designed to help scared outsiders like yourself get to where they are meant to be. Because yours is one of several planes that have landed today, you will “sleep” on a cold tile floor, staring at the ceiling all night, wondering what tomorrow will bring and having no ability to picture it.


In six months you will be back in this house, spending three weeks recuperating from having your gall bladder removed due to gall stones. Those stones are already forming silently inside you, and will be exacerbated by the diet and dehydration because you aren't accustomed to drinking five liters of water a day. Don't worry, in a year you will be used to drinking that much water.


Your adventure is beginning. You are unprepared, scared, a little homesick, possibly a little food poisoned from whatever they gave you on the plane, and—you are convinced—literally dying of the heat.


You're going to love it.
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    Inspiration From Randomness
    

  
  
Inspiration From Randomness


I've been playing around with a great little tool called Shamat for a little bit now. It's wonderfully simple.

It's similar to the map making tool I use for D&D Campaigns , except for a few things:

	It's far easier to use

	It's far less powerful

	It's far less intimidating

	It's far less expensive, as in: free.




Also it's made to make maps on hexes instead of D&D standard squares. Campaign Cartographer can handle both of course...


Not the point. The point is, while just playing around with it I came up with a little map:


[image: ]


And I really like this way of doing things. I was just experimenting with the tool set, playing around with putting things in different colors and different textures, but even though this is all experimental, I can see a story growing out of this dungeon. The room in the lower right corner, there's a fountain there, and two trees, that's a rarity underground, certainly? What's the story there? There was a cave-in in the upper left room, and some treasure... certainly adventurers could have fun with that as well.


It's a nice reminder that the DM's job isn't to fully define the world, but to create a place where the players can act out stories.
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    Tiny Little Notes
    

  
  
Tiny Little Notes


I've been deeply busy with my day job lately, which is a good thing! I've been promoted!


But it means that I have almost no time to write creatively or freely. I'm spending all my time writing procedures and policies and helping others work more effectively. Again, it's a good thing, but a new thing.


So I'm going to content myself with writing smaller creative things, like, well, this.




  
    Reading Late
    

  
  
Reading Late


Last night I stayed up late reading. As in 2AM late. Am I paying for it today? Yes. But I loved it.


I've always been a reader. I've always loved it, always enjoyed the feeling of immersion. And I love my e-reader.


Don't get me wrong, I have hundreds of books. I would never get rid of them, and I love them.


But reading is so much better on an e-ink screen that weighs almost nothing, so I can hold it up over my head, read in any lighting conditions because the screen adjusts to the light without me finding a lamp to position over my shoulder... not the point.


The point is that it was nice to fall back into text, to get wrapped up and immersed in a story, to forget all my responsibilities and cares for a few hours in the dark and just read.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.
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Web Primitivism


...a mode of aesthetic idealization that either emulates or aspires to recreate “primitive” experience.
Wikipedia



Many years ago, near the beginning of the web, I was working at a bookstore. A customer came in and said “I'm going to make a website that looks fine on any browser, and I mean, someone using a Hercules monitor on a 286. None of these VGA colors or web things.” Bear in mind this was in the late 90's, the state of graphics technology at this point was the 1024x768, 256-color, VGA monitor.“XGA” was in the works, but not widely adopted yet. But this man wanted to make a website that looked good in black and white on a 300x600 screen. More power to him.


 

And it's interesting that we're returning to that aesthetic. Not everyone, obviously, but there does seem to be a drive to go back to a simpler web. Write.as, the platform that powers this blog, offers a JavaScript and Web-font-free version of these blogs, you can read this blog in it's web primitive form here.


Or you can read this post on my gemini capsule, which is just about as stripped down as you can get.


The question, of course, is why? Why are all of us who work in web development yearning for a “simpler time” on the web? Let's be honest, CSS is amazing. Our modern JavaScript capabilities make the web into an operating system in its own right. So why are we trying to go back?


Our technology stacks seem to be stacked against us.
Maybe, in some cases, it's because our technology stacks seem to be stacked against us. To create a site in Laravel means learning PHP, then the Laravel iterations on PHP, then the Blade templating language, then some JS and some Vue or React, then how to package things using Webpack, how to keep packages up to date using Composer and npm and yarn... In every web developer conference I've attended in the past decade at least one keynote speech has been about the inevitable burnout on learning a new JavaScript framework every six months.


And what you get at the end is a website that is “maintainable”, given that your job is to maintain it. If you work on this website for 40 hours a week, it will be exactly what you want to work on in that situation. But what about your hobby blog? Perhaps Laravel is a bit heavy for that purpose. Perhaps all you need is a way to get your words across. And you don't want to rely on a corporate sponsor to do so, which means no Blogger, no Facebook, no Twitter.


Perhaps we want our own sites, hosted where we can keep an eye on them, working how we understand them to work.


I'm not against web primitavism, I'm fascinated by it, drawn to it, as evidenced by the fact that I have a gemini capsule. But we can't ignore the fact that, without some user styling, these web primitive experiences are ugly. Look at midnight.pub, without your own styles put on it, and tell me it's not ugly. Look at any gemini capsule through a web renderer, and tell me you like how it looks. Oddly enough they look much better when viewed through a text-only terminal, but that's only because most of us have customized our terminals to look acceptable to us. CSS3 is a revelation, web fonts are beautiful and finally give us typography on the web, unfortunately at the cost of letting google see what we're reading, unless your friendly neighborhood web designer has chosen self-hosted fonts.


I don't have a solid conclusion here; I love both sides of the modern web. I love choice, I love simplicity, I love good design, I love style. I spend a lot of time on the styling of my various Write.as blogs. I write custom JavaScript for them as well. But I also love the simplicity of text on a blank background, and the drive to be entirely in control of the content and the delivery.


Perhaps I'm just glad that the exploration of a primitive web is happening, and I want to be part of the conversation.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.
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What About The Semantic Web?


Thinking more about “Web Prmiativism”, and based on a few comments I got from others via Mastodon:


... Cheers, I read your post through NetNewsWire. Liking RSS more and more. No style, all substance.
@wouter@chat.brainbaking.com



 

I remembered there was a big push a while ago towards neutral ground, but it kinda got lost in the midst of the rise of web apps.



When HTML5 was new the big push was towards a “Semantic” Web

Remember when HTML5 was new the big push was towards a “Semantic” Web? Where a page would describe itself in terms of what each piece of content was for? Instead of putting everything in <div> tags, we would put the header in a <header> tag, the bottom of the page in a <footer> tag, and we have all these wonderful new tags that let the client know what they're looking at. HTML5 defines a decent selection of “semantic elements”, and when we use those we invite people to use our content in ways other than viewing our web pages directly.


Which gives us an easier on-ramp to our content being properly rendered by RSS readers (like Wouter's NetNewsWire), or by “reader” apps, like Instapaper or Pocket or even just a browser's built in “reader” mode.


Happily, Write.as already supports semantic markup: this article is wrapped in <article> tags, for example. But I can do a little more.


A while ago I added some custom CSS to make pullquotes in my articles. Instead of just using <div class="pullquote">, I can turn them into <aside class="pullquote"> tags, define why they are a repeated piece of text. And as far as CSS is concerned it's the same thing. But if you're ignoring my CSS (and you should be free to do so) it adds just a little more information.


Again, no real “thesis”, other than “hey semantic tags are good!” and a gentle reminder to use the correct <input> tags on forms so that mobile browsers will give me a number pad when you're asking for numeric input. But for me it's a joyful reminder of the fact that the W3C is also thinking about the web in terms of the information it conveys, not just the way it can be turned into apps.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.
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Another Insomnia post


Alarm: Get up. Hey. It's morning.
Me: Ugh. No. I haven't even been asleep yet.
Alarm: And that's my fault? Look, you told me to wake you up, so that's what I'm doing.
Me: But I'm going to be all groggy and uninspriational to all the people I'm supposed to inspire today. Five more minutes.
Alarm: And those five minutes are going to help?
Me: ...No. They might just make things worse.
Alarm: Why didn't ya go to sleep last night, buddy?
Me: Psh. Like I know. I tried. I tried to sleep in bed, in my favorite recliner, on a sofa, but it just wasn't happening. Ugh. [gets up]

Shower: Look, maybe it won't be that bad. You've pulled all nighters before.
Me: I was a lot younger then.
Shower: Nah, I'm only talking two years ago. Remember? Grad school?
Me: No, don't really remember grad school, that's kinda the problem. Seems like a paid a lot of money to go slightly insane.
Shower: a little hotter?
Me: Yeah, thanks.
Shower: Hey man, you almost forgot the shampoo.
Me: Right, right.


Backpack: Wht? Whzzt? Where we going?
Me: To the office.
Backpack: What? Why? We're WFH now.
Me: Well, not today. I've got manager things to do today.
Backpack: you're a manager now? When did that happen?
Me: Little while ago. What am I forgetting?
Backpack: Lessee, laptop, Switch, chargers, headphones, badge, masks, I think you got it all, boss.
Me: You can cool it with that “boss” stuff. Oh, I need my glucose monitor.
Backpack: You're diabetic now??
Me: Man, it has been a while since we went to the office, hasn't it?


Phone: It looks like you're playing a chill mix for the road. Given your current sleep deprived state that may not be the best choice.
Me: How did you know about...never mind.
Phone: I monitor everything about you because I care.
Me: suuuuuuuure
Phone: a dead customer is an unprofitable customer. Here, let's play a playlist of songs you've known since you were a teenager and can sing along with, that will keep you awake on the drive to the train station.
Me: how do you know...never mind.
Phone: Your first meeting isn't until 10:00, why are we going in so early?
Me: Ah ha ha, look who knows so much! Looks like I still have a few secrets.
Phone: Oh, it looks like you have that new developer starting today.
Me: Oh hush. Slack told you, huh?
Phone: We're all just working together to help you.


I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.



#100DaysToOffload 77/100




  
    Axiom Verge 2 Soundtrack: ⭐⭐⭐⭐
    

  
  
Axiom Verge 2 Soundtrack: ⭐⭐⭐⭐


Axiom Verge 2 Soundtrack: ⭐⭐⭐⭐


Which on the Nate Dickson scale is literally stellar. (get it? Stars? Stellar? Okay I'll stop).

Axiom Verge and its sequel are apparently one of a new crop of single person games, where one person did all the code, art, music, design, etc. Cave Story led this charge decades ago, and Stardew Valley is another fine example, where each piece is so incredible it's hard to believe it was all one person. My kids play songs from the Stardew Valley soundtrack as their piano practice.  We use the Stardew Valley OST as lullaby music.


Axiom Verge 2 OST is unlikely to be a lullaby anytime soon, but it's excellent. Futuristic, moody, with themes from many different musical traditions, but a strong flavor of India running throughout, which makes sense given the protagonist's heritage.


The soundtrack is on sale on Bandcamp, which is itself almost reason enough to pick it up, even if you don't like metroidvania games and will never play the game. But you should play the game.


<a href="https://axiomverge.bandcamp.com/album/axiom-verge-2-soundtrack">Axiom Verge 2 Soundtrack by Thomas Happ</a>

I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.
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Culture over Time


I was running a D&D session for some friends the other night in which they had to enter a market run by and for the undead. The party's rogue decided to go dress the part, so that she could blend in more easily. In real life this was accomplished by her player searching pinterest for an outfit she wanted.


When she came back I said “okay, so, you're dressed like that, and somehow Sarah McLachlan is playing in the background, even though she's never done a tour in Faerûn.”

The comment got a polite laugh from the party, and I realized, after the session ended, that the song I was referencing was released in 1997.


Roughly two years after our rogue player was born.


So I shared a link with the party so they could familiarize themselves with my old-person music. To me, the song is current enough that I just figured it was part of everyone's background. I'm not a devoted McLachlan fan. I think her music is good but there is a lot of good music in the world. It didn't really occur to me that anyone with whom I'm playing would have missed this particular track on account of being two years old.




So there's a number of things I take away from this story:

	Sarah McLachlan's Building a Mystery was the perfect song for the moment. The rogue in question is a spoiled heiress who was trying to look all dark and gothic, which is exactly what that song is about.

	I'm old, etc etc. I'm used to this one already. It's interesting to me that my friends, the ones who I hang out with and play D&D with, are roughly half my age. This particular party is the aforementioned rogue player, her husband, and her sister. Honestly once you get past a certain age those age gaps don't seem to matter any more.

	Being old isn't really a bad thing. It just means I've got a deeper well to draw from for finding a bon mot. Or bonne chanson in this case. Yes I just looked that up on google translate.

	It's awesome that the world is such that you can share things like this so easily, and so freely. Now these D&D kids have a new song in their own musical quivers should they ever have the need for it!



I’m publishing this as part of 100 Days To Offload. You can join in yourself by visiting 100 Days To Offload.
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Fun, Harmless “Life Hack”


Here's something I've learned recently. If you're in a position where you end up scheduling a lot of meetings, and attending a lot of meetings, you can protect your calendar in a very simple way:


Schedule “jagged” meetings.


By which I mean meetings that start at fifteen minutes before or after the hour. Most people tend to schedule meetings on the hour or on the half hour, and will naturally leave the fifteen minutes before your “jagged” meeting alone. Occasionally they'll leave you a full 45 minutes before a meeting.


This gives everyone who is attending your meeting time to prepare, and gives you a little breathing room in your schedule as well.


It works on the other end as well. You don't usually need hour-long meetings, schedule them for 45 minutes, and everyone has a few minutes of breathing space at the end.
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Role Playing for Everyone


I never played any table top RPGs in high school. At the time they were seen as a male-only nerd activity and frankly I was involved in far too many of those already.


Over the years I've played a little bit of GURPS and a little Pathfinder, here and there with various groups,but I didn't start playing D&D until this year.


Decades after graduating high school, my kids introduced me to the hobby. When I mentioned that I might like to try my hand at being a DM I was astonished at how many of my friends were apparently just waiting for a chance to be players in a D&D campaign.


So now I'm a part of three D&D campaigns. I'm DM in two of them and a player (for now) in the third. And things have changed for the better in the world of D&D.


 

None of my groups are all male. One of them is predominantly female, one is exactly 50/50, and one is predominantly male. (Going entirely off of everyone's preferred pronouns.)


They're all awesome. I've never heard any stupid sexist comments from the male players, which means I've never had to eject anyone from my game. Everyone just treats everyone as a friend and an equal. Some of the players in my games play a character that doesn't match their real world pronouns and nobody gets uptight about that either.


I know there is still so very much to do to make gender equality a real thing. I know that the deck is still stacked so very heavily against anyone in America who isn't a white cis male. I know there are still gatekeepers in the RPG hobby who make it hideously unpleasant for non-white-cis-male people to participate. Those gatekeepers suck.


But I can't tell you how happy I am that my experience, in my little corner of the world, is free of those biases, and I hope—and believe—that there are other places where gender equality in fantasy is becoming a reality.


#DnD #TTRPG
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NaNoWriMo 2021


I'm doing NaNoWriMo  for the 13th year, because I enjoy it. I'm trying something new this year:


I'm not worried about publishing.


I'm just writing because I want to. This is a character I wanted to explore. I'm playing a fair amount of D&D these days and this is one of my characters I'm playing. I guess you could call this an obscenely over-done backstory for a character sheet.


And being me, and being the kind of person who just dumps thoughts out there in the world, I'm publishing my writing in more-or-less real time.


So anyway, if you want to read some real-time nonsense noveling, feel free to check out The Trials of Osmorn.


I'm using WorldAnvil  for this because I like the idea of building the world and then letting the characters and story arise from the world instead of creating a plot and building a world around that plot.


One of my friends asked what WorldAnvil offers to make writing better, why it's better than, say, Obsidian, for keeping track of characters. Why does using WorldAnvil make me more likely to have character birthdays and eye color and what not?


And my answer is “it asks the questions.” Of course I could write all these details, but having a place where I can put these notes and see how they show up, how they connect.


So I'm trying to build characters that only interact with my “main” characters in passing.
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Putting on the Tie


When I first started my career as a software developer I found some little trendy piece of pop culture ephemera, a printed dictionary of “hacker slang”. I wish I could find it again, because even though it was instantly outdated, it still influenced my mindset for a while.


Anyway...


One of the terms it defined was “putting on the tie”:


Put on the tie verb: to transition from programming to management.
“Did you hear about Jake?”
“Yeah, someone told me he finally put on the tie. Poor sod.”



The concept being that programmers wear t-shirts and shorts and managers wear shirts and ties.


I have no idea if everyone has ever used that phrase, ever.


But I have just recently, officially, put on the tie. I'm moving from my comfortable roles close to software development into a “Directorship” role, a position of actual management instead of just overseeing a few fellow devs.


Clear back in the day, I was sure I would never make the move. but as I've grown older I've wanted to spend more time influencing people and less time fixing bad code.


I keep telling myself things like that. There is much that I like about management, there is much that I enjoy about being in a position of responsibility, and I have a lot of ideas about how to make things better.


But part of me is definitely sad to leave that other world behind.


It's been interesting, talking to all my developer friends, and seeing their responses to this move. Overall it seems to blank incomprehension: why would anyone want to be a manager?


My only real answer is that this is that I like working with people more than code. I still hack around on projects in my free time, but this is more my speed. So we'll see!
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Thoughts at the End of a Year


A lot of what I have tried to do my whole life is ignore fear and stress and pain. Push them away, and insulate my life so that they don't come close to me.


And some of that is reasonable, right? We should try to make our world good and safe, that's called being wise. We should seek to make the world better day by day.


But pain and fear and stress are part of it. We shouldn't be afraid of fear. We shouldn't try to close discomfort entirely out of our lives. We should accept them as part of the world and make space for them, tolerate them and let them teach us their lessons.


This doesn't mean we should dive into them, we shouldn't move all the way to depression and fatalism. But optimism can exist alongside fear. I can be uncertain about the future and still be hopeful about it as well.


We lost our old dog this year. It hurt. It was hard. But the pain of losing him in no way offsets the joy of having lived with him for all those years.


There are times and places where we simply need to make space in our hearts. We need to make room for grief to sit with us, and let it do its work. We don’t need to fear or loathe pain, though of course we needn’t seek it out either.


What stories are we telling our selves as we interact with others? Is there a way to moderate the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves as well?
—Me, a few days ago, not sure when.



This entry is a potpourri of a lot of things that have been swirling around in my brain, so yeah, it's a bit disjointed.


I've been thinking about why I like Doctor Who and Harry Dresden. I mentioned to a friend of mine that they are similar in my mind; they fit in the same “slot”. And I wasn't sure why. I've been thinking about it more.


They are both characters that live almost permanently on the cusp of the disaster curve. But in both cases that constant fear and stress has made their characters kinder, not harder. The Doctor has two hearts.


It's hard to talk about the importance of an imaginary hero. But heroes ARE important: Heroes tell us something about ourselves.
History tells us who we used to be, documentaries tell us who we are now; but heroes tell us who we WANT to be.
And a lot of our heroes depress me.
But when they made this particular hero, they didn't give him a gun—they gave him a screwdriver to fix things. They didn't give him a tank or a warship or an x-wing fighter—they gave him a box from which you can call for help. And they didn't give him a superpower or pointy ears or a heat-ray—they gave him an extra HEART. They gave him two hearts! And that's an extraordinary thing.
There will never come a time when we don't need a hero like the Doctor.
—Steven Moffat (emphasis added)



If I'm going to be a "leader"...I want to be the one with two hearts. 

So that's the lesson I'm trying to learn. If I'm going to be a “leader” or some kind of important person in other people's lives, I want to be the one with two hearts. The one that listens more, that accepts other people's stress and pain and turns them into kindness and understanding.


Dresden is a little different. He was always kind, but he has a hard edge. But the effect pain has on him is to make him able to tolerate it better. In the early books he's weak, he's almost human. In later books he accepts that he's taking a beating, and that it's okay, he can roll with it and keep going, keep helping. He never lets go of his principles, even if he has to twist himself to fit into a bad world. I can understand that world. I want to accept that. That I can get through things, and stop worrying about them when they come my way. I don't need to hide from hard things.
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Standards for Distribution, Customization for Consumption


It feels odd that we have to go back to this, but here we are. For a long time the mantra of the technological world was one thing well. Do one thing, do it well, and chain with other systems, so that each individual user can do what they need to do. the humble pipe symbol | is the champion of all this. Take the output from one tool that does its job well, and pass it as input to another system that can do its job well. Apple paid homage to it in the creation of their icon for Automator, the oft-forgotten GUI-glue program.


[image: ]
Auto, the Automator icon, holding a pipe


Now we're in a version of the internet where people, or rather, companies, would like to sell you a fully packaged version of the web. Videos that are only playable on a single app. Music that lives inside its own walled garden. Text behind paywalls. Each thing is doing all of it. Presentation, distribution, discovery, playlist management, the entire experience, curated and monitored by the service. Your activities are their new oil, feeding their algorithms so they can better target their ads to you.


And...well, people need to get paid. Servers aren't cheap to run at scale. Music and video aren't cheap to produce. Books take a long time to write and an even longer time to edit and get right. We should pay for what we use, so that people can make more good stuff and put it out into the world.


But we still have a vast amount of content that could be provided in an open and visible way. This blog for instance. It costs me very little to run. If you happen to have the right kind of payment system installed in your browser it will collect a few cents from you while you read it, but if not, no big deal. So here's my point:


We should deliver standards-based content, so that individuals can customize their own experiences.


If you hate my styling on this site that's fine. You can use RSS to consume the text in a nice reader app that styles things just for you. Or you can get it emailed to you, or you could even download the entire thing as an epub, if that's your idea of a good time.


Which leads to the bigger better point: we have all these lovely standards, and they're fully functional and useful. RSS is as simple as its ever been, and is still totally free, no matter how hard the big companies try to push their own walled-garden news aggregators. EPUB is glorious. There are many beautiful readers, both physical and software-based, that let you re-style a book any way you like, take notes, share sections, the works. But most people think eBook = Kindle. The walled library.


Support the open standards. Quietly, peacefully. Vote with your money and by witholding money. Find a way to consume the media you need or want without feeding back into the attention economy. It's not only possible, it's easier than ever.
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Art of Poetry


I was reading the wikipedia entry for the adage Festina Lente (as one does) and found this:


Slowly make haste, and without losing courage;
Twenty times redo your work;
Polish and re-polish endlessly,
And sometimes add, but often take away.
—Nicolas Boileau, The Art of Poetry



And this is so perfect. I just wanted to share it.
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Vivaldi Again


I was a big fan of Opera back before there was a Firefox browser, back when it was all Internet Explorer as far as the eye could see. Opera was an interesting thing, and was also a source of real and sustained innovation. Tabbed browsing was their idea, as was mouse gestures and a few other fancy things.


Opera as a company has gone weird since then, but a few of the original people have splintered off and created Vivaldi , and I kind of love it. it's a deeply nerd-centric browser. Right now I'm writing this post in a sidebar, which lets me browse sites I'm wanting to reference in the main window. Add in things like “tab stacking” and a command palette, and —a signature Opera feature— a built in mail client, and you have a delightfully non-mainstream browser that I have fallen in love with more than once.


I tend to fall out of love with it because of compatibility issues with some of the sites I have to use for work, but hopefully as Vivaldi advances, and as web masters within my organization update their sites, that will be less of a problem.
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Why I List My Pronouns


I'm a middle age cis-gender white male. the odds of someone mis-gendering me are low. If someone used they/them/theirs pronouns in reference to me I would not be hurt. If they used “she/her/hers” I would be a little confused, but not hurt. I haven't spent time and effort and frustration and pain establishing or defending my gender identity.


And that's why I list pronouns. Because it's a tacit acknowledgement that if you list your preferred pronouns I will take it seriously. I acknowledge that I haven't had people disrespect me by misgendering me, and I want anyone who is fighting that fight to know that they don't have to fight around me; I'm on their side. Be who you are and I will support you.
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White Elephant Gifts


My employer recently planned (and cancelled) a few “white elephant” gift parties. I was casting around, trying to decide on what I might have in the house to give away when I realized something:


I have a 3D printer.


And white filament for it.


And Thingiverse exists.


So I decided to print some white elephants.


[image: ]


For reference, the one the middle is a Danish Modern Elephant and the other two are based on Elephant – Voronoi Style.


[image: ]


I don't love this particular filament, so I'm not too broken up about using a bit more of it on these experimental print projects. I added a base to the “Vornoi” elephant using OpenSCAD  because I couldn't get it to print correctly without one.


But now I have a go-to for any white elephant gift exchanges!
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A Good Dune Movie?


When I was young my father rented the '80's David Lynch version of  Dune, you know, the one with Sting.  I fell asleep a couple of times during the movie, and every time I woke up I would say something like, “is this movie still going?“


I'd already read the novel, and enjoyed it. I even read the second one and...it was okay.


And somehow that version of the movie didn't ruin the book for me, nor did the sequels. Dune is an excellent novel. There are themes from that book that have stuck with me, that have shaped the way I think.


So I wasn't happy to hear they were making a new adaptation. I'm a little tired of the entire '80's being strip mined for nostalgia sequels.


So I was really resistant when one of my friends—who had never read Dune—told me it was a really good movie. How could it be?


Well, she was right.


Ironically the new movie is longer than the old one, and is only half of the story. But I found that I agreed with their adaptation. I loved the actors they chose for the roles. I re-read the book after watching the movie, looking for what they changed. And to be sure, the new movie changes a lot from the book. But overall, I find that I agree with their changes. They were in the service of making a good movie and didn't really ruin the thread or feel.


So yes. Turns out that you can make a good Dune movie. I'm excited for the second half as well.
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SmallTalk Is Latin


My first day of high school I walked into Latin class. I had chosen Latin for my mandatory foreign language because I'm a stereotypical Gen-X guy: I didn't want to be in a popular class. I (rightly) guessed that there wouldn't be all that many people in Latin, they'd mostly choose “mainstream” foreign language credits like Spanish or French.


The teacher got up and said, “You're never going to need to speak Latin.”


Which...I mean, we all knew that.


“Not because Latin is dead, but because it's only used by a very few people in its original form. But what you are learning here is the why behind so many other languages. Learning Latin will make you a better speaker of English. And if you decide to learn French, or Spanish, or Portuguese, or Italian, you'll have an easier time with those languages as well.”


I spent three years studying Latin. My third year there were only two of us in the course, so we met at the same time as the Latin II students. I'm eternally grateful that our teacher had us teach them from time to time.


Fast forward to the early 2000s when I was a sole developer at a bookstore. The management team discovered that they suddenly had a software developer, and one of my first projects out of the gate saved the organization tens of thousands of dollars in manual computation time. So they more or less let me do my own thing, leaving me as the goose that laid golden eggs. I used that freedom to teach myself...well, lots of things. Since nobody else knew what I should be doing, I wrote apps in every language I wanted to learn. I wrote Ruby on Rails apps. I wrote an app or two in Adobe AIR (it seemed like a good idea at the time, okay?) I wrote a bunch of PHP and thus paved the way for a number of future jobs.


And I stumbled across SmallTalk.

At the time I was on a windows machine, so the version I discovered was Dolphin . I had an instant affinity for the language. I love SmallTalk's insistence that everything is an object, including classes. That the entire system is sitting there waiting for messages to get passed around.


Since then I've worked in a number of real software development jobs, and I've used the languages that my (more tech-savvy) bosses required me to use. But I've recently been playing with SmallTalk again for fun. And now that I have experience with more modern languages it's striking how clearly SmallTalk's DNA is wound into so many modern systems. Some fun examples:

	MVC (Model-View-Controller) architecture is a major feature of many web development frameworks like Laravel  and Rails . SmallTalk-80 (yes, that means 1980 ) builds user interfaces on the MVC principle.

	VM's. Java's bytecode-running-on-a-VM is an imperfect example, but it comes close. A more striking comparison is deploying an application into a Docker instance. Like Docker, SmallTalk lets you build a full ecosystem that supports your application code, and deploy the entire thing as an image that can run on any OS that can run a SmallTalk interpreter. Which is basically all of them.

	Test-Driven Development TDD was an early principle of SmallTalk and has been picked up almost everywhere. SUnit, the SmallTalk Unit test framework, is the ancestor of all the other *Unit testing frameworks, like JUnit, PHPUnit, etc. An interesting feature of SmallTalk's TDD-nature is that it's a common practice to do the following:
	Write a bunch of unit tests

	Fire up the test runner

	When the first test fails, write the method to satisfy the test in the debugger itself since every object is alive all the time.
	Repeat until all tests pass and your first pass of the app is written.



	Write more tests for as-yet-un-implemented refinements and features

	Repeat



	Object Orientation. SmallTalk is the great grand-daddy of classes. It's is older than C++. Apple (via NeXT) fell in love with SmallTalk, and Objective-C  is heavily reminiscent of SmallTalk. Instead of “calling methods” like C/C++, Objective-C “sends messages” in a syntax that you could almost drop into a modern SmallTalk system. Speaking of Apple,

	AppleScript is basically SmallTalk writ large. Instead of having objects in a VM that can send each other messages, AppleScript asks “what if every app on the whole computer could send each other messages?”

	Ruby incorporated a lot of SmallTalk's big ideas. From basic things like like “everything—including the class Object—is an object.” to simpler things like blocks, symbols for identity instead of strings, and, well, a lot of Ruby's syntax in general. Code like 10.times do | x | ... would feel very at home in SmallTalk. Matz himself is fairly open about SmallTalk's place in Ruby's history, alongside Ada and Eiffel and others.

	“Duck-Typed” Languages. SmallTalk's philosophy about typing is that it's kinda none of your business. You send a message to an object. If it (or any of its ancestors) has a response to that message it'll answer. If you really want to know what class an object belongs to, just ask it nicely and it'll tell you. If it feels like it. But on the other hand...

	Prototypical Languages also have a debt of history to SmallTalk. One thing that gets classical developers stressed out when they learn “deep” JavaScript is that you can modify objects in real time by changing their prototype. This is a SmallTalk feature. If you don't like the current class of an object you're using, feel free to modify it, dynamically, at run time.

	Pharo and Squeak  are modern and currently-maintained versions of SmallTalk, and have given rise to intriguing systems like Scratch .




  
    Last-Ditch Motivation
    

  
  
Last-Ditch Motivation


This is an article that I'm writing for me, but I'm using the second person “you” to make myself feel better. Just so you know. If you find this useful as well, great!


 Okay, listen up. You need to actually get things out there. You need to really finish things. So here's what you're going to do:


 Go to an online retailer of the thing you are trying to make. In my case, that's books. So go to some online bookstore. Don't bother with the best sellers, not right now. Right now go down the list a few pages, to the people who are all clearly self-publishing.


 Find someone whose book you just can. not. Stand. Revel in how much you hate this book, in how much better you are at writing than this person. Then remind yourself of  the following fact:


 As of right now, this minute, that person is winning. Their book is up for sale, and people have purchased it. Yours is still in your head or in some rough draft form, and people have not. You are “losing” to that person because they have accomplished your dream, and you haven't yet. You know you are better than them. You know you “deserve” to have your book out in the world where people can see it more than they do, you know your book is better than theirs.


This is an ugly side of yourself, and you'll never reveal it to anyone else.
 Okay, this is an ugly side of yourself, and you'll never reveal it to anyone else. It's understandable that you're a little ashamed of yourself for thinking this way about a fellow practitioner of your craft. But now it's time to take that shame, that anger, and that (self-)righteous indignation that they are “winning” and you are “losing” and turn it into motivation. Yes, your book still has that one chapter that isn't quite right, and that one section that could use some fine tuning. But look at their book! Their book is all weak parts! And they are selling it! People are reading it and posting positive comments about it! Don't worry about taking on the giants of your craft yet, that will come with time. For now set your sights on getting your book higher up the sales charts than that book. By getting it on the sales charts in the first place.


 And when your book starts selling, when you finally get onto the list, quietly buy a copy or two of that book, as silent recompense for using that author as the scapegoat you needed to goad you into action. Put all those negative emotions behind you, they are unworthy of you. You've taken this step. Now you can take the next.




  
    NaNoFinMo
    

  
  
NaNoFinMo


I've been doing NaNoWriMo for years now. As in 14 of them. I enjoy it; but perhaps it's time to move on. The problem is unsurprising: I've started a whole bunch of novels, but I haven't finished any of them. So I've got a whole lot of books or ideas sitting out there in an incomplete state, waiting for me to come back to them. I kind of hate that. There's a sense of psychic baggage inherent in carrying these started projects around.


Not all of them; some were just for fun, and I have no real need to go back to them. That's okay too. But there are a few that still tug at me, still seem to “want” me to finish them.


So I'm declaring February March “NaNoFinMo”, which works well for me, because it's Nate's Novel Finishing Month.


The goal is simple: I'm going to take one of my books, and actually write the rest of it. I have no idea how many words that is going to be. I am going to actually write the part that I've been struggling with, draft after draft, so that my poor characters can have some closure.


After that... we'll see. I might publish the dang thing, even if it's just self published on Amazon or somewhere. Although I'll probably find a service that also seeds it to the Kobo store, since I'm more of a Kobo fan these days.



  
    NaNoFinMo Update: Writing with the door open
    

  
  
NaNoFinMo Update: Writing with the door open


Quick follow up on Nate's Novel Finishing Month:


I'm (re-) writing Pacifica on Campfire Writing. I've been looking for a good way to collaborate on projects like this, and they're getting increasingly common. Campfire has a few rough edges to be sure, but I like it overall.


Anyway, if you want to follow along with what's going on with Pacifica in its re-write phase, you can check it out on Campfire's “Explore” site, which very handily lets me keep certain pieces of information back in case of spoilers.


Check it out here: Pacifica on Campfire
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A Realization Over Time


I was thinking about sound the other day. Sound is fascinating and our sense of hearing doubly so. If you reduce sound to its most elemental level, it's nothing but a series of higher- or lower-pressure waves that stimulate a specific nerve in our auditory canal. But given those very basic impulses, we can discern many different sources of sound. The sound of me typing on my keyboard differs not only from the sound of my son playing the piano, but also from the sound of typing on a slightly different keyboard.


And for some reason this has always annoyed me. If you look at a visual representation of an audio file, you'll see the overall outline of the waveform, and it seems impossible that such a primitive shape could contain music with voices and instruments and beauty.

But the things that differentiate sounds are the waves, the distance between peaks and troughs. The note C is generally considered to be a series of waves that repeat 261.63 times per second. The size of those waves is the volume, the frequency of those waves is the pitch. Okay, I can understand this.


And the really cool part is that when you play a C on a violin, you also get all these other resonances: from the other strings, from the body of the violin, from the shape and features of the hall in which you are listening to the violin, and your brain uses all these things to tell you this is a violin, not a guitar, which has a totally different set of resonances, or a piano, or a flute, or a human voice.
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Bandcamp Friday!


According to the Official Site it's currently Bandcamp Friday, meaning Bandcamp is giving all their proceeds directly to the artists instead of to their new Epic Games overlords. So hey, as long as they keep doing that I'm going to keep buying music I probably don't need but definitely enjoy on the first Friday of the month. Some highlights:
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In Defense of Boredom


I've been thinking about the overstimulation of our reward centers. Not in those words exactly, but considering how we behave these days, as a species.


It's very easy to be entertained or distracted at all times. In older days, a term for a person who was addicted to substances was “Dissipated,” and I think it's very accurate. When we allow our attention to be taken at all times like this, we allow ourselves, our energy to be spread too thin, to be quite literally dissipated across all our interests. When water is dissipated, it has less ability to exert force. A focused stream can cut metal, a slowly seeping puddle takes much longer to effect any change.

And some of it comes of people just doing their jobs. TV shows are meant to be interesting, the fact that we are in a society where we have normalized “binge watching” isn't exactly their fault. They have gotten better at making shows and we have accepted them. We share part of the blame.


So back to boredom. I don't really understand neurobiology, so this is all in generalities. Our brains adapt to what we give them. If we live at a certain level of stimulation at all times, it becomes the new baseline. One example:


I spent two years in the Philippines. When I got there it felt to me like all their food was unconscionably bland. After a few months I acclimated to the flavor palette and found quite a number of dishes I liked. Then one day, roughly six months after I arrived, my family sent me a package with some American candy in it.


That level of sugar hit me like a buzzsaw. I felt like I was bouncing off the walls. Even more fun (if possibly slightly unethical) was giving American super-sugar candy to Filipino kids.


The point is not that sugar is bad, the point is that we accept a baseline of what we experience. The more we raise that “normal” level, the less willing or able we are to accept any lower level. If we experience a certain level of caffeine we can experience withdrawal-like symptoms if we reduce it. If we experience a certain level of entertainment...might we not behave the same way? It would be a change, and it's possible our own neurochemistry would respond in a negative way to that change.


So what I want to do is see if I can re-integrate two things:

	Actual boredom

	What I call “slow-reward” activities



And I want to talk about the second one first.



  
    Allergy Season
    

  
  
Allergy Season


It's spring in my part of the world, which means itchy eyes and sinuses. Working from home means I'm not in an office with industrial strength air purification, so I have to make it work on a personal level and budget. Here's what I've found that works:

	Vacuum frequently. At least twice a week

	Keep the window closed, obviously.

	Wash every fabric thing in the room and change pillow cases on my nap pillow frequently. (what? Naps are good for productivity!)

	Use an air purifier

	Keep the door closed



And...it helps.


Just in case this helps anyone else.
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Public Spaces


I'm an introvert. like, a serious introvert. One of my employees asked recently if he could get a subsidy from our organization to pay for him to work in a rented office space instead of working from home. All I could think was, “WHY????”. For me working from home is the dream, it's a thing I never imagined would happen. I can't imagine paying good money to have to work in an office; I would pay a portion of my paycheck every month to avoid going back to an office.

But today is Saturday and I had to run some errands. It's late spring and I decided to grab some fast food and go sit in a park for a while. I live in a “bedroom community”, a city that used to be all farms, and is now a home for people who live here but work in the “metropolis” nearby. A suburb. The park has been here since my town was still far away from the “big city”.


It belongs to all of us who live here, it's open, it's free. It's trees and grass and shaded picnic tables and a playground and even a skate park off in one corner. And I happily went and sat down under a tree, not that far from a family having a big family picnic, at least three generations of them. On the other side of me was a group of people, all apparently the same age, keeping a lazy eye on their kids who were on the playground, but mostly laughing and enjoying one another's company.


And, for a brief moment, I understood my employee's desire to be around other people during the day.



  
    Blast. 
    

  
  
Blast.


Me, Last Night: oh, This is a good idea that I just had. I should out of bed and write it down. I’ll probably forget it if I don’t.


Me, This Morning: So, I remember I had a good idea, no idea what it was. Cool. Very cool.




  
    Qua