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It seemed a place where heroes could fitly feast after victory, where weary harvesters could line up
in scores along the table and keep their Harvest Home with mirth and song, or where two or three
friends of simple tastes could sit about as they pleased and eat and smoke and talk in comfort and
contentment.
-Kenneth Grahame

⇛badger (n.) type of low, nocturnal, burrowing, carnivorous animal, 1520s, perhaps
from bage “badge” + reduced form of -ard “one who carries some action or possesses
some quality,” suﬃx related to Middle High German -hart “bold1.” If so, the central
notion is the badge-like white blaze on the animal’s forehead (as in French blaireau
“badger,” from Old French blarel, from bler “marked with a white spot;” also obsolete
Middle English bauson “badger,” from Old French bauzan, literally “black-and-whitespotted.”
Old English names for the creature were the Celtic borrowing brock; also græg
(Middle English grei, grey). In American English, the nickname of inhabitants or natives
of Wisconsin (1833).
⇛brock (n.) Old English brocc “badger,” a borrowing from Celtic (compare Old Irish
brocc, Welsh broch), probably so called for its white-streaked face.
-McMaster University Online Etymology Dictionary
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Or “strong” -B
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Introduction: AOTW
I’m going to tell you a story that is simultaneously a snapshot of the past and a
chronicle of living contemplation. It all orbits around The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse,
a short-lived but beloved little place in Winnipeg (Treaty 1), Manitoba, Canada. And of
course it also orbits around me, Brock, the owner of the Coﬀeehouse and also the
author of this reflection upon its story.
Before doing anything else, we’ve got to clear the air inside a few key rooms.
Right oﬀ the bat there are a few objections that someone - either a hypothetical
reader or the critical voice inside my head - could reasonably make to a document like
this. The reader (or the voices) might point out its quasi-autobiographical structure
and decry the dubiousness of a 30-something-year-old presenting something with such
a form. Or, the voices (or the reader, particularly one having only a passing familiarity
with the Badger phenomenon) could note that it’s equally dubious, perhaps even
presumptuous, to compose a retrospective of a business that existed for not even a full
three years!
The way I manage to rebuﬀ the objections of my internal voice, and which I
hope will assuage the concerns of a real live reader as well, is to introduce a handy
acronym to serve as a touchstone whenever the purpose of this little chronicle
threatens to become obscured in navel-gazing introspection or overanalyzed revisionist
history. The acronym is this:
A.O.T.W.
“As Of This Writing.”
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For example, AOTW I am thirty years old. AOTW my coﬀee shop, The Strong
Badger Coﬀeehouse, has been closed for just over a year. AOTW there is a
catastrophic global pandemic howling outside the door. AOTW I am sitting on my
couch with my headphones half-oﬀ.
The idea, which you’ve probably already intuited, is that I do not intend to
present a history per se. The last thing I want to do is set down pages of uninterrogated
remembrances and reminiscing, pining for the good things and slapping rose-coloured
glasses on the bad. What I’m hoping to do, rather, is to provide a living document of
thoughts, feelings, and ideas that precipitated, shaped, and were themselves inspired by
the brief but impactful existence of The Strong Badger.
To me, AOTW represents permission to reflect in real-time. It implies a
snapshot not only of a historical phenomenon, but also of a particular momentary
frame of mind turning its attention towards a memory and teasing out the delicate
threads of meaning.
There’s absolutely no chance that this will ever be considered a “complete”
story. Reams could surely be written about the things I’ve forgotten, or the things I’ve
gotten wrong or misremembered. At times while I was running The Strong Badger I
tried to keep notes, first in a little yellow notebook where I scrawled down the names
of customers in hopes of better remembering them, and later in a series of half-filled
composition books that became more a chronicle of my wildly fluctuating mental state
than what I’d intended, which was that they be repositories for the wild and quirky
things I experienced. My latent hope was that I could use or distort these stories for
later fictions.
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And in a sense, this little volume is itself a fiction. It is based on one single
person’s memories, thoughts, assumptions, reflections, and point of view: not only that,
but a single person who was no doubt frequently oblivious, and was almost certainly in
a state of delirious exhaustion for a good portion of the experience. That is to say,
though I’ve tried to reproduce here a whole lot of impressions as faithfully as I can,
they can only be considered faithful to my own memory, and might well be far from
their real-world referents.
Another thing that might change: AOTW, the reason I’m compelled to delve
into this exploration is that it’s been over a year since the shop closed, and I feel no
closer to a conclusion to the reflections I promised I would make “over the
summer” (oops) than I did six months ago, which reflections were to include whether
there was/is a future for The Strong Badger, in what form it might continue in the
world, and how I feel about the whole damn thing (excepting oversimplified platitudes
like “I have no regrets,” which is somehow simultaneously true and a total lie).
I thank you, reader, for joining me in these reflections. I hope, if you notice
yourself flitting about somewhere in these pages, that you’ll forgive me any
misrepresentation or lapses of accuracy. And I also hope that you will consider yourself
a part of this living document simply for having read it, or for having read a part of it;
and I would very much love to hear your own reflections on these reflections, perhaps
over a cup of strong coﬀee in a dark, jazz-filled room.
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Some Backstory

It’s hard to know where to begin. While many will no doubt be very familiar
with the story of The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse, it’s conceivable that somebody is
reading this without prior knowledge of the whole enterprise, and I’d like to make
things at least marginally comprehensible to the latter without boring the pants oﬀ of
the former.
In broad strokes, then: My name is Brock Peters. I was born in 1990 in
Whitehorse, the eldest of four children, and raised in Winnipeg, Manitoba. In the
summer of 2016 I opened a small coﬀee shop which I named “The Strong Badger
Coﬀeehouse” in Winnipeg’s West End, a vibrant but troubled neighbourhood that
became my adopted home for the time I ran the Badger. Its address was 679 Sargent
Avenue, a strange two-level building that had served variously as a chicken & pizza
joint, a video rental store, a tinsmith’s, a security oﬃce, and AOTW is home to The
Good Lands Cafe, a Middle-Eastern takeout place specializing in vegan wraps.
But to locate the genesis of the Badger we have to go a bit further back in time,
because in the spring and summer of 2015 my dad and I built a ramshackle cart out of
plywood and dimensional lumber, and I spent my weekends already flying a banner that
said “The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse,” wheeling the cumbersome contraption around
downtown Winnipeg selling iced coﬀees to people who pretty uniformly had no idea
what to make of me. At the time my beard was of a length that made it easy for people
to call me a “hipster,” and so I was. I played jazz on a little bluetooth speaker and
dreamed of having a shop with real plumbing and doors that could open and close.
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People often asked me whether it had always been my dream to own a coﬀee
shop, and the answer, which tended to shock them, was emphatically “no.” How then
had I come to this place? It seemed to most folks that the only reasonable explanation
for my trajectory towards coﬀeehouse proprietorship was the quest for fulfillment of a
childhood dream, but no such dream existed. How had I ended up opening a little
coﬀeehouse on a shoestring budget in the West End?
How much time have you got?
We could go back to high school, a place which most people never really leave,
when I was a straight-A student and unobtrusive people-pleaser. At that time I aspired
to be a doctor, an occupation that seemed entirely cohesive with the career choices of
my family - a dentist, a lawyer, a judge, a Ph.D, a psychiatrist, a teacher: all excellent,
prestigious professions. Then university struck, and I became a small fish in a big pond,
quickly feeling disillusioned and lost. I graduated with a “general” degree, absolutely
indicative of my indecision about the future, though at the time I came up with all
sorts of ways to rationalize how it wasn’t. There is, of course, more nuance to the story.
There were some perspective-altering classes and readings, some phenomenal travel
experiences, and much personal exploration. But that’s material for the autobiography:
coming your way sometime around 2055.
The undercurrent to those university years, and a couple of equally aimless years
after graduating, was a steadily deepening depression. This reached a head in early
2014, with long periods of torpor, sleeping all day, walking about as though in a daze,
feeling like the world’s patina was dull even when the sun was shining. I couldn’t read
much, because I couldn’t focus on the words. This was one of those disguised blessings,
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because realizing that I was often unable to read (that is, that one of the most
important activities in my life was at times apparently physiologically impossible) was
the first wake-up call that I needed some help. The second wake-up call was one night,
after several months spent passively experiencing a recurring thought pattern, when I
realized that fervently thinking “I wish I was dead” wasn’t normal, and wasn’t ok. I
wasn’t ok.
A good therapist, some self-help books, and a signed-and-sealed diagnosis of
“major depressive disorder” and subsequent high-octane medication helped right the
ship, among other positive lifestyle changes including a change of jobs and rediscovery
of a spiritual life.
After applying to, and being roundly rejected by, a number of MFA programs in
creative writing, I was nonetheless as aimless as ever. I felt convicted by my own
thoughts, by the voices, which told me that my life could only be “worthwhile” if I was
using it to “change the world.” As a doctor, or as a researcher, lawyer, teacher, bestselling author (and nothing less), what have you: if I wasn’t making a big splash, the
voices said, then I was wasting my talent, my potential.
In spite of these great ostentatious waves that crashed around and made a
deafening racket, the tiny voice of wisdom managed to make itself heard oﬀering an
alternative path. Perhaps, I thought, I might rather do something very, very small.
Humility was an important virtue, after all, and how much were all of these worldchanging occupations simply a reflection of a wounded ego desperately needing to
impress and prove (to whomever would notice) that it had “made something of itself ?”
How much was everything I thought I wanted just a way towards some worldly success
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and validation, when my deepest spiritual convictions told me that worldly success
might not be so desirable after all, that other, smaller, quieter sorts of success were just
as worthwhile, and perhaps more?
I decided, therefore, on a simple, small-scale, humble enterprise. The new goal
was to do something very small very well. There might have seemed to be personal risk:
I took out a couple of loans, signed a multi-year lease, and spent every dollar I had. But
at the same time, what did I have to lose? I was, by this point, back living with my
parents as a twenty-five-year-old. I had no partner or dependents to support, no
property to risk, no capital to gamble. And in fact, just thinking about what might be,
thinking about having a little coﬀee shop of my own where I could serve the coﬀee I
liked, play the music I wanted, and foster the sort of inclusivity and creativity that
appealed to me (or so I thought; as ever, reality is somehow even more complex than
the wildest and most fantastical of dreams) gave me a euphoric boost the likes of which
I truly hadn’t experienced before or since.
I recall, specifically, my twenty-minute walk to work at a bookstore, and a
month or so in the spring when I was really cooking up this idea, filling notebooks with
names and concepts and designs and dreams. My twenty-minute walk flew by as if it
were twenty seconds. I had a literal spring in my step; the world seemed, suddenly, full
of possibility. Every idea that occurred to me seemed to have the faint glimmer of
realization, of hope; nothing seemed impossible. It was like being high. Of course it
couldn’t last, but it does seem curious to me just how profound the energy of that time
felt, how real the energy was that crackled in my body and in my mind, and how
intriguing it is to me now that it’s never been replicated.
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I wheeled the little coﬀee cart around. I networked with other coﬀee people
throughout the province. I threw a big fundraising social to help with start-up costs, a
fantastic if not entirely lucrative experience that brought an enormous community of
support around me which surely was a harbinger of the community of support that
would follow me, changing and flowing like a river, through my tenure as the Strong
Badger. I looked at storefronts, even seeking the help of a leasing agent named
Stephanie whose passion was helping small businesses. I hired a graphic designer to
create my logo, replacing the one that my sibling had thoughtfully drawn for me on the
fly a year before.
Then I renovated the little storefront on Sargent Avenue, still on the tiniest of
shoestring budgets. Kent helped me dream up the carpentry I’d need to make the
counters, and Jon unflappably solved every plumbing problem I threw at him. Rosanna
painted the walls and cut out stencils for my spray-painted signs, and copiloted a
journey to far-flung Winkler to visit Other Brother Roasters, who would be my
everyday coﬀee roaster throughout the enterprise. My dear friend Ben was witness to
the moment when I passed my building inspection, impossibly, and kneeled on the
front steps overcome with emotion (he also spotted for me as I painted my storefront
sign, making sure I didn’t fall oﬀ the ladder or otherwise cause myself harm).
As though this weren’t enough, around the time when I was making final
preparations to open the shop, I began dating a sweet, beautiful woman named Sarah.
We’d worked together at the bookstore, and she came by as I was putting the finishing
touches on my storefront, gifting me with a plant for the window and a cart for the
cream & sugar (all part of her larger plan, she later told me). And somehow she
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weathered the whirlwind of those first couple of months, when I opened the doors and
worked 80-hour weeks (a trend that wasn’t to end anytime soon, alas) and collapsed
with exhaustion every night, spending Sundays (the day the Badger was closed) in bed
attempting to recover. Soon she was helping out at the shop, and without her help I
would have fallen flat on my face before a great number of obstacles. She very truly is
the only reason that I was able to do what I did for as long as I did, as small as my
accomplishments were - I say that not in a self-eﬀacing way, but in an “in the grand
scheme of things” kind of way.
So, with no business experience, no money, utter naïveté, and a chronic mood
disorder, I opened this little coﬀeehouse. My goal was neither to make money nor to
secure capital, and thus I was very miscast as an entrepreneur. My goal was to cultivate
an inclusive space, a creative space, a space which would be my own humble little
project but which might also become a welcoming venue for others and their projects.
And my ignorance proved perhaps the most fortunate thing of all, for if I’d known how
the next three years of my life would fly past, and the hardships I would face (selfimposed and otherwise, but mostly self-imposed in one way or another), I can’t be sure
I would’ve had the courage to open the doors.
Before long, the big blank space above the front counter would hold a handlettered sign displaying a quotation which I took as my guiding sentiment, and which
every time I re-read it even AOTW makes me want to go out and open a coﬀee shop
all over again. It’s from “The Wind in the Willows,” which is a book both beautiful and
inconsistent that contains one of my very favourite fictional portrayals of God as well
as one of the strongest Badger characters in literature. I will reproduce it here from
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memory and promise not to correct it later, so you can see how I remember it AOTW,
and you will find the 100% correct version as penned by Kenneth Grahame after this
book’s frontispiece.

“
It seemed a place where heroes could fitly feast, where weary travellers could line up by
the score and keep their Harvest Home with mirth and song, or where two or three
friends of simple tastes might eat and talk and drink in comfort and contentment.
“
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Community

Community. It’s an evocative word, but one about which there are a couple of
diﬀerent senses, I think, and each can be used to mean something radically diﬀerent.
In one sense, a community can be akin to a neighbourhood or an ethnicity: you might
talk about the large Filipino community in the West End, for example, or even the
community of the West End itself. And these are communities which require little or
no agency to “join,” as it were. If you’re Filipino, you’re part of the Filipino community.
If you live in the West End, you’re part of the West End community. If you go to the
Community Centre, you’re not going to be polled about whether you’re a card-carrying
member of the community; it’s assumed that by attending a community centre you
must be proximal to it, and therefore part of its community, either in the immediate
sense or of the community at large.
This, however, belies the fact that one might, in addition to being a member of
a given community, rather be an active member of that same community. If you attend
meetings of the Portuguese Association, if you make social calls to check on the elderly
among the Portuguese community, if you’re a regular face at Portuguese cultural
events, then you might well be said to be an active member of the West End’s
Portuguese community. To participate in one’s community is still a choice, an act of
agency; and one might just as well withdraw from a community, or even work against
the community, a sentiment that is often considered to apply to the criminal elements
of the West End, who we say are even harming the community, though by their
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geographical location they are still its members, and cannot be removed from its ranks
by anything except relocation or death.
But there’s another sense of community still, which is of a voluntary community.
You might consider a church, joined in adulthood, to be this sort of community; a
sports league, or a gaming league, recreational and social groups of all kinds: these sorts
of communities must be sought out and interacted with, and they require a certain
amount of commitment and activity to make it into their ranks (which will probably be
stratified by popularity or length of tenure). Once joined, however, a voluntary
community will brook a level of subsequent delinquency. Life gets busy, and you stop
going to church, but after a couple months’ absence (during which hopefully someone’s
called to check on you), you can still walk back through the door and be greeted as a
community member. Or perhaps illness knocks you oﬀ the softball team; chances are,
if you’ve been there long enough, the team will show up after a game sometime with
beers and tales of exaggerated heroics.
The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse attempted, I believe, to exist at the confluence
of two sorts of communities. The first, which I shall talk mostly about here, was its
geographical community: Winnipeg’s West End. It sat directly on the border of two
low-income neighbourhoods, called the Spence Neighbourhood and the Daniel
MacIntyre-Saint Matthews Neighbourhood, both within the Minto district which
stretched further still to the west (Got that? Me neither. Imaginary maps with
imaginary boundaries). The West End was and is a singularly interesting and unique
neighbourhood and community, and I’ll talk about that a bit, but I’ll almost certainly
start to botch historical aspects if I try to get too detailed. Most of my knowledge is

18

based upon hearsay, the odd misremembered blog post, and assumptions fabricated out
of whole cloth.
The other sort of community which The Strong Badger embodied was very
much a voluntary one, a community which sociologically might be categorized as a
“Third Place” (about which more later), comprised of whoever walked through the
door regularly, whoever chatted with other regulars, whoever attended events and gave
creative input.
In the West End, there are a number of private clubs, largely Portuguese. For
their members, these no doubt also serve as a voluntary community. But were I to walk
through the door, by most accounts I’d be treated with suspicion and asked to leave.
Thus in order to facilitate a confluence of voluntary community and geographical
community, an ethos of inclusivity is vital (duh, you might say).
One of the most amazing things about the Strong Badger was how within the
same space people might experience both familial familiarity and a collision of
disparate worlds. Because look: those who were regulars inevitably got to know others
who were regulars. And those who were regulars who lived in the neighbourhood
inevitably met neighbours they hadn’t met before, and were subsequently able to make
connections that they hadn’t previously made, and so both the voluntary community
and the active geographical community widened.
But! Some of the most incredible moments at the shop were when people from
outside of the neighbourhood ran headlong into people from the neighbourhood who
they might not have otherwise ever come in contact with. One of my favourite
memories is of a particular Portuguese regular, who as an individual with a mental
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disability was (and still is AOTW) living in the lamentably insuﬃcient care of the
state. One day, shortly before the municipal election, the incumbent mayor decided to
drop by for some palm-pushing and photo ops. And who should take a seat at his table
but this regular, who proceeded to regale Brian Bowman with his tales of being “a
millionaire” and “superman,” telling him about his glory days playing pro ball and how
he could throw a football all the way to New York, having no idea who he was talking
to until Brian very gamely told him. “You got it, Park Pontiac,” the regular replied.
Collision after collision after collision: these wonderful collisions can’t help but
widen our worldviews, can’t help but make us more compassionate human beings, can’t
help but open our eyes to the despair and brokenness inherent in humanity, as well as
to the hope and resiliency residing stubbornly therein.
The West End is certainly a unique community in terms of diversity;
demographically, it is AOTW the most ethnically diverse neighbourhood in the City of
Winnipeg. Anecdotally, I also believe that it is one of the most economically diverse,
comprising people from the entire economic spectrum except the top ten percent or
so. Other neighbourhoods, while perhaps encompassing those topmost elites, tend to
do so to the exclusion of the bottom fifty (to pull numbers out of my ass, but you get
the idea I’m trying to convey, and I’m pretty sure it’s more truthful than not). I could
wax on about other aspects of the West End: its walkability, its (relative) aﬀordability,
its history - but for me AOTW all paths of inquiry lead to one question:
Could the Strong Badger only exist in the West End, in Winnipeg? And surely in
a sense, since it was opened there and was shaped by the people there, the answer is
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always already yes. But sometimes I think about whether I would be strictly limited to
that neighbourhood if I decided to open again.
This is especially interesting to me because, though I have maintained many
connections to the West End (and could resuscitate many more, I believe), I have since
moved away from the neighbourhood which adopted me and my upstart little coﬀee
shop. When time came for my partner and I to look for a house, the question of
whether we would only consider the West End inevitably emerged. Though the vast
majority of properties we examined were, in fact, in the West End, eventually the
answer was “no,” and we ended up far to the north, no longer even within walking
distance of the neighbourhood I’d come to love.
Curiously, though it seems like a century ago, I must remind myself that for the
first seven months of the Badger’s existence I didn’t actually live in the West End
either. I was staying with my parents far to the south in the Tuxedo neighbourhood,
because by their generosity they’d welcomed me back as a freeloading late-twentysomething so that I wouldn’t be worrying about paying rent while in the burgeoning
stages of small business ownership. And even during those seven months I was able to
make innumerable community connections. Thus, being a commuter wouldn’t
necessarily have been a death sentence either, though I’ll admit that I felt something of
a fraud swooping into the West End and espousing neighbourhood values and then
swooping away again at the end of each day. I still felt guilt even after I’d moved into
the neighbourhood, because our apartment was on the “other side” (that is, the west
side) of Arlington Street, which artery served as a demarcation between the grittier,
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more urban part of the neighbourhood, and the part that had been somewhat
gentrified.
I could think out loud about these issues of neighbourhood and place for a
damn long time. Gentrification, for example, must unavoidably be confronted,
especially in cases where someone more wealthy (and white) chooses to adopt a more
impoverished (and non-white) neighbourhood as their own. I heard many residents
speak fearfully about the growing influx of people who’d been priced out of the nowlucrative Wolseley housing market moving to the West End; landlords, seeking “safer”
tenants, took to them eagerly, and housing prices have subsequently begun to creep
upwards. There are thankfully few examples of moneyed businesses setting up shop,
but I have personal experience of predatory house-flippers taking advantage of the
relatively low house prices, which they subsequently double and put out of the average
resident’s reach for the cost of a can of paint. Though I was deeply gratified to hear
from many longtime residents that they considered my eﬀorts staunchly antigentrification, it’s still necessary to recognize and interrogate the sheer volume of
privilege that allowed me (and would allow me again) to choose to set up shop there.
But then, how to improve conditions for the people living there when the
capitalist model seems to prescribe gentrification as the only option? Surely the best
course of action is to push out the criminal element and invest capital in the
neighbourhood! Except then the criminal element simply relocates, and an increase in
corporate capital means an increase in the cost of housing and amenities, and suddenly
the neighbourhood is middle-class. No, improvement needs to come from the
community level, and must address the root causes of crime, and poverty, and
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inequality. Capital investments and shiny new houses won’t put a stop to slum landlords
and welfare subsistence; it will only push it elsewhere. Power for positive nongentrified change belongs in the hands of the people. All we can say, I think, for the
purposes of this Badger-related reflection is that the ways in which we relate to
communities are exceedingly complex and impossible to implement with any measure
of perfection. I firmly believe that the operative attitude is one of humility, and such an
attitude would be necessary for any community-based initiative that might take shape
in the future.
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Dreams: A Church in Europe

OK look so I know that the history of the capital-C Church in Europe is
extremely fraught, and you should definitely understand that I have a deep-seated
mistrust of any sort of institutional Church in general. That’s not what this is about.
It’s a dream sequence, after all. There are far more learned folks than me unpacking the
complex history and convoluted persistence of the Church. When I talk about my
sense of “church” here, you can also rather envision places like a Sikh temple, with their
doctrines of hospitality, or certain genuses of Buddhist temple, with open doors and
incense perpetually burning.
I’ve spent a bit of time in Europe, and something I noticed along the way was
that certain of the churches there, usually the larger, older, more ornate, Catholic ones,
had a very nearly round-the-clock open door policy. Many of the churches of Jerusalem
did a similar thing, and I’m sure there are countless more that I haven’t personally
experienced; but it’s my dream we’re having here. I recall in particular the cathedral in
old Avignon, where you could go in at any time and drop a coin in the collection box,
and in return you’d get a candle you could take over to the little chapel on the side and
light it and sit and pray.
Two things: first, that there was a quiet area away from the larger church where
you could go to be (sometimes) alone, or (more often) sitting in silence with a few
others, likewise lost in their thoughts and prayers. Second, that it was (almost always)
accessible. Surely part of this accessibility, especially on the part of the fancier and
older churches, was that having open doors allowed the tourists to flow through, with
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their pockets full of coins fresh from the money-changers; and also that these large
churches belonged to institutions that had codified indentured servitude among its
members, such that they could always have a priest or a deacon or something hanging
around keeping an eye on things. Often these latter guardians lurked in the corners, or
sometimes in a gift shop; it was unclear to me whether they could be approached for
help with spiritual matters, and from France to Belgium to Germany to Poland to
Palestine I never had the language skills to attempt it.
But the image of the accessible spiritual space stuck with me.
When I was a child my family attended a modern United Church in Winnipeg.
I distinctly remember needing to go there once in the middle of a weekday - perhaps
I’d left something behind the previous Sunday - and experiencing a childish sense of
terror. For, in my mind, the Church was a place for Sundays. Surely nobody would be
there on a weekday; what could they be doing? There was no service to be put on. Even
going to the church on Christmas Eve seemed strange, like a kind of invasion, creeping
toward the narthex in out of the dark rather than through the haze of morning.
I recall a sense, also, that I would be in “trouble” for going to the church during
the day. And surely when I rang the bell and was answered by the minister, Eleanor, I
tripped over my young self with apologies for the intrusion. Eleanor, with a quiet voice
that still seemed to fill the empty narthex, said something like “no no, people are
always welcome in the church.” And I thought to myself: really? Who knows about
this? Is it a secret? Why’s the door locked then?
Of course I mean in no way to pick on the United Church specifically; virtually
any mainstream church I’ve encountered in the Western world, outside of tourist
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destinations, operates the same way: often the pastor and an administrator are present
during the week, but the doors are locked. On Sundays, the place isn’t even open until
half an hour before the service, and if you show up too early, or you’ve got to rehearse
something for the worship team, you’ve got to wait around until someone gets there
who has a key.
And of course I get it: there can’t be someone there all the time, and even if
there is, what if they’re busy? A pastor can’t well host a marriage counselling session
and be jumping up all the time to make sure nobody’s pissing in the sanctuary. There
are valuables to be pilfered, if not golden crosses then computers and microphones.
Sure you can whip out old Matthew 5:40-42, but look, practically speaking, if the sound
board goes missing it’s a big fucking deal, because then you can’t put the sermon online
for churchgoers who are ill or homebound, and to replace it you’ve either got to stretch
a shoestring budget or hold a fundraiser that’s way too much work for a meager return.
Not only that, but there’s the emotional toll of having your shit taken from you. I was
lucky at the Badger in that shoplifting was rare, and the merchandise was generally of
low monetary value. But even so, it hurts, every time something small that you ordered
yourself and put a price sticker on and arranged on the shelf just so is suddenly
conspicuously absent, it hurts a bit. People, God love them, just aren’t to be trusted.
Part of the root problem, as I see it, and as with so many other things, is the
absence of a tight geographically-centric community of care. If the closest parishioner
lives blocks away from the church, and the average person is ten minutes away by car,
it’s not easy for people to keep an eye on things. And if your church is smack in the
middle of a dense urban environment for which it was never designed, you’ll have more
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strangers than friends walking through the doors. Some will scream at me: “that’s the
point!” but I can attest that, if the church or coﬀee shop or bookstore is truly run like a
community (that is, with a small support staﬀ), it’s easy to be completely overwhelmed
by the sheer volume of humanity that can make its way into your space. There’s a
reason that human communities, naturally formed, tend to top out in the low
thousands. Though you can argue about the specifics all day, googling “Dunbar’s
Number” makes at least for some thought-provoking reading.
And it’s not that the European churches are overcoming this particular root
problem. In large part, their open-door policies are designed to maximize the sheer
number of humans who come into firing range of their collection boxes. But for my
part I found comfort in being able to go to a quiet place, light a candle, sit
contemplatively and pray, and in fact to be able to walk right out of there without
getting into a big (or even a cursory) conversation. Access to such an environment can
be a balm to someone in a certain low-octane stage of desolation, who just needs
someplace that isn’t a crowded street and isn’t a claustrophobic apartment to sit in
silence and listen for the small, still inner voice of God. It’s when you start to flirt with
higher-octane desolation that it becomes more necessary to have a community of care
in place, which tends to be fostered and maintained in times of greater consolation.
The loose dream I had was stoked a little further when I spent a week in the
tourist-monastery community of Taize. Their chapel (disclosure: I never tried to enter
outside of their standard thrice-daily prayer hours, so I can’t speak to its accessibility)
was a space of enforced silence, such that even filled with a thousand people it was
quieter than a library. You could go in, take oﬀ your shoes at the edge of the space ( I
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love little ceremonial touches like that), and sit in silence with your prayers and
thoughts until the contemplative, chant-based service began.
So the dream, then, was of some kind of space like that here in Winnipeg.
Probably divided in two; a back area to serve the needs of coﬀee and conversation, and
a front area that was something like a chapel, complete with candles to light and
cushions or benches. Maybe there would be prayer services a few times a day, but
otherwise it would always be open for people to pray and contemplate as they liked.
Being a dream, the practical aspect of staﬃng was never really sussed out; one idea I
had, concurrent with the classic dream of possessing virtually infinite monetary wealth,
was simply to employ a pair of full-time spiritual directors there, who between the two
of them would keep the doors unlocked and the place supervised between dawn and
dusk or so, and in times of overlap would be available for private counselling or what
have you. Or maybe I could run the place, on donations or something, a sort of
charmingly unqualified spiritual guide adopting a monklike existence. It’s the kind of
thing (like “independent coﬀee shop owner”) that sounds really cool in the realm of
dreams, and can become as exhausting and life-draining as any other human pursuit
once exposed to the harsh climate of the real world.
But it was, and is, an encouraging dream.
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Badassery, Inclusiveness, and Authenticity

Let’s swing back to the beginning of things for a moment. As I might’ve
mentioned, one of the precipitating events for the original Badger idea was, in fact, a
gripe. That is: in the years leading up to the Badger opening in 2016, there had been a
number of exciting new coﬀee shops to hit the Winnipeg scene, inspired by the socalled “third-wave” of coﬀee shop culture, colloquially and somewhat derisively also
labelled “hipster” coﬀee. Third wave coﬀee shops, though well established in the
States, were a relative novelty in Winnipeg (though are proceeding into their latecapitalist metamorphoses AOTW, on which more in the section “Finances and Wild
Speculation”). Their aesthetic is decidedly minimalist, their demographic young, and
their jeans tight and rolled up at the ankles.
Something that struck me, and indeed many of my friends as well, was that we
often didn’t feel welcome during our visits to these much-touted third-wave
establishments. We didn’t fit the aesthetic, didn’t understand the menu, and certainly
didn’t feel “cool enough” to be there. The atmosphere seemed almost stifling to
anybody not adhering to their target demographic. This coupled with anecdotal stories
about snobbishness on the part of their staﬀ and owners made these coﬀee shops seem
like hostile environments to anybody not “in the know.”
The claustrophobia-inducing sense of exclusivity on the part of the new shops
was part of my motivation to open a shop that was conversely as inclusive as possible; a
desire, in part, which led me to the West End. To my thinking (again I must
acknowledge the privilege I have as a white male in being able to think this way), if I
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were to set up shop in one of the more “hip” neighbourhoods, for all my desire for an
ethos of inclusivity, the chances of people walking through the door who didn’t fit the
upper-middle-class-white demographic of which I was a part were low to nil. Thus,
geographical place would in part determine whether I even had the chance to cultivate
a truly inclusive Strong Badger.
The successes of the Badger in regards to inclusiveness are detailed all over the
place in this document, so I’ll try not to repeat myself too much here. What I want to
draw attention to in this chapter is actually a tension that I discovered lurking below
the surface for me. If you read this section and are left saying “well, it’s all about his
ego,” I won’t argue with you. But I think an enormous part of the tension I felt, though
certainly bounded with issues of ego and self-image, had to do with authenticity.
Authenticity, probably more than moral fibre or integrity, has tended to guide
many of my gut-level reactions to events throughout my life. If I feel I’m not being
authentic then I’m immediately uncomfortable. Again, this might have more to do
with image: while I would certainly feel guilt about stealing, I would feel crushed to be
perceived by others as a thief. I get hung up on silly things, like if I’m about to call
someone “my friend,” a whole complex Rube Goldberg machine starts up in my head
where I’ll try to decide if the person actually is a friend, or perhaps more of an
acquaintance, or maybe they’re a family member or a co-worker and it might be more
appropriate to call them such, and on and on, and before you know it there’s been one
hell of an awkward silence. It’s a more complex version of the conundrum that occurs
when someone, a customer or a cashier, casually says “how are you?” and you have to
balance giving a quick response to keep the social interaction moving with being
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honest, because the honest answer to “how are you?” would surely involve a
conversation long into the evening and necessitate a lot of strong coﬀee. I think in
some ways these little repetitive inauthenticities can tend to build up our tolerance
(and I’ll use the word “our” so it doesn’t feel like I’m just interrogating my own feelings,
but that maybe there’s a more universal meaning to be grasped) for expressing
ourselves in ways that fall short of true authenticity.
I certainly found, for example, that my own feelings of expressing myself
authentically were directly at odds with a customer-service setting. Somehow I always
thought that once I was the owner of my own shop I’d be able to say and do whatever I
pleased (within reason, for there’s no need to ever be cruel or unkind). But insidiously
present was fear that an honest rebuttal to, say, someone being rude or expressing a
political view I found problematic or saying something un-pc might conclude with a
one-star review on Google or a nasty rumour about my integrity or a whole social circle
boycotting the Badger, and BAM, financial ruin! All from one overzealous assertion (or
so my fears told me)! So I found myself adopting a coﬀee shop persona that was a
balance: I expressed my own views to an extent, I used strong language, I talked about
myself, but when push came to shove I was generally unwilling to rock somebody’s
boat. After closing the Badger, having spent nearly three years in my coﬀee shop
persona for ten or twelve hours a day, I found it took several months to unearth my
own real personality again in all but my most intimate relationships.
A further tension, sometimes, was between this very desire to express myself
authentically and the desire to be inclusive. So when I wanted to put some avant-garde
jazz on the stereo I might resist, because my older clientele tended to prefer relaxing
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music, and I feared driving customers away (and then they tell their friends to stay
away from the place with crazy music, and then inevitable financial ruin, etc etc etc).
Maybe the whole issue is the fact that the Badger was run as a sort of extension
of myself, in theory, rather than as an entity of its own; instead of being authentic to
itself, to its own internal logic and vision, it had to try to be authentic to me, except the
concept of me (as with the concept of anyone) is ever in flux, changes with seasons and
moods, and certainly has very little in the way of consistent commercial viability. Here
I was, a 27-year-old, trying to appeal to high schoolers, my contemporaries, hipsters,
hippies, the cool, the uncool, the middle-aged, and the elderly, all within six hundred
square feet!
Say an elderly couple came in, obviously visiting from a more sheltered
neighbourhood. I certainly wanted to be welcoming to them. But then say one of the
troubled neighbourhood regulars came in; suddenly I wanted to be welcoming to the
neighbourhood regular, but was also fully aware that they were making the elderly
couple uncomfortable! Or say I was in the mood for wild jazz, and the place was full of
younger people enjoying the music, and then a few of my other regulars came in,
expecting the normal relaxing ambiance - suddenly they were uncomfortable, and so I
was uncomfortable, and trapped between two diﬀerent authenticities: that of myself
and my own tastes and preferences and expressions, and that of my commitment not
only to being inclusive and welcoming, but also to extending what compassion and
friendship I could to anybody, regardless of whether they matched my own personal
demographic.
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To their credit, a great majority of my regulars of all ages and inclinations not
only recognized this tension but also embraced it. These people were able to roll with
the punches because they had a deeper understanding of what the Badger was all
about, and perhaps more practised comfort existing in those dissident liminal spaces.
Many of them were far more adept at finding peace in the tension than I was. But it’s
hard to run a badass countercultural coﬀee shop and also want everyone to be able to
find comfort there.
Perhaps, in my mind, I was trying to do too much. Perhaps it might’ve been
better to at least focus my demographic lens a bit, to commit to expressing my more
radical principles come hell or high water. But for me it always came down to the
financial necessity of having as many customers come in as possible, even though that
was never my goal. Could it be that an unhealthy relationship with money and finances
was driving me to inauthentic self expression?
Well yes, that’s probably about right. But I’m circling a truth that’s deeper still,
I think. How diﬀerent would it have been if, instead of being The Badger, I could’ve
been a step removed? How would things have changed if I had a team of employees to
direct in their conduct and practices, if I had emotional space to write and reflect
every day on specific instances and how they could’ve been improved, if I’d felt able to
really act with intention upon my conflicted feelings? At the crux of it all is having the
mental and emotional energy to process authenticity in real-time and in retrospect;
having the wherewithal to develop an intentional approach to the confluence between
inclusiveness and authenticity.
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At the Badger, it often felt like days, people, and events were crashing over me
like waves in the ocean. As soon as I’d stood back up, another wave would come along
and take my feet out from under me again. Had I been able to keep my balance,
perhaps I’d’ve been able to approach the issue directly, with intention, and therefore
integrity; that is, like a real badass.
And somehow, the Badger persisted nonetheless.
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Dreams: A Basement in Berlin

OK look, it was like something out of a movie: one night in Berlin, looking for
something to do, I stumbled upon a bar that advertised live jazz. I’ve since forgotten
the name and even the approximate location of the bar, and I have no idea how I’d find
it again if even I wanted to; that’s not the point. Anyone who’s ever tried to will
themselves back into a particular dream they’ve experienced once before knows that
it’s a fool’s errand.
Regardless, this night I ended up in the bar, which seemed like any other
European bar, and there were no musicians in sight. In hopeless German I asked the
bartender where the music was, and he directed me down a flight of stairs I hadn’t
noticed before, hidden behind a wall, and straight into a scene which I fear I’ll fail to
describe, and am probably re-inventing as I go. It’s possible the place I’m describing
never existed at all.
The basement was a long, narrow room shaped like a rounded tunnel and made
entirely from brick. Long wooden tables were set up in rows all facing a stage at the far
end. And on the stage was one of the most incredible bands I’ve ever seen perform live,
probably a loose society of musicians as some came and some went as the night wore
on. The bandleader was an older man who played the clarinet; there was a trumpet
player, a trombonist, a piano player, and a guitarist; my memory won’t quite give up on
the impression that there was a tuba player instead of a traditional upright bassist, but
the notion seems just outlandish enough that it would’ve left a more definite
impression in my mind, so I’m skeptical of my own inclination. They were deep in the
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throes of some classic 40s-era swing music, and the musicianship of the performers
was top-notch.
It struck me in retrospect that the basement was very much a performance
venue, though I remember no cover charge. The bar was upstairs, so to get more beer
you had to leave the atmosphere of the basement (not to mention your seat at the
table, which became more and more a hot commodity as the night went on). Nobody
was pressuring you to buy another drink.
This was one of those dreams whose specific meaning is almost impossible to
distill into words. Whether it even might be said to have a meaning at all is
questionable: it’s more about an impression, a feeling, the afterimage where you wake
up and feel like you’ve left a part of you behind in the dream itself, and your lost pieces
of self drift back towards you through the morning like diehard revellers stumbling
home from a party as dawn is breaking. The music, bouncing oﬀ those old brick walls,
focused by the narrow layout just like the idle chatter was amplified, was enough to
lose yourself in.
Like any good dream, really: enough to lose yourself in.
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The Blessings

How can I write enough about the blessings of The Strong Badger? If I were to
sit here and enumerate them all, the list would probably be as long as the rest of this
little book, and it honestly wouldn’t make for compelling reading. From the veritable
army of people who helped me throw the fundraising social to the phalanx of folks who
lent their skills during the months spent preparing to open to all those who supported
the living Badger in ways as diverse and beautiful as they were themselves, the love and
support of an incredible number of people sustained me through every challenge I
faced.
I want in this section to highlight a few specific memories and occurrences that
helped give me the strength to unlock the doors every day. Also see the “Creative
Expressions” interlude, as any of those expressions would also fit under this heading of
“Blessings.”
In the months following the opening of the Badger I watched as person after
person first discovered the shop and then, after some probing and a return visit or two,
began to figure out what it was all about. As they did, I began hearing what would
become a pretty constant chorus of aﬃrming feedback. This was of course extremely
gratifying, and a well-placed word of encouragement or an appreciative note left
behind could sometimes be just the thing to get me through a diﬃcult week.
More encouraging still, though, were the people who lived out the praise that
they lavished upon me. That is to say, those people who didn’t just say nice things, but
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who came back time and time again, who became regulars, and who participated in the
community of the Badger.
Nobody was more supportive of the Badger in this participatory manner than a
group of people belonging to the Watershed Community, a longtime West End house
church. These folks were among the first to discover the Badger and became some of
the most faithful regulars, as well as comprising a good fifty percent of the biweekly
open mic attendees. They have, in fact, continued to support me AOTW, as my
current employer is one of their foundational members and a dear friend.
They imparted a particular early blessing upon me around Christmastime, 2016.
The Badger had been open for just under six months. Things were pretty touch-and-go
at that point, as in the early days of most small businesses: hand-to-mouth was the
name of the game. A couple from the Watershed Community invited Sarah and I over
for dinner. We weren’t sure what to expect, since our friendship with them was still in
its infancy. But even the gesture alone made an impact. Someone had reached beyond
the sphere of the Badger to welcome us into their own space, into their home!
Suddenly I felt more acutely than ever that maybe what I was doing at the Badger had
implications and reverberations outside the confines of the shop itself. Then, when the
wonderful dinner was over, they lavished one more encouragement upon us: a gift of
some financial help.
I point to this moment as one of the greatest blessings of those early days not
because it involved somebody gifting me money in a time of need, but because of the
reassurance it represented. At the end of 2016 I was staring down the barrel of a new
year, elated but tired, trembling with doubts and fears. And here, unbidden, came a
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sign that people valued me and the Badger project - so much so that they wanted to
contribute in a significant way! I was deeply comforted. My latent doubts, those
internal voices questioning whether I was on the “right” track, were spurned by
Watershed’s aﬃrmation, and it made a big impact upon me in the early days of small
business ownership.
This wasn’t the last time the Watershed Community would come together
around me in a big way, either.
In the spring of 2018 I experienced total burnout. The Strong Badger was
sustaining itself, but nothing more. Curt, the only person to ever actually be on the
Badger payroll, was still working just two shifts per week. Though I’d’ve loved to, I
couldn’t aﬀord to give him even one shift more. I was struggling to see the way
forward: how could I improve things? How could I pull myself out of this deadly cycle
of burnout and exhaustion? To make matters worse, the end of my lease was looming
less than a year away, at which point I would have to decide whether to re-sign for
another multi-year term.
I decided it was time to reach out for advice, to seek help from the
communities that had so eagerly embraced the Badger. Naturally my first call was to
the Watershed folks. Once again Paul and Bev welcomed Sarah and I into their home,
and along with Cal and Linda we enjoyed a couple of long afternoon coﬀees there.
They helped me work through a few of my hangups (Brock: “What if God wants me to
keep the Badger going indefinitely?” Paul: “You have to realize that if God wants
something, he can make it happen with or without you. It’s his responsibility, not
yours”) and oﬀered reassuring encouragement (Bev: “Remember that we care about you
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more than we care about the Badger - if the Badger can only keep going at the expense
of your well-being, then it’s not worth it”).
Finally, they pointed out that it was always diﬃcult, and sometimes impossible,
to take a detailed, objective look at a situation while you were in the midst of it - let
alone while you were in the midst of it and dealing with exhaustion and burnout. So
they oﬀered a solution: they would cover the cost of some time oﬀ for me, a month’s
worth of rest and reflection.
It seemed like too much. Taking care of my well-being wasn’t their
responsibility; it was mine. They would see no tangible return on their investment. Was
I taking advantage of their generosity? Would the Badger regulars understand? Did I
deserve it? So many doubts.
It was Sarah who convinced me to accept their oﬀer, after a gentle, thoughtful
campaign of persuasion. It was an opportunity that wouldn’t come around again, she
argued, and an earnest gift from people who cared about me. They wouldn’t propose it
if they didn’t want me to accept. Freely receive, freely give.
That’s how I ended up closing the shop for a month in August 2018. I spent a
week on a silent retreat at St. Benedict’s Monastery, where from the moment I stopped
working and began to rest I caught the most brutal cold of my life (surprising nobody).
I spent the next three weeks at home meeting with friends, watching baseball, reading,
and sleeping - lots of sleeping.
With space for reflection and introspection I began to understand, as though
thawing out after having been frozen, that this Badger life I was living wasn’t remotely
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sustainable. Either something dramatic would have to change, or when the lease came
up for renewal in eight months I would have to make a very diﬃcult decision.
Around this same time I also reached out to another community that had
played a big role in the Badger’s early development. Little Flowers is also a West End
house church - and it’s worth noting that these two weren’t the only house churches I
encountered in the West End, which boasts many people trying to live out smaller,
more organic, community-minded expressions of faith. The Little Flowers folks, taking
as their mandate an ideology of peace, simplicity, and sustainability inspired by
Franciscan and Anabaptist traditions, rallied around the Badger almost immediately
and became some of its most ardent supporters and friends.
I met Jamie A-R for coﬀee one day. We headed to X-Cues, a West End
establishment a few blocks east of the Badger on Sargent, because I figured it would be
easier to have a private conversation there than at the shop where interruptions would
be certain. Jamie is a kind, thoughtful, and community-centric person, and he listened
patiently as I rambled in circles about the Badger and community and introversion and
finances.
Jamie echoed what Paul had said: it’s not up to you to “make” things happen. If
God wants something to happen, he can incarnate it with or without your help (I
realize that there are issues with my phrasing of this idea, and that you could probably
write a book about the theological-epistemological implications involved, but you
understand what I mean in a Badger-context). He also encouraged me to “think outside
the box” for ways to make the Badger more sustainable - though he was quick to note
that he meant it in terms of thinking beyond the traditional capitalist model of small
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business ownership, rather than in terms of the frequently toxic allure of side hustle
culture that teaches us to monetize not only our hobbies but all of our self expressions,
and on the evils of which you could certainly write another book as well.
From this meeting came yet a further blessing. Lindsay A, one of the Little
Flowers, conspired with Jamie to plant the seeds for a circle of volunteers who could
help me at the Badger. She reached out to people within the Little Flowers community
and other communities as well, and before long I had a list of folks who signed up for a
rotation of Monday shifts: Curt, my employee, would open the shop and work the day,
and then a pair of volunteers would trade oﬀ with him and close things down. This
meant that I would actually have a two-day weekend for the first time in years.
The volunteers were also ready and willing to help out in a pinch. When I
needed to get to a doctor’s appointment I could send out an appeal for help, and
someone would unfailingly be willing to step in. So to the volunteers I owe much
gratitude: Bev, Chris, Diane, Breanna (Drake), Jesse, Penny, and Ryan; to which list
Lindsay and Jamie must be added for their role in bringing the whole caper together.
Naturally Mark H, Purple (Merridy), and my dear Sarah (who has her own chapter
further on) were also volunteers who served independently of this later, more
formalized corps.
I’ll also add here how lucky I was to have three students work at the Badger at
various times: Anak and Neesha through the Spence Neighbourhood Association’s
“First Jobs for Youth” program, and Abby through the Maples Met’s Student Internship
Program.
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A few of the Little Flowers folks have had a long-standing weekly supper night,
in conjunction with some members of another house church called Many Rooms. Just
as when the Watershed group invited us for dinner, when this supper “club” extended
an invitation it gave me the unparalleled sense that the Badger was existing and having
an impact beyond the physical space of the coﬀee shop. Maybe, I thought, I wasn’t just
valuable to these people I’d met through the Badger at the Badger; maybe they valued
me outside of its confines as well! It was a wonderful feeling to have people reach out
in such a way. I only managed to actually attend the suppers two or three times, but the
continued invites and gestures of welcome were not wasted on me: they were a source
of great encouragement.
No enumeration of the blessings of the Badger could possibly be complete
without a mention of Curt F, who became the first and only person to oﬃcially be on
the Strong Badger payroll, and who saved my ass more times than I could possibly
count.
It’s always funny to reflect upon your first impressions of someone after having
known them for many years. When Curt arrived at the Badger and introduced himself,
I remember getting a sort of surly vibe oﬀ of him, and when he handed me his resume
I put it with the others I’d received: another one in an unremarkable stack. But then a
few people in the Badger community mentioned that they knew Curt and
recommended him to me highly; this coupled with Curt’s willingness to volunteer as he
learned the ropes was enough to convince me to give him a shot.
My initial impressions of surliness couldn’t have been further from the truth.
Curt proved to be a thoughtful, compassionate, and intelligent person. He began to
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open up a bit after a few shifts together, much to my delight; and then as he started
taking shifts alone he began to open up to the customers and regulars as well - this I
heard from bemused regulars who gossiped happily that they were finally really actually
getting to know him.
To top it all oﬀ, Curt was reliable as hell. He’d show up like clockwork, such
that his two shifts became opening shifts, and I never feared that the shop might not
open up on time. He was meticulous in his attention to detail, and quite fearless in his
dealing with some of the more diﬃcult problem customers. In his staunch reliability he
was able to give me some much needed (though all too brief) space away from the shop,
and I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to fully express my gratitude to him.
I couldn’t possibly neglect to speak, at least briefly, about the folks at First
Lutheran Church. First Lutheran is a big old red-brick church just south of Sargent on
Victor Street. You could see its big towers clearly from the front window of the Badger.
Though they always bemoaned the fact that I was closed on Sundays and thus
inaccessible for after-church coﬀees, the folks there were some of the Badger’s most
stalwart supporters. Michael, the pastor, endeavoured to hold every meeting he could
in the Badger’s front room. And Melinda, the church’s other staﬀer, became at first a
clockwork regular and then before long a good friend. I have no end of stories about
her kindness and cheerful presence.
One that sticks in my mind was when, upon reading about a new coﬀee trend,
she showed up at the Badger with a can of tonic water in hand, enthusiastically
convincing me to make her an espresso and tonic (which of course I tried, but as I told
Melinda, quinine was never my thing). Another day, on “Reformation Day” (the
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anniversary of the day Martin Luther nailed his theses to the door of All Saints’
Church), she showed up with an enormous beer stein emblazoned with the bust of
Martin Luther himself, and convinced me to make an enormous latte to fill the stein. I
don’t think I quite filled it, because to do so might have constituted a life-threatening
dose of coﬀee, but I did my best.
One of the most touching events of my Badger career took place on my
birthday in March, 2019. This was a month or so after the release of the Strong Badger
novel, and the characters in the novel frequently patronize their local Beer Hall, which
specializes in a proprietary “mead beer.” Melinda and her husband Brock (!) had been
home-brewing various delicious beers for quite some time. And for my birthday, they
showed up at the Badger with bottles of custom-brewed mead beer, complete with
labels advertising it as nothing less than “Strong Badger Mead Beer.” I struggled with
deciding whether to drink the mead beers or save them forever; in the end I
compromised. The beer was delicious, and I still have one unopened bottle in my
possession.
Let us move on to the story of a source of blessing that cast a constant but everchanging light over the Badger’s trajectory. After first securing the lease on 679 Sargent,
I reached out to two local neighbourhood organizations for guidance: the Spence and
the Daniel MacIntyre-Saint Matthews Neighbourhood Associations. In conjunction
with these two groups I arranged to hold a community consultation, which was
basically a round-table where I presented and talked about my vision for the Badger,
and then I invited feedback, questions, and comments from the people present.
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We held the consultation in the DMSMCA building, and I was predictably
nervous. Not only was I engaging in the dreaded public speaking, but I was leading the
whole meeting as well! But it ended up being the perfect turnout: all the chairs around
the table were full, but there was nobody without a seat; probably around 20 people
came out (I’m sure I have the exact number somewhere). The discussion was lively (and
caﬀeinated), and people weren’t shy about sharing their opinions.
One woman in particular seemed very engaged throughout, and we chatted
afterwards a bit. Her name was Cora, a West Ender who was thinking about baking
professionally, and she oﬀered to make pies for me to sell at the shop.
Her vision morphed away from pie and towards a very unique niche: sourdough
bread. She secured space at a commercial kitchen and began selling her bread at
markets as well as by a subscription model, for which the Badger served as a pick-up
point. She held an information night at the coﬀeehouse for people curious about
sourdough bread, and shortly began presenting regular workshops to teach people the
art of fermented baking.
We kept in touch throughout the process, commiserating about commercial
kitchens and making a go of it as a small business, as an entrepreneur, and most of all,
as people trying to craft a business model outside of the usual late-capitalist milieu.
Cora had (and has) a deep passion for justice for marginalized people, for challenging
and tearing down the structures of oppression that have been erected by centuries of
colonialism, and for challenging a dominant hegemony that normalizes injustices of all
kinds. She is an inspiring person who surrounds herself with inspiring people, and I
highly recommend finding an opportunity to talk with her about it all sometime.
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Thankfully, AOTW, you can find the physical manifestation of her vision quite
easily here in Winnipeg. It was no secret that Cora’s dream was to have a physical space
of her own, a home base from which her bakery, called Eadha (a Celtic term meaning
“endurance”) could go about its countercultural work. I watched (and hopefully, in a
small way, supported her) as she went through many of the same early struggles I did in
finding a suitable storefront and securing financing for the equipment she would need
to make her dream a reality.
She carved out her space in a little yellow building on Ellice Avenue in
Winnipeg, at number 577, with a big sign that proudly says “Sourdough Bakery.”
An essential part of her model, and one that has always inspired me, is to run
periodic fundraisers for local grassroots organizations. She’ll do a special oﬀering, often
phenomenal sourdough pizzas, and all of the proceeds will go towards her chosen
recipient.
The reason this is so inspiring (and so daunting an example to follow) stems
from the terrible reality of small business ownership’s myriad financial pitfalls. Even
“successful” small businesses are often beset by money troubles, and as the owner of a
business, money is always unfortunately a presence in your mind. So to see a business
where the owner repeatedly orchestrates days where the profit is flat-out given away is
an incredible thing. It belies a real commitment to a communal model of financial
support: because you know that as a small business with a devoted following, Eadha
could surely use that money for itself, to pay its own bills. But such is Cora’s
commitment to justice that she has said, through her actions rather than necessarily
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through words, that if her business is to exist at all then it must be part of the fabric of
its existence to support and encourage others outside of itself.
May we all aspire to follow such an example, where becoming a blessing to
others is part of the fabric of who we are!
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Dreams: A Brown Cafe

OK look, one of Ray Oldenburg’s favourite examples of a “Third Place” is the
classic British pub. There’s one on every corner, and when you go there, everyone’s a
regular. Now, I believe that the British pub model actually fails the Third Place test,
because such a place has traditionally been the stomping ground of men, and I find in
their modern incarnation they remain male-centric - perhaps somewhat less so - but
still not fulfilling the criteria of inclusivity that a true community space requires.
It’s so easy for an image like this to sweep your imagination away. I spent just a
few days in Amsterdam, in transit during a European trip in my early twenties, and I
was immediately captivated by their “Brown Cafes.” These are comparable to the
British pub in that they are widespread watering holes that often foster regulars. They
have a casual atmosphere and quirky, historical decor. But the thing that really grabbed
me, and which also gives these cafes their name, was the prevalence of dark, oily
woodwork all over the place. Every surface you see has been darkened by centuries of
tobacco smoke. It’s almost like you’ve stepped back in time; one brown cafe I visited
had an old brass cash register from the turn of the century, which they still used! I was
hell-bent on finding a similar item for the Badger, but dissuaded somewhat by the price
tag of the ones I found, which were in excess of a thousand dollars. Ah. Maybe next
time.
It’s hard to articulate what appeals to me so much about this pub aesthetic of
darkened wood, exposed beams, old panelling, leaded windows warped with age. Is it
beauty? Coziness? A sense of history? Surely it was all of these and more - a true gestalt
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formed from many sensations and amplified by their novelty to me, a North American
less used to venerable establishments that have existed for hundreds of years.
At the original Badger I found myself having to strike a balance; on the one
hand, I wanted everything to be dark woodwork; on the other hand, I felt that a
brighter colour scheme was necessary to avoid any impressions of seediness or a lack of
safety. So, in my best DIY attitude, I slapped a dark stain on any wood I could find, but
painted the walls a nice light green. My biggest gripe, which I never got around to
solving, was that the lighting was fluorescent and the ceiling made of ugly white
dropped tiles. I ended up removing half of the fluorescent bulbs to reduce their eﬀect,
and experimented for a while with lamps for lighting. Not exactly a Brown Cafe, but it
got the job done for a time.
I still think of the comfort of those dark wooden rooms, found in Amsterdam,
London, Dublin, and in many thousands of small towns besides, but found less here, in
a city with fewer years under its belt and new construction not made to last for
centuries as those old buildings were. In Amsterdam the musty woodwork of the
Brown Cafes is representative of the people, accessible to any neighbourhood regular
or tourist. If you’re lucky enough to find such ambience in Winnipeg, it’s probably been
co-opted by a gourmet steakhouse the price bracket of which restricts it to the élite.
Nothing would bring me greater joy than an old two-storey building and an unlimited
budget, the chance to bring ambience and comfort back into the realm of the everyday
person. Anyhow. I dream of dark woodwork.
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Boundaries and Problem Customers

We’re going to dive into some deep armchair auto-psychologizing for a moment
here, for which I apologize, and I promise we won’t keep at it for too awfully long. But
to really understand why it was so diﬃcult for me to keep running The Badger, apart
from the mostly standard challenges of small business ownership (long hours, stress,
money worries), it’s important to talk a little bit about how this particular badger ticks.
I am AOTW, and as far as I can tell have always been, a consummate peoplepleaser. So what, you say? What’s the harm? Being nice to people is, if anything, an
advantage in a small business/customer service environment. That’s one way to define
customer service: pleasing people!
Not so fast. People-pleasing is far more insidious than that.
It all starts, I think, with low self-esteem. And though I feel better about myself
AOTW than ever before, and have tended to improve my self-image with each passing
year, having a positive self-esteem has been an uphill struggle for me; if you go back far
enough, to the late teens and early twenties, you’ll even find elements of self-loathing,
as well as ideation tending towards the self-destructive. Because not everything is
simple, it’s impossible to boil it down to an if/then statement: since I have reasonable
self-esteem now, I can’t be a people-pleaser. It’s more something like: because I
struggled with self-esteem growing up, I developed a pattern of people-pleasing
behaviour. Though I’m AOTW (and was, even from the start of the Badger) in a far
better place mentally, these old habits and patterns of thinking and behaving are
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sneaky and tenacious. They’re ingrained like crazy, and yanking them out is
excruciating. That’s if you can even find them in the first place.
Grabbing a quick list of people-pleasing criteria from the Internet, let’s see how
accurate my self-diagnosis is. You need others to like you? Check. You have a hard time
saying “no”? Yup. You tend to agree even when you don’t really? Depends on my
comfort level with the person in question. I’ll argue with my friends endlessly, but I’ll
smile and nod when a stranger goes oﬀ-base. You struggle with authenticity? Why, just
read the “Badassery and Inclusiveness” section! People take advantage of you? You feel
frustrated and resentful?
So. At the Badger, when someone put their feet up on the chairs, it bugged me.
But did I say anything? Never. Did this breed resentment and frustration? Absolutely.
And those weren’t even the problem customers! Of course a list of criteria is also
reductive. Just because I have a hard time saying “no” doesn’t mean I never do it; in
fact I did it all the time! Not enough, I suppose, but you must acknowledge your
successes at least as much as your failures.
The issue of boundaries is preponderant here. Poor boundary-setting was my
own hellish form of self-sabotage at the Strong Badger. Brock, you say, surely you have
nobody to blame but yourself. And I’m not denying it! But take it from me: knowing
something intellectually (eg. I need to set better boundaries) and following up on it
with emotional energy (“Hey, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t eat your stinky dinner in
here”) are two entirely diﬀerent beasts. This is why I ended up staying late at the shop
some nights, because people were lingering after closing time and I wasn’t willing to
give them the boot. This is why some “customers” lingered for hours without buying
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anything, and I wasn’t for a minute going to insist they did. Though this ties into the
conflict between the inclusive mission of the Badger and the financial realities of a
small business, it also has to do with my own mental health, since quite often the folks
who would stick around for hours on a single cup of coﬀee were the same ones who
would talk my ear oﬀ all day. And of course even though I had every excuse to say “I
can’t talk, I’m busy,” I would never clench my teeth and actually say it. That would be
rude, wouldn’t it?
I can imagine all you readers shaking your collective heads. I know, I know, I
know.
Where this all really came to a head was with problem customers. Thankfully,
90 percent of Badger customers were utterly wonderful. They were respectful,
pleasant, and lavish with their praise and encouragement. Another 9 percent were
higher maintenance, but in such a way that I felt comfortable and able to guide their
behaviour. Many of the folks in this camp were ones who wouldn’t buy anything at all,
but just wanted to participate in the community, and in a way they were my bread and
butter. Sure, they took up energy that wasn’t directly related to the running-a-coﬀeeshop aspect of the Badger. But for me, in a big way, that was the whole point.
Then there’s the last percent or so. These are the mercifully few people who
would consistently cross boundaries, but who for whatever reason I often didn’t feel
comfortable confronting about it. Some of them would include people who had issues
with addiction. One winter, a lady came in a few times quite clearly high on meth. She
was woefully under-dressed for the weather, and wasn’t doing anything wrong; she was
just talking incessantly, acting erratically, and being generally tiresome. I wasn’t about
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to send her back out onto the wintry Winnipeg streets, but the days she made an
appearance were exhausting.
I can’t write about “problem customers” without addressing a particular
individual. I’m going to straddle a line here, because in no way do I desire to gossip or
talk smack about someone, especially when I was never able to address their behaviour
to their face. At the same time, however, if I’m talking about the emotional toll the
Badger took on me, I couldn’t honestly omit the often absurd and always infuriating
appearances of Mark S (NOT to be confused with Mark H, who appears throughout
this document as well, and is in every way an excellent and admirable human being).
Mark S has achieved a level of infamy in the West End (though not nearly as
much as he thinks) for his erratic behaviour, fits of anger, and extreme paranoia. He
also is known to some for being compassionate and attentive to the needs of elderly
residents. He’s certainly got extreme mental health issues, but I wouldn’t even take a
stab at diagnosing them. He talks constantly and lies compulsively, creating schemes in
his mind and magnifying his own abilities to enormous proportions. He’s also prone to
changing his attitude at the tip of a hat; one minute he’ll be talking fairly productively
about a community issue, and the next he’ll be swearing and talking about the “fucking
pigs” and how they’re “running the goddamn whores.” His rants have repetitive
themes: talking about his time in prison, the perceived injustice that landed him there,
the conspiratorial connections between local politicians, neighbourhood associations,
and the police, his saviour-complex in regards to his live-in partner, and his hatred for
people with drug addictions and anyone involved in sex work. Some themes came up so
often that I thought of making myself a bingo card.
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How did I learn all these things? Why, because Mark S came to the Strong
Badger almost Every. Single. Day. There were some rare weeks when I wouldn’t see
much of him, and other weeks where he went through an almost manic phase, coming
in and out sometimes four or five times in a single day. He was always quite fastidious
about buying a coﬀee when he came in, and for all his ranting and anger tended to be
complementary and appreciative of the Badger (which made it diﬃcult, at times, to be
thoroughly critical of him). Additionally, for all his mental instability he was quite
clever, never so completely out to lunch that you could just write him oﬀ.
All in all, he was the perfect nightmare for a people-pleasing outgoing introvert
with boundary issues.
I’d love to sit here AOTW and tell you that I confronted him or found a way to
deal with him or otherwise resolved the situation in a positive, productive, and healthy
manner. But the fact of the matter is that from the moment he first walked into the
Badger until the day I closed the doors, Mark S was the single most taxing, exhausting,
and negative person in my life. Every time he appeared feelings of hopelessness
overwhelmed me, because I knew deep down that it was going to be just like every
other time, that I wasn’t going to say or do anything, that I was going to have to listen
to his rants and his madness and his anger. One day when Mark was sitting in the front
room ranting and I was in the back doing dishes, an old demon called suicidal ideation
reappeared after a lengthy absence, and I quickly called my therapist to schedule my
first session in over a year.
I never “solved” the problem, never solved Mark. One of the only particularly
happy aspects of closing the Strong Badger was the thought that I would probably
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never have to see him again. And my biggest regret about the Badger, full stop, is that I
never managed to gather the courage or the resolve to confront him and assert my
boundaries in the context of my own coﬀee shop. It’s a depressing thought, to be sure,
as any regret is, especially for someone who prefers very much to live without them
(regrets, that is). But it’s also motivational, as I’ve found myself more inspired to set
firmer boundaries going forward in my strange, Badger-less future.
The thing about boundaries is that nothing is cut-and-dried. Situations are
always more complex than they seem, which is why large companies and organizations
come up with strict protocols and codifications in an attempt to corral as much
unpredictability as possible. This is also why such large, bureaucratically regimented
organizations tend to find their failures in the grey zone. The grey zone is where the
humanity lives.
This is it - the crux of the matter. To take a human approach, rather than an
institutional one, is to be compassionate; and to be compassionate is to invite and
engage with ambiguity. However, true compassion is complementary to a strong set of
personal boundaries. There’s nothing compassionate about letting someone walk all
over you, about pretending your own needs are irrelevant and the desires of others are
paramount. Such false humility is a rot that degrades relationships. In order to respect
a relationship, to maintain authenticity, and to model expectations - in other words, to
embody compassion - it’s necessary to be honest and assertive about one’s own
personal boundaries.
Of course I speak to myself. The corollary, I found, is that well-intentioned and
deeply self-respectful boundaries can rarely be conceived and executed in the heat of
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an interaction. The key, I believe, is having a game plan ahead of time; you must draw
up your lines well in advance. Visualization is a great help in this. If you can’t first
visualize yourself maintaining your boundaries with someone, then chances are you
won’t be successful in real life with same.
This is what I wish I’d done, and hope to God I’d be able to do if put in a
similar situation again: visualize, ever y day if I had to, myself firmly but
compassionately telling Mark S that his behaviour wasn’t appropriate. Telling Martin E
that he couldn’t talk about bombs in the shop, but that we could speak outside if he
wanted. Et cetera ad nauseam. So many memories.
Personally, I don’t think quickly on my feet. I like to step back and sometimes
ponderously look at things from a few diﬀerent vantage points before I weigh in. This
means that it’s more important for me than someone with a quicker mind to not just
rehearse but plan and construct their boundaries ahead of time, to declare internally
my immutable limits, to chart the regions beyond which none may venture. For even
when faced with the most overpowering charismatic personality, it is my responsibility
to hold fast; none are responsible for my reactions but me. This is a hard truth. It’s not
a truth, I think, to be approached with regret for past failures, but one to approach
with resolve and determination for a more truthful, more authentic, and more
compassionate future. Living well is a practice that must be embodied every single day.

57

Dreams: A Bookshop in Galiano

OK look, to explain my connection to Galiano Island could take a while; suﬃce
it to say that Galiano is one of the southern Gulf Islands between Vancouver and
Victoria, British Columbia, and that my parents have adopted it almost as a second
home. In the spring of 2018 they very generously gifted Sarah and I a quick trip with
them to the island, four days including travel, my first time travelling since opening the
Badger. It took a bit of convincing, but eventually I agreed to take them up on it.
Galiano is a magical place. It’s relatively undeveloped, with winding, narrow
roads and tons of forest and nature. There’s a “downtown” centred around the ferry
terminal, which includes a small grocery store, bakery, hotel, and Galiano Island Books,
a modest independent bookstore that is extremely involved in Canada’s literary scene.
There’s also, further inland, a few restaurants and shops, and a building with a
farmer’s market and a tiny cafe that has one of the only functioning lever espresso
machines that I’ve ever personally seen (another being a Victoria Arduino at Caﬀe
Fantastico in Victoria, about which more in “The Future”).
Galiano Island Books is a curious little store, with new titles in its front room
and used and remaindered books in their back room. It’s the kind of place that,
stepping inside, makes you want to spend the day (which Sarah and I nearly did, twice),
and also makes you think: hey, if a little shop like this can make it, why couldn’t
another? If it’s kept small then the overhead would be somewhat reasonable, and
maybe someone (i.e. me) could make a go of it! And given the fraught, apocalyptic
bookselling landscape that’s been produced by Amazon.com’s scorched earth tactics,
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coupled with the challenges to any independent business AOTW still weathering the
Covid crisis, that’s a dangerous thought indeed.
Hell, we’re dreaming here, not thinking. We’re dreaming of rooms full of books.
Some are new, and thus catalogued; some are used, and thus not. All are chosen for
their value and merit, and the whole place is a kind of delightful treasure hunt. In
Galiano, for example, I came upon an out-of-print collection of writings by pragmatist
C.S. Peirce. It had been in the shop for so long, hidden in the back, that it no longer
even registered in their inventory when scanned. Without a moment’s hesitation, the
bookseller gifted it to me for no charge. A magical moment, the likes of which are the
exclusive property of small, independent bookstores everywhere, and can’t even be
fathomed by corporate behemoths like Chapters and Amazon. It’s almost a duty, I
sometimes think, for a culture to have its small, quirky bookstores. They must never
die, even if their existence becomes consigned to dreams; for dreams are real while
we’re in them, and more fantastic than reality in every way.
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Sarah

A few weeks before opening the Strong Badger in the summer of 2016, I went
on a date with a former co-worker of mine from McNally Robinson Booksellers. A shy,
pretty girl with dark hair and shining eyes, Sarah probably had no idea what she was
getting herself into. She knew I was opening the shop; in fact, she’d come to visit me
there one day as I worked at the latter stages of the renovation, bringing me a spider
plant (which is still alive, and we call our “love plant”) and giving me her old Ikea cart
to use as a cream & sugar station.
I warned her, with blissful ignorance of the reality knocking at my door, that it
would probably be “a few months” (!) of crazy hours before I managed to hire someone
to help out and things at the shop settled into a routine.
Alas, the promised normalcy never really came.
Inexplicably to me, she stuck around. Even as I put in gruelling 80-hour weeks
at the Badger that left me barely comprehensible (and barely awake) in the evenings,
even as I acted out my stress and preoccupation with the worries of the shop, Sarah
doggedly and uncomplainingly comforted me after the hard days and celebrated with
me after the good ones.
Slowly, and with a quiet determination and resolve that I think she would never
presume to articulate, Sarah became a part of the fabric of the Badger as well. She
came by after her own long days at work and helped me organize, clean, and tackle the
never-ending pile of dishes. She re-imagined my merchandise displays and brought
order to the chaos of my scattered notes and invoices.
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Soon Sarah was also watching the shop for me on her day oﬀ, when I had to run
errands or go to the doctor’s (this was long before the establishment of the Badger
volunteers). Having done service as a barista at Starbucks, she was able to step behind
the counter and sling lattes even better than me. When the open mic nights started up
on Fridays, she took control of the coﬀee service so that I would be free to run the
musical program and wrangle the musicians. Without her help, I don’t think I would’ve
been able to get the open mic oﬀ the ground, and the open mic became one of the
absolute highlights of the entire enterprise.
It wasn’t just the open mic that was only possible because of Sarah’s helping
spirit. She steered me through so many exhausted evenings that I lost count. She talked
me down from several of the ledges that pepper the landscape of small business
ownership. She, just a step further removed from the Badger than I, was able to better
see the big picture. When I was encountering the various stages of burnout, Sarah
always saw it coming from further oﬀ than I could. She insisted that I close the shop
on time, that I directly address lingering customers. She persuaded me to give Curt a
second shift. She almost took on the role of guardian of my mental health, a role I
never in fairness could have asked her to adopt; but she shouldered the burden
anyways, with her characteristically compassionate attitude.
We’ve already talked about my personal struggles with people-pleasing and
boundaries. This is a particular arena where Sarah, who is sweet and shy by nature,
adopted another role that she never would have chosen but which she intended to be
of the greatest help to me. She consistently put herself emotionally in harm’s way to
protect me from the raging internal conflict between pleasing customers and setting

61

healthy boundaries. She stood up and declined on my behalf when someone made an
unreasonable request to which I, no doubt, would have assented. She boldly went
around telling people we were closed for the night when I, unwilling to disappoint
people, wouldn’t. And she was one of the only people I ever saw stand up to Mark S;
she, unafraid, stood her ground when for whatever reason I couldn’t. I don’t think I
will ever be able to thank her enough for taking on a mantle that was completely
unpleasant and foreign to her, but which was by her design intended to be a shield and
support for my mental health.
I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to rope Sarah into this document, because I’m
sure even a cursory mention would have embarrassed her mightily. But the point of
doing so is to emphasize that the Strong Badger never would have lasted as long as it
did, in such generally good and coherent shape as it did, without her. Not only did she
take on the role of emotional support and confidante, but with the work of her hands
she tirelessly helped wherever she could, taking weight from my shoulders and putting
it squarely on herself. It doesn’t seem fair to me that she took on as much
responsibility as she did; for the Badger was my dream: my risk, and my reward. But as
I obsessed over this or that issue, as I was lost in the daily grind of running the shop, as
my thinking became more and more muddied and I began to feel like my life was the
shop and the shop was my life, here beside me was someone who certainly cared far
more about me than about the Badger, and was willing to put herself between the two
of us, between Brock and Badger, even at the risk sometimes of evoking anger or
frustration from me. But this she bore with the strength she’s carried all her life, and
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persisted with patient determination in a role she never signed up for and which threw
challenge after challenge upon her, each of which she met, tackled, and overcame.
To me, it’s no hyperbole at all to say that neither Brock nor the Badger would
have made it through even its first year without Sarah.
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Finances and Wild Speculations

So yes, I’ve never felt comfortable with finances. I’ve never felt as though I had
a particularly good grasp on my own personal finances; have never felt financially
secure; have never felt like I really understood what was going on with financial or
business matters. Part of it, for me, is an intensely visceral emotional reaction that gets
evoked by money problems. An unexpected bill for a thousand-dollar insurance policy
that I’d forgotten about was like taking a jab to the stomach, even though if I’d been
paying attention it wouldn’t have been “unexpected” at all. But things like that tended
(and still tend to, AOTW) evoke emotional responses from me, which makes it
diﬃcult to look at them objectively. Sometimes I would try to pretend that my finances
were just numbers, and I just had to make the numbers work, but I could never achieve
the necessary amount of separation. It frustrated me to no end that if, say, a friend had
presented me with their own financial information and asked me to crunch the
numbers, I could’ve done so with eﬃciency and insight; but the second it was my own
finances, deep feelings of fear and dread surfaced like Nessie on the loch.
There’s another aspect to the whole financial thing that might come oﬀ as naive
to some readers, but it’s a fact that I’ve always struggled to reconcile financial desires
with my brand of Christ-centric faith. Through a Christian lens money has always
seemed dirty, something inappropriate to desire, but at the same time entirely
necessary if one is to exist in a Western world with rent and mortgages and utilities and
taxes. Not infrequently my musings wind up somewhere down a dirt road at the
conclusion that the only way to live a truly Christian life in relation to money is to get
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rid of it all, give it all away, give up any notion of property or even home, and live the
life of a vagabond. But who would benefit from such austerity? Surely the Gospels,
with their focus on social justice and loving one’s neighbours, aren’t calling us all to be
stylites, ascetic monks, living cut oﬀ fr0m our communities?
That discussion would fill another book, I think. Maybe the next one.
Anyway, suﬃce it to say that I felt (and still do feel) that the idea of the Badger
was resonant with the will of God, insofar as an individual can be aware of it, at the
intersection of one’s own deepest desires and one’s pursuit of the knowledge and love
of God. Therefore, I wanted always to trust that God would “provide,” whatever that
meant, and so I shouldn’t ever worry about the financial situation of the Badger.
I can feel people with a business background shaking their heads.
But wait! It gets worse! Because then, emotionally, whenever I felt these feelings
of fear about how I was going to make ends meet or pay this bill or the rent,
compounded upon that particular emotional hell would be deep feelings of guilt,
because I wasn’t trusting enough; if only I’d trusted more, I would both cease instantly to
worry, and I would have all of my needs provided for. It was, in my exhausted and
addled mind, its own sort of fucked-up prosperity-gospel-cum-newage-manifestationcult thing, and it was unbearable.
Let’s be really clear, though: these are all my own emotional processes and
shortcomings. I pin none of this on either the Badger or God: it’s all on me.
And with the benefit of hindsight, the shop was provided for. In three years of
small business ownership I never missed a bill payment, whether for the lease or the
utilities or the coﬀee supplies. I was able to hire a part-time employee, Curt, and never
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missed a paycheque for him, either. I paid my share of the rent at home, and
occasionally I helped buy the groceries. So, in one way, the shop’s financial situation
worked out completely.
But.
I should also point out that for all the hand-wringing about financial
discomfort, I did keep fairly meticulous books. Expenses, revenue, and taxes were all
accounted for. This probably contributed to a lot of the financial anxiety, in fact,
because I was always acutely aware of how close to the edge I was living.
And that was the clincher: no matter what I did, it seemed, I was always right
on the edge. There were certainly financial gifts from unexpected quarters (see “The
Blessings”), but there was never a financial abundance. Curt worked two eight-hour
shifts a week for dead minimum wage; I could neither have aﬀorded to give him
another shift, nor could I have aﬀorded to give him a raise (far less my original dream
of eventually having a manager, or even a second employee, and my ethical conviction
that all workers should be paid a living wage). My espresso machine, though itself a
very fortuitous find for way less money than it should’ve cost, was old and cranky as
hell, and I could never in a thousand years have aﬀorded a better one. The shop itself
was small, and cramped, but I couldn’t have aﬀorded a move or an upgrade.
And savings? What were those? The dreamed-of rainy day fund never received
so much as a drop. I was bailed out of a few tight spots by unexpected help, but by the
strength of the Badger’s revenue I was never able to rise above simple day-by-day
subsistence.
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Everything, of course, is connected. Unable to aﬀord more help at the shop, two
and a half years in I was still working upwards of 60 hour weeks. Work-life balance was
nonexistent. And the stress of always being one unexpected expense away from
emptying the bank account or going begging for a loan, though such a disaster never
materialized, added to the emotional toll. Then, with the lease on 679 Sargent Avenue
expiring, I had a diﬃcult decision on the horizon.
At the time it seemed like an extremely complex decision. I was able, with the
help of friends, to take a month oﬀ in the summer of 2018 for rest and reflection (see
again “The Blessings”), where I felt as though I’d begun (though naturally never came
to the end of) sifting through all the diﬀerent factors that played on my vision for the
future. One trusted mentor, mentioned earlier, advised that I should “think outside the
box” in terms of finding non-monetary ways to improve things at the shop. To an
extent this was good advice, but thinking outside the box requires a good deal of both
logistical and creative energy, and by this point my stockpiles were running dangerously
low.
So now, AOTW, I sit here and ask: did it all really come down to money? My
immediate reaction is that it would be very sad if so. But to trace the problems I had at
the Badger that led me to decide that I couldn’t continue, they all truly circled back
around to the financial situation. Work-life balance? More employees? Bigger space and
larger capacity? More food oﬀerings?
The finances of a coﬀee shop are, on the one hand, fairly simple. Sure, you can
tack on all sorts of extras: I sold coﬀee beans, used books, loose tea, a handful of
brewing gadgets. But at the end of the month when I crunched the numbers, it was
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clear that these extras, though they did add up, were peripheral compared to selling
cups of coﬀee. You can bring in new inventory all you like, but at the end of the day, in
my experience, the only reliable way to increase cash flow is to increase the quantity of
coﬀee sold. More on that in a minute.
The one exception that I considered was food. From the beginning I brought in
baked goods from local bakeries, expanding the oﬀerings a bit as the years went on.
The margins on these were reasonable, but a couple of slow days resulted in a lot of
waste, so it was a tenuous game. One area in which I considered expanding was into
soups and sandwiches. But as I explored options for bringing in ready-made foodstuﬀs,
it became very apparent that a) most of the sandwiches oﬀered by other places premade were awful (I sampled a lot of them) and b) the margins were completely dismal.
If I ordered ten sandwiches, sold nine, and one went to waste, the net profit would be
zero.
So to be financially viable, food would have to be prepared onsite. Which meant
I would have to upgrade my already tiny back-of-house space to the health inspector’s
satisfaction, would have to invest in some equipment (more refrigeration, soup tureens,
etc), would almost certainly need to get a real dishwasher (for almost three years every
dish at the Badger was washed by hand), and would have to find time to actually
prepare the food. Remember how over the course of my tenure at the Badger I
managed to transition from an 80-hour work week down to a more manageable 60 to
65 or so? Introducing food prep would take me right back to 80 again. And, already
running on fumes and suﬀering from by now chronic burnout, the task seemed
insurmountable.
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Still, if I have one regret, it’s that I didn’t try doing food much earlier on.
Perhaps it would’ve been a flop; it’s not like soup and sandwiches are an instant ticket
to financial success. Restaurants run into trouble all the time. But I would’ve liked to
see what, if any, the eﬀects of a more expansive food menu would have been.
Back to coﬀee.
How do you make money as a coﬀee shop? You sell coﬀee. Want to make more
money? Sell more coﬀee.
There’s a reason that Tim Hortons, and later Starbucks, incorporated drivethrough windows into their business models. There’s a reason that Starbucks in
particular has minimized their sit-down space in favour of the take-out line. Upselling a
single customer from a small coﬀee to a large latte pales in comparison to and is far less
reliable than getting three more customers through the door. To make money in the
coﬀee world is to increase volume. Volume, volume, volume.
How does this work for a community coﬀee shop, a business that wants to be a
Third Place where regulars can come and meet and mingle, a place that wants to let
people linger as long as they please?
It. Doesn’t.
The same forces that have killed the Mom-and-Pop store in favour of Wal-Mart,
the same forces that have massacred independent bookstores in favour of Amazon,
these forces have laid waste to the neighbourhood coﬀee shop and the neighbourhood
bar alike in favour of Starbucks and motherfucking Boston Pizza.
Of course it’s a combination of factors, but the main one is volume. Starbucks
can churn out a hundred coﬀees in the space it might take The Strong Badger to churn
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out ten. Starbucks and Tim Hortons’ products are fast and of a predictable (not
necessarily good) quality - the consumer always knows what they’re getting, and doesn’t
have to grapple with unknown sizes or terminology - at least now that Starbucks’
arcane lingo has become mainstream; after you’ve been through the drive-thru once,
you know what to expect.
I strongly believe that there are other, more insidious factors in play as well.
Our neoliberal late-capitalist landscape isn’t designed for small, independent
businesses. For me to order a box of a thousand take-out cups was actually quite a
chore, because foodservice distributors are used to delivering a truckload of tens of
thousands of cups to large chains; I’m not their target customer. The tendency towards
volume, towards quantity, goes all the way down the supply chain and works its tendrils
into the banks, who’d rather bankroll one large corporation than a hundred small ones,
because the small ones are by nature more risky. It works its way into advertising,
where ad spaces are designed for enormous companies that can throw money at them,
and balk at a small business trying to dole out a $250-per-month advertising budget
responsibly.
More than that, and something that aﬀects us all, is that rather than our
increasingly “advanced” society making living and meeting our needs more accessible,
studies show that the cost of living and inflation has, over the past 50 years, risen at a
rate that far outstrips the earning power of the lowest 99% of earners. Simply put,
buying a coﬀee even twenty years ago would cost less relative to a person’s average
income than buying one now. And who benefits from this arrangement? You tell me.

70

Similarly, for a small business with small business margins, where perhaps thirty
years ago it might have been possible to pay rent and utilities and other fixed costs
while selling a certain volume of coﬀee, now it’s nearly impossible. To simply pay the
bills, a coﬀee shop would have to raise its production to Starbucks-level volumes.
Which in consequence means sacrificing sit-down familiarity in favour of high-volume
take-out.
I scratched my head over this a lot during my time at the Badger. I ranted,
raved, and swore. But I could never find my way around it.
But Brock, you say, there are other independent coﬀee shops thriving in
Winnipeg!
Yes, indeed there are.
Let us now engage in some Wild & Baseless Speculation, with the caveat that I
present nothing here as fact, and implore you (especially if you have a libellous bent) to
in fact regard it all as fiction. I’m just supposing.
In Winnipeg, the closest thing to the Badger conceptually and in execution was
the longer-tenured Neighbourhood Cafe & Bookstore in Wolseley. You had a single
owner running a tiny hole-in-the-wall. How did the Neighbourhood thrive as long as it
did?
First, I am reasonably certain that from start to finish the owner, Bill, worked
hours just as obscene as mine. Perhaps he was made of sterner stuf f in terms of
enduring it, such that he kept the place open for a decade; and I’ll always make
allowances for those freaks of nature (I say with admiration) who simply seem built to
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endure, against all odds, any hardships that are thrown at them for any length of time.
I am not one of them.
Then, I do believe that his chosen location was instrumental to his success.
Wolseley is one of the most community-minded neighbourhoods in Winnipeg. It
practically begs to have a coﬀee shop in its midst. It’s eminently walkable, full of likeminded businesses, and at the time the Neighbourhood Cafe set up shop, it was in the
middle of its transition from a low-mid-income neighbourhood full of hippies
inhabiting its more aﬀordable homes to actually one of the most aﬄuent areas of the
city, which I believe it is AOTW. Were the Neighbourhood to open up in the same
spot as the Badger, I strongly believe that it would’ve faced the exact same challenges I
did.
I’m in no way demeaning the West End, by the way. But Wolseley was and is
more established as a unified, gentrified neighbourhood community, which is precisely
why it was able to support the Neighbourhood, and also precisely why it wouldn’t have
been an appropriate location for a Strong Badger.
Okay. What about the Third Wave shops?
Let’s take a look at Parlour Coﬀee, the much-touted “first” Third Wave shop to
open in Winnipeg. They’re set up smack dab in the middle of Portage and Main,
Winnipeg’s business district. Tellingly, their hours have largely been limited to the
business hours of the banks and investment houses surrounding them. They have
limited seating and no internet: are people meant to linger here? No. Take-out is the
bulk of their business.
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An interesting factoid: One large aspect of the “Third Wave” trend is the
popularization of pour-over coﬀee as an elite coﬀee drinking experience. Parlour was
one of the only shops in the city doing pour-overs when they opened, and many other
third-wave places followed suit. I also oﬀered pour-overs at the Badger, and it’s
personally my favourite method of preparing coﬀee. But! Fast forward five or eight
years, and suddenly Parlour has phased out pour-overs, citing the “advancing
technology” of ten-thousand-dollar drip brewers as producing a product just as good.
But to me it doesn’t get any more transparent: a single pour-over takes about four
minutes to make properly. How can you maintain a booming take-out business with
that kind of lead time? Eventually the rubber met the road, and other third wave coﬀee
shops have followed suit in phasing out pour-overs or using them only for expensive
premium brews. It’s all about volume, and eventually idealism loses ground against the
allure (and necessity) of the dollar.
Another interesting phenomenon is that each of the independent Third Wave
shops in Winnipeg has followed a similar pattern. After about five years in business,
they open a second location. Parlour beget Little Sister after about five years, not
strictly a second location but a “sister shop.” Then, five years later, Little Sister opened
a second location, and Parlour itself was heavily involved in opening a Winnipeg
franchise of Minnesota’s Dogwood Roasters, closely linked to the Forth cafe/bar/
restaurant/roastery that opened up on the other side of Portage and Main and was
bankrolled by a wealthy German investor (That is rank hearsay. These claims are
fiction. This entire document is fiction. Existence is fiction.)
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Thom Bargen, after about five years, opened a second location, and a few years
later, a third. Fools & Horses opened a second location about five years after their
opening, too. MAKE Coﬀee is an anomaly, about which more later. After about five
years, Cafe Postal expanded into its neighbouring oﬃce space, tripling in size. There
are many other shops, each with its own complex history, more of which than you
think actually exist as part of someone’s larger business portfolio, even if they may
appear independent.
But what gives about this five year thing?
My theory is this. First, five years is about the time it takes for a coﬀee business
to 100% establish itself in a given location. Even three years in, I think the Badger
would’ve had more establishing to do (which would’ve brought a slew of problems in its
existing space and with its existing owner’s mental health; see the entire rest of this
document for more). After five years, there’s not much more expanding to be done in a
single spot. So, if you’re an owner and you want to make more money, you’ve got to
expand.
Second, a five-year term is pretty standard issue for a small business loan. And
for a lot of coﬀee shops, especially independent ones establishing themselves, their
business loan isn’t just helping with initial equipment purchases, but is also helping pay
employees and pay the rent. And after five years of successful operation, you’d better
believe that more and bigger loan options will open up for you. So how do you keep the
cash flow happening when your loan is up? You take out another loan. An exponentially
bigger loan. You expand.
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The expansion model, or the scalability model, is the late-capitalist model. In
my opinion, it’s bound to either eventually fail, result in grievous human rights
violations, or both. It was certainly never an aspect of the Badger’s game-plan, though
moving to a bigger space was on the table for me. But a second location? Hell no.
Thom Bargen, another quite successful third wave shop, also thrived on scalable
take-out volume. They set themselves up in West Broadway, right on the very edge of
Wolseley, which we’ve already spoken about. They also had very limited seating. And
their second location, their expansion, was to the edge of downtown Winnipeg, the
market we’ve already seen Parlour tapping. Their third location in the Portage & Main
concourse, and Fools & Horses’ second location at the Forks, are essentially take-out
only. Take-out, take-out, take-out; volume, volume, volume.
MAKE Coﬀee + Stuf f is an interesting anomaly. It was actually sitting in
MAKE, one of my favourite shops in the city, that I had the idea for the Badger. It’s
run as a passion project by owner Jae, who himself is an instructor in architecture at
the University of Manitoba. It’s got a couple of factors going for it: first, it’s a
secondary source of income for Jae, and I’m sure his architecture gig did a lot of the
bankrolling and can pick up the slack in slow times. Second, Jae certainly falls into the
category of Hunter S. Thompson’s “high-powered mutant of some kind never even
considered for mass production.” The hours that he works must be truly obscene, and
he’s been at it, patiently and kindly, for ages.
Anyway, all this to say, it seems that to be a financially successful independent
coﬀee shop in late-capitalist Winnipeg, you have to possess some or all of: a) A
superhuman owner; b) Extremely high sales volume at the expense of community sit-
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down possibilities; c) Capitalist leanings towards franchising, investing, and
diversifying; d) Wealthy external investors; and/or e) Alternative sources of income.
The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse, for all its wonderful strengths, had none of
these.
From time to time, in my exhaustion-addled dreamworld, I would calculate how
much annual income it would take for me to be able to run the Badger exactly as I
liked, with a manager and employees, maintaining a reasonable standard of living and
work-life balance for myself, and moving into a bigger and more well-appointed space.
Of course my estimations varied wildly, but I generally figured that it would cost
around $150,000 to $300,000 a year to make the dream a reality, without figuring in
any income or sales or anything like that. Usually after that I’d begin fantasizing about
a wealthy patron, or lucrative passive income schemes, or extraordinary stock market
success, or just flat-out robbing a bank, and generally the whole fantasy would end in a
bout of soul-crushing depression.
Anyway. Forgive all the speculation. Or don’t. Back to reality.

76

The Physical Space

679 Sargent Avenue, for all its charming quirks, was too damn small. Also it
leaked whenever it rained. And the landlords were nuts (but whose landlords aren’t?)
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Dreams: The Novel (A Dream Come True)

OK look, in the first full summer after I opened The Strong Badger, the
summer of 2017, I came around to the realization that I really hadn’t done any writing
since opening the coﬀeehouse. This was a big deal for me: writing (and reading) has
always been a passion of mine, something I endeavoured (and still endeavour AOTW,
with ever more success) to practice in some form every day. There are a lot of diﬀerent
factors that can weigh a writer down into paralysis. For me, two in particular could be
considered primary factors. First, the obvious: I was working almost 80-hour weeks,
and even when I had time, I had next to zero mental energy for the task. Second, less
obvious but far more universal among writers: I wanted whatever I wrote to be good
enough to be shared, to be published; and because no idea ever seemed “good enough,”
nothing was ever written.
My sibling Purple (aka Merridy) was in town for the summer, and xe (having in
fact a good deal more coﬀee shop experience than I) volunteered to watch the shop
from time to time. So whenever Purple came by, I took to lugging one of my lighter
typewriters outside to one of the little wooden tables I’d set up on the sidewalk. At
first I was just typing stream-of-consciousness: whatever came to mind. The value of
free-associative writing cannot be overstated, especially for breaking out of a slump,
and I believe it has an important role in the daily activity of a writer.
But one day, and I don’t remember whether I was wearing one of my own shirts,
or glanced at the pile of shirts for sale on the counter or what, but I looked at Mark
H’s epic battle scene (see “Creative Expressions”) and decided that I wanted to
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represent it in fiction: not only that, but I wanted to tell the story of how it came to
be. How could a human, in the form of a Greco-Roman god of some kind, wind up
doing epic battle with an enormous anthropomorphic badger?
With this in mind, and determined to write something, anything, just for the
sake of writing it, I sat down at the typewriter which was resting on the frail wooden
slats of my Ikea table, with the early summer sun baking the sidewalk and my sibling
tending to the needs of the shop, and finally I began to write. It was just for fun, I told
myself: just for the hell of it. Nobody would ever read it. It bore no expectations of
literary excellence or even coherence. It’s not hard to guess what happened. The
writing came.
I tapped away at the blue plastic Underwood even when Purple wasn’t there, if
it was quiet in the shop or if there were only understanding regulars around. I dragged
it home and banged away at it on weekends. One long weekend in the summer when
Sarah and I were lucky enough to get away to a cabin, the blue Underwood came along,
accompanying me all the way to the lakefront, and the clacking of the keys echoed out
over the water.
Time tends to fly when the writing’s going that way. By early fall I’d typed “The
End” on a big mismatched sheaf of typewritten pages and set it aside, becoming busy
with other things as the Christmas season approached.
Sometime in the new year I picked the sheaf back up again. I’d be lying if I
didn’t say that the possibility of releasing this little badger book had crossed my mind
here and there as I was writing it. But now I was having more serious thoughts. I
polished up some of the rough edges and showed it to a few people (Sarah and my
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parents, my customary First Readers) to see if it would be even remotely palatable to a
general audience. A writer’s worst fear, after all, is less that someone would read their
book and think it’s bad or not their style or whatever, but really that someone would
get a few chapters in and go “what is this shit?” and lament that they wasted their time
and money on such a piece of drivel.
Of course I knew it wasn’t high literature (nor would I aspire to such a
pretension). But how fucking cool would it be for a coﬀee shop called The Strong
Badger, run by a guy who styles himself some sort of Strong Badger, to have its own
proprietary novel entitled “The Strong Badger”? That was it, I thought. The idea was
surely superior to any flaws of execution. Good or bad, I was going to make it happen.
It happened with the help of innumerable people. Mark H recreated the retro tshirt battle scene in full Pulp Fiction colour for the cover, which meant that the image
that inspired the book in the first place was now its cover image. My darling Sarah
orchestrated the design and layout, reworking things in accordance with my changing
whims and creating fun easter eggs like an order form for other, AOTW imaginary,
novels published by the “Strong Badger Supplementation Bureau” (see Appendix D for
more on the clandestine and mysterious Bureau). The book was printed at Sarah’s
parents’ print shop. Goodies Bake Shop created custom badger cookies for the book
launch, which was arranged in conjunction with my many old friends at McNally
Robinson Booksellers, Winnipeg’s best bookstore. Dear friend Ben HD composed an
improvisational cello piece to go along with the excerpt I planned to read and
practiced tirelessly to perfect it. Friend and poet Kristian Enright emceed and
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delivered one of the most touching introductions I have ever experienced (I can’t
recommend his book “Sonar” [Turnstone Press, 2012] highly enough).
Whenever you throw a party there’s always a real moment of anxiety before the
first few guests show up. All sorts of thoughts swirl around, mostly like: What if
nobody shows? What if everybody’s somewhere else, at a better party? What if
everyone’s laughing at the sheer audacity of your throwing a party in the first place?
Even when the first few people trickled into the great big atrium at McNally Robinson
I was still having anxious images of the place a quarter full, and everybody looking on
as though in pity at the small turnout. The book launch for “The Strong Badger” was
supposed to start at 7pm that evening.
By 6:55 McNally Robinson had run out of chairs, and people were still arriving.
There were people I’d expected, people I hadn’t expected, and people about whom I
thought: “how the hell did they hear about this?” What there wasn’t was people I didn’t
know. Every smiling face was a familiar one. I shook hands with people, hugged them,
tried to greet as many as I could, though I’m sure I missed some.
Then, the event itself. Kristian’s introduction. Me, generally not comfortable in
front of crowds, somehow managing to talk coherently about the novel without
rambling too much. Next the reading, where Ben HD absolutely nailed his cello
composition, playing the kind of music that leaves you feeling elated afterwards.
Finally the signing, where I signed book after book after book and in retrospect all I
hope is that I accurately expressed my gratitude to each and every person who came up
to that table with my book in their hands.
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It was truly and in every sense a dream come true. It was the kind of experience
that makes you want to write a hundred more books so you can have a hundred more
book launches. It was such an expression of love and support from my community that
I could probably live on it for the rest of my life. AOTW you can still see Dave N’s
documentary recording of the entire book launch on YouTube at https://youtu.be/
y8kUsz4rALw. I will cherish the memory of that night, and the fulfillment of dreams it
represented, until the day I die.
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The Third Place and the Cult of Personality

Though undeniably somewhat dated, there is a lot to recommend Ray
Oldenburg’s 1989 book “The Great Good Place.” It was, along with “The Wind in the
Willows,” a foundational text for me in conceptualizing the Strong Badger.
The gist of Oldenburg’s book is this: in the context of “modern” society,
wherein we’re living in geographical communities far in excess of any of Dunbar’s
numbers, there have traditionally been three primary avenues of social interaction: the
home (family), the workplace, and the “third place,” which he defines as a more neutral,
socially inclusive space, the principal characteristic of which is that a person who goes
there is “known.” This third place could be a bar, a coﬀee shop, a hair salon, a church,
or any “hangout spot” where people can come and go.
As a sociologist, Oldenburg sees urban planning as the primary culprit in the
decline of the “third place;” living in late capitalism, I’m more inclined to place the
blame on the corporate machine (which of course is responsible for the planning and
execution of new developments). Third places are precisely those same places that
don’t have a scalable economic model. And because of this, they are largely lost in our
society. A third place isn’t even really a place where you’re considered a “regular:” that
isn’t enough! It must, Oldenburg argues, be a place where you can go at almost any
time and find other people with whom you’re acquainted, where you can find at least
some sort of community almost on demand.
Interestingly, Oldenburg draws parallels between the decline of the third place
and increasing rates of divorce: since there is no longer a community-on-demand built
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into society, a person’s home life must attempt to make up the diﬀerence. Except: it’s
not designed for that. Many relationships crack under the additional burden.
Kurt Vonnegut makes this same point in his autobiographical “A Man Without a
Country.” He notes that a newborn child would, in a more Dunbar-esque society,
become very quickly “known” by not just its immediate family, but by its cousins,
second-cousins, their cousins, acquaintances, and so on to the edge of the community.
And likewise, that same child would, as it grew up, be made to “know” all of these
people: so many people with whom to make a connection! What a contrast, says
Vonnegut, to the Nuclear American Family. Vonnegut writes that when a person argues
with their significant other, regardless of the content of their argument, what they’re
really saying is: “You’re not enough people!”
So of course it was more important to me than anything to, as best I could, turn
the Strong Badger into a West End Winnipeg version of Ray Oldenburg’s “third place.”
The trick, you’ve probably noticed, is that it’s not enough for a person to be a regular
to consider them a member of a “third place.” What really makes or breaks such a
community is whether somebody can walk in the door and be “known” by the rest of
the community at large. In a sense, after choosing a walkable, community-oriented
neighbourhood and espousing an atmosphere of inclusivity, whether or not the Badger
became a “third place” was out of my hands.
At least, I thought, I had to try to make it happen.
From the very first, I endeavoured to “know” my customers. Being notoriously
bad with names, I kept a little yellow notebook under the cash register, and after
learning a new name I’d surreptitiously scribble it down, along with some sort of
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physical or otherwise defining characteristic. It’s been a source of joy for me, in fact, to
go back in that book and see my first impressions (often, so often mistaken) of people
who’d soon become regulars and friends. Other names drifted away, one-oﬀs, and I
wonder who those people were whose names I’d scribbled down and never had cause to
refer to again.
I learned names, and I made connections, and people made connections with
one another. I’ve written about it elsewhere in this document, but it’s worth repeating
just how thrilling it was whenever two people from separate communities within the
broader West End community, or two people from entirely disparate communities
connected, and re-connected, at the Strong Badger. Equally often, I’d say, two people
who I’d gotten to know as regulars separately would come in together, surprising
nobody but me, who’d either failed to ascertain or otherwise be aware of their
connection.
What I mean to say is that the Badger certainly evolved into a “third place”
beyond my deepest expectations, propelled by the love and compassion of the regulars
who adopted it as the community space in their lives. It was, I believe, absolutely
successful as a “third place,” though naturally any measure of such success is qualitative
and fluid. It is to those people who actively made the Badger an extension of their
community that I owe the most, and it is losing them that I mourn, more than losing
“my” coﬀee shop or “my” business; my source of mourning is the loss of the community
of care that grew up from the tentative, fragile roots of this ragtag little cafe.
Ironically, I was never able to participate in the true “third place” community as
much as I would’ve liked. Part of this was simply the nature of my duty as a barista:
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where I might have liked to sit down and take a conversation to a deeper level, there
was always the next customer to attend to, or the dishes, or the phone, or the social
media. Where I might have liked to come by on my morning oﬀ and just hang around
the shop as a customer, chatting with whichever community members were around,
instead I was more likely than not lying catatonic at home trying to suck as much rest
as possible from the scant time I was allowed; that or I was oﬀ at the Wholesale Club
or some other retail-supply hell, trying to remember everything on my list so that I
wouldn’t need to make a return trip later.
The other reason that I wasn’t able to participate fully in the “third place”
aspect of the Badger is, I believe, that in my attempting to cultivate a “third place”
atmosphere, I inadvertently fostered a problematic cult of personality.
And look: I realize that this is going to come oﬀ as egotistical again, and I trust
that those of you who know me will realize that I’m not coming from a place of
megalomania or anything like that. Lots of this entire document involves processing
my own feelings about the Badger, and the only way to really authentically process
feelings is to be as truthful as possible about them, and this is the truth that I, at least,
felt.
Part of the problem stems from my personal issues with boundaries, as
discussed in greater detail previously (see “Boundaries and Problem Customers”). As
the consummate people-pleaser who needs people to “like” me in order to feel
validated, my interactions were often (more subconsciously than consciously, I hope)
crafted to make me seem as likeable as possible. Couple this with my commitment to
make my customers “known,” and it became inevitable and apparent that people would
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start coming to the Badger not for the community or “third place” aspect, but to see,
well, me.
This is a simplification. I’m sure very few people said to themselves, “Hey, I’m
going to go see Brock,” or “Hey, I’m going to go participate in a third place
community.” But the fact was that some people who came through the doors of the
Badger were there with the express intention, coﬀee aside, of having a conversation
with me.
I began noticing this tendency more when I hired Curt, and especially when I
changed or added to his shifts, or when he picked up an extra shift. I’d hear things like
“I came by but you weren’t here,” or “I was so disappointed I didn’t get to see you on
Monday,” or even, in a few cases, Curt would tell me that somebody phoned ahead of
time to check whether he or I was working, and then declined to come by when they
found out I wasn’t around.
In consequence, to some, I was the face of the Badger’s “third place” aspect, and
if I wasn’t present then neither was it. Thankfully many, many, many Badger faithful
operated on a higher system of community than this, and often if a problem arose and
I wasn’t there, it was solved by a combination of the staf f on hand as well as the
initiative of the regulars.
Still I, and I alone, “was” the Badger.
In my ideal world (see “The Future” for more on that), I would’ve had a
manager and several community-minded staﬀ who also would’ve taken ownership of
the Badger (as Curt very much did, to his credit, though his shifts were relatively few
and brief), and these people also would’ve committed to know and be known. This
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would have served the dual purpose of taking some of the burden of being “the guy”
from my shoulders, and also allowing me the time and energy to participate more in
the community of the shop from the other side of the counter, not to mention to
participate more in the broader community at large. For this was another of my regrets
(to be clear, my regrets are very few, but it’d be dull reading if I listed oﬀ the things I
didn’t regret, and I’ve already done quite a bit of that anyways): that I was considered a
part of the West End community, but the Badger didn’t really have a presence at West
End community events or locales outside the coﬀee shop. For I think that as much as a
“third place” exists within its own four walls, especially historically, in our
contemporary global and interconnected world it’s more important than ever for local
communities to engage with one another, to interact in diﬀerent spaces, to better
support their members in a variety of contexts and thus to increase their sense of
vibrancy and life.
As it was, I felt like I’d manufactured a cult of personality around myself. This
was uncomfortable for two reasons: first, as an outgoing introvert, I was (and am)
entirely uncomfortable being the center of attention. The expectations of others,
whether real or imagined, weighed on me heavily. Second, I felt layers of guilt for
having constructed this entity with myself at the center, where my intention had been
rather to create an inclusive place with everyone and no-one at the center. This second
sort of guilt tended to manifest itself most explicitly when somebody I’d just met
outside of the Badger asked me what I did for work, and I would respond evasively
that I “worked in a coﬀee shop,” at which point Sarah would interject with the honest
answer: “actually, he owns a coﬀee shop.” I don’t think my answer was so much a stab at
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exaggerated humility as a knee-jerk reaction to the guilt of being the “face” of
something; and Sarah’s impulse to straightforward honesty had far more integrity.
I’d like to lay at least a small portion of the blame at the feet of our
contemporary late-capitalist social-media-driven hustle culture. In this culture, any
small business owner must operate a social media presence or be viewed askance. It’s
no longer enough to represent a brand; finally the consumers have gotten wise to that
trick. Now a person must become their brand in order to appear authentic to the
consumer. This requirement can most readily be seen in the prevalence of a so-called
“influencer economy,” and in the multi-level marketing schemes (read: pyramid
schemes) that thankfully seem to have subsided somewhat, but still have a notable
presence in the social media world.
This is to say that our current expectation is for a small business owner to be
the embodiment of their business, and it is with this expectation that I grappled in my
dealing with people at the Badger. To sum up: on the one hand, I valued integrity and
genuine human connection. On the other hand, in order to represent a brand (the
Badger) with integrity (in our current capitalist climate), I felt that it was expected of
me to identify completely with that same brand, which led to these feelings and
perceptions of being the Strong Badger.
On the other hand, you could reasonably argue that I’m the only one to blame.
After all, I opened up a community coﬀee shop, and then named it after myself…
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Creative Expressions

When you’ve got an idea that captivates people to the extent that they start
riﬃng on it, that they start putting time and creative energy into their own expressions
of the idea, you know you’ve struck on something magical and special. Because not just
anything can create an imaginative spark in both retirees and high school students: it
requires a certain amount of resonance with some aspect of their humanity, I believe,
to ignite the desire to become a part of something by contributing to its creative
mythos.
From the very beginning people were contributing to the mythos of The Strong
Badger, and it became one of the most gratifying and humbling aspects of the
enterprise for me, the erstwhile progenitor of that little original spark. I want to
enumerate and describe a few of them here, and if there are any omissions, errors, or
exaggerations, here, as anywhere else in this reflection, the fault is completely mine.
First up is Mark H, alias Henk, who along with eventual diehard Badgers Ben
and Chris were among my very first customers, and took it upon themselves to also be
my very last; in a deeply emotional moment, they showed up at the very end of my last
day in business to share in a celebratory drink. Mark H is a fundamentally artistic guy,
and right from the beginning he was enthusiastic about a deeper involvement at the
Badger. He persuaded me to take him on as my first volunteer, and in the course of his
shifts he came up with all sorts of interesting concepts. The first that comes to mind
was simply a doodle with a muscular badger in the pose of Rosie the Riveter, under
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which was the catchphrase “West End Strong.” Had I been strong enough to persevere
with the Badger in the West End, I would’ve loved to turn it into a sticker or a shirt.
But Mark H did indeed get involved with shirts; in fact, he was the instrumental
mind behind the “Retro” Strong Badger tee, which features an epic battle scene in the
style of classic comic books, where an enormous human-sized badger faces down a
bald, bearded man (sound familiar?) wearing the rippling toga of a Roman god. It was a
smash hit, and I still see people walking around Winnipeg (and elsewhere!) wearing the
distinctive shirt with Mark’s design and the words “Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse.” I later
had Mark adapt the same image into the cover image for my Strong Badger novel, done
more in a 40’s Pulp style, and along with the design skills of my partner Sarah his
eﬀorts helped turn the Badger novel into a Dream Come True (see “Dreams: The
Novel”).
Finally, among others, Mark H helped me brainstorm ideas for bringing in some
more funds at times when I was really feeling the pinch. One of his proposals, that I
loved then and I love now, was to do a molded plastic badger ornament, or possibly
even a figurine, to sell around Christmas time. Always having loved such curious
objects I was smitten by the idea, but alas it never had time to come to fruition.
The other iconic Strong Badger t-shirt was designed by another Badger regular,
Don R, a highly-renowned tattoo artist. I’d had an idea for a memento-mori-style image
featuring the words “Read or Die” done in a traditional tattoo style, and I sent a poor
sketch of the idea to Don. In short order he’d returned to me a masterpiece, which was
subsequently blown up and put on the back of a black t-shirt. It was the kind of image
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that brings me joy just to look at, and it was only possible by Don’s talent and
generosity.
I will never tire of telling the story of Lori M, who along with her husband
Gordon were committed and often inspiring supporters of the Badger. Once, I don’t
remember why, I mentioned to her that the quote from Kenneth Graheme’s “The
Wind in the Willows” was a guiding sentiment for me in opening the shop, and meant
a lot to me, not least because it happens to describe Mr. Badger’s home. Lori, with
light in her eyes, told me that she was learning calligraphy, and she’d like to make my
favourite quote into a piece of art for the wall. A few months passed, I saw Lori and
Gordon again, and Lori promised she hadn’t forgotten about my quote, though I
occasionally forgot about her promise.
And then one day, the door opened and in came Lori with one of the most
beautiful gifts I have ever been given. There was my Kenneth Graheme badger quote,
on the finest paper, laid out in a piece of art at least 7 feet wide and 2 feet tall. It was
behind glass, in a frame handmade by Gordon, and they’d brought a hammer and nails:
it was going on the wall. It became a centerpiece of the coﬀeehouse, hanging right
behind the front counter from then on, its beauty and detail commented upon daily.
Not being an artist myself, but knowing many, it was apparent to me just how
much time Lori, and Gordon as well, had put into the piece. What an incredible gift it
was. Of course I have it still, hanging in my own Badger Den, and perhaps it will find
another badger home someday.
A later Badger aficionado, Jesse R became one of my most devoted customers,
regulars, and eventually, a dear friend. He was one of those who answered the call for
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volunteers (see “The Blessings”), and he wasted no time in putting his incredible
creative talents to work. One evening I came to the shop to close the place down, after
Jesse and Drake (Breanna) had taken the afternoon volunteer shift. When I arrived, I
was shocked to see that Drake and Jesse were both wearing black aprons emblazoned
with the Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse logo. Jesse had used his access to a school
embroidery machine to create custom aprons for the shop, the sort of thing that gave
me energy and life, but that I never had the mental space (or money) to pursue.
Later, when I’d announced that the Badger was to close, Jesse took me aside and
said, with some trepidation, that he had a surprise for me. It turned out that he’d
leveraged his considerable skill as a graphic artist to create a poster commemorating
The Strong Badger, complete with the Graheme quote. But most breathtaking of all
was a digital rendition of the interior of the coﬀeehouse space, bursting with easter
eggs like typewriters on the window ledge and a sign to the “Murder Basement.” No
small investment of time had gone into this, and for all his anxiousness that I would
“like it,” Jesse was probably unprepared (and maybe never realized) just how deeply it
touched me to see his creative interpretation of the Badger. We ended up selling a
limited run of the posters, and naturally I still have a couple for myself.
Jesse’s impeccable promotional video for the Strong Badger can, AOTW, still be
viewed on YouTube at https://youtu.be/M-Dbs9_p8DQ.
Derrick and Dawn were two of my most committed supporters, among the
large group of people who went from being beloved regulars to true friends. Both had
significant creative energy, with Derrick throwing himself into participation at the
Open Mic, and Dawn selling her stunning hand-thrown pottery on my shelves and, for
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all intents and purposes, donating her proceeds back to me. I will never be able to pay
them back for all they did, financially or otherwise.
One day I was idly talking (it seems, having read over this chronicle, that I did
that a lot), and mentioned to Derrick and a few other people present that I’d always
fantasized about hosting a little miniature music festival. I’d been speaking aloud of
dreams, as I do throughout this story, but Derrick seized on it: “Why not?” he said.
“Let’s make it happen!” Derrick organized an incredible roster of musicians and
brought out a custom-made mobile trailer; he provided his sound system and put in a
12-hour day right alongside me, and BadgerFest was born. The first year we parked
Derrick’s trailer-stage in the parking spot on the sidewalk and had an absolute blast;
the second year things got really serious and we arranged the BadgerFest to coincide
with a block party on Victor Street, using Derrick’s mobile stage 2.0 and featuring even
more incredible musicians donating their time and energy toward making the
neighbourhood a better place. It was phenomenal, simply a mind-boggling experience,
and one of my deepest sorrows is that there was never a Badger Fest 3; though many
community members requested a repeat of the block party, by the time the next
summer came I’d closed up shop and was deep in personal hibernation.
AOTW, Dave N’s (see below) video chronicle of the first BadgerFest is still
accessible on YouTube at https://youtu.be/tYc8RiXHGPI.
My good friend Ben HD was involved in the Badger in a big way. From helping
me paint the sign to putting together bookshelves to being a support during the
municipal inspection, he was instrumental in helping me get things oﬀ the ground. He
was among the few who came out for the very first open mic, and made a Saturday
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Scrabble-and-coﬀee (and sometimes waﬄes) tradition at the Badger along with his wife
Karlo A. But something that tickled me, and I’m including it here because it perfectly
encapsulates the sort of creativity the Badger engendered, was a re-rendition of the
classic Commander Cody song “Lost in the Ozone,” reimagined as “Lost in the
Badger.” I was fortunate to play the new song with him, along with Dave N, and I got a
kick out of it every time. An impromptu video of a rehearsal of the song can also,
AOTW, still be seen on Dave N’s YouTube channel at https://youtu.be/3uFd33-7y4E.
Here’s a complicated one. Someone with whom I had a fraught relationship,
about which more in the previous section “Boundaries and Problem Customers,” was
Mark S. I’ll leave griping for that section, but here I wanted to talk about his passion
for improving his adopted neighbourhood. It was he who insisted I get a bike rack
from the West End Biz, and he who brought me any number of nick-nacks, badgerrelated and otherwise, to grace the shop. He was the most committed contributor to
the Progressive Story, which can be found in its entirety in Appendix C. One of the
most touching things he did was to repurpose the bare patch of dirt in front of the
Badger where once a tree had stood, before having been permanently and
unintentionally relocated by a poorly-piloted garbage truck. He came by one day with
four planks, screws already half-set and countersunk, and created a garden box; the
next day he was there with a wagon full of earth and a homemade sifting apparatus.
Some tallgrass and flowers soon graced the box, turning a cigarette-butt-filled hole in
the ground into something around which I could put my little outdoor chairs every
morning.
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A year later, in a fury about something barely comprehensible, he tore it all up
again. But it was a thoughtful creation, and nice while it lasted.
I would be hard-pressed to choose just one story about Carolin B. She was
practically a part of the fabric of the Badger, and was involved in all sorts of creative
hijinx. For the first “birthday” of The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse, she created an
enormous Badger cake: she crafted a larger-than-life badger out of rice krispies and
icing, which sat atop a massive chocolate slab cake. She’d coloured the rice krispie
mixture bright red, such that when the badger’s limbs were eventually devoured or fell
oﬀ, the badger’s own shocking flesh was revealed. There’ll be a picture of that in
Appendix A, for sure.
In honour of the same anniversary she secretly put together a handmade
booklet with testimonials from all of my favourite regulars about how important the
Badger had been to them, and was very satisfied in having brought me to tears when
she presented it to me during the Open Mic.
Finally, one of her neatest creations was envisioned when Carolin discovered
that the public library’s makerspace had a 3D printer. She quickly immersed herself in
figuring out the modelling software, no mean feat in itself; then, around the time of the
second badger anniversary (if memory serves), she presented me with a 3D printed
block that featured a handpainted badger head, almost as on a hunting trophy,
surrounded by the words “Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse.” Of course this, too, is included
in my eternal personal cache of badger memorabilia.
When I was first opening, my friend Rosanna G helped me a great deal, as I
mentioned previously. In addition to helping with the outside sign and stencilling the
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badger logo onto the side of my trusty warhorse espresso machine, I asked her to figure
out something to paint onto the machine’s front panel, which at the time I bought it
had the words “Italian Cappuccino” emblazoned across it in oﬀ-center italics. She came
up with the idea of transferring a map of the Badger’s section of Sargent Avenue onto
the panel, complete with buildings in many colours. The Badger she coloured white, to
set it apart, and it was always a symbol of grounding for me: You Are Here. I never
managed to properly thank Rosanna for all of her hard work.
About halfway through the Badger’s tenure, a tattoo parlour called Meraki
opened up a couple of doors down, soon moving into a bigger space right across the
street. The tattoo artists were all regular customers and supporters, including the
shop’s owner, an amicable fellow named Tun T.
One morning shortly after I announced that I was closing the Badger, Tun came
by and ordered a large black coﬀee. It wasn’t his usual order; in fact, he tended to order
tea. But after shooting the shit he went on his way, and I thought nothing more of it.
Tun came back at the end of the very same day with a portrait in his hands, a gift for
me: it was a painting of The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse, from his vantage point across
the street, and it was painted using the Badger’s house brew. I couldn’t imagine a more
perfect keepsake.
Dave N probably needs a chapter all his own, but I wouldn’t want to start halfassedly mistelling his life story. So I’ll restrain myself to a couple of anecdotes, and we’ll
all have to wait for his oﬃcial authorized autobiography. Dave is an otherworldly
musician, and was one of the Badger’s most regular regulars, another person who
appeared almost by accident and grew into a dear friend. He became extremely
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involved in the open mic, and it was 100% his influence that led me to attempt a livestream of the biweekly event. He supplied his sound equipment and expertise, as well
as his boundless enthusiasm for all things Badger, and turned the Open Mic into
something far more fruitful than it had originally been. AOTW a YouTube search for
“Strong Badger Events Live” brings up no fewer than 26 archived Open Mic videos,
comprising around 48 hours of footage (!) of which even a bit of haphazard sampling
will serve to give the uninitiated viewer a sense of how things felt in the Badger’s
halcyon days.
Dave also instigated a curious Open Mic event, evolving with subsequent
attempts, wherein with audience participation he would create an original song on the
spot, from chords all the way to lyrics. Predictably, many of his songs ended up with
themes of coﬀee, badgers, and baking, and you might be tempted to say that they often
went oﬀ the rails; I firmly believe that the rails were never there in the first place.
Dave also relished opportunities to record goings-on at the coﬀeehouse; in
addition to the BadgerFest recording mentioned above, he also recorded the first
Badger promo video, which can be had on YouTube AOTW at https://youtu.be/
h0Ed1ch4O8o.
It’s hard to sum up all of these memories without descending into either cheesy
or egomaniacal territory. I always used to say, with no measure of false humility, that I
“just opened the doors” of the Strong Badger, and it was the customers who made it
what it was. Of course things are always more complicated than they appear. However,
for a concept like the Badger to evolve into a mythos, with its own artistic
representation and independent (and utterly unfunded) creative endeavours necessarily
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requires the passion, time, and energy of many committed people. One of the great
blessings of the Badger was that it had these in spades. At times, the eﬀorts could be a
bit all over the place, and at other times their unexpected nature might have led me to
appear less grateful than I ought to have been, for which the responsibility is mine. But
at the end of the day, there remains an entire body of creative work that was lovingly
crafted by people who themselves loved the Strong Badger, and I will always be grateful
to them for their initiative and their kindness.
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The Future: Reality and Dreams

When I announced that The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse was to close at the end
of March 2019, I was cagey and ambiguous about whether or not it might reopen again.
Partly this was due to my unwillingness to utterly disappoint people, a duplicity which
is to my discredit. Partly it was due to an earnest interior struggle. After all, the closure
was precipitated not by the business failing or by mounting debt or anything, but by
the lease on the storefront being up, and me seeing no room to change or grow into a
more sustainable model in the existing space.
Of course it’s telling that I didn’t immediately make plans to find a more
suitable location, to move, and to continue the Badger with as little interruption as
possible (though in the wake of my announcement there was a boon of people coming
by with ideas about potential sites for relocation). This is simply because I was beyond
exhaustion. I felt like I didn’t have a life. My mental and physical health were in a
degraded state the depths of which I could see no recovery from if I were still to be
running the Badger.
In my announcement and in conversation with people, I told them that I would
take the spring and summer to reflect and think about the future, while working a job
that would serve as a mental change of pace. Remember the Watershed folks? Upon
learning that I was closing, one of their members oﬀered me a job doing painting and
renovations with him - a job which, over a year later and AOTW, I am still doing. I
didn’t mean to be dishonest, though I knew deep down that there was no way I could
or would reopen the Badger without some miraculous intervention or bolt-from-the-
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blue genius idea for making it more personally sustainable. And I gravely
underestimated the time that would be required to decompress and recover, to shift
my mind to a space where I wasn’t a small business owner, wasn’t blinded by stress,
wasn’t despairing of the future, and wasn’t crippled by exhaustion. Fall came and went,
and I can’t say I’d put more than cursory thought into what the future might hold. I
was perfectly content to work my painting job with my friend and to leave thinking
about the Badger’s and my own future for later on.
But here it is, here’s the cold, hard, impersonal truth: There is no way I could
reopen the Strong Badger without some kind of miracle.
Why do I say that?
Okay. I think the crux of the matter is that the Badger, though attempting to
exist in an entrepreneurial space, is simply unsustainable as a model of small business.
Perhaps that’s a pessimistic outlook, given that there certainly exist excellent countercapitalist businesses like Eadha which by all accounts are sustaining themselves to a
reasonable degree. The thing about the coﬀee shop model is that it’s completely
opposite to the coﬀeehouse model. The coﬀee shop requires increasing volumes in order
to thrive; the coﬀeehouse requires lower volumes in order to thrive, to truly be a third
place where people can interact and form relationships without the expectation of
being a consumer. But in a late-capitalist world where businesses are expected to be
scalable in order to maintain access to capital, where the cost of simply existing (lease
payments plus utilities plus insurance plus taxes plus payroll plus payroll taxes plus
internet service plus webhosting plus alarm fees plus even the most meagre advertising
budget, et cetera seemingly ad infinitum) is such that your average foodservice
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establishment lives a hand-to-mouth existence, often only one or two months’ lost
revenue away from insolvency, as has been dramatically demonstrated during the
pandemic that is occurring AOTW. The coﬀeehouse model simply isn’t possible to
maintain on its own.
Of course there’s other ways to fandangle it, as has been shown. There’s the
side-job model, where the owner might even have a full-time occupation that bankrolls
the coﬀeehouse, which is in turn run by someone else. There’s the piggyback model,
where a coﬀeehouse latches on to a more profitable or stable business; there’s an
example of that here in Winnipeg, where a successful bicycle and sporting goods store
added a cafe to their establishment. There’s the membership option, which is deployed
by (often culturally-aﬃliated) private clubs here in Winnipeg; everyone pays an annual
due which takes care of the overhead. This would also be quite similar to a co-op
model, where every patron is a part “owner” by virtue of an annual contribution. One
time I sat down and figured that I’d need several thousand annually-paying members,
depending on the scale of the fee, to make the Badger run worry-free. It was sobering.
There are probably lots of other creative ideas that could potentially work in
the real world. There are just as many ideas that are far beyond the pale of realistic
manifestation. For this reason or that reason, I don’t think any of the above prospects
would really be workable for the Badger.
Another time I sat down and crunched some pretty vague numbers. What
would the number end up being, I wondered, for a diﬀerent kind of dream? If I was
fantasizing, say, completely out to lunch, just spitballing fantasies?
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So here’s a fantasy that I figure would cost about 250 grand a year, without
taking into account inflation or profits from selling stuﬀ, but also assuming that the
cost of consumable supplies would be covered by the sale of same. Worked into that
figure is a salary for myself, the idea being that I’d be on a fixed income and the
enterprise would be run on a non-profit sort of model. Any profits that were generated
above the operational needs of the space would go back into a rainy-day fund,
charitable support of other local enterprises, or bankrolling other creative enterprises.
The idea would be to construct a versatile multi-purpose space. If I’m dreaming
(and I’m going to stop qualifying things like that now, because that’s exactly what I’m
doing from here on in) it’d be a two-storey brick building with two or three thousand
square feet per floor and a basement for storage. The whole complex would be called
either just The Strong Badger or The Strong Badger Supplementation Bureau, of which
The Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse would be just one component part.
Let’s start at the top and work our way down. A big part of sustainability for me
personally is finding a balance between multifarious and often competing interests. At
the original Strong Badger, part of what made it such an emotionally challenging space
for me personally was that the entire place was public. Except for a dingy, dirty little
basement where I stored some stuf f and did the cashouts, the whole building was
accessible by everyone. Even if I wasn’t working (like if I showed up early and Curt was
there, or if Sarah was watching the shop and I was taking a break) I was always within
shouting distance, could always be roped into something, could never hide.
So, the entire top floor would be a more private sort of domain. It would centre
around a personal studio space. This would be a space where I could work on my
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diﬀerent personal projects: my writing, more than anything. But there would also be a
small print-and-art shop where I could work on things in the vein of the original Strong
Badger Chronicle (See Appendix B). Maybe the Strong Badger Supplementation Bureau
could actually metamorphosize into its own little publishing house, which is what it
play-acted as for the Strong Badger novel.
There would be space for others as well up there. There would certainly be a
well-appointed graphic design studio for my partner Sarah’s company, Galley Creative
Co. (if she so wanted it). Maybe the whole thing would be semi-open-concept, with the
printing apparatus bridging the gap between our two more private studio spaces.
Perhaps there could be a couple of aﬀordable oﬃce spaces that could be oﬀered to
other like-minded local creatives. Who knows, maybe there would be a little roasting
station, where the Badger could have its very own beans roasted in small batches.
How, you may ask, would I have time for upstairs activities with the Badger
rumbling on beneath? An excellent question. Because from my experience at the
Strong Badger Coﬀeehouse, I think I can safely say that even working full-time
running the Badger was more than I could manage and still maintain a healthy worklife balance. So what gives?
This aspect would all hinge on hiring some passionate employees who, in
addition to making and serving coﬀee, would be committed to engaging with the
Badger community as well. One of them would be hired as a manager, and in that
capacity would be responsible for the day-to-day operation of the shop. The idea would
be that if I disappeared oﬀ the face of the earth, the manager and employees could still
run the Badger in my absence without a hitch. Such an arrangement would give me the
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freedom to work a couple of oﬃcial shifts every week, and also be present here and
there just to engage with people absent the responsibility of making sure the coﬀee is
flowing and the dishes are done.
An updated version of the coﬀeehouse would also feature an expanded menu of
food, soups and sandwiches, prepared on-site. And while the original Badger was pretty
intentional about avoiding alcohol, this edition would quietly integrate a few limited
options: a couple of local beers on tap, and a couple of house wines. Perhaps a meadbeer?
The coﬀeehouse area would, obviously, be significantly larger, so as to
accommodate more people lingering. It would be divided into sections to give the
feeling of intimacy, but the central tenet of inclusivity would persist in its supreme
influence. This iteration would integrate some version of the “suspended coﬀee”
economy, which I’d always intended to include in the original Badger concept and
which Eadha bakery has adopted with great success - the idea being that someone
might pay for an additional coﬀee or sandwich to be “suspended” until such time as an
individual in need accesses it. Some places use a coupon board system, others a token
system, others simply a daily tally.
There would need to be a larger and more specifically-designated stage for
musical events. The biweekly open mic would persist, as well as a weekly jazz feature,
which was always very much a dream of mine that was never truly realized. I can recall
two or three jazz performances at the original Badger, but it’s a genre that seems to
require a bit more headhunting (pun intended) than the folk-centric music that
gravitates towards a coﬀeehouse scene. Another big update would be the payment of
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musicians; at the original Badger “pass-the-hat” was the only way to make money, as I
had no funds to pay the musicians and wouldn’t allow a cover charge, as that would
seem to fly in the face of an inclusive environment (a paywall, in a sense). There would
still be no cover charges allowed, but each musical act would receive compensation for
their work out of the Badger creative fund. Anyone would be given a first chance at
performing; repeat performances would hinge on the success of the first one (more in
terms of musical appeal than the draw of an audience), but preference would be given
to first-timers, I think. Though I also love the idea of having artists do a sort of
residency, where they have a weekly performance for a month or two. So many
possibilities!
Another dream from the original Badger days was to set money aside for a
community grant. Whether for an artist, a community activist, or someone in need, it
would be a way for the Badger to contribute to activities beyond its walls.
The original Strong Badger had a small section of used books for sale, which
were by and large donated by Badger supporters. While this was a very wonderful and
often whimsical model, it meant that I had very little influence over which titles made
their way onto the shelves. And as a former bookseller, I was always aching to figure
out a way to order up specific exciting titles. So in my second dream-Badger, the
bookstore would feature largely new titles, and the stock would have nothing to do
with completeness or bestsellers and everything to do with what I and the people
around me think is important. I’ll be honest that I’ve compiled a list of a few hundred
titles that I would order right oﬀ the bat, given the chance, ranging from poetry to
socio-political commentary to sci-fi to mystical-religious to just plain weird. It would
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be a bookstore where to come looking for a specific volume would be a fool’s errand; it
would exist for the elation of discovery and the exuberance of the unpredictable. Of
course, I would also love to maintain a comprehensive section dealing in local
publications, self-publications, and the cutting edge of Indigenous and Canadian
literature, which though sometimes characterized as “CanLit” is, in my opinion, a
literature that coheres as a matter of geography and little else.
Oh, and of course the decor would be dark and comfortable, replete with
woodwork and comfortable chairs and mood lighting and stained glass and candle-light
and spaces where people could sit and lose themselves in the rumble of the
conversation and the music and dream the most wonderful of dreams. The espresso
machine would be made from hammered brass and have levers in the style of the belle
époque; the cash register would be antique and bronze. The music would be fluid and
curated within an inch of its life. Books and Badgers would be everywhere.
And what of dreams? What can we say about them? We can say that there are
two meanings of the word, for a start. First, a dream is a somnambular experience that
tends to be nonsensical, whimsical, and frankly insane, however much we might accept
it as it’s occurring. Second, a dream can be a metaphor for a vision or wish we have, a
wish for the future, a wish for ourselves or others. But there’s a third sense. There are
rare dreams that seek to teach us something, that reach out to us with a message that
may not be immediately clear. These dreams occur seldom in one’s life, if at all. They’re
the sorts of dreams from which you wake up changed, often in imperceptible ways.
They’re dreams where you suspect that maybe some external power, whatever that may
be, is reaching out to you through the boundlessness of your imagination and the
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fluidity of dream-time, whispering arcane secrets meant for you and only you, secrets
in the language of the air and the earth which point to something in the distance, a
speck that might be anything at all but which you recognize all at once is yourself,
moving across an unfamiliar landscape decades away.

-Brock Peters, Winnipeg, April 2020
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APPENDIX A: PHOTOGRAPHIC EVIDENCE

The Co$ee Cart # Humble Beginnings
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A Blank Slate # The Strong Badger at 679 Sargent before renovations
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Opening Day, Summer 2016
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Ready to welcome the first badgers.
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With Lori & Gordon Matties, the day they presented me with their incredible handmade art.
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The Strong Badger in autumn.
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The inaugural BadgerFest, with mastermind Derrick on the far le!.
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With Carolin and her incredible cake for the Badger’s 1st birthday.
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At the cabin, hard at work on the Strong Badger novel. Photo by Sarah Wood.
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The inspiration for the novel # an incredible T#shirt design by Mark Henkelman.
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The culmination of dreams: at the book launch of “The Strong Badger: A Novel.” Kristian
Enright, emcee; Ben Hanlon#Dearman, ce&o. Photo by Christina W. Kroeker.
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Christina presenting me with a handmade badger stained glass piece.
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The Love Plant, sti& keeping watch three years later.
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A progressive reading of “The Wind in the Wi&ows,” part of the “Badger Farewe&” event, Spring
2019.
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A Strong Badger latte.
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APPENDIX B: THE STRONG BADGER CHRONICLE, VOLUMES 2 & 3

The Strong Badger Chronicle was conceived as a sort of literary chapbook, typeset on a typewriter,
crudely photocopied, stitched together by hand, and sold in limited editions of twenty or thirty. The
first volume was written entirely by me and was more an artistic proof of concept than anything; I
sold copies of it from my coﬀee cart, and it will remain a limited edition. The second and third
volumes, however, were the real culmination of the idea. Throughout the existence of The Strong
Badger Coﬀeehouse I solicited submissions for the Chronicle, and to my knowledge I used all of the
submissions I received, though some of the later submissions for the fourth volume never had a
chance to materialize in print.

I reproduce here the complete texts of the second and third volumes, with gracious thanks to the
contributors, who must certainly be counted among those who helped my dreams to come true.
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The Strong Badger Chronicle: Volume II

Music At The Strong Badger
A poem by Kristian Enright

A symphony seems to solve Saussure’s

possible

Symbolic disconnect, where
the problem of mere noise fails to evoke the concept
connect in the sign, framed in the air like a hotel’s vacancy
along a sfumato road becoming elliptical:
someone accuses a writer’s riot of words as a mere
Wagnerian fart somehow disseminated! Try to breathe
prairie in decadence!
Writers: less than all-talk. Mutter a river, aside a
brook

Yet, if a violin defended it, the song of things slipping away
from our words, we would sense an elegy not in a graveyard
But at the wake that life is: a fiddle probe of sorts.
Just as the stream of time has a goal to be music at the rapids…
this idea strikes the symphony’s percussionist
at the instant before contact occurs on the taut surface of
the drum: in postmodern time

the electric violin’s wires are cut

as if to find the old river in the blood:
blood in a red wire that is non-transparent / simulacra not apparent?

A word is so often opaque
is like water ringing
a drowning Narcissus
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but a musical note
you see yourself

the thought of drowning in water

says “air” without having to say it
Yet, we must see blood in the wire of mechanized
desire, and not as a machine does, obey it.

A generation now needs from its semiotic signs
to move out of the machine anti-dream, a cyborg Frankenstein
of sorts, who can play a new and terrible violin
that is the flame parrot of energy as a polterzeitgeist, science’s
fact of being?

and as we live our lives dressed in the bumbling dissonance of our
flesh
(taken from fashion magazines to the sewing machine of randomness’
beat)
inside the machine is a humming harmony with sheer
efficiency

think of coffee grounds in the mind

these are the grains to prepare intimacy: despite
the hot air balloons of whimsicality

the implicit pointing of

words
strikes:
surely this is a crumpled flag of the white of surrender gone
transparent…
if the flesh were to behave this way, our interiors, would
they
aestheticize?
the heart crossed with buttocks…

You might find in punk, a web of tenuous guts
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a lovely note there thinking of puberty / a
Renaissance of
acne
as

the

coffee

starts

working,

anger

begins to abate
These are all just notes for your discussion’s
harvest
there is a weathered man of synesthesia of
this “note”
predicts the human jazz eternal.

Vessel
A poem by Squigs

I picked up a collection of your poetry
and it didn’t take all night to read.
I am now empty more so for knowing
how empty you tell yourself you are.

there is a fifteen minute cab ride
or a 45 minute bus ride
that makes the most distance of this city
but I would walk to you at any hour.
Regardless of any change
that may weigh in my pockets,
there is always an open hand there
for you if you would take it.

Somewhere, my mother shares her bed with nobody
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after being twice robbed of her covers
by the same man
she has never returned to that softness.

somewhere else my father sleeps with himself
and cries for having held on for so long.

There is a grace we don’t allow ourselves for letting go.
you need not be in love to hurt,
you need not forgive to be alone.

I think you are everything I reach for,
though for fear my throat is empty of your echoes,
I read your poetry
and some nights I ride the bus home
in the other direction.

Proffer
A poem by Squigs

Next to your pyre
Nest to your flame
I am ashamed by my mortality

these days have made ash accumulating of me
the grown-up ghost I’m taken to be
a soundless sonder

Through another man’s lens
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through another boy’s poem
you are still beautiful to me

Some other man’s Eurydice
Some boy who didn’t turn around
when faced with the world only a few steps away

Now I am buried under this city
practicing sleepless nights
I talk to you backwards and pray for the world to begin again

a double exposure in third person
the picture makes sense, the pieces don’t fit together
My schizophrenia in monochrome

Limerance,
though spurious
pending supplication

My Brother’s Suitcase
A short story by Steven Benstead

I picked up my brother at the train station. I thought I had
given

myself

plenty

of

time,

but

when

I

got

there,

I

found

him

wandering the concourse. “Donald.” I hurried up to him. “Did I get the
time wrong?” He looked confused and a little dishevelled. He had
recently received a promotion, and his wife had confessed to me that
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his new position came with a lot of stress. Too many deadlines all
piling up at once. He peered at me, “Jack?” as if he weren’t sure who
I was. I took his suitcase, glancing at the name tag out of habit.
“Your Molly and the kids okay?” he said. “Looking forward to seeing
you,” I replied, but he had already turned his head to gaze at a train
that was pulling into the station.
He was joining his wife and son for the weekend. They had come
up a few days earlier.
When we arrived at the house, I retrieved his case and was
preparing to follow him inside, but he said, “I’m just going to pop
across to the road, Jack.” There was a confectionary shop that doubled
as a news agent across from us. “Won’t be a minute.”
I went on ahead, opened the front door and called out, “Hello.”
As I set Donald’s suitcase down in the hallway, I was briefly mobbed
in a touching case of mistaken identity. I explained where he had
gone. My wife poured more tea for the adults and lemonade for the
children, and we settled in to wait.
After half an hour had passed, I walked over to the shop. The
owner, who knew my brother from previous visits,shook his head when I
asked about Donald. A slow day, he hadn’t seen a customer in over an
hour. “Something amiss, Jack?” I said no, I wasn’t sure. As I was
about to leave, he asked me if I had heard about the accident. A train
had

derailed

some

twenty

miles

to

the

south.

“The

details

are

sketchy,” he said, “but the line’s been closed.” I was about to
comment that my brother must have been on one of the last trains to
get through, but something stopped me, a premonition perhaps.
A year later, I still can’t make sense of it. If I hadn’t taken
Donald’s

suitcase

into

the

house

with

me,

it

might

have

been

a

different matter. But I did have his suitcase. I had set it down in
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the hallway. And it was still there when the police came to the door
that night.
I had spent the afternoon looking for him, first on foot and
then in the car. I stopped at the local police station hoping to
report him as a missing person. The officer told me he would circulate
the information but warned me not enough time had passed to officially
declare my brother missing. So when we got the knock on the door that
night and were given the news that Donald had been killed in the train
wreck - by then it was all over the news and the magnitude of what was
being described as one of the nation’s worst rail disasters had become
clear - I thought there must be some mistake. Had I not picked him up
at the station? And what about his suitcase?
We have it still, safely stored in the closet in the spare room
where it waits for him should he ever come back for it, my brother’s
suitcase, proof of what I’m not sure, a question with no answer, a
conundrum, a mystery that will keep its secrets, I have come to
accept, until the end of time.

Marooning
A poem by Chris Macalino

I cannot stop thinking
about the millions lost
in our time of disasters
and light-year cataclysms

...superpowers racing
nations loading up
water to Earth’s moon
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ecosystems for centuries

...plutonium in the giant blown away
enough stages for millennia
warmth to make moons as planets
trillions of entities cancelled

...the mystery of Antarctica
where history may shed clues
to whether people began travelling
from southern hemispheres

...nobody wants to hear about terraforming
and I’m tired of making people angry
but surely somebody wants to jump out of their seat
so they could just let the whole world know

It’s a motion to be careful with conspiracy theories
I have watched enough X-Files to figure out
that true friends shouldn’t whip out big pictures
it’s just difficult to find any relevance…
There’s your soup and mine.

Sleight Difference
A poem by Chris Macalino

Physics makes anything possible:
Something has its place
And another thing is somewhere else.
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I’m here minding my own business
But I’m not there when you’re thinking.

It’s a privacy believing this
Idea of everything defined by matter…

Yesterday, I trimmed my fingernails
Outside at my garden, hoping that
A touch of shedding could benefit
My coin purse with a few laughs.

There’s also the coin purse itself
Which my parents gave me,
It belongs to me right now but was
Made by a monk, and his monastery
Is located somewhere in The Philippines.

I have this sophisticated piece of leather
Thanks to them, planes, tools, and a cow
Maybe if I take a watermelon seed
And give it a thousand years, it will
Turn into a guitar pick.
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The Strong Badger Chronicle: Volume III

The Excalibur’s Pendragon
A poem by Chris Macalino

My coffee tastes like it has a touch of Ricola
But I have to think twice about Alpine moments
And I’d like a hundred years of maple syrup
Although it’s best to be careful w/ potables

Old wood, you make me feel warm inside
Old wood, I need to hold you in my hand
Tonight’s just a dream of days to tap
I’ll never have you, just to myself

Let’s make a big deal out of a fish plate
Three wishes to choose from…
The brilliant head can make you smarter
Where the shiny middle part is rich
And that bright tail will mean fame
I can’t create a spin w/ this equivocation
But then again, some stories can be the same

Old wood, afloat for two millennia
Old wood, Am I supposed to fold a K3 suited?
Is rhyme a reason for a new scoreboard?
A salmon tone reflects from your grain

Paintings are your safes, pages take your air
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Children go to you, surrounding another ring
As friends try to come back to your grounds
And teachers reveal your truths very gently
Old wood, you’re always fine & wrapped in gold
You’re kept in fitted aumbries w/ rubbed cloth

Musical Triple Letter
A poem by Chris Macalino

Got walls that need knocking down?
Then come for a ride w/ Capt. Jay!

He’s got buddies in high places
And they’ll turn their instruments
Into deep and bright tools…
Bronze blocks break to smithereens!

Capt. Jay, Let’s move pass the stream
Even if the hours get wrapped like seasons
Capt. Jay, Lead us all to the Groove
Paddling boards of grooviness

Are you too busy for your massive obstruction
Or maybe you’re happier just rebuilding?
Then speed it up w/ Capt. Jay!
Row, row, rotate your misconstrued eyesores

He’ll bring his whole boxing crew
And connect everything a million times
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A billion of their baseball bats
Goodbye to your border of disorder!

Capt. Jay says, “I’ll go beyond Fifth Street
Even if your wrists get mummified w/ TP>
I’ll lead everyone to a big time groove,
Swimming strokes for grooving.”

Thanks, you’re the best! Croissant?
Capt. Jay says, “No way hosay.”

The First Strong Badger Spring Open Mic
A poem by Shayla Elizabeth

SPRING 2017

Spring officially started this year March 20th
Not the 21st, as other years

NOT SOON ENOUGH FOR ME

WINTER IS SUPPOSED TO START ON DEC. 21
but it was December 2nd!
when we here in da Peg
got dumped on by an Arctic LOW.

Just finishing shovelling out
when the Colorado FLOW
walloped us with more snow
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it was followed by the Alberta CLIPPER
Don’t you remember shovelling the whole month of
December non-stop?

But now, it is the end of March
Seeing geese, as pairs, coming back
-Oh! Don’t make a nest by a roadway
that really is a hiway

Easier to walk now
-Only have fallen between 1 and 10 times…
I don’t want to become one of those people
who can only talk about their back, hips,
or knees too young for a sore knee!

Even have had some 11
days - I can actually wear my BIRKS! YAY!

SPRING HAS SPRUNG.

This Isn’t What I Paid For
A short story by Steven Benstead

I woke up this morning, wondering just what the hell was going
on.
I had gotten my affairs in order, given timely notice to my
employer, and yesterday my friends and family held a big farewell
party for me. Men I respected shook my hand, women I had been half in
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love with for years kissed me on the cheek. Glasses were raised,
toasts were made. Smiles and goodwill were all around. People squeezed
my arm and said I was doing the right thing. I went to sleep thinking
exactly that. But then I woke up. My clock radio was cataloguing the
latest round of global disasters on the eight o’clock news and my
coffee maker was gurgling in the kitchen. All that, along with me, was
supposed to have been turned off sometime in the middle of the night.
Not wanting the embarrassment of having the body collectors show
up and find me pacing my living room floor, I hurried down to the
company who held my termination contract to sort things out or at
least

to

get

some

information.

Before

I

could

say

a

word,

the

receptionist told me to take a seat. I waited for over an hour. During
this time, other clients, some of whom had come in after me, were
directed to agents. When I complained, the receptionist asked me to
spell my name, then cooly informed me I did not have an appointment. I
replied

that

I

did

have

an

appointment,

I

had

a

termination

appointment - for which I had paid in full, check your files, lady that was supposed to have taken place sometime between midnight and
six a.m. this morning. I spread my arms. “But as you can see, I’m
still here.” A call was placed. “Someone will be right with you.
Please take a seat.” Another hour passed before an agent finally
appeared to speak to me. He explained, in the middle of the waiting
room without a shred of privacy, that they were looking into my case,
but it might take some time to sort it out. Time? A few days. Days? As
I

was

leaving,

he

warned

me

not

to

do

anything

rash.

I

was

so

frustrated, I shouted, “What good are you people for anyway,” and
walked out.
Terrified that I might suddenly drop dead in the middle of the
street when some underpaid technician realized my switch had not been
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thrown, I went to a diner where I’ve been sitting for the better part
of the afternoon, sipping coffee at a table in the back. I shouldn’t
be here; I shouldn’t be anywhere. I’m afraid to look up. What if one
of my friends spots me? They might think they’ve seen a ghost.
When I do finally look up, a man is looming over my table. He’s
wearing a long black coat. He asks my name. I’m distracted by the
efforts of a police officer to usher everyone, including staff, onto
the sidewalk. The man sits down. He smiles and tells me he’s from the
company. “Are you the gentleman who holds the contract ending in
6001119?” I nod. Finally, some answers. However, he has no explanation
for me. He simply offers his apologies - on behalf of the company before he pulls a sedation gun out from under his coat. It’s illegal
to install a lethal cartridge into a sedation gun, unless one is an
authorized agent. He shows me his license. I start to get up. The man
rises with me. I protest, “This isn’t what I paid for,” but he’s not
listening.

Geography 1
A poem by Karlo Aguilar

I must have traced your skin
more times than I could count
breath, ink, skin to skin

sand across vermillion border

As you map mine
climbing up a hill
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we are both explorers

8 / gone
A short story by Jesse harms

“IN ONE OF MY LIVES, I was an octopus.”
Pause. The hall was silent, as you might expect. August Credo
thought he could almost hear the muffled lives wrapped up in chairs.
Of course, they were destined for a new experience. He held onto the
bottom of his chair. There were, too, coats hanging lifeless behind
their seats. It was just one more sound barrier, one more hint that
you could almost hear the colour brown living in the carpet. A live
carpet. And a dull one.
Credo turned his attention back to Dr. Hare.
“No, truly!” Hare wore a big grin, as if everyone in the room
opted to be a part of his conspiracy. “I tell the truth!”
Two

deadly

five-letter

words.

Two

five-letter

words.

Credo

sighed. There were blonde streaks amid a rich chocolate brown of hair
sitting immediately in front of him; who do those belong to? He was
entranced; blonde fingers reaching, reaching down towards August’s
shoes

through

the

beautiful

shroud.

August

relapsed.

He

said

he

wouldn’t, said he wasn’t going to. He, after all, was in control…
well, he was in control. Letting his eyelids sink to half-mast, August
lay back in his seat. He wondered, trying to find a place for his
imagination, if someone was, at that moment, imposing some sort of
structure on him.
Oh, August was sure everybody would do him differently. Give him
muscle tone, hair that waved the glance away from the bony structures
of his face. Give him contacts, not glasses. Especially not glasses
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that

bore

witness

to

continual

adjustment

down

a

narrow,

sharply

pointed nose. Give him an ass. Period. Let him please, please fill out
his

jeans.

The

corduroy

button-down

shirts

his

mother

had

always

bought for him, that he had therefore continued to purchase, might be
left provocatively undone. And, if so, there would be the hint of a
man’s body bursting through the loudest fabric known to humankind.
“No! No, seriously.” Hare held up a manicured hand. He wore no
sports coat today. Credo almost hadn’t noticed, but the hand was nice,
pleasant, and attached to what appeared to be a scaly black and
twisted deformed arm. “Seriously,” Hare repeated. No one laughed.
Credo thought maybe the girl in front of him was grinning. Well, not
like he thought he was grinning. She would do that because she didn’t
want the professor to fail as a comedian, but nobody Credo could think
of was here to hear something funny. “Strange Encounters: Incarnations
and Spirit” by Don Doug Hare. Not a funny title. Probably not the full
house Hare or the University wanted, but there were bums in seats.
Bums. Was the blonde’s bum nice? How might I find out… dangerous
waters here. She’ll have to get up at some point. I might even doze
off, pretend dozing… wait till she has to leave. It was so very
dangerous to think beyond the face. August had long reconciled himself
to a kind of face, nothing too, too demanding; just the kind of
beatific Madonna that never goes out of style.
“Well,” Hare continued, smiling, undaunted, “let me tell you
about some of my experiences, let me fill you in on what you’re
missing.” Hare reached into his inner sea creature and sent a paternal
grin, all round, suckers attached and everything getting covered in
ink. Credo shuddered. The voluptuous bosom of his perfect woman was
coming in now, cleavage like a space between him and the man on stage
trying to convince him of something, maybe something important; he
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struggled more yet to bring himself back to the lecture. “I want you
to know, first and foremost, that the proposition that the ‘body
remembers’ is critical here. I want you all, all of you! Ha ha. Maybe
this will help. Think of yourselves as family. Family! Shout for great
joy… er.” Hare visibly throttled himself back. “I mean, er, y’all can
do what I am going to tell you.” Y’all? A pleasant rhythm. A pleasant
way to address more than one person, if not particularly a propos
here.
More than one bum…
“For sure, surely, it requires a great deal of work.” At this
point a sheen could be seen on the forehead of the eminent professor.
August didn’t know if Hare actually was “eminent,” but he liked the
way the word sounded. It sounded nice in his head. He would have to
keep track of that one, maybe practice it aloud when he was outside.
Left foot jerk. Left. Food. Foot?
Credo sat up straight, and the prayers began. Not one or two
little prayers where an insignificant request was made before an allpowerful deity, but a flooding of heavy prayer. Maybe, just maybe the
hair in front of him had been the perfect veil he knew in his head it
was. Here, all the glory of caramel, platinum, honey, more kinds of
blonde than Credo could name, flooded down to his lap. It was a
pathway. A bridge. A ladder that had August creeping into a prayer.
Credo knew the divine didn’t listen to him in public.
“‘Tentacling,’ I call it.” Hare continued to beam around the
room as though he was the favourite uncle that had materialized here
purely for our edification, a sense that Credo suspected he could
shove in his pants and have access to whenever he wanted. Hare’s arms,
sticking straight out from the side, began to convulse in grotesque
movements. “You see?! You see just how easily this comes to me?
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Brilliant. Just brilliant.” An unremarkable hand set about clearing
some of the sweat off the poor man’s forehead. Did he really show us
something?

Credo

cracked

his

knuckles.

He

was

getting

down

to

business.
“Ok, ok.” Rubbing his hands together (Credo was beginning to
feel for the guy) as if he could prop up his failing jokes with pure
will from his hands: it really wasn’t his fault for having to deal
with this sleeping crowd. “Ok, ok. Let’s backtrack; I’ll get round to
talking about tentacling again” - his hands began almost involuntarily
to lift outwards, but then thought better of it - “Don’t let me forget
it, ok? It’s a treat, believe me. But let’s examine the idea that the
‘body remembers.’ Or, to borrow a phrase from Caroline Myss, your
‘biography becomes your biology’ or something to that effect. I can’t
recall now when I first heard that, but, again, believe me! Your body
has an imprint of everything you’ve ever done, felt, drank, ate,
fucked, or smoked. All of you, your whole physical bodies are records
keeping track of these things. Sure, some things you can’t ask your
body to do. We humans, unfortunate as it is, alas cannot fly on our
own power. The gods saw fit to endorse us with other gifts, perhaps,
but not that particular one. Does it matter why?
“Well, no, to be perfectly frank. We have got ourselves wired,
however, to think that if there is something that we cannot do, that
we want to do, we ought to have it, we ought to have dominion over
these kinds of things. How arrogant! How lovely. But, unfortunate
again, is it seems we always direct that energy to the outer portions
of our worlds. Not, however, on the inner world that we always, always
have access to. How crazy is that?” Beams around the room. August had
to fight the impulse to cover his eyes. What is this? An A.A. session?
How motivational does this guy need to be?
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Credo’s gaze slipped back to the chair in front of him. In those
seconds he’d looked away the blonde streaks had ceased to become a
veil. Now they were pulled over the right shoulder. The barest hint of
neck and short straight hairs showing up on the left side… seriously,
August, S.T.O.P.“...it was one fateful day, I remember, a September day, just
perfect. Perfect! And I noticed, I noticed that my gaze wound round me
and, then, out of me! Suddenly it felt as if I could stretch out my
arms, feel people, feel their lives, feel them!” The look of awe on
the good doctor’s face betrayed the fact that he hadn’t heard the
chorus of quiet “gross!” of “what the fuck?” Credo sniggered inside
his head.
The blonde was gone. It was sad. He hadn’t taken the time to
actually compose the snapshot of the blonde; it would have been a
breathtaking scene he was sure. Reams of canvas would shift, would
alter colours of their own accord, so as to make room for this latest
spectacle now gone. All gone.
“So this gorgeous September day, probably the first… or the
fifteenth” (Yeah, cause fourteen days makes no fucking difference)
“not that it matters. I just always find those days in September tend
to be particularly beautiful for me. Well, no, not just me as it turns
out. At least not ‘me’ in the sense you probably think of ‘me’ right
now. By the time I finish this presentation today, I hope I will have
made you see just how narrow personal pronouns actually are. How
narrowly we’ve understood this awesome cosmic make-up that we’ve got
going on here. You’ve really got to dig into yourselves, get in the
cracks, you know? Dig, and dig, and dig. Then, once you really feel
like you’ve dug enough, you need, need, to dig some more. And then,
you’ll find you may very well happen to be walking along a lovely
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boardwalk on a lovely September day and, lo and behold! it turns out
that you can actually see this ‘tentacling’ going on. You realize that
this is how the capital ‘U’ Universe actually unravels itself for us!
“Fuck

Foucault!

...ah,

pardon

my

belligerence!”

Dr.

Hare

laughed, a high, unpleasant giggly kind of sound. “But Foucault had it
wrong when he talks as if the world couldn’t possibly be ‘complicit’
in our understanding of her. He’s just wrong, wrong, WRONG on that
count! Ha. I really can’t stress enough how important it is that you
get the concepts I’m trying to impart to you. It will, I guarantee it,
it will change your lives! They will immediately become sooooo much
broader,

bigger,

higher

than

you

can

possibly

imagine!”

Yeah,

I

imagine you’ve lost your grip completely and can’t use a superlative
to really express your idiotic sentiments.
Credo frowned. He couldn’t remember for the life of him why he’d
come to this talk.
“...and, if some of you are really lucky, you’ll have your very
own octopi experiences!”

Lung Disease
A poem by Laura Burke Elias

where does a ship go
when your lungs are empty
when there
and I can no longer
is no
feel your warm breath
current
on my neck
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or breeze
does our time together turn
to move it
to dust

what can it do
what will I have
but wait for
to prove that
that sweet rhythm
you lived
to caress
and we loved
its bow
except the
once more, the
anticipation
ebb
of your exhale
and
when I lie down
flow

Venerable
A poem found on a typewriter in a coffeehouse
Author Unknown

i am venerable
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ladybugs are a trillion years old

eagles are a billion years old

humans are a million years old

books are next to gold

machines are in line

trees are an investment

paper planes in last place
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APPENDIX C: THE PROGRESSIVE STORY

I can’t entirely recall how the idea for the Progressive Story was formed. I suspect I read about a
similar concept occurring somewhere and then appropriated it for my own setting. What happened
was that I set up one of my most durable and reliable typewriters on a shelf at the Strong Badger
along with the instructions that anyone who desired should add a sentence. It was interesting to
watch how some people would look at the typewriter and pass it by without any discernible
interest, how some would tentatively tap out a word or two before giving up, and how some people
would brighten up and joyfully take the typewriter oﬀ to their table and tap away at it with
abandon, almost certainly violating the single-sentence limit. It was also interesting to read how
certain characters and themes recurred, how some storylines and lines of thought seemed to compete
with one another for supremacy like a literary tug-of-war, one author writing “no it didn’t” and
the next claiming “yes it did!” Mark S (see “Boundaries and Problem Customers”) took quite fondly
to the Progressive Story, and was a frequent contributor whose additions can be quickly identified
by their lists of synonyms. The contents of the Progressive Story, which eventually filled a binder
with thirty-odd typewritten pages, have been more or less faithfully reproduced here. Some
typographic errors, repetitions, and grammatical snafus have been corrected or removed for the
sake of readability. Some Mark S sections devolved into sprawling rants about West End politics,
and I have without apology excised those paragraphs completely. Admittedly, I was surprised at
how creative and cohesive the resulting narrative ended up being, something out of Burroughs or
Peret perhaps. I recall typing the first sentence, and a couple of others in an attempt to re-prime the
pump when the story seemed stalled, but I honestly don’t recall which those were.
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It was a dark and stormy night. It was very, very dark and very,
very stormy, whispered the toad. The kind of night when the storm
illuminates the sky with forceful power. He stared out the window
wishing he could dance carelessly like Jamie and Madison. The floor
was sandy with grit and it rubbed against his bare feet wistfully. He
stared out the window, wishing the northern lights were green tonight.
Green like he longed to be, rather than this horrible toadish shade of
brown. But what could he do? He had to make the best of what he was
born with.
Then

the

whole

sky

turned

into

a

bright

emerald

green.

Bicycling. The crystals in the sand exploded in rays of amber, yellow,
and gold. Thanks to the mother, Toad wore shades. Always.
The precipitation slowed and toad was saddened by the silence
and sudden dryness. Raising his shades and missing the jazz beat of
rain, paralyzed by the dryness reminding him of the struggles. Toad
paused, glad to almost be done with it.
THEN THE SUN CAME OUT.
It was a glorious day to call Madison and Jamie for tea and
biscuits. His two friends would surely get him out of his muddy mood.
“Now about those biscuits,” he growled to himself as he shuffled out
of his hole, ready to be productive. With hat and cane, a silver
pocket knife and a magnifying lens, a pouch of herb, hard candy and
flask, toad felt ready. The road stretched before him, dusty and
littered with the winter dirt.
Toad hopped by a white building on the corner. The struggle is
real, and his long journey that lay before him has just begun. Not
elated, pausing, the sound sneaking creaking from behind him brought
forth

the

realization

approached. Toad turned.
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that

not

far,

a

cart,

a

wagon,

a

coach

There slowly coming plodded the biggest Percheron in a red felt
hat Toad had ever seen. So big, Toad could see only the outer edges of
the wagonwheels of whatever form followed the great horse. Mesmerized,
Toad stood right there in the middle of the road till the nose of the
great horse touched his.
They both said “HELLO?” at the same time.
“A talking horse!” cried Toad, his cane raised high.
“A talking toad?” said the horse, his head held low. “I’ve
encountered a toad of your colours in a former life, I daresay. A toad
who walked like you, talked like you, and smelled just like you.
Alas,” the horse lamented, “the toad I knew had lost the gift of
language through lack of practice.”
“Gerbilfritz?” said Frog. Wait, he thought, have I lost the
gift? Or am I inventing a new language? Have I been only talking to
myself all this time? These questions reverberated in a rhythm that
toad knew well, like an old friend.
Without moving a mandible, without cracking a smile, from behind
the great horse, there all the while, came out in the air a word
strange and complex.
“Gerbilfritz.”

From the viewport of the “observers” interdimensional life box,
Zlebhad came to the conclusion that the metaphors were not powering
the universe sufficiently, so Zleb poured some interdimensional tea
onto the amphibious stage hoping to bring a revolution to Toad’s life.
But Zlebhad forgot to push the button…
What does Gerbilfritz mean to you? This is the question. It only
took three minutes for the interdimensional tea to start transforming
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the frog… but slowly he began to start shimmering an iridescent shade
of magenta and he began to swell.
At once Toad was transformed into a great magenta dragonfly!
And then back into Toad. AND to his surprise, a ladybug. He
asked the horse, “why?”
“Because you, my friend, are a toad of a different colour, which
means that you hold the universe within you, and affect the whole
universe outside of you.”
“What a time to be alive,” came a cry from far off. How far off,
you ask? So far that the toad couldn’t tell whether it was from behind
the wagon, beyond space and time, or from within the inside of his
very being.
Lo and behold, not from space, not from within, but way back
from behind the great horse exploded the greens and iridescent blues,
yellows, and golds in the feathers of a peacock’s tail. Enveloping
himself in the colours, the great horse allowed the colours to become
him.
“Must you tease to communicate?” said the faraway voice coming
forth from the slowly rising, elongating throat of the rare peach
faced pharaoh peacock who evidently was sitting perched driving the
sky blue Manitoba oxcart loaded with many splendid rolls of fabulous
shimmering bolts of fine cloth.
“Harumph,” said the great horse as it turned back into the
mystical chameleon that it really was.
“It’s better to be real, authentic, up front,” said the pharaoh
peacock, hoping the chameleon would stay in form long enough for this
strange silent toad to blink.
“Real, authentic, and upfront? As if you know anything about the
sort,” cried the great horse.
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“I don’t morph back and forth, playing with those I meet,” came
the flat reply of the pharaoh peacock. “And please use my name…”
“You in all our years together, your insistence of this point of
fact is a fact you’ve never shared,” said the horse as it shaped back
into the chameleon that was its true self.
“My name is for my friends,” said the peacock.
“Two

hundred

years

hanging

around

together,

and

you

don’t

consider us friends?” asked the great lizard. “Two hundred years, nary
a tiff, a squabble, a rant, a bicker, a showdown, a duel, a spat, a
quarrel, a toss-up, a conundrum, a skirmish, a wobble, a ballyhoo, a…”
“Hush

friend,”

interrupted

the

peacock.

And

they

all

stood

silently for a moment, till it was Toad that spoke. First he kind of
gasped, pulling air deep within himself. And then toad asked, “And
then she sold an elephant ha ha ha, and I have screaming nipples? What
kind of friends did you have before me?”
“Don’t get lost in the story,” said the peacock. “I’ve been up
to much since then.”
The great lizard guffawed and tore a piece of his tail off. “You
won’t get lost remembering with this as you say I will.”
“How did you know I forgot to remember?” The peacock looked
troubled.
“It happens to a lot of us when we change shape,” the great
lizard stated flatly. Such was the way of this mystical land.

Far away on another island governed by reason and madness, the
Lord of Change sat at his throne of paper, reading a letter from an
unknown sender. Presented on leather fine as ribbon and inscribed with
ink that changed colours and shimmered in the dusk light, the Lord
scrutinized its ominous content:
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Dear LOC,
How’se by you? There’s a situation over here. It’s my birthday
and

you’re

invited.

Snacks

and

drink,

a

glass

of

atomic

butterfly. Even if you are going fishing today, that doesn’t
mean you get off from going to confession.

Oops, I drift in thoughts of bobbers on the water. Worms on line
and sinkers below.
It began with a riddle… how high is up?
Lucifer and his minions pondered this from the depths of their
abyss.
Meanwhile,

on

the

other

side

of

Up,

a

father

and

son

were

enjoying the quiet solitude that you can only experience sitting on
the tranquil lake, waiting for the fish to bite.
And in a galaxy far far away…
Luke Earthwalker was enjoying a cold cup of space tea, reading
the latest issue of Intergalactic Pulp Fiction. He was at that moment
reading an article on… psychological laundry. Earthwalker was having a
hard time concentrating, however, because of what happened to him last
night.
He had been beside himself, literally, when one of him had been
shot, and now he didn’t know which one he was. Earthwalker the lone.
Separate yet one with everything around him. Rises with the sun and
treads the plains of this realm at night, ever conscious of the plight
of nature. He bends not only the physical but the energies that
contort the atoms.
A robot was after Luke. Luke reached out with his mind and could
sense the robot approaching. Luke communicated with the robot using
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his

natural

telepathy:

“0101101011,”

which

is

a

phrase

easily

translated to “Share your Onions.” The robot stopped in his tracks,
fearful,

knowing

that

his

past

as

a

vegetable

thief

had

been

uncovered. The running was over for the boy robot now almost a man…

Zlebhad had finally found his way to the other side of Up, where
an

entire

paddock

of

upside-down

cows

was

waiting

for

him.

“Ooooooooom,” said the cows. With milk curdling in their upside-down
udders, the cows revelled in the newfound sight of the upside-down
Zlebhad.
“O Zlebhad,” exclaimed a cow, “to what do we owe the pleasure?”

The

fish

weren’t

biting,

but

on

the

horizon

a

large

ship

approached. It was captained by a woman. At first they thought it was
a pirate ship because Captain Sue was wearing an eye patch. But as the
ship

got

closer

they

could

see

that

it

was

an

Ark.

Captain

Sue

exchanged greetings with the father and son. The boy asked Captain Sue
what was aboard the Ark. Sue replied that there were two of every
animal, except there was only one Strong Badger.

Lucifer conjured all of his evil powers as he wanted to make the
lake boil to destroy the Strong Badger. Despite his efforts, he caused
nary a ripple in the lake, although the death star on a chain around
his neck melted.
His minions just laughed as they shared their onions!

“Holy Cow,” exclaimed Zlebhad. Upside-down cows looked udderly
ridiculous. Zlebhad needed some caffeine. He asked the cows where he
could get a good cup of coffee.
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The cows replied in unison: “The Strong Badger.”
Then David Bowie pulled up in a sweet orange El Camino!
“Holy framble,” quoth Zlebhad, “this really IS the other side of
up!”
“How can you possibly know which way is up?”
“That’s easy,” replied Zlebhad, “after a long night of too many
beers it’ll be the opposite direction of where you’re lying.”
An hour later, Zlebhad, the cow, Captain Sue, the father and
son,

Lucifer,

and

all

of

his

minions

were

sitting

down

to

tea

discussing what their next step would be.
With that, they started asking the deeper questions of life. Why
are we here? Zlebhad said, “coffee.” The cow said, “grass.” Captain
Sue said, “money.” The father said, “My head is empty. I have no
thoughts.”
He was thinking about hockey. Zlebhad sipped his latte and said,
“hockey is too rough.”
“Let’s go out and fight against the right wind and narrow-minded
people.”
“Hold on,” said Zlebhad to his father, “it’s far too early for
protesting and picketing and that sort of thing.”
The

baby

had

something

to

add.

“Why

must

we

sit

here

with

concern for the world, when David Bowie is waiting outside in his
orange El Camino?” asked the baby.
While

they

ponder

this

question,

I

will

ponder

this

lovely

latte. In the meantime, let us enjoy our lattes.
The baby took the latte and sat shotgun with David Bowie, as
Zlebhad attached a rope to the rear fender. But the baby was a pain in
the butt.
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“Crapmaker,” said the dad. “The most important thing in life is
to be of use.”
And I asked, “Why?”
“Because you didn’t brush your teeth.”

The sun was setting and the road was calling. It had been many
years since the clouds had opened their hearts. Dust waltzed with sand
blond foxtails rounding pebbles in the way of the walkers. Zlebhad
mounted his electric bicycle and headed upwind. The best feeling in
the world - exploring the world on a bike! To feel the wind rippling
through his hair, causing those around him to stare in wonder at the
toad with the shock of orange in his skin and blond locks.
Suddenly, upon the road there came a quiver of a voice. It
whispered to the toad: the trouble is, you think you have the time.
You think you have the time, but it flies faster than the wind,
quicker than a quiver with arrows flying, speedier than a squid in a
stream of fast flowing water.
The bike rolled steadily through the dust leaving serpentine
tracks twisting around old potholes left long ago in the sixties. The
curves of the wheels fell over each hole, the empty space inviting in
its momentary relief.
It was in that moment that he realized the true purpose of his
journey, only now he would need to come up with a plan. “My soul, it
is worth nothing more than a dollar,” he thought. Then someone dropped
a pin on the ground and it made a great bang.
From some distance away, Devin looked up from his book with a
frown. The sound of the bang was enough to shake the window panes, and
ripples gurgled in his coffee mug. What was that, he wondered? It’s
only Uncle Iliam. He’s just fetching his 2 a.m. oatmeal. Like do I
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know what is that… he thought that perhaps the pin could be the long
lost pin of eternal souls.

“Well shit, this book isn’t getting anywhere,” said JRR Tolkien.
“It

needs

more

lightsabers.

And

trains.

And

I’m

sick

of

this

existential toad.” Tolkien groaned. Tolkien moaned. Tolkien lamented.
“I just need to roll a J and clear my head.” The temperance movement
was really throwing the author for a loop. “What do you think, Bilbo?”
The chesterfield said nothing. “Well, I might as well finish up that
other manuscript now. How am I going to get Dumbledore out of the
Mines of Moria?” He scratched his philosophical head of his. “I need
to fit in the cage match between Aslan and Saruman as well.” Tolkien
reached for his lighter fluid (at least that hadn’t been prohibited…)
“Indeed, the hearts of men are easily corrupted,” said Bilbo the
chesterfield.
Suddenly at the time a giant dragon swooped down and ate the
toad…
Realizing that the toad hadn’t taken a bath in weeks, the dragon
promptly spat him up again. The mummified decapitated cat in the next
room was not pleased with this turn of events and promptly set fire to
the toad. The dragon Smaug turned to the headless pile of fur and
bones and said, “Hey thanks, man.” From another room the head of the
cat said, “Hey no problem.”
The

distraught

toad

cried

out:

“Will

nobody

help

a

poor

amphibian?”

My watch has stopped. 10 to 5. Why is 5 o’clock significant? I
am drinking my glass of milk. It is condensation cold. Is it

now

after 5 or just minutes before? I will finish my glass of milk both
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before and after 5 - so be it. I am halfway through. Does milk stop
watches? I am sensing confusion. I am drinking confusion juice from
the great senseless udder. Moo.
Udder simplicity, thought Toad. What I need is those initial
bugs I had set out for.
And suddenly suddenly the great eagle transformed into Toad’s
new friend, the mystical chameleon.
“A talking toad?” joked the funky lizard.
Toad smiled widely and sighed with gladness. “You have sneaky
DNA. Must you broadside me, for nature’s sake?”
“Should I stop?”
“Nah, I’ve come to both like and sort of expect it,” murmured
Toad.
“That’s good between friends,” said Chameleon. “I’ve come to
fetch you; the pharaoh peacock beckons.”
“The turnips in the oxcart must be processed or…”
“Or what, fermentation?” asked Toad. “Maybe start levitating,
hovering, fading into mere nothingness?”
“No… Toad, I don’t want to shock you twice in one day.”
“Aww. Of tomorrow I don’t know, but today… I won’t be shocked so
please enlighten me.”
And the mystical chameleon said, “You’ve passed my test. The
true nature of the turnips is that each one contains a miniature
dimension!”
“What an immense pleasure. Where are we off to now then, my
friend?”
Suddenly they heard a noise… highlighted by the strange silence.
“Shrkhhh… Fllphrkhi… GGGRKKRCH!”
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“Egad,”

cried

the

funky

lizard,

“the

turnip

dimensions

are

coming alive, and they’re calling to us, and we must answer, my dear
toad, we simply must, otherwise the fate of the world, the fate of our
own dimension, will be in question, and there’s no telling what might
happen.”
And just then a woman dressed in gold, like Aretha Franklin
herself, came trotting down the road to the tune of “Natural Woman.”
She seemed to have an extra arm, long and slender, protruding from her
mid-back and stretching up over her head. It appeared she used the
extra arm as a type of wing, giving her the strength to soar and
survive the hard time yet to come.
“OH BABY, WHAT YOU DONE TO ME? YOU MAKE ME FEEL SO GOOD INSIDE,
AND YOU MAKE ME FEEL, YOU MAKE ME FEEL, LIKE A NATURAL WOMAN,” she
belted with all her might. Sequins glittered around her like fireflies
or little bursts of static electricity caught in a sweater after a
round in the dryer.
The

next

day,

Toad

the

toad,

Zlebhad

the

mystical

space

chameleon, and three-armed Aretha Franklin went in search of a good
breakfast omelette. After trying a few places they finally found a
worthy omelette in a hole in the wall joint behind a bowling alley.
After eating their fill they decided to go bowling, but it turned out
that the bowling alley was actually a portal to another dimension!
Toad seemed to be inexplicably drawn to a green light shining
from behind the pins. His legs seemed to move on their own, drawing
him nearer and nearer to the eerie glow. A fog began to wrap itself
around his legs, twisting upwards before settling on his tongue. Toad
began to hiss, his eyes narrowing into slits, his tongue flitting in
and out of his mouth. Was Toad turning into an interdimensional demon
snake?
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Turns out none of the above was true. Carl was dreaming the
whole time. He may have drank too much, or not enough. Turns out all
of the above was true, and Carl was a figment of his own imagination.
I moved to Winnipeg nine years ago in Spring. Oh I realized that
that is not what you are supposed to write… anyway…
Carl woke up feeling well rested. It’s been a while since he had
a good sleep. He looked out the window and saw the snow falling. He
liked this season. He felt new optimism welling up and thought he
might start making things right. The first step would be to have a
cappuccino and ponder the situation, deep in thought. And yet..
Piper stared out the window at the snow drifting down from the
grey clouds. Large flakes collected on the window sill mirroring the
large drifts.
Meanwhile, Zlebhad the mystical space chameleon, who was as real
as you or I, also became attracted.

Chapter 4
Zlebhad the Space Chameleon meets S. Claus

It was a cold morning in outer space.

...promise me
You will not spend all your time
Treading water trying to keep your head above the waves
That you forget, truly forget
How much you have always loved to swim
-Jaymie
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Zlebhad frowned: what a strange letter. He showed it to Claus, who
agreed. Yet Claus made a mental note to himself to pack his trunk and
flippers.
Zlebhad without asking gently turned the spacecraft a couple of
degrees every few minutes, so as not to be noticed, towards the planet
Gritincrac, the six-mooned waterless chunk of rock just left of the
window wormhole as one leaves the great and wonderful home of the
Cattatorium in the galaxy of Kave, in the deepest of thought.
Having not turned the craft enough, Z & C found themselves
sucked into the hole of which they were trying to avoid. Their breath
sucked out of them, they cried out to their mothers.
“Quick!” cried Zlebhad to Claus, “Engage the left phalanges!”
Thinking quickly, Zlebhad extracted three of Claus’s teeth and
put them in the airlock.
“Claus you fool, you’ve gotten a filling!” Claus’s great gaping
mouth over the wormhole. Teeth everywhere. I haven’t I hadn’t I didn’t
ever I. Then why did a dog called Greg show his face? Zlebhad slipped
the letter into Claus’s trunk and put on the flippers just in time as
the wormhole abated. Thank Rudolf!
Meanwhile at another location mostly hidden from sight of the
non-happy folke of Earth, some happy little beings were busy singing
amongst themselves. Let’s try this to see if the bell will ring at the
end of the page.
Now, where was I? Let’s try that bell again to see if it rings…
No, not yet, but maybe if I keep typing, something will spark in me.
All right, let’s leave it to the professionals on this one. Many
decades have passed since my fingers have touched these keys and many
adventures have been had. I’m pleased that the Classic 12 has a new
home and new adventures to write about!
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Chapter Five
In which they find a giant peacock in the wormhole.

The wormhole was cold and clammy. It was very, very cold and
very, very clammy, whispered the Toad. Vigorously trying to find a
warmer hideaway, he stumbled upon a sauna.
“Wow!” he exclaimed. “I’m gonna stay here a while.”
After he relaxed in the heat a while, he thought to himself, “I
could use a refreshing drink of water.”
It was then that the monkeys arrived.
Accompanied by the badgers, the new world order was thriving
with protection in mind. They worked hard through the night knowing
their king was ugly. He was so ugly that not even the peacock wanted
to be friends with him. So he killed the peacock. But the peacock had
special powers and came back the very next day.
The ugly monkeys turned on the badgers, seeking to claim the
wormhole for themselves. Little did they know that the badgers had
made an alliance with the birds that lived up above.
The birds up above swooped down on the ugly monkeys and sent
them

packing,

but

they

started

plotting

their

next

move.

Transcendence. The monkeys went to the garden and carefully selected
leaves and tubers. Stems for straws and many apples to core into cups
for the tea. A great crystal was brought out, alien to the sunlight,
pulsed with renewed energy, the tea steamed instantly.
A great amount of “Ooo, Oooo, Ooing” went on as the monkeys
imbibed.
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Then one cloudy sunny day, Toad was out for a bite to eat and he
met an old mole.
“Hello Buddy ol Pal,” said Mole, “How’s it hoppin?”
“It was a dark and stormy night last night,” said Toad.
“Yes,

it

was

very

very

dark

and

very,

very,

very

stormy,”

replied Mole, “and the sky was illuminated with forceful power.”

FIN
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APPENDIX D: THE STRONG BADGER SUPPLEMENTATION BUREAU

The Strong Badger Supplementation Bureau was conceived initially as a
network of creative agents having the goal in mind of imagining and
executing activities that would supplement the day-to-day operation of
the coffeehouse. These agents were handpicked by the Central Badger
Authority

and

typewritten

initiated

missive

supplementary

tasks.

into

which
Many

the

Bureau

charged
of

the

by

them

their

with

agents

receipt

their

responded

of

a

respective

in

kind

with

manifestos of their own, while others chose to maintain an aura of
silence and secrecy around the precise nature of their activities. An
unrealized scheme that was conceptualized as a Bureau initiative would
have

involved

agents

in

a

good

council
standing

meeting
and

comprising

sympathetic

equal

local

parts

initiated

supporters;

such

a

scheme was cut short by the definitive nature of the Bureau High
Command’s unilateral decision to forego renewal of the coffeehouse
lease.

After

the

Supplementation
publishing

dissolution

Bureau

platform,

found

having

on

of
a

the

original

second

its

roster

Bureau

life

as

an

a

single

HQ,

the

independent

book,

however

several others in various stages of completion and production. There
are many fragmentary plans for future activity and expansion; however,
it must be noted that AOTW the Supplementation Bureau is in a state of
hibernation, awaiting the utterance of that one code word, a word
which no agent knows but each agent will recognize, spurring them back
to action in the service of the ferocious and inevitable Bureau.
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