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Writer’s Blot 
FIRST TIMES /

What I Learned Writing My First 
Romance Novel
BY TIM COVELL

I started reading romance novels decades ago. 
Gritty YA novels were a gateway to the Sweet 
Dreams YA romance series (1981-1996) from 
Bantam. I knew romances were formulaic, 
and I knew that did not mean they were easy 
to write. Sonnets are formulaic too. However, I 
still had unexpected challenges when I wrote my 
first romance novel, Ocean’s Lure (Somewhat 
Grumpy Press, 2020). 

I am a male writer in a genre where most writers and 
readers are women. I considered a female pseudonym, 
the approach of male romance writers in past decades. 
However, with the importance of a genuine social media 
presence and personal appearances for marketing, and 
concerns about appropriating voice, I published under 
my own name. Everyone in my local romance writers’ 
group, Romance Writers of Atlantic Canada (I’m the vice 
president), was welcoming and supportive. On the other 
hand, a few members of a large writers’ organization 
said they would never buy a romance from a male 
author. Some well-meaning folks suggested I use T 
rather than Tim, but I’ve published short fiction, poetry, 
and academic papers under Tim Covell and wanted to 
stay with that. After publication, I quickly switched to 
Tim R. Covell, to avoid online retailer confusion with 
another writer. 
	 Large romance publishers have detailed guidelines 
for word count, character types, settings, amount and 
details of sexual activity, and so on. I wanted to write 
a conventional romance, but my novel’s limited sexual 

activity left it awkwardly between the large “chaste” and 
“steamy” markets, and sexual diversity in secondary 
characters left it awkwardly between “straight” romances 
and romances that foreground sexual diversity.  
	 After being rejected by a larger publisher, I had to 
choose whether to write to guidelines or appeal to a 
relatively smaller set of readers through an independent 
press or self-publishing. The latter pair offer faster 
publication and more editorial control. I went the 
independent route, with Somewhat Grumpy Press, 
founded by author and editor DA Brown. (When Brown 
moved to Kingston, Ontario, I took over the company.) 
During developmental editing, Brown made an 
important suggestion: She said my heroine, living alone 
in a rural area, would likely have a dog for company 
and security. Brown’s contributions, as well as those 
of my beta readers, mostly women, and my editor, 
Georgia Atkin, gave me confidence that I had reasonably 
represented my female characters.  
	 Romance novels require strong mutual attraction but 
also obstacles to the couple’s happiness, ideally in plot 
and character. My hero had to be appealing but flawed, 
and the balance was hard to achieve. In early drafts, he 
was so flawed that readers didn’t want the heroine to end 
up with him. Adjustments to his character meant his 
actions and backstory changed, which in turn required 
adjustments to the plot. There were many revisions.
	 Romance novels also require something to keep 
the couple together for a length of time. This is partly 
because, as Ian Fleming wrote, “Nothing propinks like 
propinquity” (Diamonds are Forever). There’s a variety of 
romance novel tropes to achieve propinquity, including 
working together (longer term), and only one bed 
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Writer’s Blot

That’s because I’ve been experimenting with a technique 
I call “the chipmunk research method,” which involves 
simultaneous reading and high-speed listening. 
	 I am currently a student in the King’s MFA in creative 
nonfiction. I’m also retired, and able to focus on the 
pleasure of study. Unlike many of my dedicated fellow 
students, who are working full-time and/or caring for 
young families, I have an abundance of time.
	 Still, every day I encounter more books than I have 
time to read, so I decided to try to speed up my research 
methods by reading a hardcopy book and an audiobook 
at the same time, using a yellow highlighter to note 
critical passages. As I read the print book, I keep pace 
with the audio version.
	 When I start reading a thick book that would 
normally have taken me two weeks to finish, I adjust the 
audiobook speed and speed up my visual reading to keep 

up. Standard reading speed on Audible audiobooks is 1, 
and over the course of a couple of days, I notch it up to 
1.2, and then 1.5, 1.8, before finally pumping it up to 3.
	 The idea may sound improbable, but I feel like I did 
when I learned to skip French ropes when I was nine. 
One minute it looked impossible, and the next I was 
doing it.
	 The process involves several senses as I visually read, 
listen to every word, and underline critical passages. 
Keeping up with the fast speed requires studious focus. 
If I need to reflect on an idea, I hit pause or rewind. 
While I was at first skeptical about whether this would 
work, I have surprising retention of the material I’ve 
read using this technique—much better than with the 
old “speed-reading-quick-scanning” method, which 
never felt thorough.

RESEARCH /

Listen Up!  
Speed listening as a research tool
BY THELMA FAYLE

(shorter term). This was easy. A 2010 storm in Cape 
Breton had washed away a road and at least one car, 
isolating a village for weeks. “Stranded together” was a 
natural trope for my Cape Breton setting. It allowed time 
and space for my characters to grow, and grow together, 
and for a secret to fester. 
	 Finally, I had to determine how my characters could 
overcome the relationship obstacles. The hero arrived 
planning to seize the land of the heroine. I had to 
make him change his mind, make that possible, make 
them both consider marriage, and provide events and 
backstory to make their Happy Ever After feasible.   
	 Romance novels are optimistic stories that suggest 
relationship and other problems can be solved. But 

there’s hard work in solving relationship problems—in 
life and when plotting novels. 

Tim Covell was born on Canada’s West Coast, lived in 
central Canada, and now lives on the East Coast. He writes 
fiction and nonfiction including short humour, poetry, 
biography, software manuals, and journal articles. He holds 
degrees in English literature, film studies, and Canadian 
studies, and researches film classification and censorship. 
His first novel, Ocean’s Lure, a contemporary romance, was 
published in 2020. He is working on a second romance novel 
for publication in 2023.

If you were to walk into my office while I am researching, 
you might think I was listening to a different language.
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	 I was inspired to try this technique by my friend 
Oriano Belusic, past president of the Canadian 
Federation of the Blind (CFB). Oriano has been blind 
since age seven and reads at high speeds. (You may have 
noticed I use the term “reads” for audiobooks, as this is 
the word most blind people I know use; they do not say 
they “listen” to an audiobook.)
	 Oriano uses a screen reader, which he routinely sets 
to a speed of 2.5. When I first stood by his side while he 
used it to read an email, I could not understand a word. 
Yet Oriano says he is on the slower end of the spectrum 
when it comes to screen reader speed. He tells me he 
knows blind people who, through repetition, practice, 
and experience can read at chipmunk-fast speeds of 3 
or 4. I was at first astounded, but Oriano insists anyone 
can train themselves to discern fast speech. It seems 
our brains, with very little coaching, can do unexpected 
things outside of our usual understanding of “normal.”
	 I tested my new method, using it to read The Kingdom 
of Characters: the Language Revolution that Made China 
Modern by Jing Tsu (Penguin Random House, 2022). It 
is a dense tome I had selected as part of a book-review 
assignment for school. After completing the book, I read 

the text I had highlighted in yellow into Word’s dictation 
feature—and voila: easily accessible and searchable 
notes. It took two days to not only finish reading the 
book, but to also use the dictated notes to write a 
thousand-word first draft. 
	 Over time, I have adjusted my research process 
to read at different speeds. I read some of Margaret 
Atwood’s Burning Questions (McClelland & Stewart, 
2022) at a speed of 3, but slowed down to 2 to savour her 
reflections on the long life of The Handmaid’s Tale. 
	 My chipmunk research method is a towering 
time saver, allowing me to—believe it or not—enjoy 
researching and doing more of it. The drawback: normal 
audio speed now feels unbearably slow! 

Born and raised in Montreal, Thelma Fayle has also lived in 
Victoria and Tokyo. Ten years a TWUC member, her writing 
has been published in The Globe and Mail, Toronto Star, 
Montreal Gazette, Reader’s Digest, THIS magazine, 
Blind Canadian, CBC.ca, The Tyee, and elsewhere. She is 
currently working on an MFA at King’s School of Journalism 
and writing her second book, Letters to Obasama: 
Undressing Stereotypes. ThelmaFayle.com.

COMIC BY SCOT RITCHIE
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BY PHILIP MOSCOVITCH

TWUC Newsletters: 
The First Decade

Over the course of a few weeks in January, I spent a lot of time 
immersed in the first decade of Writers’ Union newsletters. 

or many members, particularly those outside 
Toronto, the newsletter—typed, two columns 
per page—was the main point of contact 
with the Union. Put together by a volunteer 
committee, it featured everything from 
industry and Union news (lots of regional 

and committee reports) to spirited exchanges of opinion, 
writing opportunities, and ads ranging from typing 
services to properties for sale or swap. 
	 In some ways, the content of the newsletter is all very 
familiar. Concerns about copyright, abusive contracts, 
low pay for writers, funding for readings, getting 
Canadian books into schools, unauthorized copying, 
and a lack of media coverage for Canadian books all 
figure prominently. But so do discussions about the fight 
for now well-established programs and organizations 
like Public Lending Right, Access Copyright as well as 
funding for nonfiction writers.
	 One of the things that stood out for me was the 
sheer tenuousness of the whole enterprise and the 
enormous challenges of getting TWUC off the ground. 
As inaugural TWUC executive director Alma Lee notes 
elsewhere in this issue of Write, she was first hired on 
contract to find and reach out to 100 Canadian writers—

no easy task—to see if they would be interested in 
forming a union. 
	 In newsletter #2, Margaret Laurence (referred to as 
both “chairman” and “chairwoman”) says she is pleased 
with “the amount of interest being taken in the Writers 
Union of Canada” and lays out the case for why the 
organization is needed: “All of us have our own horror 
stories about the practical difficulties of having chosen 
a trade in which there is no guaranteed income, no 
pension, no side benefits, no group health plan, not even 
any assurance that our next work will be accepted by a 
publisher.”
	 Among the Union’s early concerns were getting 
PLR off the ground (this would take another 13 years), 
stopping the sale of Canadian books at cut-rate prices by 
chain stores—Coles being the major villain—and getting 
Canadian booksellers to carry more books. Marian 
Engel was particularly vocal on these files, and damn the 
personal consequences.
	 In September 1974, she writes: “I spoke to the 
Canadian Booksellers’ Association on June 18th and 
threatened to put the law on them if they didn’t carry 
our books.” This, she says, led to bookstores calling her 
publisher to cancel orders for her new book.  
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“Clarke-Irwin phoned me and asked me to apologize. 
‘Not on your bloody life for nothing,’ I said. They didn’t 
give me an advance. I figure I’ll lose at least $7.50...”
	 Funding is, of course, a major concern. In issue 
#2, a call goes out to potential members (the Union’s 
founding conference had yet to take place) with the 
following request: “If anyone has any information on 
how to get financial assistance from individual provincial 
governments, we would appreciate having this kind of 
help.” A fundraising cookbook didn’t garner enough 
recipes, leading a group of Ottawa writers to propose a 
book of what Globe and Mail Books Editor Bill French 
referred to (in a piece reprinted in the newsletter in 
1975) as “an anthology of the erotic fantasies of Canadian 
authors.” A letter sent to Union members by the project’s 
proponents said stories were limited to 2,000 words, 
but exceptions could be made “for particularly salacious 
fantasies...” This was not an official Union project, but it 
nonetheless garnered some outrage in the pages of the 
newsletter. As far as I can tell, the project never came 
to fruition. However, I do note Bear was published the 
following year. Is there a connection?
	 Eventually, as the ’70s wore on, a much more staid 
fundraising book went ahead: a directory of Canadian 
writers who belonged to the Union. Of course, even 
this caused controversy, with some writers objecting 
to the amount of information they were being asked 
for and others worrying it would be mistaken for a 
comprehensive guide to all Canadian authors.
	 The newsletters make clear just how challenging it 
was to get basic information—much of which we now 
take for granted. The first mention of literary agents 
is a simple listing of names and contact info with the 
disclaimer that these people are apparently agents, but 
the Union cannot confirm. At one point, the newsletter 
affirms there are now “at least three” literary agents 
in Toronto. (One of them is Beverly Slopen, whose 
name is misspelled.) When Union members reached 
out to various publications asking about their rates, 

some responded, but others got huffy. The newsletter 
published the correspondence between Jane Hughes 
of Homemakers and, you guessed it, Marian Engel. 
Hughes objects to having received a “Dear Editor” 
letter, and writes: “I would suggest that when asking for 
information of a highly confidential nature... that you at 
least have the courtesy to address the person to whom 
you direct the query by name... I cannot believe finding 
out our names would be too taxing a piece of research.”
	 To which Engel replies: “[Your letter] goes on record 
as the meanest-minded letter I have ever seen, and 
I’m having it framed for the office. I did not know 
that magazine rates were confidential. Does any other 
profession work in the dark this way?”
	 This brings me to the tone of the newsletters. They 
are often salty. “Don’t delay: get a controversy started 
today,” reads one call for submissions. Contributors spar 
with publishers, misguided event organizers, and, of 
course, each other. It should surprise nobody to learn 
(or recall) that it takes only until issue #6 before Farley 
Mowat is involved in controversy, locking horns with 
Pierre Berton over the arrest of dissident Soviet writer 
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. (“I am not renowned for being 
a cool type,” Mowat notes.) Mowat complains that Berton 
“delivered a savage personal attack” and that “I had 
assumed we were all entitled to hold and express our 
own opinions in Canada. Not so.” This theme recurs 
over the years, with members complaining in 1979, 
for instance, that “any attempt to criticize Union policy 
or to initiate any point of disagreement with Union 
management has now become high treason.” (And, as 
your editor, I can confirm these sentiments fall into the 
“plus ça change…”category.)
	 More saltiness. Betty Lee responds to concerns raised 
by members when the Union first proposes an insurance 
plan and pension scheme. To the objection “I’ve already 
got an RRSP,” Lee writes: “Goody for you. A lot of writers 
I know haven’t even gotten around to putting pennies 
in a piggy bank.” Silver Donald Cameron replies to a 

The first mention of literary agents is a simple 
listing of names and contact info with the 
disclaimer that these people are apparently 
agents, but the Union cannot confirm.
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law professor wanting to use one of his pieces without 
compensation: “In effect, you’re suggesting that your 
writers, rather than your readers [students], should bear 
the cost of publication… The University of Ottawa is 
not poor, no professor is personally poor, and my claim 
to be fairly compensated isn’t based on poverty… When 
my work is used, I expect to be paid… It’s not some odd 
consequence of poverty: it’s normal behaviour in this 
society.” 
	 And in response to a suggestion from the National 
Book Festival, Charles Taylor writes to Randy Ware of 
the Canada Council: “I read the proposals to a recent 
meeting of Ontario members. They were hooted down 
with what can best be described as a mixture of outrage 
and hilarity… Few, if any of our members would be 
willing to stand about in Varsity Arena waiting to be 
recognized, to dress up as famous CanLit characters, or 
to patrol the subway in T-shirts and toques.”
	 The Union’s first existential crisis strikes in the 
late ’70s. Membership has hit 300, but volunteers are 
burning out and staff are overwhelmed. In 1976, Chair 
Andreas Schroeder sums up the problem. After noting 
that the office’s four phones are constantly ringing, he 
writes: “Most of our founding members have already put 
in three or four years of work; they’re tired and in need 
of a break; they’ve been doing the same jobs over and 
over again… We face… the rather bizarre phenomenon 
of a Union growing impressively in both membership 
and prestige yet unable to find the help to keep its 
programme going.”
	 Then, at the 1979 annual meeting, Union members 
approve a new sliding scale fee structure. Outraged 
members revolt. (Margaret Laurence would go on to 
refer to this episode as “an interminable and boring 
mess.”) The July 1979 newsletter opens with chair 
June Callwood outlining three crises: the members’ 
revolt over fees, stagnant arts funding, and the threat of 
computerized book-ordering systems using American 
databases that don’t include Canadian books. Twenty-
nine members had resigned over the new fee structure, 
with another 180 refusing to pay their dues. “A good 
many of these may represent silent resignations,” 
Callwood writes. (After outlining the three crises, she 
ends with, “Otherwise, it’s a beautiful summer.”)

	 As the months roll on, the hemorrhaging slows, but 
100 members still haven’t paid up. The Union plans 
to hold a referendum. The results remain divisive: the 
sliding scale fee structure is approved by a vote of 123-
119. The scale ranged from $135 to $300. Then, more 
questions. The fee is based on income, but is that total 
income or book income? Gross or net? And what about 
writers who are incorporated? The July 1980 newsletter 
says, “!!! We’re Worried!!! Many of our members have 
STILL not paid their 1980 membership dues. Money 
is short, and we’re finding it difficult to pay our office 
expenses… PLEASE PAY YOUR DUES NOW.”
	 By 1981, the sliding scale is no more, with a flat fee of 
$150 approved. (Note that the current base rate is $205, 
which sure sounds like a deal by comparison.)
	 One thing that strikes me is how relatively 
firmly early TWUC stuck to the principle that the 
Union represents people who write books that are 
professionally published in Canada without trying to 
assess quality or type of content. One of the recurring 
themes of the PLR battle is librarians feeling that money 
should only be disbursed to “serious” writers. Of course, 
individual Union members sometimes bristle at being 
part of an organization with “mass market” writers, 
but the Union itself stays firm in its commitment to 
representing all writers whose books meet the criteria 
for membership (although there was a committee set up 
in 1979 to “protect the serious, non-commercial novel.”)
	 New technologies are a frequent topic of discussion 
in the first decade, from mass photocopying of books 
by universities (leading to the question of whether a 
reprography collective should be formed, and if it should 
include publishers) to computerized ordering to the 
dawn of personal computing. 
	 Harold Horwood writes in 1979 that “Computers 
could be a boon to authors, libraries, publishers, [and] 
booksellers.” A terminal that connects you to an outside 
database can be had for as little as $1,500-$3,000, he 
says. But if you want to get fancy, “a machine that will 
store and process all the information you will ever 
need to run a publishing house, large bookstore, or 
metropolitan library costs about $20,000… Such a 
computer is the size of an automatic washing machine.”

“Do we want to expand to computer-writers?”
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	 Writing in 1981, Heather Menzies says that 
computers could allow writers to deliver manuscripts 
at the push of a button, and that “editing could be done 
by relaying the material back and forth from the editor’s 
word processing unit to yours.” Anticipating the future 
quite nicely, she adds, “One can see the potential for on-
demand publishing and for a very intimate relationship 
between the writer and her/his market.” And, a year 
later, Eva Zaremba tries to allay members’ fears, saying 
the computer is a tool for writers, and “nothing to fear 
or get excited about. Some will take to it, some won’t.” 
Zaremba says the Union has a role in helping writers 
choose the right machines, in protecting their rights—
and, again, nicely anticipating the future—in thinking 
about what technology means for membership criteria: 
“Do we want to expand to computer-writers? When 
is a non-book, a book? How many copies constitutes 
‘published?’”
	 Finally, a tip of the cap to 1981/82 Chair Margaret 
Atwood, whose funny and self-deprecating reports 
remain a delight to read. Over the course of her term, 

Atwood refers to herself as Chaircreature, Chairit, 
Chairamajiggy, Chairetess, Chairitte, Chaireffigy, 
Chairpiece, Chairmoron and Chairfiller. “The most 
important thing that happened this summer was that 
your Chairman ran out of synonyms for “Chairman,” 
she writes in September, although there were more 
synonyms to come.  She opens one report like this: “On 
a cold winter’s day, when the slush is soaking through 
your boots, your nose is dripping, and the subway’s 
on the fritz, what could be more delightful than to go 
to Writers’ Union meetings?” She refers to chairs as 
“masochists-for-a-year” and near the end of her term 
writes: “Now I know why there aren’t more women 
prime ministers…. Nevertheless, it beats going on tour 
and getting questions like, ‘Why do feminists think all 
men are lecherous beasts?’”

Philip Moscovitch is the editor of Write and a former editor 
of both Canadian Screenwriter magazine and the newsletter 
of the now-defunct writers’ organization PWAC. He also 
serves on the board of the Writers’ Federation of Nova Scotia.
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NOTES ON THE WRITING LIFEDispatches

A short walk from the main entrance among century-old 
trees and along a retaining wall brings you to the focal 
point: a large book-shaped monument, open at your feet. 
On its smooth stone surface are engraved the words 
“Poet’s Hill / L’aire des poètes.”
	 Poet and dramatist Marion Osborne and poet/
scholar Arthur Bourinot, whose detailed historical 
and biographical books on his contemporary poets 
contributed to the advancement of literary criticism in 
Canada, were the inspiration for the Poet’s Hill Project 
which was completed in 2006. And it is their final 
resting place. At the invitation and support of Beechwood, 
a Poet’s Hill Committee was formed in spring 2005 with 
landscape architect and pathway volunteer Ryan James 
designing the site for literary commemoration, reflection, 
and education in consultation with heritage, greenspace, 
and literary representatives. Fifteen writers are buried at 
Poet’s Hill (see sidebar).  
	 The site also includes a podium surrounded by four 
flower beds, each marking a different period through 
Ottawa writers representative of their eras: William 
Pittman Lett (1819-1892), Arthur Bourinot (1893-1969), 
Archibald Lampman (1861-1899), and John Newlove 
(1938-2003). 
	 A clerk in the Post Office Department who wrote in 
his “free” time, Lampman represents the Confederation 
poets, all of whom were born in the 1860s, and three of 
whom are buried at Beechwood. Theirs are among the 

first truly distinctive works of Canadian poetry, often 
using nature as a means of exploring the inner self. 
	 Lampman’s sonnet “In Beechwood Cemetery,” written 
in 1894, is inscribed on a plaque at the cemetery: 
Here the dead sleep—the quiet dead. No sound
Disturbs them ever, and no storm dismays....
Children of Silence and Eternity.
	 Lampman canoed the Ottawa and Rideau Rivers in 
the company of another Confederation poet and wrote of 
“the pines that brood above the roaring foam.” That other 
poet, who indeed taught Lampman how to paddle, was 
Duncan Campbell Scott.
	 Scott, of course, is not just a Canadian poet. He spent 
52 years in the Department of Indian Affairs, and two 
decades as deputy superintendent, and played a key role 
in the expansion of residential schools. The final report of 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) leaves 
no doubt about his beliefs. In 1920, the report notes, 
Scott told a parliamentary committee that “our object is to 
continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that 
has not been absorbed into the body politic.”
	 The cemetery has chosen to address Scott’s legacy by 
revising his plaque as a teaching tool in 2015, following 
the release of the TRC report. 
	 We can’t change history, but we can change our 
commemorations. The cemetery’s revised plaque 
is part of its Reconciling History program, which 
includes a free one-hour educational awareness tour 

COMMEMORATION /

Poet’s Hill at Ottawa’s Beechwood 
Cemetery: Who is recognized... and why
BY L. D. CROSS

Beechwood Cemetery was created in 1873 in the bucolic burial landscaping style popular at the time. 
In 2009, Parliament recognized it as the National Cemetery of Canada. It preserves the country’s 
historical record in the graves of the ordinary and the outstanding. Buried here are scientists and 
soldiers, politicians, entrepreneurs, athletes, and artists—and poets.
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