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Oh, wotthehellé. 
 

I really had no intention of putting out yet another issue of Askance so 

quickly on the heels of the monster issue of this past summer, but here I 

am anyway. And then the damned thing grew into its own monster. 

 

There is a perfectly reasonable, er, reason for pubbing this issue. The 

obvious one is that Halloween just happened three weeks ago, and it was a 

quiet night at the Purcell Petting Zoo. We only had two kids come to the door  

- two boys, looked to be about 6 years old, one in a Buzz Lightyear costume (sporting inflated 

wings, very cool), the other in Black Spiderman garb ï so the upshot of that is we have an 

excess of candy. No problem there. What our subdivision, Edelweiss Estates, here in College 

Station, Texas, does for Halloween is have a ñHalloween Festivalò at the park 

two blocks away. You would think that kids would hit that then duck into the 

surrounding streets to collect more goodies, but doing that sort of thing seems 

to be a thing of the past. Every year, fewer kids roam the neighborhoods, 

which is good from a parentôs standpoint of keeping their little óuns safe, but it 

also makes me reflect back to when I was a lad at All Hallowôs Eve time. 

 

When we were still single digit ages, my brother Rick and I used to cover all of 

Meadowbrook Manor in St. Louis Park, Minnesota, with our friends in a pack. The most I can 

still recall offhand are 8 names, and I know there were more of us since Meadowbrook Manor 

was one of those post-World War II mass produced apartment/townhouse complexes that sprung 

up in the Twin Cities area that was home for dozens of young families. Built out of thick walls 

of sturdy red brick and industrial strength concrete, I swear the Manor could have withstood a 

direct nuclear hit. The complex is still there, too. Google it up. 

 

But I digress. Back to our Halloween carousing.  

The complex covered a lot of territory, or so it seemed to us kids. Just making a sweep of the 

row-houses ï well, a grouping of ten to fifteen townhouses all stuck together side-to-side  - 

along Meadowbrook Lane (the north end of Meadowbrook Manor) would fill our bags 

halfway. By the time we ventured 

southward towards Excelsior 

Boulevard and came back, weôd be 

dragging our heavily-ladened candy 

bags all the way home. So Rick and 

our friends would plan out the 

circuits in sections and teams: Rick 

and I were part of one group of five 

kids whoôd cover the townhomes 

along Meadowbrook Lane first, while 

Mark and Steve headed another 
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group that hit the apartment complex. We would all meet up back at the north end (where we all lived), 

empty the bags in our respective homes, then switch target areas. It was fairly efficient, and to do this still 

took about three hours to cover the entire complex. I think it was Steve Buss who discovered that the 

apartment dwellers dished out the most candy since not many children lived there: the townhomes were 

close to 100% family occupied, and single college kids or older couples (as in married people who were 

in their 50ôs ï horridly old! ï and their children had moved out) lived in the apartments, so those people 

would drop whole handfuls of goodies into our bags, grateful to see kids in costume in their buildings. 

More candy for us was definitely A Good Thing. 

 

And brother, was it ever a haul! I still recall the shock on our parentsô faces one time (I think I was 7 and 

Rick was 10, so he was soon to retire from the active Trick-or-Treat roster, plus our family was 

about to move up to Brooklyn Center, where mom and dad had bought their first 

house) when we dumped out our bags and created two mountains of candy 

on the living room floor. Momôs eyes bugged out as she said, ñOh, 

my word!ò, and dadôs response was one of his favorite phrases, 

ñJesus, Mary, and Joseph!ò as his eyes rolled heavenward, probably 

envisioning dozens of cavities, which meant huge dental bills to pay.  

But, the good Catholic man that he was, dad sighed and sat down with us to help sort out our 

haul. See, Rick and I had a standing deal with dad: if he helped sort the candy, he got all the Mounds bars 

since neither Rick nor I cared for chocolate-covered coconut. *blech* It was a good arrangement. And the 

good Catholic boys that we were, Rick and I gave mom her allotment of suckers. Everybody came out 

ahead on Halloween in those days. 

 

So this yearôs lack of Trick or Treaters in the neighborhood made me a bit wistful for those years long 

past. I suppose this can be expected of growing older and watching your own kids turning into young 

adults to eventually marry and have their own families. Personally, Iôm in no hurry to become a 

grandfather, but I know it will happen someday. Even so, itôs fun to see little kids in Halloween costumes 

even if they are not my own children or grandchildren. Valerie and I do enjoy this particular holiday a lot, 

and that, from our perspective, is A Good Thing because of the bottom line; whether or not kids ring our 

doorbell and shout out cacophonously, ñTrick or Treat!ò -- 

 

It is more candy for us.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thanks to the wonders of 

modern technology, here is 

a picture of the east 

entrance to Meadowbrook 

aŀƴƻǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ aŜǘƘƻŘƛǎǘ 

Hospital in the far right 

background. 
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OMG! Itõs a òthemedó issue! 
 

     Yes, you read that right. If you have been paying attention, you can even guess what             

that theme is, thanks to the wonderful Maurine Starkey cover art, my opening 

salvo here in the editorial, the illustrations used thus far, and by even 

reading the table of contents. My reasoning was inspired by Moôs cover, 

which she sent to me back in February of this year, long before anybody 

even knew her name would show up on the Best Fan Artist Hugo Award 

category. (By the way, congratulations on the win, Mo!) Also, knowing 

fully well that I am under deadline to finish my dissertation, I figured that if I 

could rattle off an issue around Halloween time, then I could focus on completing 

that damned thing, even if it meant holding off on producing the next issue until 

summer of 2013.  *sigh* As much as I enjoy producing Askance, some projects are 

simply much more important, therefore the issue you are reading will be the last fanzine 

from me for at least six months. Possibly longer. We shall see how I progress on the 

dissertation. Currently I am in the middle of the literature review section, which takes a lot of 

time. Working a doctorate in Education is definitely its own horror story, which fits in nicely with 

the theme of Askance #28 ï horror stories. 

 

These donôt necessarily have to be spooky ghost encounters or some other kind of supernatural event 

people have experienced. Personal horror stories are usually much more frightening than imagined 

stories. Real life often is painfully scary.  

 

Thus, there is the theme. Read it and weep, just in case you donôt enjoy this issue. It is still fun to me, and 

thatôs all there is to it.  

 

So there. 

 

 

In Memoriam 
 

One of the sad things about getting older is accepting the loss of our friends. A few weekends ago, 

science fiction fandom lost another fine writer, Dave Locke (1944-2012). From Daveôs long-time friend, 

David Hulan, we learned on the Southern Fandom Classic Listserv that Locke passed away from a heart 

attack. I never met Dave Locke in person, but enjoyed the fanzines that he produced over the years, which 

were many, and even wrote an article for the fourth issue of  Time and Again, his electronic fanzine 

(archived at www.efanzines.com ).  As Eric Mayer wrote in response to the File770 obituary, Dave Locke 

had a fine-tuned ñbullshit detector,ò which he used unerringly on the Southern Fandom Classic listerv, of 

which Dave was a moderator.  A long-time fan  - his activity covered something like 50 years - Dave will 

definitely be missed. 

 

http://www.efanzines.com/
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Sandy, my darling, you hurt me real bad 
 

Yeah, I know: this line is from the song ñSandyò from the 

musical Grease, but as I finish off this issue my thoughts 

and prayers are with all of my fannish friends and family (I 

have cousins who still live in the New York-New Jersey-

Philadelphia area) who are still recovering from the vicious 

hit of Super-storm Sandy ï well, she was a category one 

hurricane as she came ashore in Jersey, then was 

downgraded ï which covered a LOT of territory, which can 

be seen in the satellite photograph on the left.  

 

The storm also inspired a wealth of funny pictures readily 

available for enjoyment and sharing on Facebook.  Since 

not everybody who reads Askance online or in hard copy ï 

when I remember to print and mail them ï are on 

Facebook,  here are just a few of these photos while you 

read the next editorial section, entitled 

 

Who is in this issue 
 

Jacqueline Monahan 
Jacq sent in the second half of her 2012 TAFF trip 

report, for which she also included some 

wonderful photographs. I have been enjoying her 

report very much, and this segment covers 

Ramsbury, Avebury and Stonehenge, ably guided 

by her host, John Nielsen Hall. Ancient history is a 

fascinating topic, so enjoy.  

 

Nitroscaz and Snaggy 
I nicked this one off of the Internet just because it 

tickled my fancy. It is especially timely due to the 

recent landing of the latest Mars rover, which has 

been sending back fantastic images from the 

surface of the Red Planet. This cartoon is the 

replacement for Figby, which shall resume its 

normal place in Askance with the next issue ï 

whenever the heck that is. 
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Maureen Starkey 
It is always an honor to publish work in 

your fanzine by a winner of the Best Fan 

Artist Hugo Award. The front cover of 

this issue is by the current recipient. Mo 

sent this marvelous rendition of 

Frankenstein back at the beginning of 

2012, and I just knew I would have to 

put an issue out around Halloween. 

Well, a few weeks afterwards is fairly 

close, I guess, so here it is. Mo tells me 

that when she showed it to Chris Garcia 

he went into an immediate faunch spasm 

and was apparently jealous that she was 

sending it to me. Well, what can I say? It works for me. So what I will say to Chris is this: ñna-na-na-na-

boo-boo! Stick your head in doo-doo!ò 

 

Taral Wayne 
When Taral told me he was writing a magnum opus for my horror-themed issue, I didnôt know what to 

expect. Imagine my surprise ï well, I was warned - when the completed story ñThe Namebadgeò 

engulfed my e-mail inbox. No question, this is the single longest item to ever appear in Askance ï 

possibly only to be eclipsed when I finally some year complete my fannish musical, The Sound of Fanac -  

and I certainly hope this isnôt the last piece of faan fiction I will run, either. In fact, it makes me want to 

try my hand at it again. Some year. Dissertation first, unfortunately.  In any event, the best part of faan 

fiction is trying to figure out whoôs 

who. Taral included a cast of 

characters listing, but I will hold onto 

that for now; maybe next issue I shall 

publish that. Consider this a challenge, 

gentle readers. 

 

 

David B. Williams 
When I announced the theme of this 

issue last time out, the last person I 

expected to send something to me was 

this fellow. Regular readers of 

fanzines will know David from a 

recent series of fan-history type 

articles that have appeared in Arnie Katzôs Fanstuff, and David is also a frequent loc-writer in many a 

fanzine.  His contribution ñHeatò is a horror story of a different stripe, but definitely fits in. I hope you 

folks enjoy it as much as I did. 
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They discovered it while cleaning out Arn Metzgerôs attic, a week after the funeral. 

 

Metzger had been a terrible packrat, and in 60 years of collecting he had accumulated books and fanzines 

in the tens of thousands, as well as cardboard boxes of other items best described as ñrelated.ò   

 

It was in the last place anyone would look ï if they were looking for anything ï and it was unlikely 

anyone would be searching at all for what Jack Cooter and Ron Tuttle found.  It was at the bottom of a 

water-stained cardboard box ï its corners battered and flaps interleaved so that they held each other shut ï 

hidden under a stack of canvas souvenir tote bags for some forgotten Worldcon bid that looked as though 

they had never been opened.  When they found a namebadge, of all things, in such an unlikely place, 

Cooter and Tuttle were puzzled.   All of Metzgerôs other namebadges were in numbered shoeboxes. 

 

The two gradually became aware that there was something different about this namebadge.  For one thing, 

they had never heard of the convention, Desideratacon.  Nothing indicated when or where the unknown 

convention had been held.  Other than the conôs name, the only other thing printed on the oddly worn card 

was a hand, palm held forward, the four fingers curled shut and the thumb thrust out like a twisted horn.  

The hand didnôt quite seem quite right, either.  It was a good deal hairier than it had any right to be, the 

fingers bony, almost skeletal, and the claws broken.  It was a mummyôs hand é if it was anything human 

at all.  Oddest of all was the space left for the convention attendee to write his name. 

 

There was no name é but the paper had been clearly written upon in the past, and erased several times. 
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******  

 

Britt Merrill was used to working by herself to get ready for a party ï following her precise routine of 

setting out all the paper plates and disposable cups, the bowls of M&Ms, salted peanuts and jelly beans; 

the plates of cookies, sliced salami and cheese; the bags of potato chips and little tubs of garlic or ranch 

spread; and last of all stocking the ice-filled bathtub with cans of carbonated beverages and beer, to cool 

until the guests arrived.  In her mind, Britt thought of the tub as her ñtreasure chest,ò because it reminded 

her of an open chest full to the brim with pirate treasure! 

 

In fact, she preferred her friends Jayce and Daws to stay in the other room rather than trying to help, but 

only getting in the way whenever they stopped working and reverted to idle conversation.  Why they 

persisted in arriving early for every party, Britt couldnôt guess.  But they always did.  And she always 

shooed them into the other room. 

 

The turnout was likely to be large this month, she thought.  It was Halloween.  As a rule, a get-together of 

the ñAstrogatorsò rarely topped a dozen.  In years long gone by, when there had been an official 

organization, their bi-monthly meetings had attracted up to 50 of the brightest names in Midwest fandom.   

But that had been years ago.  Since then,  many of the members had dispersed to other locales, dropped 

out of fandom, or just plain gotten older and less keen to drive across town to see the faces of people who 

were no longer any very important part of their lives. The ôGators were merely friends and acquaintances 

these days, and their meetings were informal parties. 

 

For the last couple of years, Britt had been the hostess almost any time the óGators got together.  It was 

not just that she was a ñtake-chargeò sort of person ï though she was ï she was also the only one of the 

óGators with adequate room for a proper party.  After her husband of thirty years, Eric, died, she had 

kicked around the two-story home by herself, wondering if she should sell, or just put all the empty space 

and the memories out of her mind as best she could.  Then Solly (Solomon) Aziz had split with his 

boyfriend, and moved into a bachelor apartment.   The old, spacious flat he had shared was suddenly off-

limits to the óGators.  So Britt had volunteered herself and her house as the more-or-less permanent 

location for Astrogator meetings without a second thought.  It gave her purpose, and she was happy. 

 

As Britt opened fresh napkins to place around the room, there was a knock on the door.  ñWhen Iôm busy, 

of course,ò she said aloud.  ñDaws?  Why donôt you make yourself useful and answer the door?ò   

 

Daws Pfiffer (a youngster of 34), said from the other room, ñSure, Iôll get it.ò   

 

Jayce Lopez, called from out of sight, ñAnything youôd like me to do?ò 

 

ñNo,ò Britt retorted, laying out the napkins.  ñYou just go on sneaking from the cold cuts in the dining 

room.ò  She didnôt have to see him to imagine his hand guiltily arrested while hovering over the salami. 

 

******  

 

Daws unlatched the heavy paneled door, really putting his back into opening it.  In the old days, they built 

places like this solid, he thought. 

 

Two óGators stood in the doorway. ñTrick or treat,ò they chorused.  Despite the badly distorted gorilla 

mask, one was obviously Jack Cooter.  If nothing else, the taller manôs stoop and the heavy Harley-

Davidson belt buckle gave him away.  The other was Ron Tuttle, was wearing his dark blue shirt and red 

tie backward, and stood facing the other way. 
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ñHa ha.  A couple of smart-aleck kids,ò Daws grinned.  ñI was expecting grown-ups.  If I give you some 

candy, will you go away and soap the next-door neighborôs windows?ò 

 

Jack pulled off the gorilla mask.  It was rubber and hot underneath, so there were beads of perspiration 

like pearl onions on his balding pate.  Although Jackôs hairline had receded right to his crown, he wore 

his remaining hair long in back, rather like the mane of a lion.  He walked in.  Ron followed clumsily, 

walking backward. 

 

It was more lip service to ñcoming-in-costumeò than anything else.  Jack threw the mask on a side table 

and never thought of it again.  Ron, after stumbling over the door jamb, turned himself around and walked 

the way nature intended for the rest of the night.  ñI think I saw Bob Middleton parking his Rabbit out in 

the street as we were waiting,ò he said. 

 

ñIs he still driving that thing?ò snorted Daws.  ñEvery time he gives me a lift he pops the clutch, and I 

think weôve been rear-ended.ò 

 

ñHe says heôs going to get a ónewô used car next year,ò Jack mused.  ñBut heôs said that every year for the 

last eight or ten.ò 

 

Jack and Ron followed Daws through the parlor and into the dining room, leaving Britt to her 

preparations.  Daws joined Jayce in nibbling at the cold cuts and cheese, while Jack and Ron searched out 

the bathroom for a cold beer.  A moment later, all four sat around the table.  Strangely for such talkative 

individuals, no one seemed willing to to speak first.  They sat until the awkward silence forced Jayce to 

venture the first words. 

 

ñItôs the first party after Arnôs é funeral é you know?ò he said, brushing crumbs from his protruding 

belly.  The ñtuxedoò t-shirt Jayce usually wore wasnôt a costume ï he wore it to nearly every fan event.  

The small rubber spider in his long, curly beard was his ñcostumeò for tonight. 

 

ñYeah,ò said Jack, glad someone else had mentioned it.  ñIt seems funny, doesnôt it, to be without Arn at 

this time of year.ò 

 

ñHe loved Halloween,ò Ron agreed.   ñAnd was the only one who ever put any work into a costume.  

Remember the time he came all wound up in what must have been hundreds of feet of rotting cloth 

bandage, with his face all twisted up when the shellac ï or whatever it was he had painted himself with ï 

dried!  He was the most disgusting mummy Iôd ever seen.ò  Ron laughed é but then remembered that 

Arn Metzger was dead for real, now. 

 

ñThatôs a funny thing too, now that you mention it,ò Jack said archly.  An irritated expression crossed 

Ron Tuttleôs face momentarily, as Jack continued, ñHe did love Halloween up until é what, three or four 

years ago.  Then he stopped wearing any sort of costume.  I think he started getting a little religion about 

then, didnôt he?ò 

 

ñDid he?ò asked the youngest of the four.  For his costume, Daws had bought a novelty t-shirt with a full 

ribcage and upper arm bones printed on it. 

 

ñNot that he went to church or anything, but you could somehow feel that heôd come to believe in 

supernatural things,ò Jack clarif ied.  ñI think it was originally his idea that we come costumed to the 

Halloween get-togethers.  He nagged us, too, if we didnôt show enthusiasm, so for the first few years the 

Halloween parties were really something to see.  But, gradually, he realized most of us didnôt take it as 
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seriously as he did.  He let us off the hook after that, and only those of us who really wanted to come in 

costumes did.ò 

 

Robert Middleton walked in, immaculately dressed in a pressed, dark suit, white shirt, black tie and 

SWFA stick pin and neat little mustache.  He took a chair.  For some reason, no one ever called him 

Robert; he was just ñMiddleton.ò  Not a stuffy or formal man, he was just not the sort of person whose 

first name you used, that was all.  He exchanged his greetings all round and reached for a water biscuit.  

ñHand me the cheese knife will you, like a good fellow,ò he said to Daws.  ñI overheard.  Yeah, Arn 

really loved Halloween, but then something happened about three years ago, and he was a changed man.ò 

 

ñI never heard a thing.  What do mean ósomethingô happened?ò asked Jayce. 

 

Ron, Jack and Middleton looked meaningfully at each other.  The other two nodded to Robert, who 

spoke, ñWell, you know that Arn was one of the foremost experts in dark fantasy literature?  His 

collection was larger and better than mine by quite a bit é though I never admitted it to him.  He 

somehow managed to beat me to a very rare copy of Hannes Bokôs self-published last novel, The Pit 

Beneath, and paid less than half what I had to, a year later.  He had two copies of Robert W. Chambersô 

little known collection of weird verse, Day Book of the Imp, so that he was able to give one to the 

University of Chicago.  Arn was the only collector I knew who owned a letter handwritten by James 

Branch Cabell.  That was the caliber of connoisseur he was.ò 

 

ñI never knew his collection was that impressive,ò added Jack, ñuntil Ron and I were asked by the widow 

to put Arnôs things in order, and pack the books up for sale.  You never saw so many old books!  Most 

were properly shelved in alphabetical order, but, some time ago, Arn must have run out of space in the 

attic.  His wife, Elizabeth, wouldnôt let him keep more than a few of the newer and less musty books 

downstairs.  Upstairs, he had begun piling books in corners, or in front of shelves, until you had to tiptoe 

around pretty carefully.  There were stacks of bankersô boxes as well, each of them tied up, but bulging 

with contents.  The stuff we found in them!  Shoot!  I indexed every single piece, and still donôt believe 

the things we saw.ò 

 

ñAmen,ò said Ron. 

 

ñWell, I doubt Arn added much to it after é what happened.  As I said, he was a changed man then.  I 

even heard him talk of selling the collection é that shocked me profoundly.  But he never spoke of 

whatever troubled him, never alluded to the real reason he would ever consider selling the collection he 

spent a lifetime building.  It must have been some dilly of a reason!ò  Middleton bit into a cracker and 

cheese with the precision of an English Latin Master. 

 

ñSo, no one knows?ò asked Jayce, who was so absorbed by these revelations that he had stopped nibbling. 

 

ñNo one,ò said Middleton, with a mock cough.  ñI é have an inkling, actually é nothing more.  It has to 

do with something Ron and I found, but we didnôt understand it at the time.  Iôm not sure I do, now.ò 

 

Britt abruptly poked her head into the room and said, ñIf you boys are going to sit in there all evening, 

why did I waste my time setting up in the living room?  Cômon in here!ò 

 

******  
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Bill Hodge had already arrived, wearing a poorly assembled rig that he 

insisted was an accurate Klingon uniform.  Ayn Kaninin appeared to be 

costumed as Sarah Palin --  for her a natural choice, as she was thin, 

angular and normally wore glasses of very plain design.  Bettinger, 

Hislop, Setton, Wlasla and several others had arrived without having 

made any attempt to dress for the occasion at all.  Over by the book case, 

her head turned sideways and absorbed in reading the titles, was an 

unfamiliar member in a leather Cat Woman costume that fit her nearly 

well enough to stop a single manôs heart.  Who, among the regular 

members, had a figure like that, Britt wondered?  ñDonôt tell me that 

Dale Anger lost even more weight, after all?ò she thought.  Britt made a 

snide note to herself to keep the attractive young woman well supplied 

with Hershey drops and potato chips. 

 

Whenever Britt looked away, there seemed to be more people.  Solly had 

arrived, as well as Linda Ann Loebs and Constance Riddell, who 

everyone knew were a ñitemò these days, as well as Ray Hauser, who 

was still writing stories he couldnôt sell.  Couches and chairs were full; 

floor space shrank; empty bottles and cans appeared as though conjured 

by magic.   It was unquestionably going to be a very well-attended party.  

Perhaps it was because of the passing of Arn Metzger so recently, but it 

could not help but that it was Halloween, as well. 

 

Indeed, the weather outside was perfect for spooks and jack-o-lanterns.  While the past two Halloweens 

had poured for all it was worth, this year the night was cool and dry.  Clouds like shredded cloth were 

snatched across the sky, black against the moon-glow, and the moon itself was a glorious pumpkin, gold 

as a pirateôs doubloon and hanging malevolently in the sky.  All that was missing were skeletal tree limbs, 

rattling in the breeze.  In fact, the trees along Sendak Avenue still bore a trace of Autumn colours, and 

many of the front lawns had been landscaped with evergreens.  Good Shepherd Cemetery was not so very 

distant, however, and ï in the imagination ï dark things easily happened in such a place.  The Grand 

Duchess Olga Alexandrovna of Russia was interred there, as were a noted journalist, a famous hockey 

player, a recipient of the Victoria Cross, and even the mother of one of those who were gathered there that 

night to celebrate the Eve before All Hallowsô.   

 

Britt thought that such a motley assembly ï as was buried only a few blocks away ï could be up to almost 

anything on Their Night, and suppressed a shudder. 

 

Alan DeMaine was an amateur parlor magician, and had the attention of several people in one corner of 

the room.  He sat in a leather recliner: the leg his ñgimpyò leg rested on a foot stool.  Allen often used that 

leg as a table top on which spread out his card tricks in deceptively casual patterns.   Around him, the 

others watched the white pasteboards gliding over the black baize of DeMaineôs carefully pressed 

trousers, their brows furrowed in concentration while they attempted to follow the movements é but of 

course failing. 

 

ñDamn!ò cried Bill Hodge, when the skull-faced Ace appeared again at the beginning of the deal.  ñYou 

had that up your sleeve!ò 

 

ñNonsense,ò the magician said.  ñA good card manipulator doesnôt depend on crude cheats.  Here, Iôll 

show you again.ò  Al laid a card down over the Ace on his knee and picked it up again.  The Ace was 

gone.  He replaced the card on his knee and removed it a second time.  The Ace with the grinning, black 
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skull was back.  ñItôs just a matter of having fine control of your finger grip.  I can pick up a single card, 

two cards or three, at will ï as you just saw.ò 

 

ñI say itôs really magic,ò said Ayn Kaninin, giggling a little nervously.  She said things almost as though 

she wanted to be called foolish, but few of her friends bothered to play such games with her. 

 

ñYouôd think the man who was doing the tricks would know,ò said John Hislop, a long-faced, elderly, 

Britisher who pulled his nose to think.  Then he added, ñthough it is Halloween.ò   

 

The magician was indignant.  ñHalloween or not, thereôs no such thing as magic.  Itôs an insult to my skill 

to suggest that some sort of abracadabra controls the cards, and not my superb dexterity!ò 

 

ñNo!ò said the tall, leonine man who had just joined the group.  ñThere is such a thing as magic.  

Especially on nights like this é if I know anything about it!ò  Jack Cooter had been steadily drinking 

strong British ales for half-an-hour by then, like a man with a serious interest in getting inebriated.  ñAnd 

I do é ò he added.  He was followed closely by a thoughtful Ron Tuttle, who was uncomfortable 

whenever Jack was like this, much less this of all nights, and the oddities of Arnôs death on their minds. 

 

ñJack, letôs not get started.  They donôt want to hear this,ò Ron told his friend, and gently pulled him 

away. 

 

ñWhat was all that about?ò asked the magician, of no one in particular. 

 

******  

ñJack!ò Ron whispered, ñYou promised.  This business was between you, me and Middleton ï and Arn, I 

guess, if he has any kind of existence any more.  But youôve been dropping hints all evening, hoping 

someone would take you up on it.ò 

 

ñNo one has, have they?  Thereôs no harm done.ò  Jack suddenly had a sly expression on his face.  He 

fumbled in an inner pocket of his vest, finally bringing out a brown, gummed, 3ò by 5ò envelope.   He 

held it face forward, willing his friend to see through it. 

 

Ron paled.  ñOh, Jack.  You didnôt.  Please, tell me you didnôt.ò  He looked away from the envelope as 

though it was obscene.  In a resigned voice, he said, ñYou did.ò 

 

******  

Britt noticed the two old friends slipping out into the sun porch, but couldnôt overhear them over the noise 

of the party.  It wasnôt polite to barge in on something personal, either, but she could tell from their faces 

that this wasnôt just two friends exchanging normal confidences ï something was wrong.  Britt hovered 

near the door, not so much to snoop as to be warned the moment they re-entered the party: perhaps she 

would be able to engage them in talk that she could steer around to the trouble é if there was trouble.  

Britt firmly believed that talking things through was the best medicine for whatever ailed you.  Curiosity 

was what ailed Britt most. 

 

When Jack and Ron finally left the sun porch, Jack was in the lead and crossed the room like a man who 

had his destination firmly in mind é but was just a little uncertain about his footing.  The shorter man, 

who still wore his shirt and tie backwards, looked incongruous as he followed in Jackôs footsteps.  Ron 

was pleading with the taller man not to do anything rash, not to have anything more to drink.  But drink 

was exactly where Jack was headed. 
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While Ron waited outside the bathroom door, Jack stirred the ice in the tub around, looking for one of the 

brands of beer he preferred.  The best English beers seemingly slid out of his uncoordinated grasp, 

somehow.  He left the bathroom a minute later with a cold Anchor Steam, which suited him almost as 

well.  Then, with Ron in tow, he weaved over to where Alan DeMaine still performed with his cards. 

 

ñHey.  Make a little room,ò Jack demanded.  Gus Bettinger and Joe Wlasla looked around and saw a 

drunken man they had little liking for at the best of times.  Gus shrugged and said he meant to have a 

word with Yolanda anyway, and they left.  Jack wiggled his way to the front of the small crowd, and 

interrupted Al in the middle of a crucial pass. 

 

ñAs sure as hell, there is magic,ò Jack blared  ñBut that ainôt it.ò 

 

ñI have never said it was,ò replied the magician, politely.  ñIôm simply good enough to make it look like 

magic.ò 

 

ñOh, suuuuure you are.  But, Iôll show you magic é Gimme that deck for a moment, and youôll see you 

donôt know what yer talkinô óbout.ò 

 

Curious what damn fool thing Jack would do with them, Al gave him the cards. 

 

******  

For once, Ron wasnôt at Jackôs side.  As soon as he saw which direction trouble was headed, he raced to 

the dining room, where he had last seen Robert Middleton.  Middleton was probably the one óGator who 

could best handle Jack when he was like this ï belligerent but not yet beyond reason é hopefully. 

 

Luckily, Middleton was still seated with Jayce and young Daws, picking delicately from the better class 

of party food. 

 

ñMiddleton?  You got to help me.  Jack is getting out of control.ò 

 

ñOh?ò  Middletonôs raised eyebrows were an invitation for more explanation. 

 

ñHe brought it.  He brought the fucking thing é here! é heôs got it with him, out there, and heôs going to 

show it, I know.ò 

 

ñOh.ò  Middleton knew all he needed to know.  ñWeôd better get out there too, then.  Quickly, before he 

does anything stupid with it.ò 

 

******  

 

They were too late.  When Ron left, Jack took the offered deck of cards and turned his back to the parlor 

magician.  Al made a silent guess that Jack had removed something from his vest and had shuffled the 

deck before turning around and handing the deck back. 

 

ñSpread óem,ò commanded the drunken man. 

 

Curious, Al did a classic one-handed spread on his outstretched leg.  The 52 cards formed a shallow arc, 

evenly spaced, the little red and black skulls lined up perfectly along the edges é except é what was 

that?  But, before Al could pick the out-of-order, 53
rd

 card from the deck, Jack snapped, ñDonôt!  Close 

óem up again!ò 
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Al complied, sweeping up the cards into a neat deck with a single move. 

 

ñNow, shuffle.  Cut óem.  Turn up the first card é or the tenth é doesnôt matter.ò 

 

Al turned up the 13
th
 card.  It was a rectangle of card stock, much the worse for wear, a dark ivory colour, 

possibly from age.   A skeletal hand of very odd appearance was printed on one side, with four 

outstretched fingers. 

 

ñItôs someoneôs convention namebadge?ò asked Al.  Jack nodded.  ñThereôs no name on it,ò added the 

magician ï inviting more information.   

 

Jack only said, ñShuffle it back into the deck.  Cut it.  Pick a card é from anywhere.ò 

 

When Al did, it was the namebadge again.  Al shuffled the deck twice more and each time he picked the 

namebadge out without trying.  ñIôm not doing this!ò he exclaimed.  For a moment, Jack saw mere 

puzzlement on the parlor magicianôs face, then consternation. 

 

ñI know yer not,ò Jack slurred.  ñThe badge is.  Thatôs not all, either.  If you drop it, the badge falls name-

side up every time.  Try it, anô see!ò 

 

******  

When Ron returned from the other room, the magician had dropped, flipped and spun the badge to the 

ground more than a dozen times, and discovered that Cooter was right.  It landed with the name-side up 

every time.  Ron had brought along Middleton and Jacye, but they didnôt notice Britt Tallbouy 

surreptitiously join them. 

 

ñGood God, Jack, what are you doing?ò demanded Middleton.  ñThat badge isnôt anything for parlor 

tricks ï you know that perfectly well.  Be a good fellow and put it away.ò 

 

ñI think itôs been doinô parlor tricks just fine!ò said Jack.  ñDonôt you,ò he added, grinning at Al DeMaine. 

 

ñIt certainly has,ò said the shaken magician.  ñWhat is that thing?ò 

 

ñWhatôs it look like?  Itôs a goddamn namebadge, thatôs all!  But it does fuckinô magic!  How dôyou like 

that?ò 

 

ñI donôt.  I really donôt,ò said Al.  ñThereôs something very wrong about this.  There is no such thing as 

real magic, just the kind I do é which is only only trickery and misdirection.  Show me how you do 

this!ò  The magicianôs voice had risen steadily, growing in anger.  The parlor magician enjoyed his 

mastery of the audience, but the shoe was on the other foot now, and that was not to his liking. 

 

ñI donôt approve of this,ò said Middleton.  ñJack, the three of us talked about that é thing é and all 

agreed that whatever it could do, it was too dangerous to fool with.  Put it away and forget about it.ò 

 

ñForget about it?ò  Jack seemed surprised by the idea.  ñIôve been thinking about it ever since that night 

weé " 

 

ñDonôt say it!ò Ron interrupted. 

 

ñWhat the devil is that thing?ò asked Jayce, reaching for the namebadge among the cards in Alôs hand. 
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ñYes,ò added Britt Tallbouy, ñThis has gone on long enough without some explanations.  The card tricks 

are one thing.  Your getting a little tight is no big deal either.  But youôre acting uncommonly like an ass, 

Jack.  I want to know what this is about.ò 

 

ñIt wouldnôt be wise to get mixed up in this, Britt,ò said Middleton.  ñReally, it wouldnôt.ò 

 

ñItôs in your own interest, Britt,ò Ron added. 

 

ñGood God!  You guys é it is just a card trick!ò Al insisted. 

 

ñNo, itôs not,ò said Middleton, sadly.  ñMaybe this has gone too far.  Everyone must have heard us 

arguing by now.  At least, those whoôve been listening up to this point wonôt take no for an answer.ò 

 

ñThen we have to tell them?ò asked Ron, shocked.  Britt beamed over his shoulder. 

 

ñNo doubt of it, now.ò  Jack was smiling too é but it wasnôt a reassuring smile at all. 

 

Jayce and Britt brought up a couple of chairs, while Jack took Alôs footstool.  Middleton took an empty 

spot on the couch next to the magician.  Ron half sat, half leaned against an arm rest and stared sullenly at 

the wood flooring.  Despite their raised voices, it seemed no one else had overheard the conversation é 

yet. 

 

Having forced the issue, Jack seemed satisfied to let someone else explain.  Middleton started.  

 

ñAt first, Ron and Jack thought nothing of it.  It was just a namebadge ï an ugly one to be sure, but what 

of it?  One of them pocketed the thing without thinking about it.  It was first shown to me when the three 

of us got together at Bitondoôs Pizza about a week ago for a bite to eat.  Who had it?  You Ron?  Or 

Jack?ò 

 

ñJackôs had it all along.ò 

 

ñThatôs right.  Jack took it out of a pocketbook he was carrying and laid it on the table in front of me 

without even thinking.ò 

 

ñIôd stuck it in there as a bookmark.  How was I supposed to know what it was?ò 

 

ñWell, we still donôt,ò continued Middleton.  ñExcept that I think itôs the very worst kind of bad luck.  

What struck me about the thing was that I had seen it before.  I couldnôt recall where at first, but I knew 

Iôd seen it three or four years ago, while Arn was alive.  After a while I placed it.  It was a convention 

name badge Arn had kept in a baseball card protector, one of the really expensive ones that are airtight 

and block sunlight. I only saw it once, as he shoved it into a drawer.  He didnôt seem to want me to see it, 

and called it only a good luck charm. Looking at it again on the red-and-white-check tablecloth at 

Bitondoôs, I wondered why it had been removed from the plastic case.  Jack looked down at it too, as 

though for the first time, and asked me what I thought it was.  Maybe Arnôs first con, I said.  Who 

knows?ò 

 

Hislop and Bettinger had wandered back, towing a couple of girls ï one was Dale Anger in her black cat-

suit, the other a pimply, ashen-blonde friend brought by Daws Pfiffer.  There was no sitting room, but 
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plainly they were intent on staying.  Middletonôs story was slowly gaining the attention of the rest of the 

party. 

 

ñJack and Ron said their first impression had been that the badge had been hidden.  But, then, as they had 

looked at it longer, there was no reason why a simple name badge should be hidden.  They said they 

decided it had gotten into the wrong box by accident.  That was when I recalled that Arn called it a good 

luck charm.ò 

 

Jack Cooter began to speak then.  ñMiddleton said that right about then Arn, did begin having a lot of 

good luck.  Impossible book finds, a manuscript that belonged in a museum, accidentally meeting an 

author he had always wanted to know but had thought dead, and getting a first edition personally 

inscribed by him.ò 

 

ñI couldnôt believe the luck Arn had!  Even I had thought that the writer was dead,ò added Middleton.  

ñBut the strange thing about the matter was that when I first saw the namebadge in Arnôs possession, I 

could swear that only one of the fingers were turned down, but there the thing was on the table in front of 

me, with all four of the fingers curled, like this ï ò Middleton held his hand with fingers clenched and the 

thumb out, as though hitchhiking.  

 

ñWe told Middleton he was mistaken.  Any fool could see all the fingers were bent,ò said Jack, laughing 

grimly. 

 

ñAnd why shouldnôt I believe them with the evidence right in front of me?  But I remembered that, of 

late, Arnôs luck had begun running out.  Take that autograph, for instance.  When Arn tried to sell it on 

eBay, some expert declared it a fake.  It didnôt look fake to me é and thereôs that matter of Arn meeting 

the author.  Arn said there was no possibility of a mistaking the man.  But the expert said the author had 

died the month before, so the autograph couldnôt be authentic.  Arn conceded that there might be some 

mistake in his memory about the date on which he got the signature, perhaps, but clearly he wasnôt 

imagining a dead writer signing a book right in front of his own two eyes.  But Arn had to refund the 

money, and take the return of a book that was now officially worthless because, first edition or not, it had 

a ñbogusò signature in it.  On top of that, the incident had hurt Arnôs reputation.  There were one or two 

other things like that, one after the other, all of them involving his earlier good luck going sour.ò 

 

ñCoincidence,ò said Britt.  ñOkay, three or four coincidences, but it happens.ò 

 

ñOf course,ò agreed Middleton.  ñThatôs what I thought, too.   But then something happened to Arn he 

never talked about é not really.  This was about three years before the get-together with Jack and Ron, 

and perhaps a year after I saw that ógood luckô charm of Arnôs.  He complained bitterly to me about how 

good luck could turn so awfully, horribly wrong.  He didnôt mind so much the ruined book, the lost 

money, the things stolen from his briefcase one time while at University library of all placesé but he had 

recently made a very, very foolish wish.  He said he was frightened he might get his wish, and I believed 

him.  Heôd put his ócharmô away and he was never going to touch it again!  After that, the man wasnôt 

quite the same man I had known for 25 years.  His last wish, if thatôs what it was, worried at him; 

changed him.ò  Middleton paused to drink from his glass. 

 

ñWell, of course, Arn died last month,ò began Ron.  Middleton nodded at him to continue.  ñSo we 

guessed his luck truly ran out on him.ò 

 

ñIôd say so.  Stroke,ò said Jack.  ñJust like that. Then two weeks on a ventilator, unable to move, aware 

the whole time.  Horrible.ò 
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ñBut what was the wish?ò asked Jayce, who was bent over in his chair, resting his chin in his hands, 

elbows on his knees. 

 

ñMiddleton?  You tell óem.ò  
 

ñHe never said, in so many words.  But I once heard him say he wanted to live long enough to complete 

his collection of Lewis Carrollôs satiric pamphlets from Christ Church.ò 

 

ñDid he?ò asked Jayce. 

 

ñOh, yes,ò answered Middleton.  ñThat wish was granted too, like it 

or not.  I was there when Arn found the final missing pamphlet 

between the pages of an issue of Weird Tales he had just bought at 

Chicon.  He was not as happy as you might expect.ò 

 

ñSo Arn got his last wish, then?ò said Jayce. 

 

ñNaturally, he did,ò added Jack Cooter.  ñBut he swore up and down 

that he had gone through that issue at the dealerôs table, page by page, 

and nothing had been in it.  Also, his search had convinced him that 

every surviving copy was accounted for in university libraries and 

private collections.  He stated flat outright that the one in his Weird 

Tales shouldnôt exist.  Yet it did.  I saw it myself ï a mint copy that 

looked as though it had come off the printing press yesterday, but was 

clearly authentic.  Unbelievably, someone, possibly Charles Dodgson, 

had written on it in a faded, copperplate hand, óJust for you.ô  It 

visibly shook Arnôs confidence.  Arn was dead before the end of the 

month.ò 

 

ñStill coincidence,ò said Britt. 

 

Middleton steepled his index fingers, looking over the tips.  ñThen 

listen while I tell you about another coincidence.ò 

 

******  

 

Sitting around one of the tiny tables at Bitondoôs Pizza, Middleton, 

Cooter and Tuttle looked down at the worn namebadge.  They were 

all thinking the same thing é that, in some way, the innocent-

seeming scrap of card was somehow responsible for Arn Metzgerôs 

death.  None of them believed in supernatural causation, but they all 

had a keen appreciation of  psychologically-driven malaises. 

 

ñSo can we rule out coincidence?ò said Ron, chewing contentedly on panzerotto. 

 

ñNo, of course not.  Quite outrageous coincidences do happen,ò said Jack.  ñI think we can write this off 

as selective data points and our own overactive imaginations.ò 

 


