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THE HOLIDAY TRAIN COMES TO COWTOWN                
by Dale Speirs

Every December the Canadian Pacific Railway sends a freight train decked out
with Christmas lights across Canada.  For the night of December 12 it was
parked on a Calgary siding about a kilometre south of the Heritage LRT station.
I took the bus to the station and then walked; it was much faster than driving
and in any event there was no parking left within several kilometres as
thousands of Calgarians brought their kids down to see it.  No street lighting,
no sidewalks, it was a moonless night, and the slush along the siding was
packed into ice by countless footsteps.  Enough to give any safety officer the
fantods.  
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Looking from the LRT station walkway over the tracks.  The traffic was
completely stopped.  The blue line at the far end of the road is the train.

Proceeding from the engine to the rear ...  
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All the display lights were animated and ran through several cycles of colour.
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The penultimate car folded out as a stage where a band was performing.
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DISCWORLD: PART 5.  DEATH 
by Dale Speirs

The character Death appears in almost every Discworld novel, normally as a
walk-on when he (or it) comes to release the soul of someone very unfortunate.
Or a ride-on, if he (or it) happens to be on his pale horse Binky.  He (or it)
appears to humans as a cowled skeleton with glowing eyes, swinging a scythe
to separate a soul from its body and send it on its way.  He (or it) is curious
about humans and why they behave the way they do.  Death talks in SMALL CAPS,
which certainly makes it easier to keep track of the dialogue.

The first book in which Death appears as the main character is MORT (1987).
Death has decided to take an apprentice, and settles on an awkward farm boy
named Mortimer.  The lad doesn’t have to be deceased or living as an immortal
who can travel between the dimensions in order to be an apprentice.  He lives
with Death in a manor house between the dimensions with two other human
companions, Death’s adopted daughter Ysabel, and the major domo Albert.  

The time comes when Mort has done enough chores that Death will trust him to
collect three souls on his own.  The first two he stumbles through, but makes a
complete mess of the third, who is the young and pretty Princess Keli.  She was
to be assassinated in her timeline but Mort lets his emotions get the better of him
and prevents it, as a result of which the Discworld timeline begins to twist out
of sorts because of his meddling.  Matters are eventually straightened in spite of
Mort’s efforts to remedy the damage.  

Meanwhile, Death wants to learn more about humans so he (or it) goes incognito
amongst the denizens of Ankh Morpork.  Not too much success there either.
Mort and Ysabell are sidetracked into an investigation of Albert, who turns out
to be an ex-wizard named Alberto Malich, ostensibly two millennia years old
out in the real Discworld and the founder of the Unseen University, but never
aging inside Death’s domain (Neither Mort and Ysabel are aging either, thanks
for asking).  

Albert/Alberto is in fear of dying, for when Death or Mort separate a soul from
its body, the soul goes into the next world to face those it killed in the last one.
It will not be pleasant for anyone who killed in the past life, whether a soldier,
a murderer, or an ex-wizard who dispatched the beings from the Dungeon
Dimensions who were lurking on the threshold.

While Death is AWOL and enjoying a job as a short-order cook, Mort is
beginning to transmute into a new Death.  He is inadvertently picking up some
of Death’s magical powers and occasionally SPEAKS IN SMALL CAPS.
Albert/Alberto decides to return to Discworld, specifically Unseen University,
and starts taking power.  But the rip in reality is repairing itself, until Mort and
Ysabel interfere with it to the point that when Death comes back from his (or
its) vacation, there is a confrontation.  

The ending wimps out though, after Mort and Death duel with light sabers,
pardon me, duel with scythes and then reconcile.  Mort and Ysabel are married
and return to the real world, Princess Keli is allowed to live and take the throne,
and Albert returns to service in Death’s dominions free from fear of meeting the
Dungeon souls waiting for him.

REAPER MAN (1991) begins with Death being retired against his wishes by
Azrael, the God of the Multiverse.  Unfortunately Azrael doesn’t get around to
appointing an immediate replacement, as a result of which the souls of the
recently deceased are left to wander in the blackness of the next life without
Death to show them the direction they must go. The life force of the deceased
is normally recycled by Death, but in his (its) absence, it begins accumulating,
triggering poltergeist effects around Discworld as the magic doesn’t go away.
Among other things, there is the rise of small Deaths, such as Death of Rats and
Death of Fleas, but still nothing for humans.

Death, having been superannuated, gets a job as a hired hand on a farm in the
Ramtop mountains, using the pseudonym Bill Door.  He’s (it’s) very good with
a scythe during haying time.  He (it) gets into a John Henry type of contest with
the neighbour’s newfangled invention, a combination harvester machine.  The
new Death finally shows up, and the two get into a battle to the, uh, death.  

Meanwhile, back in Ankh Morpork, the rising flood of life force is animating
everything from furniture to compost piles.  At the Unseen University, the
wizard Windle Poons is one such lost soul.  Being a wizard though, he returns
to his body and begins walking it about like a zombie, much to the annoyance
of the other wizards.   

There was also an earlier unexplained shower of souvenir snowflake domes, the
kind of glass paperweight you turn upside down, shake, then turn it again to
watch the snow settle on whatever scene is enclosed.  The trouble is that they
are now hatching out into shopping carts, which are trying to disperse out into
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the country to form new cities.  An interesting life cycle.  The wizards find
themselves in a battle royal as a new shopping mall rises around them.

The novel concludes with some changes that will reverberate into future novels.
The Death Of Rats, for example, is originated as a new character of whom you
will read more.  There is the continuing saga of Death (formerly Bill Door,
formerly Death) as he (it) continues to try to understand humans.

SOUL MUSIC (1994) continues the story arc with several subplots.  Mort and
Ysabel had issue, a daughter Susan who is at boarding school when they are
killed in a stagecoach crash.  She ends up in her grandfather’s manor house
between the dimensions, but once again Death is out trying to understand
humans so Susan is the one who has to go out scything souls.  

Another plot line begins out in the small mountainous and rainy country of
Llamedos, somewhere out on the Discworld where Wales would be if Discworld
had Wales instead of Llamedos.  Imp y Celyn is a harp player who seeks out the
bright lights of Ankh Morpork to find fame and fortune, but finds instead the
dwarf Glod Glodsson (brass horn) and the troll Lias Bluestone (rocks).  The
three of them decide that they can starve together just as easily as separately and
form a band.  The harp is accidently smashed, so at a music shop Imp finds a
strange guitar that resonates to other sounds and produces a strange beat.  The
band inadvertently discover music with rocks in it, whose back beat you can’t
lose it any old time you choose it, and which sets off a new trend in music.

The two plot lines tie in together after Susan is sent to collect Imp’s soul when
he is killed by a spectator throwing something.  Like her father Mort, she allows
emotions to interfere with the job, and prevents Imp from dying when he should,
starting off a timeline change.  She has the Death Of Rats to act as sort of a
mentor, although he only says SQUEAK.  Meanwhile the music with rocks in it
is taking its own course and seems to be magical, not necessarily in the best
way.  It seems to be primordial, left over from the Big Bang, and still
reverberating through the universe.  

The music begins to spread and trigger social changes, and the band find
themselves losing control.  Imitators appear and it looks as if matters have gone
out of control.  Susan is agonizing about her role as Death.  Everything more or
less resets to zero by the end of the novel, and the universe is saved.  Those of
us who are Boomers will recognize the nods and winks given to the Beatles and
their imitators.  If you were born after 1980, ask your father.

HOGFATHER (1996) does considerable violence to the Santa Claus myth, not
that it isn’t deserved.  Death is back on the job for the nonce, so Susan is
working as a governess in a manor house, not because she has to but because
she wants to live like ordinary humans.  

In Ankh-Morpork, Lord Downey of the Assassins Guild has received a
commission to bump off the Fat Man.  He assigns the job to a psychopath
named Mr. Teatime.  (It’s pronounced Teh-ah-tim-eh, sir.  Everyone gets it
wrong, sir.)   The clients who want the Hogfather dead are the Auditors, other-
dimensional beings who consider humans an affront to the proper running of the
universe.

Death once again goes off to see how humans live, this time impersonating the
Hogfather, who every Hogswatch Eve travels from house to house in a sleigh
drawn by four hogs, sliding down chimneys and leaving presents.  That a
contract has been issued against Hogfather is not yet generally known, nor the
fact that the Hogfather may already be dead.  Death is substituting until the
situation can be remedied.  

At the Unseen University, the wizards are celebrating Hogswatch Eve in their
own way, interrupted by annoying small household gods and gnomes.  Susan
goes out for the night to deal with assorted problems, accompanied by a Raven
(who talks and is annoying) and the Death Of Rats (who squeaks and is
annoying).  

The plot lines keep shifting back and forth every page or so, although not much
important seems to be
happening.  But finally Susan
and her grandad take an
interdimensional trip to thwart
the Auditors and restore the
Hogfather to the Discworld
timeline.  In an epilogue, she
also takes out Mr. Teatime, not
only mispronouncing his name
but killing him for his sins.  The
story zero-resets and all ends
well etcetera.

[to be continued]
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

[Editor’s remarks in square brackets.  Please include your name and town when sending a

comment.    Email to opuntia57@hotmail.com]

FROM:  Lloyd Penney          2014-12-22
               Etobicoke, Ontario

Now that OPUNTIA has gone electronic and you don't have to worry about
printing, envelopes, or postage, I guess it's easier to put issues out faster. That's
why I am four issues behind suddenly. Comments are coming on all four, 290
to 293.

[My philosophy from the very beginning was that I would not let OPUNTIA
grow out of control into a massive, then infrequent, and then finally dead zine
as happened with so many other zine publishers.  I have always believed that
small but frequent zines are better than giant annual zines.]

OPUNTIA 290:  Avalanches must happen fairly often in that area of the
Rockies. How many months of the year is there snow in that area? At that
altitude, I'd think at least some snow would be there most of the time.

[It depends on the weather, but the snow pack stays until late June or early July
in an average year.  There are trails I have been on, such as the Elbow Pass in
Kananaskis, where I have hiked across snow in August, but usually the lower
slopes are clear by then.  The glaciers, of course, are there year-round.]

I met Terry Pratchett some years ago, as Ad Astra invited him as a guest, and I
believe this was his first Canadian convention. I did read the first five or six
books, but the previous year, I had read as many Xanth books as I could
stomach, and saw the Discworld books as yet another money drain. I know I've
missed some good books, but to know what's happening, you've really got to
read the previous books to keep up, and there's only so many hours in the day.

[Pratchett was Guest of Honour at BanffCon 95, which I wrote up in OPUNTIA
#26.5.  That convention’s theme was Discworld and everything in it was named
with Discish (pardon the neologism) references.  It was the first convention
anywhere in the world, as far as I know, devoted to Discworld.]

[I’ve stopped buying new books and am now going through my library
rereading the ones I have for a final time.  I am writing the reviews as I discard
the books into the Co-op Book Exchange or the Little Free Libraries around
town (take a book, leave a book).  There is no market left to sell secondhand
books in Calgary because the next generation reads books on tablets.]

In Toronto, I don't have to worry much about snow falling from buildings. A
greater risk is glass panes falling from buildings, and injuring people below. It
happens with cold and heat loosening the attachments to the panes, and they
smash on the sidewalk below.

[We have the occasional problem with falling glass during severe windstorms,
and the downtown core has been closed a couple of times.  There’s always
something no matter where you live.]

OPUNTIA 291:  I've never read a lot of alternate histories, mostly because they
are mostly military-oriented, as in what if we lost the war instead of winning it.
Some steampunk stories are a little dull, I find, but some alternate tales do
intrigue.

OPUNTIA 292:  I gather the Grey Cup game was a great time. I would like to
meet Naheed Nenshi, and perhaps now that we've ditched our idiot mayor for
someone half-decent, perhaps we will see Nenshi here.

[Re: readercons versus comic cons]  You've got modern fandom nailed,
although there are plenty of people who do run their own conventions, and they
are most enjoyable. We know one of the female gamers driven out of her home;
we hope she will be ready to go home safely soon.

OPUNTIA 293: [Re: Christmas decorations]  The Eaton Centre has huge
reindeer as decorations, plus a giant tree.  We were in the Eaton Centre during
shopping times, but made sure that we weren't mad enough to actually go
shopping. For the first time, all our presents were ordered online, and all but one
of them has arrived as I write.

[I get my shopping done the first week of December, save for boxes of Purdy’s
Chocolates, which I buy December 24 to have them fresh as possible.  I take the
bus or train to shopping malls or downtown, which gives me the joy later in the
month of seeing all those shoppers by car trapped in parking lot jams.  There’s
a lot to be said for holiday season schadenfreude.]
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WAS BANFFCON 95 THE FIRST DISCWORLD CONVENTION?
by Dale Speirs

Lloyd Penney’s remark on page 8 prompted me to go through my files of all the
conventions I have attended, one of which was BanffCon 95.  See OPUNTIA
#26.5 for my report.  As far as I know, this was the world’s first Discworld-
themed convention, but if anyone has information to the contrary, please send
me an email.  British fans hosted their first Discworld convention in 1996.  

I’m not going to scan all
my BanffCon  95
collection but include
three items here.  My
membership badge is at
left. Below is an
inv i t at ion  to  the
masquerade.

The promotional flyer below for some reason shows the back end of the Great
A’Tuin.
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ZINE LISTINGS
by Dale Speirs

[I only list zines from the Papernet.  If the zine is posted on www.efanzines.com or

www.fanac.org, then I don’t mention it since you can read them directly.] 

[The Usual means $5 cash ($6 overseas) or trade for your zine.  Americans: please don’t send

cheques for small amounts to Canada or overseas (the bank fee to cash them is usually more

than the amount) or mint USA stamps (which are not valid for postage outside USA). US$

banknotes are still acceptable around the world.]

[SF means science fiction. An apazine is a zine for an amateur press association distro, a perzine

is a personal zine, sercon is serious-constructive, and a genzine is a general zine.]

BANANA WINGS #57 (The Usual from Claire Brialey and Mark Plummer, 59
Shirley Road, Croydon, Surrey CR0 7ES, England) Reports on Loncon 3, the
World SF Convention held in London in 2014.  It seems to have come off quite
well.  Also trip reports and lots of letters of comments. 

FADEAWAY #44 (The Usual from Robert Jennings, 29 Whiting Road, Oxford,
Massachusetts 01540-2035) Devoted to pulp magazines, old comics, old-time
radio, and dime novels, with lots of solid articles.  This issue discusses the
Bomba the Jungle Boy series, an admitted ripoff of Tarzan but which had a long
life in books, movies, and comic books, from 1926 to the 1970s.  Lots of letters
of comment.

WHO IS THE STAR-SPANGLED TORQUEMADA NOW? #538 (The
Usual from Ned Brooks, 4817 Dean Lane, Lilburn, Georgia 30047-4720)
Apazine with commentary on various subjects such as typewriter collecting.

MYSTERY REVIEWS
by Dale Speirs

GUN IN CHEEK (1982, hardcover) by Bill Pronzini takes a look at bad
mystery writing, with malice towards all but mainly the amateur detective.  Any
Miss Marples today would be rounded up by the police for contaminating
evidence and obstruction.  Our modern television era has produced tens of
millions of people who think they could do the same as police but with no more
training than watching a lot of CSI shows.  In July 2014, Calgary RCMP had
to step in and stop a group of amateur sleuths who wanted to search a farm field
for three missing people believed murdered.  They all thought they’d be CSI
investigators with nothing more than smartphone cameras, plastic bags, and
tweezers.  The Mounties had to publicly warn them that real-life investigations
depend more on chain of custody, prevention of pre-trial adverse publicity, and
the Canada Evidence Act (federal law) than finding a clue and posting the
picture on Flickr.  A murderer could be acquitted because Miss Marple
contaminated the case.

Pronzini starts off his book by looking at early amateur detectives of the first
decade of the 1900s.  Such mystery plots involved repeated coincidences,
contradictory plot elements, stilted dialogue, disguises and alibis too many to
count, and enough red herrings to feed a family of four.  

Police in those days were scorned by the American general public.  Wyatt Earp
and his brothers were actually gang members who were on the winning side.
Even in big cities, investigative training was minimal.  Amateur detective
stories therefore made fun of police as bumblers and comical characters, such
as the dumb Irish patrolman with a stage accent thick enough to cut with a
knife.

Racism was standard in those days.  The Yellow Peril brought forth Dr. Fu
Manchu and other slant-eyed villains, with little distinction between Chinese
and Japanese.  In later years the bad guys spoke with German accents, then
became Slavic.  Nowadays it would be Arabic.

The dime novels were basically books published in pulp magazine format.  The
amateur detective story then moved to magazine serialization and hardcover
books.  After World War Two, the paperback novel took over, and from the
1970s onward was increasingly displaced by television shows.
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