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Opuntia is published by Dale Speirs, Calgary, Alberta.  It is posted on www.efanzines.com and
www.fanac.org. My e-mail address is: opuntia57@hotmail.com  When sending me an emailed letter of
comment, please include your name and town in the message.

THE GODDESS RETURNS

From OPUNTIA #24 until #52.1A, the covers of this zine were often graced by
the Goddess Opuntia, as chronicled by her muse Teddy Harvia.  I am pleased to
welcome her return to these pages.  She’s been traveling.

LEGO LIBRARY
photos by Dale Speirs

Calgary is building a palatial new central library, just in time to be made
obsolete by the Internet.  It will, however, be re-usable as a cultural centre when
the time comes.  The new library is directly overtop the south leg of the LRT
line.  The old library is a block away and to be fair, needs a lot of work,
especially after being under water during the great flood of 2013.  It is cheaper
to build a new one than restore the old one back to its glory days.

In the lobby of the old library was a Lego model of the new one.  I had trouble
taking photos because of the reflections from its glass case, but did get some
presentable views.  Most of my readership have set foot inside a library, so I
hope you find these photos of interest.

Starting off with the photo at right, the model shows LRT trains emerging from
underneath the library.  The LRT station is kitty-corner from the new library and
a dozen bus routes are within one block, so that makes it very convenient.
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Below is a close-up of the train tunnel. I took this photo on November 5 from the LRT platform, showing a train
emerging from the shell of the tunnel.  Expect more photos of the construction
in future issues of this zine.
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The main entrance will be at the other end of the building. The next page shows the east side of the building.
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I was impressed by all the little Lego people inside the building.
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TRANSIT FANNING IN CALGARY: PART 10           2015-11-12
by Dale Speirs

[Part 8 appeared in OPUNTIA #298 and Part 9 in #302]

I’ve been riding Calgary Transit buses for decades but have never been on one
when it was in an accident.  Coming back home from the downtown on Route
13, I had a full view from my seat of a good BANG! when our driver turned left
onto southbound 14 Street SW from 36 Avenue. He was looking to his left as
he started to make the turn, when a southbound white SUV came along from the
right.  The impact threw the SUV against a parked taxi whose driver was
waiting for a passenger.  The full weight of the SUV was against the driver door.
The photo below shows the two wrecked vehicles; at right is an enlargement of
the unfortunate taxi.  Notice its outside mirror dangling.
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The bus had only superficial scratches on one end of the front bumper, but as the
bus pulled over to the curb after the accident, there was a horrible scraping noise
from the right front wheel.  Undoubtedly the suspension was wrecked.

The driver will not have slept much that night.  In Alberta, professional drivers
are held to a higher standard than ordinary citizens.  Unless he had prior
problems, I don’t think the driver would lose his job, but there would be a
hearing since it was a preventable accident and he might get a suspension in
addition to any traffic tickets.  Fortunately no one appeared to be injured.

FAR SPEAKING STORIES: PART 2
by Dale Speirs

[Part 1 appeared in OPUNTIA #313.]

The telephone is one of the most science fictional devices invented by humans.
You talk into a bit of plastic and metal and hear someone speaking from the
other side of the planet.  If that isn’t science fiction, I don’t know what is.

The Science Fiction Device.

Sometimes not necessarily from the other side of the planet.  “When You Hear
The Tone” by Thomas Scortia (1971 January, GALAXY) is about an elderly
man who becomes increasingly frustrated by crossed lines every time he tries
to use his telephone.  Eventually it becomes clear that each time, the cross
conversations are with strangers further and further back in time.  He can only
talk once each time with the strangers, who naturally think they are dealing with
a crank caller.  It turns out that each call is with someone in his past, someone
he did wrong to or brushed off in his chase for money.  A variation, if you will,
of Scrooge and the three ghosts of Christmas but over the wires.

“The Chill Of Distant Laughter” by Sherwood Springer (1978 July,
FANTASTIC) begins with the death of Peter Delancey, an elderly millionaire
recluse, found on the floor apparently crawling to an ancient two-piece wall
telephone.  The speaker piece was dangling and there was a ringing tone.  The
house servant tells the police that it had been dangling for thirty years, and the
master had left strict instructions that it never be hung up.  Occasionally
Delancey was seen listening intensely at the telephone, whether just the ringing
or someone actually at the other end, the servant couldn’t say.  Delancey
seemed to be able to time the stock markets perfectly and made a fortune in his
lifetime, so the narrator of the story wonders if the telephone was connected to
the future or some other place.  

There are regular telephones in the house but the antique phone is on a separate
circuit not owned by the Bell company.  The police bring in a technician to trace
the circuit.  They find it terminates in the basement, with the wire embedded
into a descending vein of copper in the bedrock below the house.  The narrator
tries the phone upstairs again, and this time gets the voice of Delancey,
screaming at him to hang up for God’s sake before ...
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The story reads well, but left the nagging impression that it wasn’t fully thought
out.  Delancey’s voice from beyond implies he is in Hell after a pact with the
Devil, and for some reason the phone could never be hung up.  Yet in his final
words he tells the narrator to hang up so as to stop the Devil from taking his
soul.  The narrator doesn’t until it is too late for Delancey.

“Early Winter” by John E. Stith (1979 July, FANTASTIC) is a short-short about
the aftermath of a neutron bomb attack.  An automated telemarketing machine
survives the attack and keeps calling potential customers, not knowing that they
are all dead.  It finally gets one response, a voicemail message that confuses it
because it doesn’t respond properly to the automated prompts.  A twist ending
that leads the story nowhere.

I used to get automated messages such as that on my phone but not for years, as
the technology of automated telemarketing seems to have improved enough to
recognize such dead ends.  The latest technique they use now is to ring once and
hang up, leaving their number on the caller ID, hoping people will be gullible
enough to phone back.  Thanks to caller ID on my smartphone, I am no longer
bothered by such junk calls, since I have programmed it to automatically reject
any non-Alberta area codes.

Videophone technology was established in the 1960s but never succeeded
because of bandwidth costs and social issues.  What those social issues were are
described in the short story “Stormy Bellweather” by Jack Wodhams (1972
January, ANALOG).  It is the dawn of the vuphone age in a near future, and the
story follows users as they cope with people phoning them to make sales
pitches, trying to hypnotize them, begging for charities, and in general bringing
the shopping channel into one’s home whether wanted or not.  There is also the
problem of answering the vuphone while casually dressed or with no makeup.
Users begin covering up their vuphone camera lens to solve the latter problem,
while annoying the callers.

Now we have Skype, generally for family calls and business teleconferencing.
Some smartphone owners make video calls, but most people still prefer to stick
with voice-only.  Such calls enable them to do other things while talking, such
as driving (illegal in Alberta), walking down the street, or doing another task
that indicates their minds are not totally on the call.  It is difficult to multitask
on a videophone.  You are forced to pay full attention to the caller, which many
users don’t particularly want to do.  Internet technology now surpasses the
original videophones, but the social issues remain.

Blood On The Telephone.

“In A Telephone Cabinet” by George Douglas Howard Cole and his wife
Margaret Isabel Postgate Cole is a cozy mystery set in an English village in the
1920s.  This story was first published in 1928; I saw it reprinted in THE
BLACK LIZARD BIG BOOK OF LOCKED-ROOM MYSTERIES.  The story
begins with Harold Carluke, a bank cashier who lived alone, departing this
world suddenly at home while answering the telephone.  He was blasted in the
face at point-blank range by what must have been a blunderbuss but no firearms
could be found in the house.  The telephone appeared normal. 

Carluke’s colleague at the bank, Edward Barton, was the one who found the
body, he being a frequent visitor to the house.  After some deductions by police,
and connecting the death with a telephone stolen out of a nearby vacant cottage,
the method of operation becomes clear.  While Carluke was sleeping, Barton
(who was indeed the murderer) removed the original telephone and substituted
the stolen phone, which he rigged with gunpowder and large shot in the
mouthpiece of the telephone.  Barton then left and later made the phone call that
Carluke answered.  Once he heard the blast, he hustled over to Carluke’s house,
replaced the original telephone, dismantled the blunderbuss telephone, and then
hid its pieces outside the house before calling police.  Only he didn’t hide the
pieces well enough.  

The motive was an old-fashioned one, a bank fraud that Carluke had uncovered
and which Barton knew would lead to him.  As a cozy mystery, it reads quite
well, although the police inspector withheld some information until the middle
of the story, but after that the reader has a chance to figure out the ingenious
method.

“The Voice Box” by Allan W. Eckert (1961 December, FANTASTIC) is a
three-page angst-ridden vignette about how awful technology is, and in
particular the telephone.  The narrator makes the point about how humans are
conditioned to answer the ringing of the telephone no matter what.  From there
he becomes obsessed with watching and waiting for his phone to ring.  When
it does, the earpiece chews off his ear and sucks out the contents of his skull.
Given the three pages of agonizing by such a wimpy character, it was probably
for the best.

From old-time radio is an INNER SANCTUM episode titled “The Voice On
The Wire” by Robert Sloane, first aired on 1944-11-29.  (This and thousands of
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other OTR shows are available from www.archive.org  as free mp3s.)  Geraldine
Reeves is the widow of David, who died in a house fire.  He was a music
composer who was also an invalid.  She gets a telephone call from a mysterious
male voice who tells her she will die in four hours at midnight.  Her doctor is
visiting at the time and tries to help her as she becomes increasingly hysterical.
They are stranded in the house, with ever stranger things happening and a siege
mentality developing.  It is the usual haunted house story with lots of screaming
and berserk organ music.  The voice keeps phoning her to taunt her, with
David’s music playing in the background.  When she tries to phone out, the
voice intercepts the calls.  At the climax, David rises from the dead, a good trick
because he couldn’t walk when he was alive.  But it all turns out to be deceit to
get Geraldine to confess to murdering David and setting the fire.  I doubt it
though, since a good lawyer could get her off on the grounds that the confession
was obtained under duress while she was of unsound mind.

Another OTR show, YOURS TRULY, JOHNNY DOLLAR, was about an
insurance investigator of that name who was notorious for his action-packed
expense account.  “The Phony Phone Matter” is a 1961 episode that begins
when Dollar is talking on the telephone to a factory owner who had a string of
suspicious insurance claims. The owner is supposedly at his residence while
Dollar is calling from across the street where the factory is located, miles away
from the house. As Dollar is talking, the factory explodes and burns, a total loss.
In the ensuing investigation, Dollar establishes that the owner was using a false
name and was known to police as an arsonist.  The investigation revealed that
a tape recorder operated by his wife at the house made it sound as if he was
nowhere near the factory while he was torching the place.  The wife played
appropriate segments of the tape into the telephone to Dollar and made it seem
her husband was there, instead of igniting a final blaze for a big payoff from the
insurance company.

Dialing For Comedy.

A number of OTR sitcoms and stand-up comedians have made fun of the
telephone, as indispensable though it may be. Much of it is obsolete, partly
because the telephone monopolies were broken up in the 1980s and partly
because topical humour does not last. 

The comedian Fred Allen had a 1946 episode of his show titled “50th

Anniversary Of The Telephone Company”, in reference to the New York
Telephone Company.  (For a bit more about Fred Allen, see OPUNTIA #275,

page 14).  Most of this episode was the usual random comedy that he did. A
regular segment on each show was “Allen’s Alley”, in which he walked down
the alley knocking on doors and asking character actors the question of the day,
this time about the telephone company.  

Senator Claghorn, a loudmouth who always introduced himself as “Ah’m from
the South, son!”, said that Alexander Graham Bell was obviously a southerner,
because grahams are crackers, “Georgia, that is!”.  Further down the alley, Mrs.
Nussbaum, a stereotypical Brooklyn Jewish housewife, said she owed her
marriage to the telephone.  It seems her husband Pierre telephoned her, not
realizing that he had mis-dialed, and proposed to her over the phone.  She said
yes, met him at the railway station within the hour, and he found himself
trapped.  

The most raucous comedian in OTR was Red Skelton.  His shows were so noisy
and the audience laughter so extended that the network regularly had to crop
them shorter.  In a 1946 episode titled “Telephones”, he used a regular segment
called “Skelton’s Scrapbook Of Satire” to poke fun at the immediate postwar
shortage of telephones, when it took months to have a new telephone installed.
He starts off by visiting the telephone company office to apply for a phone,
where he tangles with a battleaxe bureaucrat.  She agrees to put him on a
preferred customers waiting list, where he will be #89,643.  She tells him he
could get faster service if he can prove a medical disability with a doctor’s
certificate.  Off he goes to find a doctor he can fake out, but he fails.  He then
steals the doctor’s phone and jumps out the window to escape, forgetting that
it was a third-floor office.  The good news is that he does get his medical
disability certificate, albeit the hard way. 

From there, the Scrapbook suddenly jumps to Chapter 89, where Skelton plays
one of his regular characters, a rotten little boy named Junior, who is always up
to mischief.  Junior’s grandmother has waited 18 months to get a new phone
installed.  When the technician shows up, he is not prepared for the dirty tricks
Junior plays on him, and Granny isn’t any happier when she finds out that
Junior vandalized the phone before she could even use it once.  He gets his
though, corporal punishment not yet being politically incorrect.  I don’t think
you could do a show like this today.  Sex and gunfights, yes, but not smacking
a kid on the head with the hammer he used to wreck the new phone.  Skelton
kept his audience in hysterics, but even a few years later the routine was
outdated, and survives on mp3 more as an historical item.
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THE HALLS OF IVY was a quieter comedy, about William Todhunter Hall,
president of Ivy College, and his wife Vicky.  The 1950 episode “Phone
Problems” concerns Hall’s request to the telephone company for a 12-foot
extension cord to be installed between the wall outlet and the telephone so he
could use it through the whole room instead of being tied to one spot.  The
technician who shows up is easily distracted.  On removing the cover to the wall
outlet, he notices dry rot, then goes into the basement and finds termites, and
does an entire house inspection without doing what he was supposed to do.
Finally he does install the extension cord, and leaves.  Hall uses the phone and
discovers it doesn’t work.  A very mild comedy, where the audience chuckles
frequently but seldom laughs out loud.   

The comedienne Lily Tomlin did many stand-up routines in the 1970s, playing
one-sided conversations as a priggish telephone operator named Miss Ernestine
Tomlin.  She performed on shows such as LAUGH IN, but much of her stand-up
work is available on albums.  Ernestine had a number of catchphrases such as
“Have I reached the party to whom I am speaking?”  When dialing a call, she
would count off the rings as “One ringy dingy, two ringy dingies, ...”  Many of
the routines were built around the Bell Telephone Company’s abuse of its
monopoly and its reactionary technology, long since broken by anti-combines
legislation and competition from new telecoms, the main result of which was the
introduction and spread of cellphones.

The routine “Mr Veedle” begins with Ernestine dialing the hapless victim and
informing him that his monthly bill was past due.  He was evidently not inclined
to pay, because Ernestine had to remind him that given his assets of stocks,
bonds, and real estate, and in looking through his latest tax return, he could
obviously pay the bill.  When he objected to the breach of privacy, Ernestine
snorted with laughter  and reminded him “We are omnipotent.”  If the bill was
not paid within ten days, she threatened to send a large burly repairman named
Vito to Veedle’s house to rip the phone box out of the wall:  “I’d advise you to
lock up the liquor cabinet; he’s a mean drunk.”  Further persuasion being
needed, Ernestine then resorts to blackmail, playing a recorded extract of one of
his phone conversations.  That finally gets results when she mentions the phone
company had 96 hours more.

“Jedgar Hoover” has Ernestine dialing the head of the FBI and telling him the
telephone company was offended by the FBI’s wiretapping of political suspects.
She mentions they have a file on him, and when he replies vice versa, she wittily
remarks that turnabout is fair play.  The telephone company objects to FBI

wiretaps because it feels it could do a much better job than the FBI and for very
reasonable rates.  The conversation is cheerfully concluded with an agreement
to set up the deal.

Tomlin’s routines were performed in the protest era of the 1960s and early
1970s, and reflect the politics of that era. Boomers will remember her with
nostalgia, but subsequent generations will miss her points.  Telephone service
was more expensive than today, had more limited service, and the telcos were
on side with the government.  In Alberta, it was actually owned by the
provincial government.  When I left home and went out on my own in 1973, I
rented (you could not buy) a phone from Alberta Government Telephones.  It
was privatized in 1990 as Telus.  I have been with them ever since, but from
1990 have owned my telephones.

Telephone food.
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Tom Swift And His Amazing Far Speaking Device.

FATAL INDUCTION (2012) is a novel by Bernadette Pajer in a series about
Professor Benjamin Bradshaw, electrical inventor.  He lives at the turn of the
last century when all things electrical were the dot.coms of their day.  The place
is Seattle in 1901 and President McKinley has just been assassinated in Buffalo.

Bradshaw has more important things on his mind.  A contest has been
announced by the Seattle Grand Theater for the best system of telephonic music
distribution.  At that time, telephones were just beginning to become common
in homes.  As was true in our real world, one of the killer apps being worked on
was a method of transmitting concerts and plays by telephone so that people
could listen in the comfort of their own homes.  Radio would kill telephonic
distribution within two decades, but in the meantime, landline music distribution
was viable.  Bradshaw, being an inventor, naturally enters the contest.

But before that, this.  A pedlar’s horse and wagon are found abandoned in front
of Bradshaw’s house.  The pedlar and his small daughter are missing.  Bradshaw
becomes embroiled in the search for them, and establishes that the girl may have
witnessed a murder.

In between his detecting work, he visits the theatre where he and his competitors
will broadcast from.  The music will be transmitted down the wires to telephone
subscribers, who will listen with headsets.  Loudspeakers were still in the distant
future as far as good quality sound suitable for music was concerned.  Even
broadcast radios initially could only be listened to with headsets.

Along the way, Bradshaw gives an infodump to his young son on how a
telephone works, which is not as redundant as might seem, considering how
poorly educated most readers today are about technology.  Throughout the
novel, further infodumps explain how sounds would be captured in a theatre and
transmitted through telephone wires.

Bradshaw’s investigation into the missing pedlar and daughter leads him into the
seedy underground of Seattle.  A smuggling ring is uncovered, and some very
rough people cross paths with Bradshaw.  He uses his telephonic transmitter to
listen to gangster conversations and through his bugging is able to solve various
crimes.  And finally, he wins the contest and his telephonic concert carries off
the prize.

WE’LL ALL GO TOGETHER WHEN WE GO: PART 6
by Dale Speirs

[Parts 1 to 5 appeared in OPUNTIA #249, 276, 283, 301, and 312.]

Things Are Not As They Seem.

The standard for Big Ugly Rocks is an asteroid or a comet, but they can be other
things.  “Icarus Descending” by Gregory Benford (1973 April, MAGAZINE OF
FANTASY AND SCIENCE FICTION) is about a two-man expedition far out
in the Solar System intercepting a bolide inbound for Earth impact.  They carry
with them a 50-megaton fusion bomb to destroy it. Close inspection reveals it
to be an derelict alien spaceship.  Since it is still on an impact course, it must be
destroyed, so the race is on to collect as much data and equipment out of it
before having to detonate the bomb.

“The Great Wall” by Wayne Wightman (1985 September, MAGAZINE OF
FANTASY AND SF) begins with what appears to be a planetary body inbound
for Earth on a fatal impact.  However, while it resembles a planetoid, it is an
alien being from deep space, although humans don’t know that.  Not a
spaceship, but an actual being.  Any suspense is immediately removed by
alternating the story between the alien’s viewpoint and a romance between the
hero and a mysterious woman.  Even more unbelievable is the passing remark
that after the doomsday object is spotted by astronomers, there are only a few
initial riots and then the world economy settles down.  Knowledge of
forthcoming certain doomsday would collapse civilization.  The Earthlings did
not know the object was an alien on a friendly visit.  On the final day, the alien
gently settles on the Great Wall of China, does its business, and then leaves.
Since we know the alien is only coming to visit and not destroy Earth, the story
is pointless.

Possibly one of the silliest doomsday movies is COLLISION EARTH (2011)
which knocks Mercury out of its orbit by a solar flare and sends it on a collision
to Earth.  The movie opens with its first major implausibility, an American
space shuttle about to land on Mercury.  The shuttle was designed and operated
as a low-Earth-orbit spacecraft.  It does not have the capability for
interplanetary missions, nor can it carry enough fuel for all the maneuvers it
does in the movie. It makes no sense to land humans on Mercury since that
planet cannot be terraformed by any stretch of the imagination.  It is quite
plausible to believe that we will someday have colonies on the Moon or Mars,
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and possibly even terraform Venus, but Mercury, if it is to be explored or mined,
will be done so with robots.  

That is a moot point though, as just before the shuttle crew begin their approach,
they and Mercury are blown off course by the said solar flare.  As to how a flare
could do it, it is explained that for a brief moment the Sun became a magnetar
before reverting back to normal.  This is not possible even in theory.  There
really are magnetars, which are neutron stars with immensely powerful magnetic
fields that spew out huge amounts of high-energy radiation.  They stay as
neutron stars, and the Sun could never become one.  

No amount of shielding could protect a shuttle from the radiation, although all
but one astronaut are killed instead by physical trauma from being thrown
around inside the shuttle.  Mercury becomes a giant magnet and trundles off to
its meeting with Earth, dragging the shuttle along with it.  To keep from being
pulled into Mercury, the shuttle is turned around and fires its engines
continuously but can’t actually escape the magnetism.  My thought was that
there must have been a remarkable advance in fuel technology, not only to travel
from Earth to Mercury, but to run the engines for days at a time without any
external tanks.   

Back on our planet, the only possibility of survival is a special asteroid qua
spaceship which was mothballed due to budget cuts, and which was designed
to deflect Earthbound Big Ugly Rocks.  The man-of-the-hour scientist who
designed it, and whose wife happens to be the only surviving astronaut on that
shuttle, goes through the usual struggles as per most disaster movies.  He must
deal with a hostile bureaucracy, the boss who fired him back when, a chase
across a crumbling landscape, and harbingers of meteorites in advance of
Mercury.  The only person who can communicate with the astronaut is a kid
with a home-built shortwave radio that works when no other radio on the planet
will.  Quite unbelievable.  

Mercury arrives at Earth orbit, looming in the sky about four times bigger than
the Moon.  Surprisingly there are no massive tidal surges, and nothing is said
about the Moon being deflected by Mercury’s gravitational pull.  The ending is
the usual last-minute countdown for success, followed by a group hug as
everyone on the ground watches Mercury make a right-angle turn and move
away.  The technical quality of the SFX are quite good, save for one lapse of
obviously computer-generated cars being sucked up into the sky by Mercury’s
magnetism.  (And why didn’t everything else metallic get pulled up?)

Conspiracy Theory.

Decades ago, palaeobiologists noticed what appeared to be periodicity in major
extinction events.  There were major extinctions on Earth every x megayears
ago, x being whatever time series the palaeobiologist noticed.  None of these
periodic time series have stood up to further examination.  It was thought the
events were due to astronomical cycles, such as passing through a swarm of
asteroids every so often, or periodic eruptions of basaltic magma that covered
continents several kilometres deep in lava.  Research over the past few decades
has shown that none of the mass extinctions were instantaneous or even over a
few years, and there were multiple factors involved in the extinctions, not just
impacts or continental lava flows.

I tell you that as a prelude to “Stones” by Edward F. Shaver (1986 November,
MAGAZINE OF FANTASY AND SF), in which the American military hires
a marine biologist to translate whale language in the hope that there would be
some racial memory about the previous mass extinction, whales having been
around longer than humans.  This silly idea is prompted by the discovery that
an unknown force has moved the asteroid Eros into an impact orbit with Earth.
Someone has calculated that every 17 megayears there is an extinction-level
impact on Earth, and has come to the conclusion that an alien species is doing
it to prevent any intelligent species from arising on Earth that might be a
competitor.  It is a neat trick though, to tie in asteroid impacts with whales, two
trendy subjects for SF.

We’re Doomed!

THE DAY THE SKY EXPLODED (1958) is one I found in a twenty-movies-
for-$10 DVD compilation.  According to Wikipedia, it was the first Italian SF
movie ever made and was assembled mostly from stock shots, which I certainly
believe. The DVD version is dubbed and the film copy used was an older one
with bleached out SFX and poor quality control.

The first atomic rocketship is launched to huzzahs which turn into oh-ohs when
it goes awry.  One of the engines misfires and the steering is non-responsive.
The astronaut is the leading man, so he bails out in the escape capsule and
returns to Earth to allow the movie to continue instead of being a 15-minute
vignette.  The rocketship continues out into space where it explodes and sends
a giant asteroid on a collision course with Earth.  The usual alarums and
excursions occur, there is panic in the streets, panic in the warboard room, and
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screaming women who give new depth of meaning to the word “ninny”.  The
asteroid breaks into several pieces, some of which are intercepted by the Moon,
but one large cluster of which continues on to Earth.

In the end, military forces around the world coordinate a simultaneous launch
of nuclear missiles to shatter the asteroid just before it enters Earth’s
atmosphere.  This is a common fallacy in many asteroid movies, because instead
of Earth being hit by a rifle bullet, it would be hit by a point-blank shotgun blast.
Lots of stock shots of every variety of missile the producers could find,
including V2s.  

The movie is padded out with interminable radio conversations in which techies
and military men receive and broadcast messages with lots of important-
sounding numbers and jargon, which they then repeat to someone else in order
to double the padding.  Someone must have given the sound man a theremin for
his birthday because its tones are heard every time the asteroid, rocketship, or
radar screen appears.  A good movie for drinking parties.

Five decades later, the asteroid movie business hadn’t progressed much with the
advent of METEOR STORM (2009).  The movie is different in one way,
because this time it is San Francisco that is targeted by the Big Ugly Rock and
its harbingers instead of dear old Manhattan.  The meteorites swerve as they
enter the atmosphere and aim straight for the bay.  

As we eventually learn, underneath the bay is an even bigger and uglier rock
which impacted megayears ago.  Both it and the one en route are made of the
hypothetical element unbinilium, atomic number 120.  I thought this was just
another buzz word substituting for unobtainium, but when I double-checked
Wikipedia, it turns out that there really is a possibility that it might exist.
Physicists have been trying to synthesize it, so far with no luck.  Getting back
to the movie, it turns out that its version of unbinilium is extremely magnetic to
its own kind, which is why the Big Ugly Rock in space is targeting San
Francisco Bay instead of following proper orbital dynamics.  

The rest of the movie is the standard set of cliches.  The U.S. Air Force Space
Command chooses Dr Michele Young as the scientist of the hour.  A strange
choice since she teaches at a community college.  One would think that the local
university could supply better personnel.  Her estranged husband is a Colonel
in USAF and they bicker with each other.  They have two teenagers who run off
into trouble at every opportunity and have to be rescued at regular intervals.

Michele is constantly whining to the USAF General in charge about wanting to
be with her kids at such a dangerous time, as if the military personnel didn’t
have their own families to worry about.  She comes across selfish and
unlikeable.  The General is very testy and snaps at his subordinates, but since
he has to deal with Michele, he can be forgiven his bad manners.

The movie progresses as they all do.  Supporting and bit-part actors are killed
off by harbinger meteorite showers.  A plan is hatched to deflect the Big Ugly
Rock with lots of nuclear ICBMs, as you knew they would.  The plan succeeds
with seconds to spare.  Everyone goes outside to watch the fragments burning
up in the atmosphere.  They then have a group hug as the orchestral music
swells up.  The SFX were reasonably good, and I did a lot of fast-forwarding
over the emotional scenes to watch the meteorites instead.

“We Interrupt This Broadcast” (2013) by Mary Robinette Kowal is from the
anthology THE MAD SCIENTIST’S GUIDE TO WORLD DOMINATION.
The story is set in an alternative timeline where Dewey defeated Truman and
by the very early 1950s the USA is launching missiles into orbit.  Fidel Dobes
is a techie slowly dying of tuberculosis.  He is in charge of plotting trajectories
for orbiting nuclear bombs, but has had a guilty conscience ever since he
worked on the Manhattan Project.  Dobes decides to deal with the Dewey
administration by altering the next launch of a nuke.  Instead of it going into
standard orbit, it will transmit false telemetry to assure that it did but in actuality
head out into space and deflect a nearby asteroid onto Washington, D.C..  He’s
going to die anyway, so he might as well take Dewey with him.

ZINE LISTINGS

[I only list zines I receive 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 it directly.] 

SUGAR NEEDLE #39 (The Usual from Phlox Icona, 870 East Ponce de Leon
Avenue, Decatur, Georgia 30030) Collage zine with lots of reviews of unusual
candies that you won’t find in your local convenience store.
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