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Report from Neal Stephenson Reading from 
Anathem

-- Submitted by Elze Hamilton
On September 25, Neal Stephenson gave a reading 

from his latest novel Anathem, signed books and 
answered questions from the audience. This was 
Stephenson’s third reading and Q/A at BookPeople 
over the last four years. Some of the questions 
haven’t changed much from year to year. 

As far as I could tell, one of the most popular 
questions posed to Stephenson is some variation of 
“Your projects have been getting bigger and bigger. 
Are you ever going to write something short?” 

When this was asked, Stephenson interjected, 
before the speaker had finished, “Just to be pedantic, 
the last five books were about the same length.” 
However, he had hoped Anathem would be shorter. 
“[My publisher and I] first wanted to break it up into 
two books, because there’s a natural divide in the 
middle,” he said. “But we decided not to do that.”

Then there was another perennial question. “Which 
is Stephenson’s favorite of his books?” 

Stephenson answered, “It’s always the most recent, 
because I would like to think I get better with age. 
But I have a soft spot for Confusion.” 

Confusion is also the book he had the most fun 
writing. That’s partly due to it being the middle book 
of the Baroque Cycle trilogy. “The thing that happens 
with trilogies,” says Stephenson, “the one in the 

middle is usually the fun one. In the first book of a 
trilogy you have to explain what hobbits are, set out 
all this vocabulary. And in the third book you have 
to wind everything up. There’s a lot of energy going 
in tying up the plot. But the second book, you can 
just let it rip. So Confusion is like that. Pirate ships, 
bodice ripping. It was unfair that I was being paid to 
do it.” 

Perhaps that enjoyment partially explains the 
length of his novels.

The research Stephenson does for his writing is 
another fascinating subject for the audience. People 
who know about Stephenson’s method of filling 
up lots of and lots of “comp books” with research 
notes, wonder how efficient that is. At this session, 
somebody asked, “I wonder if you have tips or 
techniques for people who have to collect very large 
amounts of interconnecting data, and not burn all 
their time?”

Stephenson replied, “You’re not burning your time. 
It’s golden time. [...] While I’m looking for stuff, I’m 
reminded of all those other things. It’s serendipity. 
It is hugely valuable to be reminded of all those little 
things you might have forgotten.” 

For the same reason his primary tool of research 
is not Google, but books. Stephenson values the 
serendipity of libraries or bookstores. Unlike search 
engines that present only the results relevant to your 
keywords, bookstores and libraries allow you to run 
across information you never knew you needed. “You 
look at the books and find other books you would not 
have found if you only looked at Google.”

xxFACT EVENTS THIS MONTH

Monday, Oct. 6, 7-8 PM: North Austin Reading 
Group. (North Village Branch of the Austin Public 
Library, 2139 W. Anderson Ln) The Complete 
Roderick by John Sladek. Optional dinner follows.

Saturday, Oct. 11, 1-3 PM: Board Meeting 
(Carver Branch, Austin Public Library, 1161 
Angelina St). 

Saturday, Oct. 11, 6 PM: Adult Gaming (the 
Carrillo house; contact tbrianp@sbcglobal.net for 
details). 

Tuesday, Oct. 21, 7-8 PM: North Austin 
Reading Group. (home of organizer; contact 
reading@fact.org for details) On Basilisk Station by 
David Weber. Optional dinner follows.

Thursday, Oct. 23, 7-8 PM: South Austin 
Reading Group (Pleasant Hill Branch, Austin 
Public Library, 211 E. William Cannon Dr.). Good 
Omens by Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett.

continued on page 4
Neal Stephenson at BookPeople, September 25, 
2008. Copyright Elze Hamilton. 
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________________ �-DAY ADULT (�� and up) MEMBERSHIPS @ ��� EACH* = _______________
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________________ WRITERS’ WORKSHOP MEMBERSHIP** @ ��� EACH = _________________

I am interested in:   [ ] Volunteering  [ ] Art Show [ ] Dealer Tables [ ] Adver�sing

* This advance rate is GOOD ONLY UNTIL MARCH ��, ����.  Payment must be received online via Paypal or 
must  be sent to our PO Box and postmarked by that date.

** Includes �-day membership. Does not include lunch.

Make checks out to ArmadilloCon �� and send to ArmadilloCon ��, PO Box �����, Aus�n, TX �����, 
or go to www.armadillocon.org and pay via Paypal.

Guest of Honor: Sco� Lynch
Twice Nominated for John W. Campbell Award
Author of The Lies of Locke Lamora & Red Seas Under Red Skies

Ar�st Guest: Stephan Mar�niere 
Winner of ���� Hugo for Best Professional Ar�st
Winner of ���� & ���� Chesley awards
Nominated for Prime�me Emmy (Best Animated Series)

Fan Guest: Karen Meschke
Chair of ���� Nebula Awards weekend
Chair of LoneStarCon �, the ���� WorldCon
Chair of ArmadilloCon ��, Co-Chair ArmadilloCon ��

Toastmaster: Sco� A. Cupp
Nominated for John W. Campbell Award
World Fantasy Award Finalist for edi�ng

Editor Guest: Chris Roberson
World Fantasy Award Finalist for wri�ng, edi�ng & publishing
Author of Set the Seas on Fire & The Dragon’s Nine Sons

Special Guest: Joan Vinge
Winner of Hugo Award for Best Novel
Author of The Snow Queen, Cat series (Psion, etc)

Writers’ Workshop | Art Show | Gaming 
Dealers’ Room  |  Mul�-Track Programming 
And More!
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However, the knowledge he acquires does not stay 
in his head forever. “All that stuff sits long enough in 
my head while I write the book, and then it all goes 
away, and I’m left with an NBA playoff schedule and 
a few useless pieces of information,” said Stephenson.

Here are some other questions people asked Neal 
Stephenson.

Q. “A lot of thinkers in the history or Arbr (the world 
on which Anathem is set) are analogous to Earth, so 
why did you set the story on a different world?”

A. “You are asking an extremely reasonable 
question. The real history of ideas on Earth is 
very complicated. To do justice to that history, it’s 
necessary to go into a lot of detail of people who 
thought and influenced each other in different 
ways. I didn’t want to do that because the book was 
already going to run a bit long. [audience laughed] I 
just wanted to go through intellectual history in an 
efficient way.

There’s a problem in science fiction, where 
somebody’s doing expository dialogue, let’s say, about 
warp drive: there was Newton, and he said this and 
that, and there was Einstein, and.... the history of 
science tracks to whatever year it’s written in, then 
it goes on to pretend-scientists of the future who 
invented the warp drive. I personally find it very 
distracting, because it’s obvious where the dividing 
line is. I didn’t want to have it in my novel.”

Q. “You are in a think tank. Are there new 
technologies you are excited about?” 

A. “I work part time in an invention company in 
Seattle called Intellectual Ventures. There’s a lot of 
stuff that’s cool when you look at it in the abstract, 
but I’ve learned that the devil is in the details. 
It’s a lot harder for me to get excited [about new 
technologies].” 

Q. “Ten years after you’ve written Diamond Age, are 
you still interested in posthumanism? Do you have 
any ideas on it?” 

A. “When people use that word, it’s not completely 
clear. It’s kind of a grab bag for hopes, aspirations 

and fears that a lot of people have. I don’t find it a 
very useful world in that sense, unless it’s a very 
specific idea that’s being talked about. And I’m a bit 
skeptical of what it really amounts to, unless there’s 
a specific program somebody has in mind.”

Q. “Have you been making something cool in the 
workshop lately?” 

A. “I’ve been making helmets. I don’t know if that’s 
cool. That’s kind of cheap metal work, it’s welding 
and banging.”

Apply Now for SMOFcon Scholarships - Deadline 
Is October 9

--Submitted by FACT Secretary Elizabeth Burton
What’s SMOFcon, you ask? It’s a convention for 

learning how to put on a convention. This year, it’s in 
Columbus, Ohio, early in December.

FACT is always eager to encourage its members to 
take a more active role in our activities. Ensuring 
that ArmadilloCon continues as one of  the best little 
conventions not only here but everywhere is just one  
of those activities. In addition, we know convention 
committees in  other parts of the region are always 
happy to have more help.

So, to that end, the FACT board of directors 
has approved two $250 scholarships to assist 
interested parties with the expenses of attending 
SMOFcon. Information on how to apply is available at 
www.fact.org/smofcon-scholarship.htm. Information 
on SMOFcon can be found at www.smofcon.org and 
www.midohiosf.org.

An organization can only do as much as it has 
ready hands and minds to call on for help. If you’ve 
ever wanted to be involved in something special, one 
of our regional SF cons is a perfect place to start, and 
joining those of us already signed up for SMOFcon is 
the perfect way to learn how to go about it.

Deadline for applications is 9 October, and you’ll 
want to get air and hotel reservations set up as soon 
as possible, so don’t delay.

OwlCon Seeks Volunteers - Deadline Is 
November 9

-- Submitted by Andy Solberg, Gaming Coordinator, 
OwlCon 2009

OwlCon 2009 will be held February 6-8 at Rice 
University.  OwlCon is an annual gaming convention 
that attracts attendees from across the southern 
United States and beyond.  It is sponsored by 
FASTWARP, Rice University’s gaming club, and half 
the proceeds go to local charities.

OwlCon hosts a number of genres of gaming, 
including live action and tabletop role playing games, 
historical and non-historical miniatures, and all 
sorts of board games.  OwlCon provides the space 

continued from page 2

IS IT TIME TO RENEW 
YOUR FACT MEMBERSHIP?
Please be sure to keep your 

membership up to date!

Go to www.fact.org and pay online or print 
out the form and then mail a check.

Just $21 for a one year membership!



The FACT Sheet - Sept. 2008 - Page 4 The FACT Sheet - Sept. 2008 - Page 5

and infrastructure for these games to take place, 
but each game is hosted by an OwlCon participant 
-- somebody who graciously volunteers their time and 
energy to benefit the larger gaming community so 
they can share the games they love.

This is where you come in.  OwlCon is seeking 
volunteers to sign up to run games for OwlCon.  
Registering is easy; go to www.owlcon.com and click 
on ‘GM Signup’; then follow the instructions from 
there.  Please consider helping OwlCon by running 
games! The deadline for gaming signups is November 
7, 2008.  

Scare for a Cure Literary Benefit on Friday, 
October 24

BookPeople will host a presentation by horror 
author Darren Shan at the grand opening of The 
World of Horrorcraft Haunted House on Friday, 
October 24, at 7 PM. This haunted house is put 
on by Scare For A Cure (www.scareforacure.org), a 
nonprofit that raises money for cancer charities.

To participate, visit BookPeople and pick up the 
‘Demonata LIVEwire’ combo package ($35.00), which 
includes Darren Shan’s new Demonata book as well 
as a ticket for entrance into Austin’s premier haunted 
house.  Ticket packages will also be available the 
night of the event at the haunted house.  Come to see 
the presentation, get books signed, then go through 
the haunted house and lose your minds!  

FACToids and Friends

24 Hour Comics Day is coming up. Sites in 
Texas this year are Austin Books & Comics 
(at Conjunctured), Dragon’s Lairs (Austin, 
Burnet Rd.), and Lone Star Comics (Arlington 
and Dallas locations). The event starts on 
Oct. 18 at 12 noon. For more information, see 
www.24hourcomicsday.com.

Jonathan Carroll, who was one of FACT’s Guests 
of Honor at Sercon in 1991, will be at BookPeople 
on Wednesday, October 15, at 7 PM.  He will be 
autographing his new book, The Ghost in Love. 
BookPeople describes him as charismatic and 
says, “he has ... a devoted worldwide cult following. 
This event promises to be one of the month’s most 
entertaining readings.”

Fans of Neil Gaiman who have not yet checked 
out GoodReads.com should do so. They recently 
posted a short exclusive interview with him, “10 
Questions for Neil Gaiman.”

FACT members who recently enjoyed reading 
Barry Hughart’s Bridge of Birds in the FACT 
North Reading Group may be excited to hear that 
Subterranean Press will be releasing The Chronicles 
of Master Li and Number Ten Ox in October. This 

hardcover features a beautiful new cover by Jon 
Foster and contains all three novels in the series. 

Rick Klaw interviewed Austin writer Patrice 
Sarath on the RevolutionSF site. Read “Baker’s 
Dozen with Patrice Sarath” at tinyurl.com/46vyon. 
Patrice Sarath’s debut novel, Gordath Wood, is the 
North Reading Group selection for November 3.

Rick Klaw also posted “Dexter The Second 
Season,” a review of the successful Showtime 
series. Read it at tinyurl.com/6bvk6n. Klaw even 
sneaks in a mention of Bradley Denton’s novel 
Blackburn.

Former Texan Jay Lake is featured in Alembical, 
a new book from small press publisher Paper 
Golem. Alembical is described by editors Lawrence 
Schoen and Arthur Dorrance as “focusing on the 
novella, an all-too-often underappreciated length. 
Alembical gives voice to four of the field’s most 
dynamic writers at the powerful novella length, 
leaping from sub-genre to sub-genre, and leaving 
the reader breathless in the process.” Lake is one 
of four authors featured in this year’s volume. For 
details, see tinyurl.com/448le6.

The Fall issue of Subterranean Magazine 
features fiction by ArmadilloCon 31 Editor Guest 
Chris Roberson. Read part 1 of “Mirror of Fiery 
Brightness” at tinyurl.com/49vfge.

Austin authors Christine and Ethan Rose will 
be signing their fantasy novel Rowan of the Wood 
at BookPeople on Saturday, October 18, at 3 PM. 
Activities include a costume contest and a Monster 
Mash party. 

Weird Tales editor Stephen H. Segal recently 
posted an amusing meditation on the popularity of 
steampunk. Get your giggles at tinyurl.com/4577tt.

Graphic novelist and Pulitzer Prize winner Art 
Spiegelman will be signing his new memoir, 
Breakdowns, at BookPeople, on Tuesday, October 7, 
at 7 PM. 

Author and editor Brian Thomsen passed away 
on Sunday, September 21, 2008. He was a founding 
editor at Warner’s Questar line in the 1980s. 
He was a Hugo finalist in the Best Professional 
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Editor category in 1987. He was the editor of C.J. 
Cherryh’s Cyteen, which won a Hugo in 1989. He 
was novelist Robert Sawyer’s first editor in 1990. 
After leaving Questar, he went to work for TSR. 
When TSR was acquired by Wizards of the Coast, 
he went independent, and was later a consulting 
editor for Tor. He was 49 and died of a sudden 
heart attack. For more information, see the Locus 
obituary, which links to several other good sources 
as well, at tinyurl.com/4x28qh.

Media News

Paul Newman passed away in September. Newman 
made his television debut in “Ice from Space,” an 
episode of the 1950s SF show Tales of Tomorrow. You 
can see the episode online at tinyurl.com/4gp7ar.

We forgot to mention last month the anniversary of 
the debut of Star Trek. The original series debuted 
on network television on September 8, 1966.

SCI FI’s Stargate Atlantis will end this season. 
According to GateWorld.net, “Season Five will go out 
on a cliffhanger, with ‘Enemy At the Gate’ expected 
to premiere in January. Expect the first Atlantis 
movie to wrap up that hanging storyline.” Stargate 
Universe, a new series, is planned for summer, 
2009, on the SCI FI Channel.

Convention Listing

Oct. 3-5: FenCon V, Addison, TX. GoH Gregory 
Benford; Music GoH Three Weird Sisters; Fan GoH 
Gerald Burton; Special Guest Jay Lake. Regular 
memberships $40 at door. www.fencon.org

Oct. 10-12: 2008 Browncoat Ball, Omni Hotel, 
Austin, TX. Memberships $150 for the weekend, 
$125 for Saturday and Sunday, or Saturday only 
$100. www.browncoatball.com

Oct. 10-12:  Southern Festival of Books: A 
Celebration of the Written Word, Nashville, TN. 
Authors appearing include Janis Ian. No charge. tn-
humanities.org/festival

Oct. 17-19: Capclave 2008, Hilton Washington 
DC/Rockville, 1750 Rockville Pike, Rockville, MD. 
Literary SF con -- a long commute but looks like 
something an ArmadilloCon fan would enjoy. Author 
Guest is James Morrow. $50 through Sept. 30; $60 
after that. www.capclave.org

Oct. 25-26: Star Wars Fan Days & the Sci-Fi 
Expo, Plano Center,  2000 E Spring, Plano, TX. 
www.scifiexpo.com/DCC/Next-Convention.html

Nov. 7-9: Wizard World Texas, Arlington 
Convention Center, Arlington, TX. 
www.wizardworld.com/home-tx.html

Nov. 14-16: G-Kon III, Dallas Market Hall, 2200 N 
Stemmons Fwy, Dallas, TX. www.g-kon.com

Nov. 21-23: Oni-Con, Hilton Americas, 1600 Lamar, 
Houston, TX. Preregister online for $35 (discount for 
groups). www.oni-con.com

Book Groups

Monday, Oct. 6, 7-8 PM: North Austin Reading 
Group. (North Village Branch of the Austin Public 
Library, 2139 W. Anderson Ln) The Complete Roderick 
by John Sladek. Optional dinner follows.

Oct. 8 (Wed.), 7 PM: Dark Forces Reading Group, 
Flightpath Coffee House, The Prestige by Christopher 
Priest.

Oct. 20 (Mon.), 7 PM, Bookpeople: The Ludicrous 
Speed Book Group will discuss Shadows Over Baker 
Street.

Tuesday, Oct. 21, 7-8 PM: North Austin 
Reading Group. (home of organizer; contact 
reading@fact.org for details) On Basilisk Station by 
David Weber. Optional dinner follows.

Thursday, Oct. 23, 7-8 PM: South Austin 
Reading Group (Pleasant Hill Branch, Austin 
Public Library, 211 E. William Cannon Dr.). Good 
Omens by Neil Gaiman and Terry Pratchett.
Thursday, Oct. 30 (Thurs.), 7-8:30 PM, Barnes & 

Noble Arboretum Café, Science and Religion in 
Fiction Book Club (Center for Inquiry) will discuss 
Black Cloud by Fred Hoyle.

Gaming

Saturday, Oct. 11, 6 PM: Adult Gaming (the 
Carrillo house; contact tbrianp@sbcglobal.net for 
details). 
Saturdays, 12-8 PM, Great Hall Games: Austin 

Board Gamers meet at store for gaming.

Upcoming Social Events

Oct. 31 (Fri.), 7:30-10:30 PM, Ursa Major 
Party/Meet-Up, San Antonio. Call Lynn for 
directions and to confirm location: 210-218-2800. 
www.groups.yahoo.com/group/UrsaMajorSciFi

Writing

2nd & 4th Tuesdays, 7-10 PM: Slug Tribe, Hancock 
Rec Center (41st and Red River) in Activity Room #2

“Ideology,” growled one of his new 
friends. “It’s a virus. The world is dying of 
it.” 
-- Brian W. Aldiss, “Three Ways” (1978)
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Alternate Wednesdays, 7-9 PM, Austin Creative 
Writers (Oct. 1, 15, 29). Borders Bookstore at 
The Domain (near the cafe area). Critique group 
(novels & short stories). For more information, go to 
groups.yahoo.com/group/austincreativewriting.

October 18, 9:30-11 AM: Austin Children’s Book 
Writers & Illustrators, Barnes and Noble Westlake 9:
30 - 11:00, Open Critique (9:30). A Chapter Meeting 
follows, then a Life Drawing Session (starts at about 
12).  Critique is totally open. Anyone can bring five 
pages of their work-in-progress for the rest of the 
group to comment and make suggestions on. Please 
bring six copies. Find out more about this group at 
www.austinscbwi.com.

Reading Group Reports

-- Submitted by Elze Hamilton (June 17) and A.T. 
Campbell, III (July 7 & 22)

June 17: Un Lun Dun by China Mieville

Twelve people attended the discussion of China 
Mieville’s Un Lun Dun. Eight people had read China 
Mieville before. All but one person started the book. 
Six people finished it.

Un Lun Dun is a story of two young girls’ adventures 
in an alternative London, called Un Lun Dun. It 
is inhabited by all sorts of strange and magical 
creatures, and it is built mostly out of MOIL (“Mildly 
Obsolete In London”), things and materials that were 
discarded by Londoners. It turns out that Un Lun 
Dun is in danger, and a prophecy names one of the 
girls as a “shwazzy”, a chosen one who’s supposed 
to save the city. The two friends set out to fulfill the 
shwazzy’s mission, but things take an unexpected 
turn early on.

A few people thought the book started out slowly 
and took a while -- as many as 100 pages -- to get 
into. But when the story took off, most people enjoyed 
it. Some compared it to Neil Gaiman’s Neverwhere on 
steroids.

One reader was at first put off because the story 
started out with a common fantasy cliche of a 
fair-haired chosen one. She was later delighted to 
see the book do an about-face on fantasy cliches. 
The tongue-in-cheek treatment of fantasy formula 
endeared Un Lun Dun to many people. The schwazzy, 
a tall, blond and beautiful Zanna, gets bonked on the 
head and taken out of action early on; the true hero 
of the novel is the person who traditionally would be 
a sidekick -- the short, dark-skinned Deeba. Deeba 
decides she doesn’t have time to find all seven objects 
that the prophecy requires her to collect before she 
can confront the enemy; instead, she goes straight for 
the last one, the UnGun. She figures that’s the only 
weapon she’ll need anyway.

Another enjoyable moment of the book was what 

one reader called Mieville’s “play with libraries.” 
Deeba’s climb through the library on a “storyladder” 
reminded a reader of Pratchett’s L-space, where 
all libraries are connected. “He was doing some 
interesting things metaphorically to discuss the path 
to knowledge,” said the reader.

A few people praised the way the book presents 
an environmental message. When speaking about 
those issues, especially to children, there’s always a 
danger that a book would come off as preachy, but 
Un Lun Dun successfully avoided that. Instead, it 
cleverly showed how all those perfectly usable things 
that we routinely discard (called MOIL in the book) 
is a natural resource in a parallel world. A reader 
said Un Lun Dun did a good job showing why many 
environmental issues aren’t easily fixed: they are 
political. The same reader calling this book “politically 
fascinating, because it is a very good tract of left 
socialist thought.”

Two or three people in our group could not enjoy 
the story despite trying. One of them said he wished 
he had read the same book as the others did, because 
the group’s positive impression of the book vastly 
diverged from his. He picked up Un Lun Dun every 
day for two weeks and lost interest in it each time 
after five pages. He said he could not build a mental 
model of what was going on. The two young girl 
protagonists were very boring. His head was hurting 
from the flying buses, etc., and he still wasn’t into the 
story. Similarly, another reader said it took him three 
times as long as expected to read this book, because 
he had to reread each paragraph two or three times. 
Even after multiple rereadings he still could not 
extract information from the text. This reader did 
not quite understand what about China Mieville’s 
writing made it so difficult to “build a movie” of the 
book in his head, but perhaps it was the sentence 
structure. Somebody else pointed out it could be 
because so much imagery in Un Lun Dun is based on 
wordplay, and wordplay doesn’t work very well when 
speed-reading. Another person suggested some of the 
difficulty may have to do with China Mieville being “a 
sloppy plotter.” “You don’t see where he’s going with 
the plot,” said the reader. “I don’t trust him to take 
me out of the swamp. But eventually he does.”

On the average, more people in the group liked Un 
Lun Dun than didn’t, and several people said they 
would look forward to reading China Mieville’s future 
works.

July 7: The Yiddish Policemen’s Union by Michael Chabon

Nine of us gathered at the North Village Library to 
discuss The Yiddish Policemen’s Union, the recent 
Nebula-winner by Michael Chabon. The book is set in 
an alternate world where a large Jewish population 
settled in Alaska instead of Israel after World War 
II. The plot, set roughly in our present, is a police 
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procedural mystery. Four of us had read Chabon’s 
earlier work. All of us started the book, with five 
finishing. Also, four of us had met the author when 
he’d been in Austin earlier this year.

One person described the protagonist, Meyer 
Landsman, as “Sam Spade as a Yiddish Cop.” She’d 
read the book twice and felt it was better on a second 
reading.  

Another felt the story had a fascinating concept. 
The sliver of history that served as the branching 
point of the alternate history wasn’t known to him. 
He felt the detective story was great. He loved the 
Yiddish culture. The book had supernatural elements 
that added flavor, but were secondary to the story. He 
felt that this book was a page-turner. He thought it 
was a successful mix of fantasy, reality, comedy, and 
murder. 

Most of us raved about Chabon’s writing style. 
We thought he wrote wonderful and convincing 
dialog. One member felt that each page showed lots 
of work, and the plot was secondary to the writing. 
Another commented that Chabon’s prose is dense. 

She found startling and interesting enrichments and 
embellishments in his sentences. The prose style 
initially distracted her from the storytelling.

One person felt the plot was secondary to the 
characters. She wondered if the story was a fair 
representation of Yiddish culture. She was surprised 
our book pictured so morose a book, since our group 
does not generally like such books.

Another member commented that the Yiddish 
culture is dead on. He felt the Yiddish street gangs 
were hilarious. As an old diehard chess player, the 
book grabbed him early. He appreciated the great 
level of detail. He liked the boundary maven who 
drew up lines for the Sabbath. The portrayal of the 
legalism in Jewish culture was hilarious.

One person said that she zoomed through this book 
and strolled through rereading. She loved the reverse 
similes used to introduce Yiddish terms. She thought 
it felt real. She loved that this book portrayed a gay 
Messiah, who nobody deserved.

We had some discussion of the thriller plot. We 
debated why a character was killed, and discussed 
the political motivations for blowing something up. 

We talked about the strong chess element of the 
novel. Several of us learned some chess strategy from 
reading the book and the group’s discussion.

One reader did not come away from this book 
with a warm feeling. He thought the book was well-
written, but felt the dense prose style made it less fun 
to read. He does not enjoy the mystery genre, so he 
was not thrilled by this book’s cross-genre nature. He 
didn’t like many of the characters, but admitted to 
occasionally laughing at the protagonist’s soliloquies. 
He did appreciate the female character whose purse 
seemed to hold anything she might ever need.

Several people were put off by the book’s use 
of flashbacks. These were written in the present 
tense, and it was often difficult to determine when a 
flashback had started. Another person complained 
that a flashback late in the book, which revealed 
crucial information, broke the narrative point of view. 
The person relating the flashback was impaired and 
could not communicate well, so it was not clear how 
the narrator could ever get this information.

Another person loved every sentence, and felt the 
book worked on all levels. He thought the story was 
funny and clever, and he loved the characters.

Overall we found this to be a strong novel, and we 
had an excellent discussion. Many of us plan to read 
more Chabon books soon. After the meeting, many of 
us had a nice dinner at Fuddrucker’s.

July 22: Magic for Beginners by Kelly Link

This meeting was held at A. T.’s home in north 
Austin. Eleven people attended. Our topic, Magic for 
Beginners, was a World Fantasy Award-nominated 
collection by Kelly Link. Three us had read Kelly Link Lynne H. Goodwin, ©1995
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previously. Nine started the book, and four finished.
One person had only read two stories: “Magic for 

Beginners” and “The Faery Handbag.” She thought 
both were delightful. It should be pointed out that 
both of these stories won major awards.

Another person read the entire book. She loved 
the way Kelly Link writes, but did not like any of the 
stories. This reader does not like magic realism, the 
tradition to which she feels Link aspires. She did like 
the ending of “Stone Animals,” but in general found 
the stories to be consistently depressing. This reader 
said she may pass the book on to a relative who 
seems interested, but does not plan to read Kelly Link 
again.

Another reader commented that he likes Link’s 
writing and he likes magic realism, but he felt these 
stories were missing some essential element. He 
suggested that maybe the author is too nice. There 
were several nifty bits in the writing, but could not 
see any of the stories had a point.

Yet another had met the author personally and likes 
her, but has a mixed impression of her work. She 
liked “The Faery Handbag” but did not like its “write 
your own ending” conclusion. She read several other 
stories and did not feel that they worked.

One person was simply in the wrong mood to read 
this book. She had been itching to read an action/
adventure novel. She could see why this book’s 
stories would appeal to people who like “literary 
fiction,” but personally found too many of the book’s 
stories had inadequate endings.

Another liked the experimental nature of many of 
the stories. He felt more happens in these stories 
than in a lot of well-regarded New Wave sf.  He 
enjoyed the reading experience, and said he generally 
likes contemporary urban fantasy.

Another reader commented that these stories were 
“artsy and fartsy” and not at all to his taste. He does 
not enjoy weird fiction or horror. He thought “Stone 
Animals” had its good points, but otherwise the book 
did not appeal to him.

One person who doesn’t read much short fiction 
had mixed comments on the book. He thought the 
writing was good, but disliked the mysterious endings 
of many of the stories. His favorite story was “The 
Zombie Contingency Plan,” containing the wonderful 
quote “zombies are like Canadians.”

We briefly discussed similar writers, including 
Jonathan Carroll, Karen Joy Fowler, and Sean 
Stewart.

Overall our opinions on this book were mixed. 
Afterward, many of us had dinner at Culver’s. The 
food was good but service was disappointing.

Board Meeting: August 2008

The monthly meeting of the board of directors for 

the Fandom Association of Central Texas was called 
to order on Sunday, 17 August, by Board Chair Brian 
Price at the Doubletree Hotel during ArmadilloCon 
30, Austin, Texas, at 9:08 a.m. Present in addition 
to the chair were FACT President Karen Meschke, 
Directors Kurt Baty, Elizabeth Burton, C. Dan 
Tolliver and Jennifer Juday, FACT Officers Marianne 
Moul, Kimm Antell and Eric Hollas, committee chair 
Renee Babcock  and FACT members Shane Cook.

The secretary presented the minutes of the July 
meeting, which she noted lacked details of come 
reports. It was moved by Mr. Baty, seconded by 
Ms. Juday that the minutes be approved pending 
completion of same. There being no objection, Mr. 
Price declared the motion passed.

CORRESPONDENCE: None

OFFICER REPORTS
CHAIR
Mr. Price reported being tired, as he had the 

previous week attended Denvention, which he 
described as “okay,” and has this weekend been 
involved with overseeing operation of the dealer’s 
room at ArmadilloCon.

PRESIDENT
Ms Meschke advised she also attended Denvention. 

She noted that all the guests for ArmadilloCon had 
hopefully arrived without incident and were having a 
good time.

VICE-PRESIDENT
None

TREASURER
Ms. Moul reported that as of 7/31/2008 the 

account balances were: ArmadilloCon: $3,752.51; 
FACT: $8,164.56; World Fantasy: $10,880.41.

Deposits outstanding: FACT $44.36; ArmadilloCon: 
7,101; World Fantasy: n/a.

Debits outstanding: FACT $122.80; ArmadilloCon: 
$2,654.23; World Fantasy: n/a.

She also noted that the World Fantasy account can 
now be closed and the funds transferred to the FACT 
account.

SECRETARY
Ms. Burton advised all is in readiness to complete 

the packing and shipment of the books from World 
Fantasy and the Nebula Awards. She advised it will 
be necessary for her to remain in her hotel room past 
check-out time.

REGISTRAR
Mr. Hollas reported active members still numbered  
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as of the end of . Expired memberships numbered , 
a decline/increase of , while inactive memberships 
numbered .

SOCIAL ACTIVITIES MANAGER
None

HISTORIAN
Mr. Baty expressed his appreciation on behalf of 

the ArmadilloCon chairs for his work on the excellent 
historical display, which was echoed by the members 
of the board.

MIS
Ms. Antell advised she will begin adding a list 

of ArmadilloCon 31 members to the website, and 
requested Mr. Hollas contact via email those 
individuals who apply for membership online but 
neglect to complete the data form.

PUBLICATIONS
Ms. Juday advised the July FACT Sheet went out 

via email, and that the paper edition will go out 
next week, noting she was delayed by work on the 
convention program book. Board members extended 
compliments on the design of the program book. She 
reported she has completed design of the first flyer 
for ArmadilloCon 31, which is being distributed.

QUARTERMASTER
It was requested the Mr. Siros schedule a work 

session to complete the transfer of materials from 
the indoor locker as had been previously planned, 
however with ample prior notice to ensure people are 
able to participate.

COMMITTEE REPORTS
ArmadilloCon 30
Mr. Baty noted the convention is in progress 

and will hopefully finish successfully. There are 
indications the event will break even and may even 
show a surplus. Ms. Juday asked if there would be a 
debriefing and was advised usually those are usually 
scheduled a week after the convention concludes. 
Mr. Baty reminded that the post-convention dinner is 
tonight, and that some tear-down activities will occur 
before then in order for the art show equipment to 
be loaded and returned to the locker. He also cited 
a need for assistance with transport of guests to the 
restaurant. Mr. Cook noted there is an article about 
the convention in the Austin American Statesman 
this morning.

 
ArmadilloCon 31
Ms. Antell reported that flyers have been distributed 

and memberships are selling. She noted that her 

scheduled artist guest was the recipient of a Hugo 
the previous weekend. She noted again she will 
be working on the website. She said she had been 
contacted by the FenCon committee, which wants 
to know if FACT/ArmadilloCon will want a party 
suite. She added she has posters that were made 
for Denvention that will be usable for subsequent 
promotional events. With regard to Denvention, she 
noted both conventions were represented, and she 
felt the promotion there was very well received.

World Fantasy Convention
As reported by Ms. Moul, the check for the 

donation to Friends of Fandom has cleared, so the 
World Fantasy account should be closed as soon as 
possible, It was requested Ms. Babcock and Ms Antell 
arrange the matter.

Reading Groups
As a special event, the North Group is meeting at 2 

p.m. in the DeZavala room, with hopes the author of 
the book to be discussed will be able to attend. Ms. 
Burton reported she will continue to seek members 
for the South Group.

Hotel Committee
Ms. Babcock advised that she had spoken 

with people at Denvention regarding the board’s 
suggestion she seek alternative dates for the 
convention, and that the committee did a survey of 
previous convention attendees, receiving 101 replies. 
She advised that most of the respondees who only 
used the radio buttons didn’t express concern for 
the date but that people were concerned for the cost 
of both the hotel and the convention. Of those who 
addressed the issue of a change of date, most were 
from FenCon, who were worried about competition 
should it be moved to the Columbus Day weekend. 
She noted that one convention previously held in 
July is now to be held in April, so that would make 
another potential date, and that the goal should be 
to not schedule too close to other Texas conventions 
to avoid dilution. Mr. Baty advised the Doubletree is 
pleased with our event, so renewing our contract with 
them for the current dates remains an option, but 
also noted they still want to charge us for function 
space.

Bylaws Committee
No report

San Antonio Convention Exploration Committee
No report

OLD BUSINESS
1. Book Donations: Ms. Burton advised all is in 
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readiness to complete packing and labeling of both 
the packaged materials from World Fantasy and the 
remaining books from the Nebulas. She requested 
assistance in her room to facilitate the process.

2. Sam’s Club: Ms. Moul advised the new account 
is now open. Current registered members are herself, 
Ms. Burton and Melissa Tolliver.

3. Merchant Account: Ms. Moul reported she has 
initiated the set-up process

4. Domain Name Purchase: There has been no 
response to the email advising the inquiring company 
of our sale price.

5. Membership Committee: The matter was tabled 
for discussion at a later time.

6. Laptop Purchase: Mr. Baty moved that the 
treasurer be authorized to purchase a copy of 
Quickbooks for Nonprofits, seconded by Ms. Juday. 
There being no objection, Mr. Price declared the 
motion passed; However, regarding the accompanying 
matter of the purchase of a laptop for FACT use, Mr. 
Baty advised he felt this needed further discussion. 
Given how little use a computer would actually get, 
and the rapidity with which they become obsolete, 
there is some concern such a purchase isn’t justified.

7. SMOFcon Scholarships: A discussion was held 
regarding how to determine whether payment of 
scholarships to board members is appropriate. Mr. 
Price said criteria are needed to determine that, while 
Ms. Burton pointed out that such payments could be 
construed by the IRS as a violation of our non-profit 
status, Mr. Baty suggested that, in establishing an 
application process, we should include a statement 
that the questions asked are necessary to ensure our 
standing with the IRS so applicants understand we’re 
not just being nosy.

Ms. Antell noted that encouraging attendance at 
both SMoFCon and InstaCon are valuable, as people 
who’ve gone have become more involved, and Ms. 
Meschke supported the importance of attending. She 
added that ALAMO is trying to bring to SMoFCon 
to Texas in 2009, where she expects everyone to 
attend. However, she concurred we need a formal 
application process, and a review committee with 
non-board members to review them ,She offered to 
head the review committee, and  seconded the idea of 
excluding directors from applying.

Mr. Baty moved for an allocation of $500 for 
scholarships for SmofCon, and that Ms. Meschke 
head a Candidate Selection Committee; seconded 
by Ms. Burton. There being no objections, Mr. Price 
declared the motion passed.

There being no other business before the board, the 
meeting was adjourned at 10 a.m.
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