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Spider Man sits in a chair, looking out the window

Spider Man sits in a chair, looking out the window. 


In a glass case, a man and a woman hold each other.



Wizards sit in a line along the wall. 


At a table in the back, Charles Neil is thumbing through a comic book catalogue.


A phone rings. Charles picks it up. “Hello. 1st issue? Lemme check and see if we have any in stock.”  He puts the phone into his chest, hums and tilts his head back and forth for a moment. “Nope, we’re all out. I can get some in for you though…”

*   *   *


Charles is the co-owner of Forgotten Lore, Georgetown’s only shop for comics, anime, and games. Lore isn’t a large store; it occupies a small space in a strip of stores on Austin Avenue. The store has the feel of a mom and pop shop where the owners usually double as the store clerk but I’m really not sure how a comic book shop could stay afloat in Georgetown of all places. Georgetown is basically a retirement community with a tiny college. According to Charles, however, “I have enough disposable income to keep this place running for a long time.” 
*   *   *


For the “disposable income” Charles sold a sealed box of beta edition booster packs from the Magic: The Gathering collectible card game. Magic: The Gathering is one of the longest running games of its kind, introduced in 1993 and still reigning today as the most popular collectible card game or “CCG.” Beta is one of the oldest and most valuable editions of Magic. Charles sold his box of thirty-six booster packs for $36,000 and some of this money went toward buying the lease for Forgotten Lore.

*   *   *


I first heard of Forgotten Lore about a year ago when I saw an ad in Southwestern University’s newspaper, The Megaphone. I decided to drop by and check it out. This is when I first met Charles. He’s a heavy guy in his 30s, weighing 300 plus. He was working the counter when I came in. I talked to Charles about the store and about the newspaper I found the ad in. I ended up buying a card game while I was there and he gave me 20% off, probably because I’m a student. I felt a little bad since half the reason I bought it was to support the store. 

*   *   *

What kind of person has $36,000 to drop for Magic cards? “A serious collector,” says Charles. “Do you think he actually opened them” I asked. “Probably.” Apparently certain cards you can find in beta packs such as the Black Lotus can sell for $9,000 or more, depending on the condition. The box Charles sold could have had two to three Black Lotuses, and that is only one of the highly valued “Power Nine” in Magic. However, if Charles wanted to take advantage of the individual worth these cards could have, he would have to carefully open and organize the 540 cards, have the important cards graded by a third party authenticator, and then sell them individually. 
*   *   *


I was instantly at ease talking to Charles. I had a hard time staying on track as we quickly digressed into talking about our favorite anime and videogames, what websites we frequent, etc. We talked more about Magic: The Gathering. He told me all about which collectible card games are the most popular and how they all rank in terms of sales. He still sells out of the booster packs for the newest Magic expansion. 

*   *   *


An older looking guy with white hair and a white goatee enters the store. He’s wearing an orange long sleeve shirt and tan slacks. I figure that he’s probably just passing by, but Charles greets him as he does everyone else. The customer asked “Do you have this week’s Lone Star in?” Charles informed him that Lone Star didn’t come in on time, but that it would be in tomorrow. The goateed man said that he would be back tomorrow for three copies. 


Charles told me that I’d be surprised at how many older customers he gets. They are often the ones that buy duplicates of each issue. Some people will come in and buy six copies of every comic they subscribe to. They’ll come in every Wednesday and drop $300 for comics. Why six? Not even Charles is sure. “They’re just comics” he says. He thinks that maybe their moms threw out their old comic books a long time ago an now they have to make up for it. Most likely, they will only open and read one and keep the rest stored somewhere. 


Forgotten Lore actually runs pretty good discounts. Charles gives twenty percent off the total price for anyone who subscribes to five or more comics, and he’ll collect them for each customer every week. He also discounts all of his Dungeons & Dragons rulebooks. “I know what I get them for and what I can sell them for.” 


Even though Lore is the only comic shop in Georgetown, Charles told me that he’s had a few other comic store owners come in and tell him that he had to stop running his discounts or he would put them out of business. But as Charles informed me, he knows what price these comics are and he knows that he isn’t going to run them out of business—the other guys just don’t want to have to compete. 

*   *   *


The first day I went to interview Charles, it was a Thursday. Weekly shipments of new comics come in every Wednesday, so the store was basically dead. Charles was working the counter. I was really excited because there was going to be a Dungeons & Dragons game that night and I was going to get to observe.  

*   *   *

Finally, people start showing up for D&D. The first guy comes in and I introduce myself and tell him what I’m doing and explain why I’m there. He introduces himself as Fish. Is that his real name? I’m not entirely sure. All I could confirm is that he really does go by Fish. Fish looks like he’s eighteen or nineteen, has medium long brown hair and the beginnings of a goatee. After Fish, a kid named Will enters. Will looks about fifteen and is very scrawny. He has medium length blonde hair and wears a “Math Counts” t-shirt that he got as a mathlete in junior high. 


At this point, I’ve noticed that no one really seems to be weird around me. Even though these guys can be socially awkward, I’m this random person who’s here, writing down what everyone is saying, and yet no one is awkward about talking to me and letting me listen in on their world. It is probably because I’m just as scraggly looking and really just as nerdy as everyone else. 


Will and Fish do not hesitate to plop down the D&D rulebooks with Charles and start discussing their characters.


“Wait, what happens when he turns into a full wolf?” 


“We kill him and get lots of experience.” 


“Does his alignment change when he does?” 


“Yeah.”


I don’t get to participate as much in these conversations since I don’t know much about D&D but Charles is working on creating a new character and he’s talking about what race his character will be and all of the abilities he has planned out, as well as all the innate abilities his character’s race will give him. We had word from the dungeon master, saying that he wasn’t going to be in until 8:30 or later. The dungeon master is the most important person in a D&D game as he runs it. He acts as referee and narrator to the game. 


The third person to arrive for the game was a guy only known as Special Ed. He never bothered to speak to me when he was around so I never caught his real name and no one else seemed to be sure either. Everyone just referred to him as Special Ed when he was gone. 


Ed looks to be thirty-five to forty, balding, and wearing a Dallas Cowboys jersey. He speaks in a broad monotone voice just a little too loudly. I had heard his name mentioned before he came in, but I didn’t realize that this guy was Special Ed. He asked Charles where the DM was about four separate times, asked if there was going to be a game tonight, and then left for a little while when he learned that the DM wouldn’t be in for a while. “That was Special Ed if you couldn’t tell,” Charles told me after Ed left. This led to a slew of stories about how bad playing with Ed was. 


Eventually, Ed came back, but still no Dungeon Master. Ed inquired about Will’s “Math Counts” shirt, and proceeded to go into a long, detailed discussion with Will about math and school math competition. From what I heard, nothing Ed said made any sense. He was talking about long math equations and formulas that I don’t understand, but I’m not certain that he did either. 


It gets to be 9:00 and still no DM. Charles finally decides to call the game and after about three or four questions about why there isn’t going to be a game, Special Ed leaves the store. Will and Fish leave soon after. Charles apologizes profusely to me about having to experience Special Ed.


I’m pretty annoyed that I won’t be able to sit in on a game. I had plans for a good lead-in that began with an excerpt from some of the role playing dialogue I would get to quote.  


Forgotten Lore has anime DVD rentals, and I remember to check out two DVDs from the Fushigi Yuugi series for myself and my girlfriend, Rachel. I go to pull my debit card out of my wallet. 


“Don’t worry about it,” says Charles.


“But…”


“You get certain privileges when you have to experience Special Ed.”


“Well, thanks.”


Once again, I felt a little bad renting them for free, especially since half the reason I’m renting them is to support the store. 

*   *   *


On Monday, I drop in for a little bit to return the DVDs I had rented. Charles is there, but so are Troy and his girlfriend, Elise. Troy is one of the few employees at Lore. At twenty years old, he is the usual Dungeon Master and just got back from a trip. I hit it off immediately with Troy. Comics, anime, movies, games, and television give us plenty to talk about. Within a few minutes of sitting down, Troy and his girlfriend are showing me comics such as Battle Pope and other stuff they like. I don’t stay for long because I only planned on dropping off the DVDs I rented, but I end up staying and talking for fifteen minutes or more. 

*   *   *


Tuesday, I’m only in the store for a couple of hours. I mostly sit and watch as Troy quizzes his brother, Jake, on various D&D trivia. Troy tells me that aside from being Jake’s brother, he’s also his D&D mentor. He asks him about all of the skills each character class can get and on what level they receive them. After he gets through those, he opens the monster manual and starts briefing him on the major monsters and their abilities. Not much is happening today so I don’t stay long. Tomorrow is the busy day anyway.

*   *   *


Forgotten Lore has been opened for less than two years but Troy has been working there for most of this time. According to Troy, he “stumbled in one day” a few months after the store opened. He became friends with Charles and started hanging out at the store. Slowly, Troy “whittled at him for a job.” Troy had been working lots of odd jobs, nothing stable, and was now running out of options.


Troy recounted to me how he came to work at the store.


“Charles, gimme a job! When are you gonna give me job, Charles? Charles, please!”


“Fine! Just gimme a resumé!” 


All joking aside, Troy tells me that Charles is a really great guy. Troy says “Without Charles, I would be totally unemployed right now.”  

*   *   *


I come in again on Wednesday, expecting it to be bustling with customers, but where all the new comics should be, there are signs reading “No New Comics.” The signs also detail why there aren’t any new comics, explaining that “Diamond’s shotty handling of comics,” as well as water seepage and bad prints are to blame. The water seepage was probably caused by all of the heavy rain Georgetown has been getting. Charles is obviously and reasonably annoyed by this, and it comes across in his signs. He has to send all of the damaged comics back to Diamond and tell all of his customers that they don’t get any new comics today. Even I’m disappointed. Today was supposed to be the day I got to see Charles interacting with all of the customers. There was at least one interesting interaction though.


A bald guy in his twenties named Nathan comes in and everyone says hi. Everyone that works at Lore seems to know Nathan since he frequents the store. I learned later that he spends a lot of money every week at Lore. Nathan is quick to start talking smack about Deadpool, a Marvel comic character who happens to Charles’s favorite. Troy is more defensive than Charles is about Dadpool, partly because he’s also Troy’s favorite and partly because Charles doesn’t want to put off one of his best customers. Nathan loudly proclaims that Deadpool is just another weak Wolverine copy, but Troy begs to differ. Somehow, Venom gets thrown into the mix and Nathan slams him too. This is when Jake enters the fray.


“You don’t insult Venom, Venom has nothing to do with this!”


“He was good at first but everyone ran wild with him.”


“Have you actually read through the venom series!?”


The arguments go deeper and deeper until it becomes clear that Nathan’s favorite character is Batman, who can apparently beat pretty much every other superhero. Even if he loses the first fight, Batman is a detective who can find out his enemies’ weaknesses and exploit them, according to Nathan.


“Batman has just one weakness: Bullets!” 


The whole time, Charles keeps looking back at me, half embarrassed. He mentions to be that this must be great material. Since there aren’t any new comics, Nathan eventually leaves empty-handed. 

*   *   *


I ask Charles if all comic shops have these kinds of problems with shipping. He says that every shop has these kinds of problems but Lore seems to get it a lot worse. He says that since Diamond expects the store to go under like every other comic shop in Georgetown, they don’t put much effort into shipping the comics carefully. The bigger comic shops in Austin have more power and leverage so Diamond isn’t as careless with their merchandise.

I leave the store pretty early but plan on coming back the next day when the store opens, so that I can witness all of the action. 


I show up Thursday, a little after the store opens (noon) and am ready to take lots of notes on all of the customers that will be coming in and out all day to get a few issues of this week’s shipment. I walk in the door at 12:30, only to find the same “No New Comics” signs where all of the new ones should be by now. “Diamond hates us” Troy tells me. All the new issues should have arrived here and been “bagged and boarded” by the time the store opens. One of the tables in the middle of the store has stacks of empty plastic sleeves, already fitted with specific barcodes and labels, cardboard backing already inserted. 


Charles can’t make it into work because the weather near his place in Austin is bad. Even with no new customers, I stick it out and start talking with Troy. 

*   *   *


As if on cue, the door opens and in comes the mailman. “Most excellent” says Troy. He signs for the package.


Troy grabs the box cutters and carefully cuts the tape from the box, making sure not to cut too deeply. The box contains two smaller boxes. He opens the first box and sure enough, the comics are in good shape. He calls Charles to confirm and starts bagging the books. The comics start going up slowly and Jake shows up to help. 


Pretty soon, they start to realize that they’re missing about half the order. The second small box had only a few comics and was stuffed with brown paper. Troy grabs the phone.


“Hey Charles? Diamond dicked us on about half our order…”

Author’s Afterwords:


Getting the information for this article didn’t really feel like work. For me, it felt more like hanging out at a comic shop for a few days. Putting together the article was a lot more work though. There’s a limit to how much I can say and representing all of these people correctly is important. There is a real point where accuracy loses out to realistically representing. I know that I can’t tell everything I heard and saw about every person, so I have to pick out which instances represent Charles and Troy the best. 

Contact Information
Charles Neil – (512)930-5070 – info@theforgottenlore.com
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