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          Musings from Maryland by Lesley Conner

        

      

    


      If you’ve read Jason’s editorial in the February issue, or if you follow him on Twitter (@apexjason), then you know that he has recently been facing some health issues, including Bell’s palsy and a surgery on his jaw, to remove an aggressive growth and a five inch section of affected bone. Since he is otherwise occupied with recovering, he asked if I would handle writing the editorial this month, which, of course, I was happy to do. I’m writing this the day before Jason’s surgery, sitting in my living room, knowing there is a high likelihood that I won’t talk to him again until after the whole thing is over, and I’m a bit more emotional than I expected I would be.

      This entire experience—Jason waking up with one side of his face paralyzed, his trip to the ER, the diagnosis first of Bell’s palsy, and then of the growth in his jaw, and now the surgery—has made me think a lot about the age of the Internet and the ability we have to make friends all over the globe. I live in Maryland. Jason is in Lexington, KY. Not far in worldwide terms, but we definitely aren’t grabbing coffee together every other week. For the past four and a half years, we have spent nearly every day working as the editing team of Apex Magazine. If you add in the time I’ve worked on marketing and editing for Apex Book Company, we’ve spent more than eight years working together. During that time we’ve talked work, family, life, and everything in between, we’ve partied at cons, and edited two anthologies together. By this point, I think it’s fair to say Jason is one of my best friends, and I care about him a great deal. For me, when someone you care about is sick or going through a rough time, you do something for them.

      Over the years, I have made dinners, chauffeured kids, cleaned houses, and sat in waiting rooms for friends who were sick or going through a hard time. Once, when a girl in my Girl Scout troop wasn’t feeling well, one of my co-leaders and I covered her front lawn in balloons and surprised her with a gift bag full of activities while she was recuperating. That’s what you do when someone you love is down. (Well, maybe you don’t balloon someone’s yard, but I do.) There’s this overwhelming need to be there, to do something, to fix things, to make that person know they are loved, they are cared for, and I’ve got their back.

      When the person you love is in another state, when they are hours away, and your friendship is one built through Google chat and text, taking a casserole to their house or just sitting a spell and being there with them isn’t an option. And I’m not going to lie; it has been a lot harder than I thought it would be. It has me wondering about the future, when more friendships are forged online and our neighbors, who are right next door, are strangers. Who will make you a casserole when you face a hardship? How will you show your friends, who are a world away, that you care and are there for them? I don’t have the answers, but I know somehow we will figure it out. As a community—whether that community is online or in person—we have a way of coming together and helping each other when the need arises.

      For me, right now, that means making sure all things Apex-related are handled and dealt with, so Jason can rest and recover from his surgery. It means writing this editorial, answering emails, and doing all the things that come with running a publishing company. And it means dealing with the fact that, as much as I want to, I cannot fly to Lexington to make Jason’s family a pie. Maybe I will mail them some homemade marshmallows. And read. Because reading is always a good decision. Luckily for you, we have a new issue full of reading pleasure.

      This month, we have original short fiction by Elana Gomel, Ben Serna-Grey, and Russell Nichols. We open the issue with Elana Gomel’s thought-provoking “The Prison-house of Language,” a story that explores how language developed, how it steers our way of thinking, and what may happen if those constraints are stripped away. Ben Serna-Grey’s “Where Gods Dance” is a flash piece that delves deep into a parent’s grief and how they use that to try to hold onto their child. It is short, but incredibly powerful. “Curse Like a Savior” by Russell Nichols envisions a future where people can have holograms of Jesus deliver devotions in the comfort of their own homes. Like with all technology, sometimes these holograms need to be repaired. This story follows a repairman who goes on a call about a hologram Jesus that is using some very unChrist-like words. “Curse Like a Savior” is rich and immersive and a lot of fun.

      Finally, we have an original novelette this month, funded through the support of our Patreon patrons. “O Have You Seen the Devle with his Mikerscope and Scalpul?” by Jonathan L. Howard is an in-depth look at the Jack the Ripper murders, through the scope of someone who is obsessed with the case: they know all the details, have read every article and scrap of news. As the story builds, they take the reader through each death, wishing they could change things, but knowing they can’t. This is a wonderfully inventive look at a story we all feel we know, and it is a thrilling ride.

      Our reprint this month is by Regina Bradley. Andrea Johnson discusses language and how it influences our thoughts and how we feel with Elana Gomel in our author interview, and Russell Dickerson talks about musical influences and the power of family with Aaron Jasinski in our cover artist interview. Our nonfiction piece is a wonderful look at peaceful and ethical engagements within the community through the arts, where author Tabitha Barbour discusses how Mari Evan’s writing and activism influences her.

      I hope you enjoy this issue as much as I have enjoyed helping to put it together for you. Hug your family and tell your friends how much they mean to you.

      
        
        Lesley Conner

        Managing Editor

        Apex Magazine
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          The Prison-house of Language by Elana Gomel

        

      

    


      
        
        5,600 words

      

      

      I did not speak until I was six.

      My parents were offered the usual platitudes: Einstein did not speak until he was in primary school (not true); did you try a body-based therapy (the answer a horrified “no!”); she will never shut up when she starts (in high school, I would often go for days without opening my mouth; I still do). I was lucky, though, that my parents, being constantly on the move and totally wrapped up in each other, paid little attention to my disability. I was not diagnosed until much later in life. I was not medicated. When our three-person family settled down in some place for longer than a couple of months, I was given intermittent speech therapy, which produced no results whatsoever. I was not bullied in the various schools I attended; just ignored. When I reached adolescence, my exotic looks—green eyes and cocoa-colored skin—drew attention of boys, so I never lacked company. I liked sex because it precluded the need for conversation.

      Language always felt, to me, like an invasion. When it finally came, it filled my mouth like a handful of grinding stones. I often experience a physical pain producing words: some words more than others. It has little to do with their meaning and a lot with their shape. Words like “love,” “delegate,” “serendipity,” and “confabulate” make my gums bleed. Others, like “kismet” and “friendship,” are puke-colored. Still others, like “starch” and “optimize,” are glass-transparent, but can be dangerous if broken into sharp little syllables. Language, to me, is a dangerous and unwanted thing, a brutal intrusion into my inner space.

      I became a linguist.

      It’d be easy to say that I was looking for a language I could speak without spitting blood, but that would be an oversimplification. I can learn a new language in a week and retain it forever. Occasionally, I pull out a retired language from my mental storage and examine it, hoping that it has somehow matured into compatibility while fermenting in my mind. But this never happens. Swahili is the closest to a neutral means of communication I can use, but it still gives me a cluster headache. Standard Arabic is like chewing a rose-flavored gum: pleasant at first, but soon nauseating. English is the worst: rock fragments rolling in my mouth and battering my teeth. Even writing it requires wearing a mouth-guard, so I won’t shatter my expensive dental-work.

      For a while, I tried to use a tablet to communicate. But the admiration of my classmates when I faultlessly answered any question asked by a randomized language program in the same tongue, aided only by my brash self-confidence, was too heady. Boys told me I had a beautiful voice. They say that Renoir painted despite excruciating arthritic pain. I convinced myself that I was like him—a solitary genius, overcoming the weakness of the flesh by the sheer force of will.

      This, of course, had been before my father’s death. Afterwards, I hugged my pain as a substitute. Or an atonement.
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      The call came as I was researching one of the recently extinct Australian languages, Bidyara. This was my own pet project that had nothing to do with my official job as a translator to the UN. I was trying to recreate the first language, the primal language spoken by our hominine ancestors. This is an idea universally considered to be antiquated, anti-scientific, and vaguely racist, on a par with the medieval attempts to figure out the language of God. Naturally, it became an obsession. I have been repeatedly told that OCD is part of my “condition.” It is the only part I enjoy.

      The window blinked into existence, overlaying the phonetic grid I was peering at, and the face of an old woman stared disapprovingly at my attenuated attire: knickers and a tube top. I knew she was old because her porcelain skin had that weird, glassy sheen that repeated gene-juve leaves in its wake. I actually like it and am looking forward to acquiring my own—in about thirty years if everything goes well with my stock portfolio. Rejuvenation does not come cheap.

      “Dr. Abdoul?” the woman asked. “Dr. Sophia Abdoul?”

      I was silent. I don’t waste my limited speech tolerance on small talk. She knew who she had called.

      The old woman sighed. She was generically beautiful, with one of those faces that, as Oscar Wilde had quipped, once seen, are never remembered.

      “We would like to hire you,” she said. “A special project, full non-disclosure, B1- pay-grade. Starting immediately.”

      I lifted a brow. Non-verbal communication is not painful, just irritating.

      “The Peace Corps,” she clarified.

      The Army.
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      We are made by language. It has dug an impassable trench between us and our animal brethren, who peer at us across this divide with their mute, opaque eyes. Animals have various communication systems, some quite sophisticated. But human language is structured quite differently from these systems. Note that I say “language,” not “languages.” All human tongues have the same underlying grammar. The old Chomsky theory that language is a sort of universal module, miraculously slotted into our brains at birth, has often been challenged, but never disproven.

      Something went wrong when this slotting happened to my brain. My DNA has been mapped, and a number of mutations pinpointed. Some could be reversed. As with all gene-therapies, the consent for this reversal had to be given by the recipient at the appropriate legal age (which happened to be twelve in South Sudan, where my parents were stationed to monitor another interminable civil war that had come on the tail-end of yet another patented crop’s failure). I was asked; at the time, I refused. My parents did not pressure me.

      I still occasionally call my mother, blot out my end, and have exactly five seconds to look at her until, tired of fruitless “Who is it?”, she disconnects and blacklists another disposable number.
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      The old woman’s name was Major Stella Rostoff. The name, Russian in origin, did not suit her. On our way to the Project’s location, I amused myself by figuring out what language she should be speaking as her mother tongue. I decided it should be Azeri, full of quick, bit-off words that sound like curses or commands.

      She spoke English, of course, and badly, too: with meandering sentences and unnecessary repetitions. Finally, I just asked for the relevant material to be downloaded to my implant and reviewed it in blessed silence.

      As the result of this review, I had to risk a toothache by speaking.

      “Why am I here?” I asked.

      Stella looked at me in amazement.

      “Your unique qualifications…” she begun.

      “I am a linguist. This is brain science. Take me back.”

      I had reached my limit of pain-free speech and had no intention to continue unless I was paid, so I mutely ordered my AI to stop the car, which resulted in our fishtailing across the tawny-colored Mojave Desert. Fortunately, we had passed the electronic fence, plastered with threatening signs, some time ago, so there were no other cars to hit.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Stella’s AI returned us to the dusty tarmac and pulled off. “Didn’t you get to the part about the after-effects?”

      I had glanced at it, but now I called it up again. I reluctantly admitted that she may have a point. In any case, a second thought occurred to me: a B1-pay-grade was nothing to sneer at in the time of depressed markets. My portfolio was not doing as well as I needed it to be doing.

      I stared at the faces of the volunteers. They all looked grey, somehow, and I wondered whether this was another side-effect or sheer exhaustion. A human being can go on without sleep for about seven days. After that, hallucinations, delusions, and severe cognitive impairment set in. Two weeks of sleeplessness kill rats and presumably humans. These people had been awake for at least four days, on the average. It was not because they could not sleep. It was because they refused to do so. They drank coffee until their heartbeats spiked up into the danger territory; they paced their rooms; they beat their heads on the wall; they stuck knives and scissors into their flesh to keep themselves from nodding off. But a person can only stay awake by the sheer force of will for so long. Eventually, they drifted off into slumber one by one. And when they did, they did not wake up.

      I scrolled through the files to see how many of them were in a coma. It seemed more than sixty percent. The others were holding sleep off, but only just.

      I risked another grind of words on my molars.

      “How were they chosen?”

      “Volunteers,” Stella replied.

      This was what the files said, but I did not believe it. I stared at her until she looked away.

      “Refugees,” she said. “Promised asylum.”

      This was interesting, if only because it confirmed what I had gathered from their names and faces: they were of all ethnicities and all mother tongues. And yet they all gabbled alike, producing an unending stream of the same gibberish.

      It is actually quite hard to make up a language. Whatever mother tongue you originally spoke would emerge from under the artificial agglomeration of random sounds like the bedrock from under the swirls of windblown sand in the desert. And even if somebody came up with a truly new vocabulary, the essential structure of all human languages—the Chomsky module—would still be there. Examples abound: like a group of deaf kids in Nicaragua in the 1970s developing their own sign language, or the pompous tongues of bad fiction, from Elvish to Klingon.

      But the sounds produced by the sleep refuseniks of the Project, while undoubtedly articulate and quite complex, did not fit any phonetic template I could think of. And they were uniform across the group, regardless of whether it was Rima from Lebanon or Augul from Xinjiang speaking.

      “Translate?” I asked as the car sped across the baked landscape.

      Stella gave me a contemptuous glance.

      “The best AI translation programs,” she said. “No results.”

      The subtext was that they would not bother with me if their precious machines could do the job. I could not argue with that.

      The warm air, smelling of sagebrush and dust, caressed my face when we exited the car, having gone through the gauntlet of discreetly camouflaged security cameras. I like the dry calm of deserts. It is the wet heaviness of coastal cities that I have a problem with.

      The Project was located in a sunken structure, whose mirrored dome was painted orange and dark rose by the garish sunset. I looked up into the pink sky as I followed Stella across the forecourt. There was nothing to see, of course. All that peering into the universe with powerful telescopes in search of a sign—and all in vain. The real thing had been hiding in plain sight within this glorified military bunker. Or rather, within the brains of the refugees who cowered in their brightly lit cells, afraid to go to sleep.

      The aliens.
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      There is a story in Herodotus that Pharaoh Psamtik I, eager to know what the first language spoken by humans was, ordered two babies to be brought up by deaf-mutes. Supposedly, the children started spontaneously babbling in Phrygian. Subsequently, other curious tyrants repeated this atrocious experiment. The primordial tongue varied according to the expectations of the culture: Hebrew, Latin, even, in some versions, French. Now we scoff at those crude attempts to dig down to the roots of humanity. Children reared with no linguistic interaction would not speak at all. And yet … there must have been the ur-language, spoken by the original band of hominines who rolled over the planet, exterminating their mute cousins. Wouldn’t you like to know what it sounded like?

      But perhaps an
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