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  Welcome to issue 75!


  It is August—the dog days of summer. This is when we sit in the shade on our back porch and fan ourselves, ignoring the flies and sweat bees looking to make dinner out of you. The world moves in heat-induced lumber, and we only have the energy to gossip and philosophize.


  The quartet of original fiction Apex brings to you, dear reader, will help give you mental grist for your intellectual posturing. There’s an overarching theme that loosely ties the stories together: our need to find and be the person we see ourselves as being. In Mehitobel Wilson’s “Brisé”, the protagonist toys with the notion of “many worlds” and what happens when we glimpse at the possibilities that exist in them. “Coming Undone” by Alexis A. Hunter is a sharp flash fiction piece about a person born with a congenital defect and the lengths he/she will go to in order to feel whole. Sunny Moraine returns to our pages with “It is Healing, It is Never Whole”, a dreamlike exploration into suicide and seeking for what makes you happy. Rounding out our original fiction is the always amazing Damien Angelica Walter with “Not My Circus, Not My Monkeys: The Elephant’s Tale.”


  Poetry editor Bianca Spriggs has one again loaded up the poetry offerings with some great works by A. Merc Rustad, Levi Sable, Jennifer Ruth Jackson, and Mary Soon Lee. Reprints editor Charlotte Ashley gives us “New Feet Within My Garden Go” by one of my favorite writers, E. Catherine Tobler. Our nonfiction is “The Fuzzy Bunny Squad is Standy By….” from Gary A. Braunbeck.


  Also on tap are Clavis Aurea (a review of this year’s Hugo Novelette nominees), interviews with our cover artist Billy Norrby and author Mehitobel Wilson, and excerpts from King of the Bastards by Brian Keene and Steven Shrewsbury and If Then by Matthew De Abaitua.


  §


  Congratulations to Ursula Vernon! Her story “Jackalope Wives” has picked up a World Fantasy Award nomination for best short story! Ursula has had quite the year.


  §


  Fiction writers don’t forget that we reopen to submissions on September 1st. We can’t wait to read your best work!


  Poets please note due to an excess of inventory, we will be closed to poetry submissions for the foreseeable future.


  Enjoy issue 75!
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  Jason Sizemore


  Editor-in-Chief
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  Brisé


  Mehitobel Wilson


  

  You are in the kitchen. You are staring at the coffeepot, at your reflection in the glass carafe, much as you stared yesterday at the door of the microwave, and the dark night before when you fixated on the patio door.


  “How many?” you whisper. “How many more could there have been?”


  You back away, then turn and leave the kitchen. As you pass through the house, your reflection catches you in the polished silver potbelly of the umbrella stand, in the sun-shot crystals of the chandelier, in the convex face of the hallway clock.


  §


  Erin stands in her hallway at the studio door and grips the rubbed-brass doorknob. She rests her forehead against the solid wood and her hair swings down along her cheeks. She watches the tendons draw across her knuckles as she flexes her hand, grasps the knob tightly, then relaxes. She feels that her entire body is as taut and discolored with strain as her thin hand.


  She pushes away from the door, flaps her hand to shake out the tension. She chuffs out a breath and her shoulder blades thud against the plaster of the wall opposite the studio door. She slides down to the carpet and sits, her legs outstretched, to gather herself.


  §


  Richard had presented her with a studio of sorts, with its too-close mirrored walls and an ugly impediment of a barre. The day of his grand reveal, he had unlocked the door, then pushed it open so she might precede him into the little room. It had been a bedroom before, ideal for children, Richard had once liked to suggest. Inside, he closed the door, and pointed out all the features he’d specified.


  “I installed a sound system for your music, and see, up there’s a security camera so I can watch you work. Motion-activated. I’ll never have to miss a step. It feeds to a server so I can watch you from anywhere in the world. Just a one-man audience, I know, but I’m your biggest fan.”


  And when Erin said, “Thank you, I love it, it’s perfect,” she, for the first time in far too long, heard her own voice sound familiar and correct, bright with echoes as it crashed her lies back to her from the shining walls.


  “One thing,” she’d said. “This door doesn’t lock from the inside.”


  “Why would it need to lock from the inside? And besides, what if something were to happen to you? You could fall and break your back and nobody would know it, if you’d locked yourself in.”


  “You would know. You’d see through your own personal surveillance system.”


  He was watching himself in the mirrors. The expression on his face had been complex, as if he wished to feel pleasure but could not quite reach that threshold, and wasn’t certain why.


  Erin had known exactly why he wasn’t satisfied. He’d built his own music box, complete with dancer, and it wasn’t quite right. He’d done it wrong. He’d forgotten to turn the key, and Erin—his gaze in the mirror shifted from his own face to her body—wore slacks, not a tutu and tiara. Erin pressed her molars against each other as her husband failed to conceal a sigh.


  She tried a different tack. “The door opens inward, you see? If I can’t lock it behind me, someone could open it while I’m dancing and hit me with it.”


  “Someone who? Me, you mean. Who else lives here?” He looked around playfully, hand planked over his eyes as if he sought some newcomer from a distant horizon, but the effect was lost, because the two of them were mirrored to the North, East, and West. Plenty of the two of them lived there.


  “The cleaners, maybe. Guests. I don’t know, I’m just planning for the worst-case scenario. Could you have the contractor come back tomorrow and fix the lock?”


  He turned and looked directly at Erin’s face, the real flesh face this time, not the mirrored one. He moved to her and held her face in his tender hands. “I am the only plan you need for a worst-case scenario. You don’t ever need to worry, you know.” He kissed her forehead, her lips. “I’ve got you, all right? You’re safe. Nothing will happen to you.”


  And she thought, you already happened to me.


  §


  Now she presses her hands against the hand-knotted carpet and she thinks, I can do this. She thinks, I am a dancer. She thinks, I am a person, and she is infuriated by this thought, that her life—that her husband—has brought her to the point that she felt she must reaffirm her own personhood.


  She shoves herself up from the floor, taking most of her weight on her good foot, and crosses the hall with one step. She cranks the doorknob and pushes open the door to the studio.


  §


  The studio itself was an insult. When Erin had first seen the space, a room decorated for the fantasy of a dancer, not for the function of dance, she had thought Richard was just an idiot.


  But as she thought it over, she came to understand: Richard had known exactly what he was doing when he had instructed the contractor. He had told Erin one night over salads, “This so-called expert at studio installation and design actually argued with me. Can you believe that? I’m telling him that you need hardwood. This guy had started off trying to upsell a whole second floor laid over that one, a spring floor.”


  Erin thought, sprung floor, and was simultaneously wistful and disgusted.


  “I say, hardwood, brother, like I told you the first time. So then I guess he’s offended so he goes the other way and tries to suggest some rinky-dink linoleum junk.”


  Marley, Erin knew. Not that the flooring even matters, since there’s no room for floor work, thanks to the barre.


  Richard continued his tale of victory, gesticulating with his fork. The silver was ruddy with the sweet salad dressing he loved. “Wanted to stick the barre to the mirror with brackets. I told him, how could she even see herself that close to the mirror? You need distance so you can see yourself. And you need to see yourself from all angles. Stuck to the wall, you just get the one. Guy says fine, buy her a freestanding one. I say who’s going to bolt it down, me? Guy acts like I’m crazy, but I hired him to do the work, right. If I wanted to bolt stuff down I’d be the contractor.”


  Erin looked down at her own fork, at the identical little incomplete reflections it shone back to her from each of its four sharp tines. She said, “Well, he was probably trying to save you the money.”


  “Nobody needs to save me money I’m offering to spend. It’s for you! I want it perfect, come on. And he said you could move a freestanding one around. I said, right, that’s why you need to bolt it down. What a moron. It could tip over on you! I mean, jeez.”


  “Well,” Erin said, “lucky for me, it won’t. And if it did, you’d have it all on tape.”


  §


  Richard had first met Erin at a cocktail party. He had approached her and asked if she wanted a drink.


  “I’m a dancer,” Erin had answered, and Richard had smiled and said, “Isn’t everyone?”


  “I danced a shipwreck,” Erin had said, her voice hard. “I danced moss on a tree. I danced deforestation, an oil spill, and censorship.” Her spine was straight. “I dance pain, longing, loss, and trust. And I am good at it.”


  Richard had apologized, said he hadn’t meant to imply that she was common. She had accepted his apology and the vodka cranberry he offered to her. He had asked her to tell him more about herself. Erin had explained that she distinguished classical training from exotic dancing, but that all dancers deserved respect, that dance of all forms put serious physical, emotional, and financial strain on the performer, and that dancers of all stripes were athletes and artists both.


  Richard had asked her to dinner. Three months later, Erin agreed to marry Richard.


  As his fiancée, she was invited to accessorize his persona during formal business functions.


  Erin had decoded the words he chose for introductions. “This is my fiancée,” meant that she was to shake hands with a person responsible for paying bigger salaries. “This is my fiancée, Erin. She was a ballerina in New York.” For this she would incline her chin and extend her hand to a man who bragged too much about his own wife’s accomplishments, or, just as likely, her pedigree. “This is Erin, she’s a dancer,” was simultaneously an apology that she was slender and flat-chested, and an intimation that she was sexier than the introductee’s companion.


  Tiresome. She was only present to reflect well on Richard, and if certain others saw themselves as lessened through her, that was just a happy side-effect for him, illusive though it may be.


  The wedding was more of the same. He had an endless supply of jocular friends for her to meet. Richard’s older sister joked that Erin’s bridesmaid was her understudy, and then looked awkward when Erin confirmed that this was, in fact, the case.


  He’d announced soon after the wedding that they were moving to Houston. When he found Erin leaning over the vast granite kitchen island, her laptop open beside three identical sealed bubble mailers, feeding label paper into the tiny travel printer he carried on business trips, he asked what she was doing.


  “Copies of everything—my resume, headshots, body shots, measurements, and audition videos,” she said. “I’m just addressing them now. There are some amazing companies in Houston. I know some people there.” This was a lie.


  “Who cares about companies or whether you know anyone there?” Richard came up behind her, settled his hands on her hips, turned her toward him, his touch loving. “All I want is to be the center of your universe, as you are mine.”


  §


  She blamed him for the injury. Yes, she had elected to wear the stilettos, but only because she had to attend the tacky Houston welcome reception his firm had held for him. The strap broke and the shoe twisted and she stumbled, just a little, and her left ankle gave. Richard had caught her, steadied her, asked quietly if she was all right.


  Erin had said that she was. She was used to tolerating and concealing all manner of pains. She knew bloodied feet, toenails torn from their quicks, black and yellow bruises saddling the tops of each foot. She smiled past the constant hunger from eating just enough calories to fuel strenuous work, but not so many as to add any weight. She emoted with a face that itched and burned, the skin suffocated by plastic-based stage makeup, the salt of hours’ worth of sweat irritating the hairline. She knew the ever-present headache from the hard twists of hair she must draw into a tight bun.


  The act of concealing all of this was itself a performance: the foundation of the illusion, the true stagecraft underlying the flourish of the actual dance.


  When Richard, his arm around her ribs, anxiously asked again if Erin was certain she was all right, she performed her assurance, and he was satisfied.


  So she blamed him for that too.


  §


  You had, at first, refused to use the studio. Every third day you would come in, dressed in street clothes, and scowl at the barre before leaving again.


  There came a day when you entered wearing yoga pants and a tank top. You limped around in sock feet, drew your fingertips along the glowing golden wood of the barre. You settled your feet into a sloppy first position and dropped into a demi plie, rose again. You squared yourself, corrected your feet, lining the ankle thick with bandages alongside your slender, healthy ankle, and sank into a deep grand plie, your long arms extended with the grace borne of muscle memory.


  Then you straightened again and walked out.


  Within the hour, you were back, your hair smoothed into a high bun. You wore full warm-ups, soft and gray as fog. You carried a bottle of water in one hand and a toolbox in the other. The door fell closed behind you. You set the toolbox down in the corner, went back to the door, and tested the knob before sitting down on the floor with your water close at hand.


  As you stretched, you kept your eyes closed, at first. But when you opened them, you focused on the reflections in the glass, and gave a start.


  Your face twisted with bitterness. Your movements grew ungraceful, then uncontrolled. You snapped your head this way and that, gaze jerking from mirrored wall to mirrored wall. You looked as if you might come utterly apart, fall into pieces of fog and flesh scattered across the floor. And then you became still, and you watched the glass.


  §


  Once, in her specialist’s waiting room, Erin had read a magazine article which posited that every choice a person selects in their lifetime spins another universe free. The act of making the choice propels a person through into the universe that corresponds with that timeline. This, the piece concluded, is why you have those moments when everyone seems a stranger and the entire world feels alien.


  Erin suspected you can also just stay in the same universe forever. Decisions never pan out. That’s why it’s called “the path of least resistance,” she thought: there is no threshold of universes to cross.


  The article explored lines of thought Erin hadn’t encountered before. She considered that she had chosen to read that magazine. Perhaps if she had chosen the gossip rag instead, she would have been in a universe in which there was no concept of quantum theory, and that by reading it, she had crossed the boundary.


  Then the nurse had called her name and Erin had dropped the magazine on the gleaming mahogany end table, gathered her paperwork in one hand and her crutch in the other, and risen for her appointment.


  The nurse held the door wide for her, and smiled at her, his beard glossy under the bright office lights. Erin brushed past him, and glimpsed a face reflected in the window over the nurse’s shoulder.


  The face had not looked like her own.


  §


  Dancing was out of the question. Richard had made sure of that. Even if her foot was healthy enough, the “studio” was just a room where she might play ballerina, a child’s dream.


  Her physical therapist had been elated when Erin described the studio’s setup. “You are at a hundred percent,” he had insisted. “You can go to town on that foot. All of the work you do here is nothing compared to what you can do there.” Erin had agreed that he was of no help to her, and fired him, or left his practice, or whatever you do to a moron that can’t recognize a ruin of bones.


  Her mental therapist had urged her put in the time at the barre, said it would be like meditation for her, a way to connect with her interior world, and thus better connect with those around her.


  She was fully aware of her interior world. That was the reason she had agreed to visit a therapist. Her interior world was the cavity in a geode, glittering with spite, spiked with bitterness.


  Erin had declined to make another appointment there, too. “I can dance my feelings in my studio,” she said, her sibilants a hiss. “In my studio. Where I can connect with those around me.”


  §


  She never left the house because she needed her privacy. This is what she told herself. She was an artist who devoted her life and limbs to her craft, not some housewife who browses the outlet stores for airy batiste bedding and cunning little reading lamps.


  But when Richard suggested she ought
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FOR EXPOSURE:
THE LIFE AND TIMES OF A SMALL PRESS PUBLISHER

Jason Sizemore

"Highly entertaining collection of anecdotes about life in the small press
and the often insane world of science fiction conventions."
Lavie Tidhar, author of A Man Lies Dreaming

What does it take to become a Hugo and Stoker Award-nominated editor and
publisher? Follow Jason Sizemore’s unconventional professional path as it
winds through a tiny, overheated Baptist church deep within the coal fields of
Appalachia, Kentucky, past a busted printer and a self-serving boss
that triggered an early mid-life crisis and the epiphany that he should open a
magazine spreading the gospel of science fiction to the masses, all the
way to WorldCon 2012 and his first Hugo Awards ceremony
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