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GUEST EDITORIAL—NOT HERE TO CHECK BOXES

MAURICE BROADDUS

 

A few months ago, Jason Sizemore approached me about guest-edit-ing an issue of Apex Magazine. I was a little suspicious of the timing as  it  came  soon  after  the  release  of  the  Fireside  Report  which  con-cluded (shockingly!) that the marginalization of black people is still a huge  problem  in  publishing.  I  responded  that  I  didn’t  want  to  be some sort of “tag-a-Negro” check off item. But also that Apex Maga-zine had nothing to apologize for. While there’s always room for im-provement, Apex has always been a leading light for diversity and inclusivity.

Admittedly, I’m a little biased.

Jason  assured  me  that  this  was  about  celebrating  the  fact  that  I had a short story collection, The Voices of Martyrs, coming out (three of  the  stories  first  appearing  in  either  Apex  Magazine  or  one  of  the Apex Books’ anthologies) and a novella from Tor.com, Buffalo Soldier. He wanted to celebrate our ten-year anniversary of working together. Ten  years  since  the  original  Apex  Science  Fiction  and  Horror  Digest published  a  short  story  of  mine,  “Broken  Strand.”  Then  a  novella, Orgy  of  Souls.  Our  relationship  continued  to  see  me  edit  Dark  Faith and  Dark  Faith:  Invocations,  write  another  novella,  I  Can  Transform You, as well as stories in a half dozen Apex Books’ anthologies.

I  approached  editing  this  issue  the  way  I  do  all  my  editing projects: I reached out to a dream list of writers I have always want-ed to work with and made sure that the word got out in the various spaces I hang-out. One of the conclusions I’ve come to is that diversi-ty  doesn’t  just  happen.  Back  in  2006,  Jason  approached  me  about submitting to Apex Digest.  There’s  something  about  the  extra  effort of reaching out to marginalized folks to signal that yours is a truly welcoming market. This is a conversation Tanya DePass picks up in her  essay,  “Time  to  get  serious  about  diversity  and  inclusion,”  re-garding  the  next  steps  in  creating  more  diversity  in  the  gaming  in-dustry (FTR, she did not know I was one of the consultants on the videogame Watch Dogs 2).

As with both Dark Faiths, I didn’t know what this issue was going to look like until I read the first story that screamed “I’m what you’re looking  for.”  That  story,  in  case  you  were  wondering,  always  kicks off the project to set the tone. In this instance, that would be Sheree Renée Thomas’s “Aunt Dissy's Policy Dream Book.”

Then there’s the 1-2 punch of Chesya Burke’s “Say, She Toy” and Kendra  Fortmeyer’s  “The  Selkie  Wives.”  The  former  grabs  you  by the throat (throws you to the ground and talks about your momma) and the latter haunts your mind (its echoes even in your dreams).

I have loved Linda Addison’s work for years. She’s been instru-mental in developing my appreciation for poetry. Her “Things That Earth No Longer Bears” and LH Moore’s “Vox” pair up nicely.

Lastly, there’s one of my dream list authors, Walter Mosley, and his story “Cut, Cut, Cut.” My favorite genre to read is crime fiction, so  I  was  already  a  huge  Walter  Mosley  fan.  When  I  found  out  that he’d written a collection of short stories, I snatched it up immediate-ly. Futureland: Nine Stories of an Imminent World had a huge impact on me in terms of me developing my voice as a writer, as well as show-ing me the possibilities of what SF could do. It’s one of those collec-tions that I rarely hear anyone talk about. A series of nine intercon-nected  tales  about  a  dystopian  future  where  rich  technocrats  rule and  poverty  is  basically  considered  a  crime.  The  world-building  is dizzying and he piles idea on idea on idea while speaking to issues of race and class.

Diversity  doesn’t  just  happen,  nor  do  I  set  out  to  work  on  any project with diversity as the goal. Diversity done well isn’t just about the  appearance  of  marginalized  people,  but  our  stories  being  posi-tioned and told with equal complexity as the privileged. What I do is solicit  and  read  widely  to  find  the  best  stories  I  can.  It’s  the  Apex way.

(And you’ll probably be feeling my fingerprints for a few months as I sent along a few stories from the slush pile I couldn’t quite let go of for Jason to choose from for future issues.)
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AUNT DISSY’S POLICY DREAM BOOK

BY SHEREE RENÉE THOMAS

 

7,700 Words

“Want some candy?” Aunt Dissy asked when I was seven.

Delighted, I thrust open my hand.

“Let  me  see  it,”  she  said.  She  grabbed  my  hand  before  I  could hide it in my pocket, forced me to reveal the map that was the dark life lines of my palm. Aunt Dissy shook her head and laughed, her face  like  water,  rippling  between  a  smile  and  a  frown.  “See  here?  I told your mama when you were born.”

The women in my family aged like trees. To Mama, Aunt Dissy was like a grandmama, more big mama than sister. Aunt Dissy was strong  and  clever,  nimble-minded  and  sure.  She  pointed  at  a  dark groove, a short river rolling across my palm. “Your love line all bro-ken, your life line zagging, too.” She traced the pattern with the red tip of her nail. “It’s all writ right here,” she said, her face resigned. “Cassie,  you  ain’t  never  going  to  be  lucky  in  love,  and  you  sho’ll ain’t going to be lucky in cards either. But don’t worry.” She leaned over,  blowing  peppermint  and  something  stronger  in  my  face.  My bottom  lip  trembled,  her  bright  jewelry  banged  against  her  chest. “You got the best luck of all, child, the best.”

Luck? I was only in the first grade, and hope rose above my fear. Maybe  if  I  raised  my  hand  in  class  I  would  always  know  the  right answer, I thought. Maybe if I didn’t know, I could be invisible. Aunt Dissy  stared  at  me,  her  eyes  wide,  knowing,  bottomless  mirrors.  I wished I were invisible right then.

She dug her nail into the fat meat of my palm. I tried to focus my eyes on her thick silver ring, not the pain.

“You got the Sight.” Her tongue held onto the “t,” the word itself an incantation.

My face crumpled, my palm raw, exposed. For a moment, Aunt Dissy’s  eyes  softened.  She  passed  me  one  of  her  hard  candies  then stroked my palm with her rough, bejeweled hand, tugged at a loose plait curled around my ear. “If you don’t understand right now, rest assured,  babygirl.  One  of  these  nights  you  will  find  out  in  your sleep.”

The red twisted wrapper fell from my hand. I stood petrified un-der the hard gaze of several generations of Aunt Dissys, hanging on the wall. Behind her heavy choker, I could see where there had been a deep gash in her throat. The scarred skin was raised and thick like a  rope.  Maybe  the  Dissys  looked  so  sour  because  they  were  all cursed with the same “best” luck.

“Go  on,  play  now,”  she  said  and  frowned,  as  if  she’d  heard  my thoughts, but I was frozen, didn’t close my eyes for more than a few minutes for three whole days. Instead, I stared at the dark portraits that hung in heavy frames along the walls of every room. Imagined the  navel  names  of  the  stern-faced  women.  Before,  when  I  asked Mama about their names, she answered with one sharp word. “Dis-sy,” she said and shrugged. So I fought off sleep, making up a litany of names and stories about the Dissys’ mysterious lives. And when the strain of wakefulness became too much, Mama found me passed out under the sink in the back bedroom, owl-eyed and babbling.

“What did you do to her?” she asked and carried me away. Aunt Dissy bit down on hard candy and grinned, the sound like crushed bones.  I  didn’t  find  out  until  much  later  that  Aunt  Dissy  poured whiskey in my tea, an old Dissy trick to force me to fall asleep. “The Sight’s  coming  one  way  or  the  other,  Faye.”  Mama  unbuckled  my overalls  and  put  me  to  bed.  “Even  a  mother’s  love  can’t  change  a child’s fate.”

Mama  didn’t  speak  to  Aunt  Dissy  for  six  whole  weeks.  Didn’t matter no way. Aunt Dissy had told me something else that scared me  that  first  night.  Peppermint  couldn’t  mask  the  whiskey  on  her breath,  nor  those  words  she  had  whispered,  as  if  they  were  a  gift. “And  with  the  Sight,  you’re  going  to  live  longer  than  the  richest woman, deeper than the sweetest love.” Coming from Aunt Dissy’s lips, that didn’t sound so good.

All  day  long  Mama  had  tried  to  protect  me,  but  when  my  eyes closed,  I  was  on  my  own.  And  like  all  the  others  born  before,  not long  after  Aunt  Dissy  read  my  palm,  the  Sight  came  to  me,  just  as she said, deep in my sleep.

That  night  I  dreamed  my  room  was  alive.  The  walls,  the  doors, the ceiling pulsed and heaved as if they were flesh and breath. The room rattled like the tail of a snake. In the night, dark as the inside of an  eyelid,  I  willed  myself  awake,  refused  to  sleep  for  fear  I  would dream the dream again. But when I grew weary of fighting off sleep, I woke to a room that was collapsing all around me. Chips of paint floated down like peeling flakes of dry skin, decayed flesh. The walls hissed and screamed. I scratched the paint chips off of me, but they kept falling, dark and jeweled snowflakes.

My body felt dry and prickly as the brightly colored paint stuck to me, covering my skin. I screamed as the chips crept over my arms, my legs, my throat and face. Only my eyes remained. I could see the dream world caving in on me, but I could not escape. Something or someone  was  holding  me,  holding  my  breath.  It  forced  my  mouth open, forcing me to swallow. I tried to swing and fight but my arms felt heavy, weighed down by the rainbow tiles that covered my flesh. Neither  asleep  nor  fully  conscious,  I  fought  between  worlds.  I couldn’t stop seeing. A mosaic mummy, I scratched and clawed and screamed myself awake. The skin on my throat, my arms, even my belly were in tatters.

I cried for my mother, but it was too late.

The night the Sight came to me, the night it ripped my flesh into cruel  tattoos,  Mama  died.  I  never  forgave  the  Sight  for  taking  my mama away from me.

Aunt Dissy claimed it was a heart attack. “Yo’ mama has always been weak.” She covered the mirrors and dressed my wounds with raw honey, forced me to drink a bitter tea. As I swallowed the pep-pery  spice,  she  refused  to  let  me  see  her.  She  wrapped  my  tattered body in cloths and locked me in my room. But it didn’t matter. I al-ready  knew  the  look  of  terror  on  Mama’s  face.  As  the  Sight’s  fire crept over my body, burned through my shredded skin, I let the pain take over, allowing it to numb the pain of me being left behind.

I never got a chance to tell Mama what I saw in my dream. Every night I waited for her, whispered her name as I tried to fight sleep, but Mama never came. Only Aunt Dissy. And the others. When the oldest came to me, the very first Dissy, I recognized her as if she had always been there, hovering in my room. She floated in the air above me, the look in her eyes like two open wounds. Her body was cov-ered in what I thought at first to be tattoos. But she was riven in cuts and runes. Even her blue-black face. The others gathered around her, rubbed ashes into the wounds. They covered her with a dark stained robe and gently braided her hair, dabbed petals from bright flowers on her unblinking eyes.

As they worked, I recognized them from the portraits that filled the walls in all the rooms of Mama’s house. The woman with the re-gal black bun and the high, lacy white collar that covered her neck, the Dissy in the long skirts, with bright ribbons that hung down to her  knees.  The  other  dressed  in  sack  cloth,  her  head  covered  in  a handkerchief.  Still  another  dressed  in  a  cloche  hat,  sporting  glossy marcel waves and a fur-trimmed coat, wrapped around her glorious figure. I saw another Dissy wearing what might have been a lab coat. She puzzled me. I couldn’t tell if she was a scientist or held court in someone’s kitchen. All of them Dissys, the infamous line of women in  our  family,  women  whose  minds  wandered  in  the  realm  of  the spirits, returned with the answers in their dreams. And from what I could  tell,  their  stern  faces  staring  back  at  me  from  heavy  frames along the mirrorless wall, none of them had been full of cheer. Ever.

So  many  Dissys.  And  still  others  came,  from  times  I  could  not recognize.  They  showed  me  things  I  didn’t  understand,  led  me  to places  past  fear.  And  if  I  refused  to  sleep,  they  would  sing  in  the wind.  They  would  whisper  in  the  rain.  They  would  linger  in  the shadows,  the  walls  of  my  house  shaking,  humming,  hissing  until  I slept, until I wove their signs into stories, some I whispered to Aunt Dissy, some I kept to myself. And when I refused them too long, the dark circles under my eyes like black half-moons, they would carve the dreams into my skin. Signs and symbols haunted me, a bloody warning in the light of day.

I  wore  long  sleeves  for  years.  The  others  teased  me,  said  I  was sanctified. I never kept up with fashion, for fear that one of the guid-ance counselors would think I was a cutter, for fear that CPS might take me away. I covered myself until women in ink were as common as night and day, and then I set the scars free.

For most, dreaming marks the end of labor, a time for rest, reflec-tion. For me, it marks when my labors begin.

My dreams held the fates of people I had not met, their lives net-ted  with  my  own.  And  no  matter  what  I  did  years  later  to  try  to change my “luck”, my fate, what Aunt Dissy said was turning out to be true. She’d lived longer than nature allows, while my own mama had died fairly young. Aunt Dissy had seen more dreams than any single  mind  should  ever  have.  Her  body  held  the  story,  just  like mine.  And  at  the  rate  I  was  going,  it  looked  like  I  too  would  carry her burden, the weight of the scars, the weight of years.

Longer than the richest, deeper than the sweetest love, she’d said.

But what’s the point in living long if you’re broke and lonely and all the dreams you hold are for everyone but you?

“Hey,  Slim.”  I  jerk  my  chin  up  in  the  obligatory  greeting  and watch  Mrs.  Medina’s  green  beanpole  of  a  grandson  bebop  his  way down  the  street.  He  has  gotten  to  the  age  where  he  thinks  he’s grown. He has three long hairs on his top lip he calls a mustache and some knobby strands on his chin he calls a beard. He believes he is a man now and can make a play for me or any woman he sees. If he sees even the hint of a curve, no matter how old that curve is, he’s practicing on you. It’s almost cute. He has grown tall and strong and brown over this Indian summer, but the baby, the boy straining un-derneath the skin of the man, is all up in his face. I hear Katherine’s little knock-kneed girls giggle as he struts by. His long arm waves as he gives them his back. Still wearing pigtails and bright bobos, they are too young to be kee-keeing in the manboy’s face, but it’s summer, such  as  it  is,  the  ice  cream  man  hasn’t  crawled  by  yet,  and  young hearts are for flirting, for loving, if nothing else. Or so I am told.

I  stand  in  the  shade  of  the  fire  escape,  breathe  in  the  scent  of spices  and  my  struggle  herbs  as  the  manboy  disappears  around  a corner,  down  the  brownstoned  street.  Aunt  Dissy  had  the  gift  of green. Me, a different story. My rosemary looks dry, the peppermint and basil wilted, and the yarrow won’t bloom. With my back to the kitchen, I can feel the spirits pulling the huge sky over me. The air feels heavy, humid, the weight of rain. Sheltered from the wind, my skin feels like ripe fruit about to burst. I haven’t slept for nearly two days.  A  dry  spell.  Haven’t  had  dream  the  first.  Aunt  Dissy’s  book sits on the kitchen table, atop its golden stand, its pages closed, judg-ing me.
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