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  None of This Ever Happened


  Gabriela Santiago |5,100 words


  I saw the rock that I didn’t take into my apartment when I was going through the dumpster. People move out of our apartment complex in an awful hurry. One time, I found a wok with the noodles not even washed off it.


  I picked up the rock that I didn’t take into my apartment because I was thinking about giving it to my mom. My mom might have become a geologist if she had taken a geology class when she was in college instead of 20 years later. The story of my life would be very different if she’d become a geologist. The rock that I didn’t take into my apartment looked like some kind of sandstone, iron orange, with shiny bits of quartz and a few little fossils, the ones that look like screws.


  But I didn’t take the rock into my apartment, because when I looked more closely, I saw that someone had scratched the word EAT into one side.


  I put the rock back into the cardboard box in the dumpster with the camera and the sock puppet and the book-light partly because it seemed suddenly very personal, like an angry letter or a pair of panties. It had been a part of the story of the person or people who were moving away, a story with hunger etched in thin lines, and as a part of their move they had decided to edit it out. It wasn’t theirs anymore, but it had been so much theirs that it could no longer become anyone else’s.


  Mostly, though, I put the rock back because I have read a lot of books and seen a lot of movies. When you have read a lot of books and seen a lot of movies, you reach a certain level of genre-savvy that you cannot turn off even though you know that you yourself are not in a book or movie and are almost certainly a real person. I am genre-savvy enough to know that you do not take a rock with the word EAT scratched into it in jagged letters into your apartment and expect anything good to happen.


  I was not genre-savvy enough, however, to avoid taking the stuffed baby alligator. This was a real actual used-to-be-alive baby alligator. Its eyes were gone. Its skin was brown and sewn down the center of its stomach. I took the stuffed baby alligator because my avoid-the-classic-mistakes-of-horror-story-protagonists drive was overwhelmed by my protect-the-small-inaminate-object-that-resembles-a-larger-animate-object drive. The latter drive is the same reason I collect action figures. They are so small and still in my hands. They feel like they need me to protect them. I feel like I can protect them, that I can protect a small part of the characters and actors that they represent, that I love.


  Anyway, it was about the time that I was taking the stuffed baby alligator but not the rock into my apartment that I started thinking about making this into a story.


  I admit, I pilfer details of my life for my stories. I am trying to write as many words a day as I can, to finish my stories as quickly as I can, to edit and submit them as quickly as I can, to receive the rejection letters as quickly as I can. I could spend a lot of time thinking up new minor life details, or instead my characters could also have almost drowned when they were five and have met the same creepy people on the 21 bus line.


  Of course, in the story that I would write about the person who found a strange rock and a stuffed baby alligator in the dumpster, the protagonist would not be too much like me. It would be necessary to make them at least a little bit less genre-savvy so that they would take the rock that I did not take into my apartment, into their apartment. Perhaps they could be interested in geology like my mother. Or perhaps they could be intrigued by the unknown story of the rock and its disposal: an eating disorder, maybe?


  I would also not make the protagonist a writer. Making the protagonist a writer never ends well.


  By this point in my ponderings I was indoors with the stuffed baby alligator but not the rock. If I had taken the rock into my apartment like the protagonist of my story, this would be the place where I would look around my apartment and observe several objects to help set the scene. Maybe I could take inspiration for the décor from the other items left in the trash; maybe some sort of doubling/multiplying/doppelganger theme could be wrung out of the six X-Acto knives and four spiked hammers? Those at least made sense, but how many dismembered pianos did anyone really need? Judging by the instrumental innards stacked against the wall, the answer was three.


  It had not escaped my attention that a great majority of the items left in the dumpster would make excellent murder weapons. This was both a potential avenue for the story to go down, as well as an alarming clue about the nature of the people whose dumpster I had been sharing before they moved out in such a considerable rush that they left behind a leather satchel with sixteen perfectly good drill bits in various sizes, a stuffed baby alligator, and a rock with the word EAT scratched into it in jagged letters that I did not take into my apartment.


  My regrettably un-genre-savvy protagonist, having taken the rock with EAT scratched on it into her apartment, and having gazed around her apartment for a good paragraph or two’s worth of time, would now doubtless be overcome by the urge to eat. It would be necessary to do this subtly, especially since there is very little that is subtle about a rock with the word EAT scratched into it. Perhaps she could have a problem with stress-eating, as I do. The problem with stress-eating, of course, is that fairly soon you have eaten everything in the apartment, and you have to leave. I do not do well with leaving my apartment. I do well enough to go outside and look through the dumpster and find a rock with EAT scratched into it and not take it inside, and going to the grocery store is all right on a good day, but less all right on a bad day, though of course today is not a bad day; I am doing just fine, thank you. The thing about leaving the apartment on a bad day is that the floor and walls will seem to flicker and pulse and bulge in time with my heart. The thing about leaving the apartment on a bad day, which this isn’t, is that the back of my body will suddenly grow quite heavy, as though coated in a layer of lead, lead all down the back of my head and neck and shoulder blades and buttocks and thighs and calves and heels, and I will have to lie down on the cold wooden floor and stare at the white, white, white ceiling until the back of my body stops being so heavy and I am breathing normally and my mind is putting words on objects again, which makes the world easier to carry, which makes me able to stand up. In certain respects, the white, white, white


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    © 2016 by Gabriela Santiago.
  


  
 [image: ]
  


  
    ABOUT THE AUTHOR
  


  

  

  The Taming of the Tongue


  Russell Nichols | 4,000 words


  Person County, North Carolina (1868)


  Under the ghostly wisps of moonlight, way out there on the farthest edge of Foster Plantation, the white boy puts his hand over your mouth and whispers: “You have to be quiet.”


  “Why?” Your voice comes out muffled. His palm smells like dirt and tobacco.


  “Because...” His blue eyes scan the forest like he’s expecting someone or something. But you see nothing. You hear nothing. It’s just you and Mr. Foster’s youngest son, alone, creeping deeper into the dark. But the next word out his mouth makes you stop dead in your tracks: “Zwelgen.”


  A wind grasps at your exposed, bony brown legs, like hairy fingers crawling under the tawny dress your grandmother stitched up last Christmas. And you shiver, but not from the cold.


  You’ve heard the horror stories since back when you were a slave girl. How the zwelgen roam in the shadows beyond every plantation. How they scream out into the dead of night. How, before the freedom war, they used to catch and eat any runaway slaves, every body part but the heart, which they spat back out, you reckon, ’cause black hearts don’t go down so easy.


  You don’t know what this boy wants you to see way out here, but ain’t nothing worth getting eaten alive for. You look over your shoulder. “Uh... I best be getting home.”


  He turns to hide a smirk and motions for you to follow. “This way.”


  The boy’s name is John. John is a blacksmith. He’s fifteen, like you, and your grandmother told you to never mind him because “he ain’t nothing but a trickster.” But he’s always been kind to you, made you feel like a person and not his father’s property, and that felt good, tell the truth. He even confessed one time that he dreams about you at night and wishes to make you his wife, but Mr. Foster forbade him, saying only filthy boys had relations with slave girls.


  John the blacksmith grabs your hand and pulls you toward a big bush covered in thorny vines. The crickets seem to be getting quieter the farther you go. He holds up a branch for you to scurry under. Crack, crack, go the twigs under your bare feet. Thorns get caught in your hair. You emerge on the other side and what you see there makes you nearly choke.


  “That...” You couldn’t coax the words out with a hoe.


  “Shhh,” he goes, “don’t give it a fright.”


  Lying there before you is a real-life zwelgen. You’ve never seen one before, and seeing one right here, right now makes your stomach knot up tighter than that black oak over by the whipping post. John holds out his hand for you to stay put as he circles the beast. It’s big, like an elephant, and covered in a wrinkly ashy skin. You count five limbs, until others start sliding in and out from under its belly. The zwelgen’s got eyes all over, most of them closed. The open ones glow. But what stands out most is the mouth. It’s big and wide and shut tight right now, but the sight alone makes your soul shake, remembering everybody you knew who disappeared in a mouth just like this one.


  Words finally take shape in your dry throat, enough to mutter out loud: “You... did this?”


  John gives a curt nod as he makes his approach with caution. Each step he takes is a beat your heart misses out on. But he gets in good and close and puts his hand on the beast’s swollen side. “I set a trap.” Then speaks calm to the monster like it’s a child lost. “There, it’s okay, it’s okay, shhhhh.”


  You wonder, what kind of trap if zwelgen only eat runaway slaves? Or are you the trap? You want to ask him, but you cover your mouth instead, in fear. You can’t believe he’s not scared. You’re terrified. Of Mr. Foster coming from town and catching you. Of your grandmother finding out you’re out here instead of helping clean up with your dumb, pregnant sister. But mostly of the zwelgen.


  The zwelgen aren’t human. The zwelgen got no idea about the freedom war. The zwelgen don’t know you’re free. In their glowing eyes, you’re still a slave girl and you’ll always be one, and that makes you forever a target, live bait, just because of your color.


  So when John smiles and says, “How’s it go?” you back up, shaking your head so hard, it could’ve snapped off.


  “No way,” you say.


  “It won’t eat you, I promise. I got her under control, see?” And it does seem so, as he pets the ugly thing. “What’s the rhyme? C’mon, tell me. I just wanna see if it works.”


  The rhyme. Long ago, Pappy said he learned it from slaves he met on other plantations. He said if you whisper it to a zwelgen at nighttime, the beast will open its big mouth and you can crawl inside. That was how Pappy got away. But you dare not go beyond the plantation fence. If the zwelgen didn’t chew you up, your devout grandmother surely would. “You think I’m a fool or something?”


  “What? No, of course not, Cat.” He looks hurt by your question. “I was just thinking, if you can’t be my wife, at least you can be free.”


  “I am free.”


  “Then maybe you could use her to, you know, go after your father,” he says, pointing out into the shadows. “Isn’t that what you want?”


  More eyes open while others close. More limbs snake out while others slurp in.


  John the blacksmith reaches out to you with his free hand. But you back away slowly, feeling the clay dirt clump between your toes as twigs keep cracking. You don’t realize you’ve stopped breathing until you start running. You run and you run and you keep running away from the beast, fast as your bony, brown legs can take you.


  • • • •


  Slave-eater! Slave-eater! Open up wide!


  Hold yo’ tongue, lemme git inside.


  I’s too much’a sinner to make for good dinner,


  a nigger jes needa safe place to hide.1


  • • • •


  Your body’s still shaking from the zwelgen when you reach home. Home is a shack with dirt floors and a stick chimney. Not much else. You’ve lived here long as you can remember, since before the freedom war. Mr. Foster lets your family stay on his land in exchange for half of what y’all grow. Mostly corn, but also some pumpkins and peas. But he still has you do other work, too. Your grandmother still works in the tobacco field, and Brenda still cooks in the big house, and you still wait on the ole mistress, Mrs. Foster, and the younguns. Tell the truth, not much has changed since the freedom war, except you’re free now and not a slave anymore.


  Around the house, you find your grandmother out back in the garden. She looks so frail in that pale light, down on her knees in the earth, singing low to herself like always:


  Oh father, let’s go down, let’s go down, let’s go down


  Oh father, let’s go down, down in the valley to pray


  As I went down in the valley to pray


  Studyin’ about that good ole way


  Who shall wear that starry crown


  Good Lord show me the way


  You try to sneak by without her noticing. But she stops singing, not even looking up to say: “Thought I told you ’bout running round with young massa.”


  Her words catch you off guard. “I... I wasn’t.”


  But she sees right through you, doesn’t she? Your grandmother glares at you, then puts a hand on a rail, lifting herself up. “You telling me the truth?”


  “I was with mistress, I was helping mistress...”


  Your grandmother is small, but only in stature. She’s got a presence about her, a quiet demeanor that either awes or scares you, depending on the hour. She’s always been slow to anger, but when she does anger, you don’t want to be nowhere near.


  She steps towards you, taking her time, giving you a chance to confess. But you keep your mouth shut, remembering the scripture she’s always quoting. Proverbs 21:23: Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles. Telling her about the zwelgen is out of the question. She would scold you all night, growling and grumbling on about how your grandfather got eaten and Uncle Francis got eaten and your two brothers, Jonah and James, got eaten too. It made not a lick of sense trying to flee, let her tell it. Especially now that you have your freedom and a piece of farmland to call your own and a loving family.


  “Catherine...” She grabs your face, pinching your cheeks together so hard, they nearly touch inside your mouth. “I swear I’ll slap the black off you till Jesus comes back if I find out you lying. Now. I’ll ask you one last time: Was. You. With. Young. Massa?”


  Before you get a word out, her backhand flies up so fast, next thing you know you’re on the ground in your dress with the pumpkins.


  “Get up!” she says and grabs you up.


  You try to reason with her. “But I mighta found a way out. The zwelgen—”


  “Child, if you don’t hush up...”


  And she starts swinging away, blow after blow against your backside. You squirm to break free, but she’s got too tight a grip on your arm, so you only run in circles.


  “I told you...” She spins right around with you. “...to hush up, didn’t I?”


  You pull away with all the force you can muster. And get free. Your grandmother nearly falls over, trying to snatch you back. But you dart toward the shack.


  • • • •


  Slave-eater! Slave-eater! Open up wide!


  Hold yo’ tongue, lemme git inside.


  I’s too much’a sinner to make for good dinner,


  a nigger jes needa safe place to hide.


  • • • •


  Your body’s still stinging as you run inside. Your sister’s there, pregnant and kneeling over the tin wash bucket. She’s scrubbing dishes from supper—kush, peas and leftover catfish, stewed with onions—and you pray she might save you from your grandmother’s wrath.


  “Brenda, help me, please.”


  But Brenda doesn’t budge. You don’t know why you thought she would. Your sister is a year older than you, but she’s nothing like you. You asked your grandmother one time why she stopped speaking, and she told you Mr. Foster took her voice. You knew other girls on the plantation who got their voices stolen by Mr. Foster, but they all got sold away before the freedom war.


  Brenda is still scrubbing when the door opens. Your grandmother rushes in, looking to finish what you done started. You move round the small wooden table, where your grandmother’s big old Bible lies.


  She stands there a moment, then finally says: “Come here.”


  You’ve never pulled away from her before now. You don’t know what kind of hell to expect. “Okay, wait, just... please listen, okay? I wasn’t... I didn’t...” The words are there, but you can’t calm your nerves enough to order them. You take a breath. “I was... I knew you’d be mad, so that’s why... but I think there’s a way outta here, because John, he trapped a zwelgen—he showed me, and I think we could go in it and go away from here. Like Pappy did.”


  A long silence hangs in the space like a clean dress on a clothesline.


  Your grandmother just stares like she does when you bring up Pappy. You don’t know why. Pappy is a legend, the only slave to ever escape in the mouth of a zwelgen. Uncle Francis told you the story, how Pappy snuck out one night, went over the fence and into the dark forest. When the zwelgen saw him, Pappy went right up to that beast, said the rhyme and the zwelgen opened its mouth for him to get inside. And Pappy rode all the way to the North, where he got spat out, a free man.


  You were seven at the time, so you don’t remember much of that night. All you remember is Pappy kissing you on your cheek, and whispering in your ear: “Shh. Don’t you fret none, little girl. I’ll be back for you. I promise.” And you’ve been waiting ever since, but now you’re done waiting.


  “Come here,” says your grandmother, her voice like molasses.


  You know better. “Unh-uh.”


  More silence.


  “I’m getting outta here.”


  “Riding in a zwelgen, huh? Like your pappy?”


  “Uh-huh, that’s right. If he could do it, I can do it too.”


  Your grandmother starts coughing and her coughing turns into laughter. “You know how foolish you sound right now? ‘The zwelgen won’t eat me, I swear, I’ll just go inside his mouth,’” she mocks. “What kind of sense do that make, huh? But here you go, talking all kind of crazy, believing everything you hear. Your father didn’t escape. He got eaten up real good, just like the rest of them.”


  You feel your eyes burning. “That’s not true.”


  “Young massa’s trying to trap you, child. Don’t you know nothing?”


  You shake your head. You feel like there’s a rock stuck in your throat and you want to cry and you want to yell out: You’re the one trapped! That’s what I know. You and Brenda both. The freedom war done been over, but you doing the same ole thing you did before, like ain’t nothing changed. You always saying the Good Lord got a plan, well, I got plans of my own.


  You fix your lips to say this, but nothing comes out.


  “You’s a ignorant somebody, you know that?” says your grandmother. “I work sunup to sundown to keep you in meat and clothes. You got a roof over your head—” walking towards you “—you think you gonna do better out there? What you thinking you gonna find, huh? Your pappy?” You move round the table with nowhere to go. “You think you gonna find a husband out there? Huh? Who gonna marry a skinny, little slave girl?!”


  Nobody moves. The shack falls silent once again.


  Then, a knock on the door breaks the silence. Your grandmother’s eyes go wide and she waves at you and mouths out: “Hide.” But you stay put, frozen by your grandmother’s harsh words.


  Another knock.


  Your grandmother calls out: “Yes? Who’s there?”


  The door opens and in comes Mr. Foster’s frantic wife, whose skin looks like it ain’t never seen a sunray in its life. Her eyes are all swollen like she’s been crying for days on end.


  “What’s all that racket I hear?” she asks.


  “Sorry to disturb you, ma’am,” says your grandmother. “Just sorting out some things is all, but I got it under control.”


  Mrs. Foster walks past your grandmother, and you think she’s confronting Brenda like she used to. She hates Brenda because of how close her and Mr. Foster are. And how Brenda’s babies, the three who got sold off, were too fair-skinned to belong to Uncle Francis. Whenever Mr. Foster left the plantation, she used to beat on Brenda in the basement of the big house. Tell the truth, if Mr. Foster wasn’t around, your mistress would’ve killed your sister. But she isn’t coming for Brenda this time.


  “Where were you this evening, Catherine?”


  You can tell by her tone that any answer would be the wrong answer. You don’t say a word.


  “Did you not hear me? I asked you a question, Catherine. Where were you?”


  Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles.


  Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles.


  Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from troubles.


  Your grandmother’s voice comes out of nowhere. “She was here. With me in the garden.”


  Mrs. Foster turns and pinches your grandmother by her cheeks. “Let the child speak for herself.” Mrs. Foster then picks a thorn out of your hair. “You can speak, can’t you, girl?” The tone of her question is familiar. Like the one she used with Brenda back when. “You weren’t here, were you? You were with my husband.”


  You shake your head. “No, no, ma’am. No, I wasn’t. I was with John—”


  “Don’t you deceive me.”


  “I’m not. You can ask him, he’ll tell you.”


  “I just spoke with my son. He was by himself in the blacksmith shop all night.”


  You don’t believe what you’re hearing. “That’s not true—”


  Mrs. Foster backhands you on the same cheek that your grandmother did. But her wedding ring cuts a piece of flesh. Blood oozes out. You taste salt. She grabs the big old Bible off the table and commands you to: “Kiss this holy book and swear before God you were nowhere near your master—”


  You weren’t with Mr. Foster, and he’s not your master anymore, and you want to say these things out loud, but she presses the Bible against your lips. “Kiss the book!!”


  And then you hear a voice you haven’t heard in years. “Leave her be!” Your big sister gets up on her feet and pushes Mrs. Foster, who goes stumbling into the wall. Her wig falls off.


  All is quiet.


  Brenda stares with tears streaming down her face, watching as Mrs. Foster picks up her wig. Before she puts her hair back on, you notice purple blotches around her neck, bruises of some kind. Was that Mr. Foster’s doing? You don’t have time to think because, right then, your grandmother grabs you by the arm and throws you out of the shack.


  “Go, child,” she whispers. “Go now.”


  Then your grandmother shuts the door, locking you out. You don’t know what’s about to happen in there. And you don’t know where to go. But you go. Running. Fast as your bony, brown legs can take you, past the whipping post and the knotted oak tree, away from the big house, through the crop fields and into the forest, into the shadows beyond the Foster Plantation.


  You’ve been running for God knows how long when you sense something chasing after you. Don’t turn back, you tell yourself. You keep on, pretending it’s not there, that thing behind you with its ugly mouth wide open, good and ready to gobble you up. Don’t think about your bones snapping between its jaw. Don’t think about your skin melting off as you slide down its nasty throat. How long will it hurt, you wonder. How long before your body goes numb? Before you pass out? No! Don’t think, just run. But you know good and well you can’t outrun no zwelgen.


  So you stop.


  And turn around to face the beast head-on.


  The zwelgen stops about ten steps back waiting for your next move.


  Out there in the darkness, you stare at those slithering limbs. Those bubbling eyes. That mouth. You’re standing there, hearing nothing. It’s just you and the zwelgen. All alone. But your mind’s racing every whichway. You think about your grandmother and how she survived working sunup to sundown, sacrificing her body to save her family. You think about your big sister and how she survived Mr. Foster sticking his sick, nasty old arm deep down her throat to steal her precious voice. You’ve got survivor’s blood in you, and if they could do it, you could do it too.


  You feel your bare feet in the dirt, one cracked twig at a time, as you move toward the zwelgen. You can’t swallow. Your heart’s beating, beating so bad, trying to break through your breastbone.


  You stop breathing. You get close, then closer, then closer still.


  You’re within eating range now.


  One of its long, slimy limbs brushes up against your ankle. Feels cold. You shiver. And every ever-loving fiber in your being is telling you to run back home, but you keep on. You look the zwelgen right in all those eyes and fix your lips to say:


  • • • •


  Slave-eater! Slave-eater! Open up wide!


  Hold yo’ tongue, lemme git inside.


  I’s too much’a sinner to make for good dinner,


  a nigger jes needa safe place to hide.


  • • • •


  Your body’s still aching as you climb into the beast’s big mouth. Its tongue is all slick and black, you reckon, from spitting all those hearts out. But still, you slide on in and kneel down at the tip, and the zwelgen traps you inside.


  The roof of its mouth presses your hair. The damp walls of its cheeks graze your elbows. Behind you, its throat, a narrow tunnel, throbs with pus. You’ve been holding your breath, but you can’t hold your breath forever. So you inhale. And your nostrils burn with a stench of old pea soup and black flesh, freshly branded. You gag. Hot vomit bubbles up in your throat, but you swallow it back down with blood from your cut lip and tears from your leaky eyes.


  You ride. You’re looking out between the gaps in its teeth as you go through the forest, where big dark trees look like big black arms, silently reaching to the heavens for mercy. Up the grassy hills that roll on and on. Across rivers that slither like headless snakes. You’re thirsty. How long have you been in here? Feels like days, but you’ve yet to see the sun.


  Is this how Pappy felt? Riding his way to freedom? You think about Pappy, a true legend. But where is he now? And how come he didn’t come back like he said he would?


  You can’t tell if it’s the question or the motion that’s making you feel sick all of a sudden. Light-headed. Weak. Sweat covers your face. You’re so thirsty. Whatever you do, don’t faint, you tell yourself. Don’t faint. You know if you faint, you’ll fall back into the beast’s throat, swallowed up like your grandfather, like Uncle Francis, like your two brothers, Jonah and James. Are they down there now? Down in this beast’s belly? With their bones snapped and black skin half-melted?


  And what about Pappy? Where the hell’s Pappy?!!


  But deep down you already know the truth: there is no truth. Maybe he escaped. Maybe not. You can only go by what’s been told to you. And tongues got a way of doing what they got to do to survive, be it keeping quiet or telling tales.


  You’re so, so thirsty. You wipe your palm across the inside of the zwelgen’s cheek, then lick whatever liquid that is. Tastes bitter and horrible. You gulp it down, trying to pretend it’s well water, but you realize you can’t pretend. Not anymore.


  You squint out into the wilderness. Everything looks all blurry. Trees look familiar. The rolling hills too. Like you’re going round in circles. Going nowhere. Stray winds whisper like spirits lost.


  Shh. Don’t you fret none, little girl. I’ll be back for you. I promise.


  But you’re not a little girl anymore. You’re not a slave anymore. You’re done living lies. You refuse to remain silent. You’re alive and you’re free and you want everybody on God’s Green Earth to know, so you take the deepest breath you ever took in your life to lift your voice like never before and right here, right now in the mouth of the monster, you scream out into the dead of night.


  


  


  


  1. This rhyme with translation can be found in Lost Rhymes from Slave Times by J.F. Rucker (1922).
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