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Sunlight had only barely filled the sky when Mishka and her father arrived. From the 

window of the passenger seat, Mishka gazed at the school’s entrance where a woman in 

grey stood at the curve of the driveway, her hands behind her back. She was smiling. 

Her father stepped out of the car, walked over to the woman, and shook her 

hand. 

“Good morning, Mr. Farman,” she said, still smiling. 

“Was it you whom I talked with on the phone the other day?” 

“Yes, sir. I’m Ms. Tiongson, your daughter’s class adviser.” 

Mr. Farman apologized for bringing his daughter in so early. He glanced back at 

Mishka, whose head, a waning crescent engulfed in a clump of clouds, was half-hidden 

behind the car window, her blinking eye like a star. Getting the signal, she stumbled 

out of the car and tightened the strap of her backpack. She approached the two but 

stayed behind her father. 

“Oh, it’s not a problem, sir,” Ms. Tiongson said. She turned to the little girl who 

was only up to her father’s waist. She wore a loose white blouse over a green 

checkered skirt and a pink scarf that cradled her head. “You must be Mishka.” 

Mishka tilted her head─the woman’s eyes shone, her skin the color of sand, her 

head topped off with crisp black hair with ends that grazed her shoulders. Mishka 

nodded. 

Mr. Farman kissed Mishka on the cheek and whispered something in her ear. 

He straightened his back and gestured his farewell Ms. Tiongson before walking back 

to his car. 

Ms. Tiongson’s clasped Mishka’s shoulder and together they watched Mr. 

Farman speed out of the driveway and back into the streets of the city. 

“Shall I take you to your classroom?” 

Mishka nodded again. 

At the gate, the security guards bowed their heads, but Mishka felt their eyes on 

her as she and Ms. Tiongson walked towards the hallway of the main building.  

“That’s a very pretty scarf.” 

Mishka tightened her fingers around a patch of pink cloth. “Thank you,” she 

said, her mouth barely moving. “It’s a hijab.” 

“Other little girls like you wear it, too, yes?” 
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“My dad told me never to take it off when I’m outside the house.” 

“I see,” Ms. Tiongson said, the light fading from her face. “You were here during 

the summer orientation, am I correct?” 

“Yes,” Mishka said. 

“So, you know where the classrooms are?” 

“The second grade classrooms are near the clinic.” 

“Yes, that’s right. Very good.” 

 

Beyond the entrance hall, they passed the clearing between the main buildings. The 

sight was familiar to Mishka but it was much darker and colder than she last 

remembered. In the dim light of the morning, the stone benches appeared to her like 

tombs that slept under blankets of shadows cast by the trees. The white statues with 

wings and swords lined the corners of the field, their heads twisting to follow her with a 

stare. Mishka looked away. 

They reached the building by the clinic and climbed a flight of stairs, stopping in 

front of a classroom at the end of the hallway. The inscription on the plaque pasted on 

the door read “St. Catherine.” Ms. Tiongson saw the look of confusion on Mishka’s 

face and told her that all classrooms were named after saints. 

“You’ll learn about them in class soon.” 

As Ms. Tiongson switched the lights on, Mishka was greeted by perfectly 

arranged plastic chairs, all facing a blackboard. Ms. Tiongson told her to pick any seat 

she wanted. Mishka watched Ms. Tiongson as she strode across the room with a deer-

like grace, the metal keys tinkling in her skirt pocket. The air conditioner groaned 

before it coughed cool air into the classroom. 

“It is already little past six so some of your classmates might arrive soon,” Ms. 

Tiongson headed for the door. “Will I expect to see you joining us later?” 

Mishka did not answer. She walked to the far end of the room, occupying a seat 

that rested on the wall, and fiddled with a keychain that dangled from the zipper of her 

backpack. 

Ms. Tiongson gave her one last glance before closing the door. 

The keychain on Mishka’s bag was no bigger than her thumb. It was a tiny 

model of the earth in shiny black coating with carved lines that separated the oceans 

from the lands. She pinched it with two of her fingers, just as she always did, and 

forced the world into a tortured orbit between her thumb and her forefinger. The 

loose screw connecting the globe to the chain untightened itself completely─the ball 

slipped from Mishka’s fingers and rolled down the aisle. 

The spinning slowed a few seats away. Mishka lunged for the globe before it 
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could go any further. She picked it up from where it stopped between the gaps of the 

wooden planks and rose to return to her seat. 

A man in a cloak stood at the opposite end of the aisle. 

Mishka froze. The figure was fully clothed in a robe, the color of damp wood. 

The garment swept the ground and showed no sign of human flesh. A hood arced 

over its head. Mishka could not see the man’s face but she knew he was looking at her. 

Mishka grasped her scarf, burying her fingernails in the softness of the cloth.  

“Who are you?” Mishka asked, her voice no louder than a wisp of wind. She 

stared at the gaping black hole where the man’s face should have been and wondered 

if he had any face at all. 

“Why are you here?” 

The man’s hood quivered, and Mishka stepped back. 

“No, I don’t know who you are,” she said, her hands falling limp on her sides. 

A hint of a pale, bony finger peaked from the rim of the robe's cuff; it pointed to 

itself. 

“No, I don’t. I’ve never heard of that name.” He hovered closer. Taking a few 

more steps backward, Mishka shook her head. 

Her breaths lengthened, deepened, quickened into rampant gulps of air. She 

covered her ears with her palms. “No, no, no, no, no, no─” 

The cloaked man spread his arms, letting the robe fall to the floor. 

His limbs were no more limbs than they were skin and bones. He wore a shift, 

tattered and torn on the ends. His body was bathed in blood. All Mishka could see in 

his eyes was a pool of shadows.  

 

Ms. Tiongson walked back from the faculty center to see a group of chattering children 

in backpacks and stroller bags outside the St. Catherine classroom. 

“Why aren’t you inside your classroom yet?” 

“It's locked, Miss,” a boy answered, pointing to the door. 

Ms. Tiongson struggled to recall whether she accidentally locked the door 

behind her before leaving. 

“Is there anyone inside?” she asked. 

They the students silent. She scanned the heads of the children, muttering 

numbers in her mind. She lost count. She dug in her pocket for the keys and pushed 

the right one into the keyhole. 

Mishka was nowhere to be found. The room was quiet and almost the same as 

it was before Ms. Tiongson left it, except for a few misaligned chairs. Her bag sat on 

the chair at the back. The air conditioners were still open. 
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The window on the farthest left of the room was slightly ajar, a gleam of light 

falling upon a piece of cloth that hung on top of the blackboard. It was pink and 

swayed like a flag. Ms. Tiongson yanked it off, its threads stretching, torn apart by the 

pull of her arms and the resistance from the wooden crucifix nailed onto the wall. 


