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I am a storyteller who writes from the front lines. As a licensed teacher and ESL instructor here in the Philippines, I have spent years in the classroom, a place I see as both a sacred ground and a quiet battlefield for the hearts of children. It was there, amidst the chalk dust and the daily struggles, that the question at the heart of "The Last Erasure" was born in my own heart: Where is hope to be found when a calling feels like a curse?

This novel is the culmination of themes I have explored throughout my literary journey, in works like "The Charcoal Heart," "The Borrowed Name," "The Maya's Flight," and my debut, "Until the Sun Comes Back." But "The Last Erasure" is my most personal yet, drawing directly from the faces of the quiet, the overlooked, and the forgotten children I have been privileged to teach.

My Christian faith is the compass for my life and work, guiding my belief that serving "the least of these" is the highest possible calling. This mission has only deepened since I became a father, as the story's themes of protection and sacrificial love have taken on a new, profound meaning in my life with my wife and our young son.

I write to uncover the profound in the mundane and to illuminate the small, stubborn miracles that can transform a life. I hope this story honors the quiet heroes in every classroom and reminds us that in the hands of a loving God, no soul is ever truly erased.
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To God Almighty, the author of every story and the source of all redemption. You are the one who makes streams in the wasteland and brings beauty from ashes. Every word in this book is merely an echo of the story You have written on my own heart. May it bring glory to You alone.

To my beloved wife and son, who are the living, breathing embodiment of this story’s greatest themes. To my wife, who teaches me the meaning of unconditional love and steadfast partnership every single day. And to my son, who, in his first year of life, has taught me more about the fierce, protective, and joyful heart of a parent than I could have ever imagined. You are my greatest story, my most beautiful harvest.

And finally, to the ones who walk these pages and the real souls they represent. To every Rose, the tired but faithful teachers who refuse to give up. To every Rhea, the silent, forgotten children who hold a universe of strength inside them. To every Lola Elena, the courageous grandmothers who stand in the breach. And to every council of shepherds, the small communities of faith who become the hands and feet of Christ in a broken world. May you see yourselves in this story, and may you know that you are seen, you are loved, and you are not forgotten.
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As a teacher in the Philippines, I have spent my life in the company of two kinds of people: the quiet heroes who pour themselves out for their students with a love that defies their meager salaries, and the silent children who carry the weight of a broken world in their small hearts. I have seen the fire of a new teacher’s idealism, and I have seen that same fire fade into the embers of burnout under the relentless pressure of poverty and despair. This story was born from a question that has haunted me in the quiet moments after the final bell has rung: What does redemption look like for a soul that has forgotten its own calling?

This novel, "The Last Erasure," is my attempt to answer that question. It is a story that seeks to find the miraculous in the mundane, the holy in the humble, and the voice of God in the silence between two broken people. It is a journey into the wilderness of a teacher’s lost faith and a child’s lost voice, and a testament to the truth that no soul is beyond God's reach, and that His grace is not about erasing our past, but about redeeming it in a way that is more beautiful than we could ever imagine.

So I invite you now to step into the dusty, sun-drenched world of Bagong Pag-asa Elementary School. I invite you to meet Rose, a teacher on the brink, and Rhea, a child who has been forgotten by everyone but the God who created her. My deepest prayer is that in their story, you will find a piece of your own, and that you will be reminded that even after the last erasure, His love remains
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​Prologue

[image: ]




“The task of the modern educator is not to cut down jungles, but to irrigate deserts.” (Ang gawain ng isang modernong guro ay hindi ang mamutol ng mga gubat, kundi ang magpatubig ng mga disyerto.) — C.S. Lewis

June 1994

The air in the hallway of Bagong Pag-asa Elementary School tasted of hope.

It was a specific flavor, one I’ve tried and failed to find again in the ten years since. It was the scent of freshly applied floor wax, the cheap, blood-red kind that the janitors sloshed from a tin can, mingling with the clean, woody perfume of newly printed textbooks and the faint, sweet smell of chalk dust that hadn't yet had a chance to become a nuisance. It was the smell of a beginning.

My brand-new black shoes, stiff and pinching at the heels, clicked a nervous rhythm on the polished concrete floors. Each step felt momentous, a drumbeat marking my march toward the battlefield I had spent four years preparing for. I clutched my lesson plan to my chest like a shield. The manila folder was crisp, the edges sharp enough to cut. Inside, my looping cursive, meticulously planned and prayed over, detailed every minute of my first day as a teacher. I, Rose Marie Reyes, twenty-one years old and a fresh graduate of the Philippine Normal University, was ready to change the world.

My classroom, Grade 4 - Sampaguita, was at the end of the long, open-air corridor. The morning sun, still gentle at this hour, slanted through the jalousie windows, striping the rows of wooden desks with light. The room was empty, silent, waiting. I stepped inside and the scent of hope grew stronger, now mixed with the faint, lingering smell of varnish from the desks that had been repaired over the summer. It was a cathedral of possibility.

I walked to the front and stood behind the teacher’s large, imposing wooden table. My table. I ran my hand over its surface, scarred with the ghosts of ten-centavo coins and the impatient drumming of fingers from teachers long before me. My throne. My altar. From here, I would wage my war against ignorance. From here, I would shepherd the future.

My Lola Isabel, the woman whose faith was as solid and unshakeable as the ancient acacia tree in our backyard, had held my face in her wrinkled hands the night before. “Anak,” she’d said, her voice raspy with age and love, “remember that this is not just a trabaho. Anyone can find a job. What you have is a bokasyon. A calling. God is placing these children in your hands.”

Her words echoed in the silent classroom. A bokasyon. The word felt heavy and sacred on my tongue. It elevated my profession from a simple means of earning a living to a divine mandate. I was not just Miss Reyes, Grade 4 adviser. I was a steward of souls.

The school bell, a loud, clanging instrument of order, shattered the morning calm. The sound was followed by the distant thunder of running feet and the rising murmur of a hundred young voices. I took a deep, steadying breath. Showtime.

Minutes later, they filed in. A shuffling, giggling, whispering sea of white blouses and polo shirts, and navy blue skirts and shorts. They smelled of baby powder and sweat from their walk to school. They looked at me with wide, curious eyes. I was the new thing, the unknown variable in their young lives.

They found their seats, the initial chaos slowly settling into a nervous quiet. Thirty-seven pairs of eyes were fixed on me. Thirty-seven futures, my Lola’s voice reminded me. I gripped the edge of my table, my knuckles white.

“Good morning, class,” I managed, my own voice sounding foreign and trembling slightly.

“Good-mor-ning-Tea-cher-Reyes,” they chanted back in the singsong, drilled-in rhythm of Filipino schoolchildren.

A smile bloomed on my face, genuine and overwhelming. The fear began to melt away, replaced by a wave of pure, unadulterated love for these small strangers. I saw a boy in the front row with a gap where his two front teeth should be. A girl near the window had her hair in two perfect braids, tied with a bright pink ribbon. A boy in the back was already trying to discreetly balance a pencil on his nose. They were not an anonymous crowd; they were individuals, each a universe of potential.

“My name is Rose Reyes,” I said, my voice stronger now. “And for the rest of this school year, I will be your teacher. And your friend.”

I picked up a brand-new piece of chalk. It was a perfect, smooth, white, unbroken cylinder. It felt cool and substantial in my hand. I turned to the blackboard, a vast expanse of dark green that seemed to hold all the knowledge in the world. With a steady hand, I wrote my name in the top right corner. Miss Rose M. Reyes. The squeak of the chalk was the most beautiful sound I had ever heard.

I believed in the power of that classroom. I believed that with enough passion, patience, and perfectly crafted lesson plans, I could overcome any obstacle. Poverty? We would learn to be resourceful. A broken home? This classroom would be a sanctuary of stability and love. A learning disability? We would find a new way to learn. I was armed with the unshakeable optimism of the young and the profoundly naive belief that love, structured into forty-five-minute periods, could conquer all.

The day passed in a blur of introductions, of laying down rules, of singing the "Alphabet Song" and reading a story about a clever mouse deer. I saw the spark of understanding in a child’s eyes when a math problem finally clicked. I heard the ripple of shared laughter at a funny part of the story. These were my small victories, the first spoils of my holy war.

When the final bell rang, the room emptied as quickly as it had filled, leaving behind the lingering scent of snacks and the scattered detritus of a day well spent, a pencil shaving here, a crumpled piece of paper there.

I stood in the silence, listening to the happy shouts of children fading as they headed home. I walked to a window and looked out at the school grounds, at the Philippine flag fluttering from its pole against the deepening orange of the late afternoon sky.

A profound sense of peace settled over me. This is it. This is my purpose. I had found my place in the universe.

I will never grow tired of this, I thought to myself, a silent, solemn vow. I will never lose this feeling. I will pour myself out for these children until there is nothing left. This is more than a job. It is a calling. And I will answer it, every single day, for the rest of my life.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Lola: Grandmother. A term of respect and endearment.

●  Anak: Literally "child." A common term of endearment used by elders for younger people, regardless of relation.

●  Trabaho: Job; work; employment.

●  Bokasyon: Vocation. A term often used in a religious or spiritual context to denote a "calling" from God, as opposed to a regular job.

●  Bagong Pag-asa: New Hope.



Cultural Notes


●  School Year: In the 1990s and 2000s, the Philippine school year began in June and ended in March, coinciding with the end of the dry season and the beginning of the monsoon season.

●  Classroom Atmosphere: Public schools during this era had a distinct character. Open-air corridors, jalousie windows (for ventilation), and heavy wooden furniture were standard. The practice of students or janitors applying red floor wax for a polished look was very common.

●  Philippine Normal University (PNU): Established in 1901, PNU is the national center for teacher education in the Philippines. Graduating from PNU carries a certain prestige and is seen as a sign of being a well-trained, dedicated educator.

●  Bokasyon vs. Trabaho: This distinction is central to the story's theme. For many devout Filipinos, certain professions like teaching or nursing are seen not just as careers, but as a divine vocation one is "called" to. This imbues the work with a deep spiritual significance.
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​Chapter 1: Dust and Cicadas
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“It is the unseen, spiritual reality that supports the visible events of our lives.” (Ang hindi nakikitang espirituwal na katotohanan ang sumusuporta sa mga nakikitang kaganapan sa ating buhay.) — Oswald Chambers

June 2004

The air in my classroom no longer tastes of hope. Now, it just tastes of dust.

It’s a thick, gritty flavor that coats the back of my throat, a permanent part of this room’s atmosphere. It rises from the crumbling chalk, settles from the unpaved road outside, and puffs up from the worn-out storybooks whose spines have cracked like dry soil. Ten years ago, I smelled possibility here. Today, I just smell the slow, relentless decay of everything.

The heat is a physical presence, a heavy blanket pressing down on the shoulders of the thirty-five children staring blankly in my direction. It’s only nine in the morning, but already sweat trickles down my temples and pastes the collar of my blouse to my skin. Outside, the cicadas have started their high, ceaseless drone, a sound so constant it has become a part of the silence. It is the official soundtrack of my exhaustion.

“And so... the predicate,” I say, my voice flat, “tells us what the subject is doing.”

I turn to the blackboard and underline the word ‘predicate’ in a sentence I wrote an hour ago. The dog ran across the field. The chalk screeches, a sound that once thrilled me but now just grates on my nerves. My handwriting, once a proud, looping cursive, is now a series of sharp, efficient strokes. Get the lesson done. Get the day over with. That is the new mandate.

A girl in the front row, Maria, is fanning herself with a folded piece of paper. A boy in the back, Leo, is using his pencil to poke a sleeping classmate. I should reprimand him. I should walk over there, confiscate the pencil, and deliver a stern lecture on respecting our peers. The Rose of 1994 would have done it in a heartbeat. The Rose of 2004, however, is calculating. The walk to the back of the room will take energy. The lecture will require a level of passion I cannot afford to spend. I am rationing myself, doling out my spirit in miserly portions.

I let it go. The sleeping boy will wake up eventually.

“Do you understand?” I ask the class, the question a tired formality.

A few of them nod. Most just continue to stare. They are not bad children. They are just hot and hungry and bored. They live in a world far removed from subjects and predicates. Their world is one of leaky roofs and the price of rice and the long walk home under a punishing sun. I am supposed to be their bridge to a better world, but the pillars of that bridge have eroded. I have eroded.

The bell for recess finally rings, a shrill, merciful sound that releases us all. The children erupt from their seats, a sudden explosion of life and noise in the stagnant room. They clamor towards the door, desperate for a few minutes of freedom and a five-peso bottle of RC Cola from the cooperative store.

I sink into my chair, the wood groaning in protest. My throne. My altar. It now feels more like a dock, the place where the accused stands. I pull out my lunchbox. Inside is a small portion of leftover fried rice and a single, sad-looking piece of tuyo. The emptiest lunchbox, I think with a humor that doesn't reach my eyes. It matches the rest of my life. My salary, after all the mandatory deductions, is a joke. It vanishes within a week, spent on my boarding house rent, my share of the electricity bill, and the long jeepney rides to and from this forgotten corner of the province.

My Lola Isabel passed away three years ago. Her faith, which once seemed so solid, so unshakeable, now feels like a myth from a distant land. Her words about a bokasyon echo sometimes, but they sound mocking now. A calling? This isn't a calling. It's a sentence.

The ten minutes of recess pass in what feels like ten seconds. The children file back in, slightly stickier and louder than before. We move on to the next subject. Mathematics. More chalk on the board. More blank stares. The cicadas drone on. The dust settles. The clock on the wall ticks with agonizing slowness.

Finally, three o’clock arrives. The final bell. Sweet, sweet release.

The room empties in a flash flood of youthful energy. I am left in the sudden, ringing silence, the dust motes dancing in the slanted afternoon light. The room is a mess of discarded candy wrappers, stray notebooks, and the ghost of thirty-five restless bodies.

I stand up, my joints aching, and walk to the blackboard. It is covered in the day’s lessons, a chaotic jumble of words and numbers. My battlefield. It looks like I have lost.

I pick up the felt eraser. It’s heavy with a decade of accumulated chalk dust. I remember the brand-new piece of chalk from my first day, how perfect and full of promise it felt. This eraser is its opposite. It is an instrument of endings, of wiping away.

With a long, weary sigh, I begin to erase.

Left to right, top to bottom. My arm moves in a practiced, mechanical rhythm. The white letters and numbers vanish under the gray felt, leaving behind faint, ghostly smudges. Predicate. Noun. Verb. 2+2=4. All gone. Wiped clean. Another day, erased. Another piece of my soul, scrubbed away.

When the board is clear, a vast, empty expanse of dark green, I stare at my reflection in its dusty surface. I see a woman of thirty-one who looks forty. I see the dark circles under my eyes. I see the lines of disappointment etched around my mouth. I see a stranger wearing my face.

I will never grow tired of this, I once vowed to myself.

I was a fool. I am so, so tired.

I drop the eraser into its wooden tray with a loud thud, sending a small puff of white dust into the air. It hangs there for a moment, illuminated by the dying light, before settling on the table, on the floor, on me. Just another layer.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Tuyo: Dried fish, a common and inexpensive part of a Filipino breakfast or meal.

●  Jeepney: The most popular form of public transportation in the Philippines, known for their crowded seating and kitsch decorations.

●  Baryo: A village or rural district.



Cultural Notes


	
Public School Life (2000s): The description of an under-resourced classroom, the heat, and the economic struggles of both students and teachers are very real for many public schools in the Philippines, especially in provincial areas during this time.

	
Recess Snacks: For a few pesos, students could often buy simple snacks or drinks like a small bottle of RC Cola from a school-run store or a local sari-sari store. It was a highlight of the day for many children.

	
Teacher's Salary: Teacher salaries, especially in the past, were notoriously low, forcing many to live frugally, often in boarding houses far from their hometowns. The phrase "chalk-eating profession" was sometimes used to describe the hardship.
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​Chapter 2: The Emptiest Lunchbox
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“The world is a great ship passing through the sea of time, and it has no rudder.” (Ang mundo ay isang malaking barko na naglalakbay sa dagat ng panahon, at ito ay walang timon.) — A.W. Tozer

June 2004

The journey home is another kind of battle.

After locking the classroom door, a final, metallic click of finality, I join the river of people flowing out of the school gates and onto the main road. The dust I had left behind in the classroom finds me again here, kicked up by the tricycles that weave impatiently through the throng of students. I cover my nose and mouth with a worn-out handkerchief, a gesture so automatic I no longer think about it.

I find my spot under the faded shade of a mango tree, the unofficial waiting shed for the jeepney bound for the town proper, or bayan. The air is thick with the smell of grilled banana-cue from a nearby vendor’s cart, its sweet, smoky scent a temptation I cannot afford. My stomach gives a small, hollow ache.

When the jeepney finally arrives, it’s already half-full. It groans to a stop, its chrome horse hood ornament glinting in the sun. From the cheap speakers wired near the driver's seat, the tinny, heartbreak-laced vocals of Freestyle’s “Before I Let You Go” drift out, a ballad of regret that feels a little too close to home. I climb in, squeezing onto the narrow vinyl bench, my knees bumping against the knees of a farmer carrying a sack of feed. The fare is seven pesos. I fish the exact amount from my coin purse, the metal warm and slick with sweat.

“Bayad po,” I say, handing the coins to the person next to me to pass along to the driver. The chain of hands that moves the payment forward is a small, everyday miracle of cooperation. Please pass the payment. It’s a phrase I must have said a thousand times.

The jeepney lurches forward, and the town begins to slide by. The song’s chorus fills the vehicle. I'll never forget the way you looked at me... I lean my head against the hard metal frame of the window, watching the world go by in a tired blur. We pass small wooden houses with rusting tin roofs, sari-sari stores with their metal grilles displaying sachets of shampoo and coffee, and stray dogs sleeping in patches of shade. The wind that whips through the open back of the vehicle is hot, offering no real relief, only swirling the dust and the scent of diesel fumes around us.

This is the part of the day where the emptiness sets in. In the classroom, I am Miss Reyes, a figure of authority, however weary. Here, on this jeepney, I am just another passenger, another anonymous face in the crowd, another person trying to make ends meet while a sad song plays on the radio.

After twenty minutes that feel like an hour, I get off at the town center. The noise level doubles. Tricycles buzz like angry wasps, vendors shout their wares, and the air is a chaotic mix of cooking oil, exhaust, and uncollected garbage. My boarding house is a short walk from here, down a narrow alleyway that snakes behind a hardware store.

The house is a two-story wooden structure, its paint peeling like sunburnt skin. I rent a small room on the second floor. My landlady, Aling Nita, a woman whose face is permanently set in a suspicious frown, is sweeping the front steps. She gives me a curt nod, her eyes flicking down to my worn-out shoes before dismissing me.

I climb the steep, creaking wooden stairs to my room. The door, painted a garish shade of pink, sticks a little. I have to push it with my shoulder to get it open.

And then, I am home.

If you can call it that. The room is a small, stuffy box, just big enough for a single bed, a small wooden table that serves as my desk, and the old aparador that holds all my worldly possessions. A single, naked bulb hangs from the ceiling. My window looks out onto the corrugated iron roof of the house next door.

I drop my bag on the bed, the springs sighing. The first thing I do is kick off my shoes, my feet aching from a day of standing. I sit on the edge of the bed and stare at the wall. There is a water stain in the corner that looks vaguely like the map of Mindanao. I have spent many nights tracing its outline with my eyes.

This is my life. A cycle of dust, chalk, and sweat. A cramped room and an empty lunchbox. The vibrant, passionate woman from the prologue feels like someone I read about in a book, a fictional character I can no longer relate to. That Rose dreamed of changing the world. This Rose just dreams of a full night's sleep without worrying about the electricity bill.

I think of my meager salary, already budgeted down to the last peso. So much for my teaching supplies, so much for my share of the rent and utilities, so much for food, so much sent home to my mother. There is never anything left over. Not for a new pair of shoes. Not for a book. Not for a simple pleasure like a trip to the movies.

My calling. My bokasyon.

Right now, it feels like a cage. A cage I willingly walked into ten years ago, believing it was a kingdom. I lie back on the bed, not bothering to change out of my work clothes, and close my eyes. The sad, tinny melody from the jeepney’s radio is still stuck in my head. Outside, the sounds of the town continue, but in here, there is only the sound of my own quiet, rhythmic breathing, and the low, ceaseless hum of my own exhaustion.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Bayan: The town proper or town center.

●  Bayad po: "My payment, please." A polite phrase used when paying for something, especially on public transport. The word po is a particle used to show respect.

●  Aling: A term of address for an older woman, often a neighbor or shopkeeper. A sign of respect, similar to "Ma'am" or "Auntie."

●  Aparador: A wardrobe or large cabinet for storing clothes.



Cultural Notes


●  Jeepney Culture (2000s): Jeepneys were the undisputed kings of the road. Fares were cheap, and radios blasting popular music (often love ballads or "OPM" - Original Pilipino Music) were a ubiquitous part of the experience. The song "Before I Let You Go" by Freestyle was a massive hit in the late 90s and remained popular into the early 2000s, making it a perfect nostalgic detail.

●  Boarding Houses: For many professionals like teachers, police officers, or nurses assigned to areas far from their hometowns, renting a room in a boarding house ("boarding haus") was a common and affordable living arrangement.

●  Sari-sari Store: A small neighborhood convenience store, often run from the front of a family's home. They are a ubiquitous part of the Philippine landscape, selling everything from single-use shampoo sachets to snacks and basic groceries.

●  Banana-cue: A popular Filipino street food, it consists of saba bananas deep-fried in brown sugar and served on a bamboo skewer.
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​Chapter 3: The Assignment
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“The anvil is not afraid of the hammer.” (Ang palihan ay hindi takot sa pamukpok.) — Charles Spurgeon

The faculty room is where hope goes to die.

It’s a cramped, cluttered space at the end of the main hall, smelling perpetually of stale coffee and the faint, vinegary scent of the mimeograph machine in the corner. A single, ancient electric fan, its metal cage rattling, oscillates with a weary groan, pushing the hot, humid air from one side of the room to the other without offering any real relief. Piles of dog-eared textbooks and yellowing lesson plans teeter precariously on every available surface.

I was only there to sign the daily attendance logbook, a task I tried to accomplish with surgical speed. The less time spent in this room, the better. The air was thick with chismis, the low, conspiratorial hum of teachers trading stories and complaints like currency.

“Rose,” a voice cut through the noise.

I turned. Mr. Alcaraz, the school principal, was beckoning to me from the doorway of his small office. He was a portly man whose crisp barong was already wilting in the midday heat, his face set in an expression of permanent, low-grade stress.

“Sir?” I said, walking over.

“I have a new student for you,” he said, not meeting my eyes. He was already shuffling through a stack of papers on his desk. This was how it always was. No preamble, no pleasantries. Just business. “A transferee. She should have enrolled last week, but... well, there were complications.”

He pulled out a thin folder and handed it to me. It was a standard student file, but it looked older than it should, the edges soft and frayed. On the tab, a name was written in faint pencil: Santos, Rhea.

“She’ll be in your Grade 4 class,” he continued, finally looking at me. His eyes were tired. “It’s a special case, Rose. The family situation is... difficult. Just do what you can. Make sure her Form 137 is in order.”

Just do what you can. It was the official code for This is a problem, and now it’s your problem. Don’t bring it back to my desk.

“Yes, Sir,” I said, the words tasting like ash. I took the folder. It felt heavier than a single sheet of paper had any right to be.

I turned to leave, my only goal to escape back to my empty classroom, but I wasn't fast enough.

“A new student, Rose?”

Mrs. Cruz was standing by the coffee machine, her eyes sharp and knowing. She was a senior teacher, a woman who had seen dozens of new teachers like me come and go, and whose initial warmth had long since been baked into a hard, cynical shell. She was the undisputed queen of the faculty room grapevine.

“A transferee,” I said, trying to sound noncommittal.

“Santos?” she asked, her voice dropping a little. “Don’t tell me it’s the daughter of Mang Berto, the lasinggero from Sitio Maligaya?”

I glanced down at the folder in my hand. Father’s Name: Roberto Santos. I gave a slight, involuntary nod.

A knowing smirk touched Mrs. Cruz’s lips, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. She took a slow sip of her coffee. “Naku, you drew the short straw, Rose. That family is a mess.”

Another teacher, Mrs. Pineda, looked up from the test papers she was checking. “Is that the one whose mother ran off with the tricycle driver last year?”

“The very one,” Mrs. Cruz confirmed, the usual gleam in her eyes now mixed with something else, something weary. “Left the girl with the father, and you know what he’s like. Spends every peso on gin. It’s the lola who tries to keep things together, but I heard she’s sickly. Heart problems.”

The story tumbled out, a sordid little narrative pieced together from neighborhood gossip. The mother’s abandonment. The father’s descent into alcoholism. The quiet, sickly grandmother trying to hold back the tide. And in the middle of it all, a child.

I stood there, clutching the folder, a wave of resentment washing over me. Why me? My class was already full. My resources were already stretched thin. I was already running on empty. And now this. They weren't just giving me another student. They were giving me a project. A charity case. A guaranteed failure.

“The girl was in my cousin’s class in Grade 2,” Mrs. Cruz added, her voice quieter now. “She said the child never spoke. Not a single word all year. Just sits there. Like a ghost.” She looked at my face, at the dawning horror she saw there, and her expression softened for a fraction of a second. The hardness returned, but her voice was low when she spoke again. “Trust me, Rose. You don't want to get tangled up with a family like that. It never ends well. Just... teach her what you can and keep your distance.”

Her words, meant as a warning, felt like a prophecy. A ghost. A mess that never ends well.

I finally managed to excuse myself, mumbling something about preparing for my next lesson. I walked out of that room, the chorus of whispers following me down the hall.

Back in the silence of my classroom, I sat at my desk and opened the folder. Inside was a single, slightly crumpled sheet of paper. The student’s permanent record. Form 137. I scanned the details. No grades listed for the previous year. Under "Days Present," the number was shockingly low.

My eyes landed on her name again. Rhea Santos.

It wasn’t just a file anymore. It was a name. It was a child. And tomorrow, she was going to be my problem.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Chismis: Gossip; rumor. A common social activity, often done in hushed, conspiratorial tones.

●  Barong: Short for Barong Tagalog, the formal national attire for men in the Philippines. It is a lightweight, embroidered shirt.

●  Form 137: A student's Permanent Academic Record in the Philippines, which contains all their grades and attendance records from their entire time in elementary and high school.

●  Naku: A common Filipino expression that can mean "Oh!", "Oops!", or "Oh my!" depending on the context. It generally expresses mild surprise or dismay.

●  Lasinggero: A drunkard; an alcoholic. Often used with a negative, judgmental connotation.

●  Sitio: A small territorial enclave within a baryo or village.



Cultural Notes


●  Faculty Room Dynamics: The faculty room in a Philippine school is often the social hub for teachers. It's a place for camaraderie, but also a hotbed of chismis where news and stories about students, parents, and fellow teachers spread quickly.

●  The Principal's Role: In an under-resourced public school, the principal often acts more as a crisis manager than an academic leader. Their job involves juggling limited resources, dealing with difficult family situations, and managing teacher morale, often leading to a pragmatic and bureaucratic approach.

●  Transferees: Handling students who transfer mid-year can be a challenge, as their records (Form 137) need to be requested and integrated, and they must adapt to a new environment, making them a focus of attention.
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​Chapter 4: The Girl in the Corner
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“We are all faced with a series of great opportunities brilliantly disguised as impossible situations.” (Lahat tayo ay nahaharap sa mga sunod-sunod na magagandang pagkakataon na tila ba mga imposibleng sitwasyon.) — Charles R. Swindoll

The ghost was scheduled to arrive today.

That’s how I thought of her. The word from Mrs. Cruz’s gossip had stuck. I woke up with a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach, a heavy, sour knot that my morning coffee couldn’t dissolve. All through the flag ceremony and the first lesson, I kept glancing at the empty desk in the back corner of the room, the one with the wobbly leg that no one wanted. It was waiting for her. I was waiting for her.

The knock on the open classroom door came just before recess. It was a hesitant, papery sound, so soft I almost missed it. I looked up from the textbook I was reading aloud.

Standing there was an old woman, her back bent into a permanent question mark. She was tiny, her skin the color of dried tobacco leaves and etched with a thousand fine lines. She wore a faded duster dress and held the hand of a small girl who was half-hidden behind her. It was Rhea’s lola, I presumed. She looked fragile, apologetic, and utterly exhausted.

“Teacher?” she rasped, her voice thin as thread. “This is my apo, Rhea. She is new.”

I put on my Teacher Smile. It felt like a mask. “Of course, Lola. Please, come in. We’ve been expecting her.”

The old woman gently nudged the girl forward, into the light of the classroom. And there she was.

The gossip had not done her justice. A ghost was the right word. She was small for her age, and her navy-blue pinafore, though clean, was faded to the color of a stormy sky and hung loosely on her thin frame. Her hair was a tangled, uncombed mess, tied back with a piece of green yarn. But it was her eyes that held me. They were large and dark, but completely vacant. They weren’t looking at me, or at the classroom, or at anything at all. They were fixed on some middle distance, seeing a world no one else could.

The other children, who had been restless moments before, were now completely silent. They stared, their curiosity a palpable force in the room. I saw whispers ripple through the rows.

“Rhea,” I said, my voice unnaturally bright. “Welcome to Grade 4-Sampaguita. I am Miss Reyes.”

No response. She didn’t even blink.

“There’s a desk for you right over there,” I said, pointing to the wobbly one in the corner.

The lola gave her a gentle push. “Go on, apo,” she whispered.

Rhea moved with a strange, shuffling gait, her worn-out slippers scraping softly against the concrete floor. She walked to the desk, pulled out the chair without a sound, and sat down. She placed her hands on the desktop and stared straight ahead at the blackboard. And then she was still. Utterly, unnervingly still. Like a photograph.

Her grandmother gave me a look that was a silent, desperate plea—for what, I wasn't sure. Patience? Understanding? Forgiveness? She gave a small, respectful nod and then shuffled away, leaving me with her ghost.

I tried to restart the lesson, but the energy in the room had shifted. The children’s attention was no longer on the story of the clever mouse deer; it was on the silent girl in the corner. I could feel their stares, and I knew Rhea could, too, even if she gave no sign.

I decided to try again. “Rhea, do you have your notebook and pencil?” I asked, walking closer to her desk.

Silence. Her eyes did not move. It was like talking to a stone wall. I looked down at her desk. It was completely bare. She had brought nothing with her. No bag, no books, no pencils. Nothing.

A wave of irritation washed over me, hot and sharp. How was I supposed to teach a child with no supplies? Who showed up to school with absolutely nothing? I took a deep breath, forcing the feeling down. It wasn't her fault.

I walked to my table, retrieved a new notebook and a freshly sharpened pencil from my personal supply—the one I paid for out of my own pocket—and placed them on her desk.

“Here,” I said, my voice softer than I intended. “You can use these for now.”

For the first time, she moved. Her eyes flickered down to the notebook, then back to the blackboard. She did not touch them. They sat there, a perfect, unused offering.

I retreated to the front of the classroom, feeling defeated. Mrs. Cruz was right. This was not a student. This was a wall. A small, silent, unbreachable wall. And I, with all my training, with all my years of experience, had absolutely no idea how to get through.

The bell for recess rang. The other children scurried out, chattering excitedly about the new girl. I stayed at my desk, watching her. She did not move. She just sat there in the corner, a small, forgotten island in a sea of empty desks, staring at nothing.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Apo: Grandchild.

●  Lola: Grandmother.

●  Pinafore: A type of sleeveless dress, often worn as part of a school uniform for girls in the Philippines.



Cultural Notes


●  Role of Grandparents: In many Filipino families, especially where parents are absent or unable to provide care, grandparents (lolo for grandfather, lola for grandmother) often step in as primary caregivers for their grandchildren (apo).

●  School Supplies: While public education is free, students are expected to provide their own school supplies. For families living in extreme poverty, buying notebooks, pencils, and paper can be a significant financial burden, and children sometimes come to school unprepared. Teachers often end up buying basic supplies for their poorest students out of their own limited salaries.

●  Classroom Quiet: A sudden, intense quiet in a typically noisy Filipino classroom is a powerful social signal. When the students stopped talking to stare at Rhea, it was a sign of intense, unified curiosity and the immediate recognition that she was an outsider.
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​Chapter 5: Echoes of Silence
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“Waiting on God requires the willingness to bear uncertainty, to carry within oneself the unanswered question, lifting the heart to God about it whenever it intrudes upon one’s thoughts.” (Ang paghihintay sa Diyos ay nangangailangan ng kahandaang tiisin ang kawalang-katiyakan, na dalhin sa sarili ang mga tanong na walang sagot, at i-angat ang puso sa Diyos sa tuwing ito ay pumapasok sa isipan.) — Elisabeth Elliot

The first day was a fluke, I told myself. She was new, she was shy. The silence was a shield that would eventually come down. I had dealt with shy children before. The key was patience and gentle, consistent encouragement. I repeated this to myself like a mantra as I walked to school on Monday, the first full day of what I now thought of as The Rhea Problem.

I was wrong. Her silence was not a shield; it was a fortress. And for five straight days, I laid siege to it with every weapon in my teaching arsenal, only to find my efforts swallowed by a void so complete it seemed to have its own gravity.

On Monday, I tried direct engagement. During our lesson on Filipino heroes, I made my way to the back of the room. The other children were buzzing with answers, hands shooting up to name Rizal, Bonifacio, and Mabini. I stopped beside the wobbly desk in the corner.

“Rhea,” I said, my voice soft and inviting. “Can you name a hero for us?”

The class quieted, all eyes turning to the back. It was a low-stakes question, one any child who had been through the Philippine school system could answer. But Rhea did not move. Her gaze remained fixed on the blackboard, her expression as placid and unreadable as still water. The notebook and pencil I had given her on Friday lay on the corner of her desk, untouched. They might as well have been a thousand miles away.

“It’s okay,” I said quickly, the Teacher Smile feeling stretched and painful on my face. “Maybe next time.” I turned and called on another student, a boy named Paolo, who answered correctly and broke the uncomfortable tension. But the moment lingered. I had singled her out, and her silence had answered more loudly than any word could have. It said: Leave me alone.

Tuesday was the day I attempted to create an irresistible atmosphere of positivity. I praised every small effort. I gave out paper stars for correct answers. I led the class in a particularly enthusiastic song about planting rice. My plan was to make the classroom so joyful, so full of life, that she would be drawn out of her shell by sheer magnetic force.

“Wonderful singing, class! Excellent work!” I chirped, my voice hoarse from the effort.

The children beamed. They thrived on the praise. But in the back corner, the stillness remained absolute. Rhea was an island of gray in my carefully constructed world of color. While the other children laughed and sang, she just sat. It was as if she were encased in glass, watching a pantomime of life she could not hear or feel. That afternoon, I saw Mrs. Cruz in the hallway. She didn't say a word, but her raised eyebrow and slight, knowing shake of the head were enough. I told you so, the look said. I hurried past her, my cheeks burning with a fresh wave of humiliation.

By Wednesday, my patience had begun to fray. It was time for a group activity, a project where students had to build a small bahay kubo out of popsicle sticks and glue. Chaos descended, as it always did during such activities, but it was a productive, happy chaos. Groups of children huddled together, chattering, arguing over who got to glue the next stick, their faces alight with concentration and teamwork. All except for one group.

“Teacher!” a small girl named Liza whined, marching up to my desk. She was the designated leader for the group in the back corner. “Rhea isn’t helping! She won’t even look at the sticks!”

I walked back there. The three other members of her group were huddled together, trying to work around the empty space Rhea occupied. She sat at the same desk, but she was not part of their circle. She was a void in their midst.

“Rhea,” I said, my voice tighter than I wanted it to be. “This is a group project. It means everyone has to help. Can you please just hold these sticks for Liza?”

I picked up a small bundle of popsicle sticks and held them out to her. It was the simplest possible task. A test. Just take the sticks. Show me you are here. Show me you are listening.

Her eyes, for the briefest of moments, flickered down to my outstretched hand. My heart leaped. It was the first sign of acknowledgement all week. But just as quickly, her gaze returned to the front of the room. She did not take the sticks. They remained suspended in the air between us, a bridge she refused to cross. I eventually gave the sticks to another student and told the group to simply do their best. My retreat from that corner of the room felt like a shameful defeat. The whispers of the other children followed me. She’s weird. Is she a monster?

Thursday brought the rain. The sky, which had been a searing blue all week, turned a bruised purple-gray. The first fat drops began to fall just after lunch, quickly escalating into a torrential downpour that hammered against the school’s tin roof, creating a deafening roar. The world outside the windows dissolved into a wash of gray. It was the perfect backdrop for my mood.

The noise of the rain made teaching impossible. I declared a free reading period. The children were restless, their energy contained by the storm. It was then that I heard it, a word whispered from one desk to another, sharp enough to pierce through the din of the rain.

“Pipi.”

It was Leo, the boy who had been poking his classmate with a pencil on the first day. He was leaning over, whispering to his friend, but his eyes were fixed on Rhea. Mute. The word was a stone, small and cruel.

“Leo!” My voice was a crack of thunder inside the classroom.

He jumped, his face a mask of feigned innocence. “What, Teacher?”

“We do not use words like that in this classroom. Ever. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Teacher,” he mumbled, his eyes downcast.

I looked at Rhea, expecting to see some reaction. A flicker of hurt. A tear. Anything. There was nothing. The insult, like my lessons, my praise, and my pleas, had simply bounced off her invisible wall and fallen uselessly to the floor. She was a fortress, and I was beginning to realize I was not the one laying siege to it. I was just another person locked outside.

Friday was the end. The end of the week, and the end of my professional patience. I was hollowed out, scraped clean of every last ounce of optimism. I had tried everything I knew. I had been kind, firm, engaging, and patient. The result was zero. Nothing. Nada.

As I erased the blackboard after the final bell, the silence in the room felt different. It was no longer just the absence of noise. It was an entity in itself. It was Rhea’s silence. It had seeped out of her corner and filled every inch of the room. It echoed off the walls, clung to the desks, and settled deep in my bones.

I finished my work and packed my bag, my movements slow and heavy. Rhea was still sitting at her desk. Her lola was late today. I was supposed to wait with her until she was picked up. The thought of spending another minute in this suffocating silence was unbearable.

I sat at my desk, pretending to check papers, the silence stretching between us like a taut wire. The unanswered question of her pulsed in the air. Why? What happened to you? What is inside that fortress of yours? I had no answers. There was only the quiet hum of the electric fan, the distant sound of the rain, and the loud, loud echo of a little girl’s silence.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Bahay Kubo: A traditional Filipino house made of bamboo and nipa palm leaves. It's a common subject for school projects and a symbol of Filipino culture.

●  Pipi: A Tagalog word for a person who is mute. It can be used as a clinical description, but in this context, it is a childish taunt.

●  Nada: Spanish for "nothing," commonly used in Tagalog to mean the same.



Cultural Notes


●  Rainy Season: The school year in the 2000s started in June, which is also the beginning of the southwest monsoon season (Habagat). Intense, sudden downpours that can last for hours are a very common feature of daily life, often disrupting classes and travel.

●  Teacher's Authority: A teacher's sharp, sudden call-out of a student's name is a powerful disciplinary tool in the Filipino classroom. It immediately commands the attention of the entire class and is often enough to quell misbehavior without further action.

●  Waiting for a Ride: It's common practice for teachers to be responsible for their students until they are picked up by a parent or guardian after school, especially for younger children. A teacher would not leave a child like Rhea alone.
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​Chapter 6: A Teacher's Frustration
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“He who is slow to anger is better than the mighty, and he who rules his spirit than he who takes a city.” (Ang taong hindi madaling magalit ay mas mabuti kaysa sa makapangyarihan, at ang taong nagpipigil sa kanyang sarili ay mas mabuti kaysa sa sumakop ng isang lungsod.) Proverbs 16:32

By the second Tuesday of Rhea’s enrollment, I decided a change in strategy was necessary. Words had failed. Group activities had failed. My entire curriculum, it seemed, had failed. Perhaps what we needed was a different language altogether.

“Class,” I announced, trying to inject a fresh wave of enthusiasm into my voice that I did not feel. “Today, we are going to have an art class. We are going to paint!”

A cheer went up around the room. Art was a rare treat, a break from the monotony of reading, writing, and arithmetic. It was messy, chaotic, and required supplies that the school budget rarely stretched to cover. But I had saved a small portion of my salary last month, and on my way to school, I had stopped at the small shop in the bayan that sold everything from hardware to school supplies. I had purchased two dozen sheets of cheap, fibrous cartolina and a set of generic watercolor palettes, the kind where the colors were chalky, pale imitations of their intended hues.

The theme I chose was simple, universal: “My Favorite Place.” I envisioned a flurry of creative expression. Children would paint their homes, the rice paddies where they played, the church in the town square, the beach they visited once a year. It was a non-verbal activity, a task that relied on feeling and memory, not recitation. It was, I thought with a flicker of my old, foolish optimism, the perfect way to reach a girl who lived entirely inside her own head.

I passed out the supplies, the children’s hands grabbing eagerly for the materials. The room filled with the happy sounds of creation: the chatter of shared ideas, the scrape of plastic palettes on wooden desks, the soft swish of brushes in water. I walked around the room, doling out praise. “What a beautiful house, Liza! Leo, I love the colors of your sunset!”

When I got to Rhea’s desk, I placed a sheet of cartolina in front of her, along with a palette and a brush. Then, I carefully set down a small, plastic cup half-filled with water, positioning it well away from the edge of the desk.

“This is for you, Rhea,” I said gently. “You can paint anything you want. Your favorite place. Or just your favorite color. There are no wrong answers today.”

As expected, there was no response. She stared at the blank blackboard, as still and silent as a statue. The pristine white paper in front of her was an accusation. The untouched paints were a judgment. I sighed and moved on, forcing myself to focus on the children who were actually participating.

The classroom was a hive of activity. Maria, a diligent and talented girl who sat in the front row, was meticulously painting a vibrant garden full of red gumamela flowers. It was a beautiful piece of work, detailed and full of life. She was completely absorbed, her tongue sticking out from the corner of her mouth in concentration.

It was Leo who caused the disaster. In his excitement to show his friend the airplane he had painted, he leaped from his seat and dashed across the aisle. He wasn't looking where he was going. He stumbled, his arm flailing, and crashed directly into the side of Rhea’s wobbly desk.

The impact was jarring. The desk tilted violently. The plastic cup of water, which had been sitting there, a silent, waiting catastrophe, went flying. It sailed through the air in a perfect arc, its contents splashing down directly onto the center of Maria’s beautiful garden painting.

The effect was immediate and devastating. The murky water instantly soaked the cartolina, blurring the sharp lines of the gumamela petals into ugly, running smudges. The vibrant red bled into the green, creating a muddy, brown wound in the middle of her artwork.

Maria let out a horrified gasp, followed by a loud, heartbreaking sob.

The happy chatter of the classroom died instantly. Every child froze. Thirty-four pairs of eyes swiveled from Maria’s ruined painting to Leo, the culprit, and then, inevitably, to Rhea, the silent epicenter of the calamity.

Leo, for his part, looked terrified. “I didn’t mean it, Teacher! I’m sorry!”

But my eyes were on Rhea. She had not moved. Not when Leo crashed into her desk. Not when the water went flying. Not when Maria started to cry. She just sat there, a pillar of absolute inaction in the middle of the chaos she had, through her stillness, allowed to happen.

And in that moment, something inside me snapped.

The carefully constructed dam of my professional patience, eroded by ten years of thankless work and worn down by a week and a half of this one child’s impenetrable silence, finally burst. A hot, furious rage, potent and unfamiliar, surged through me.

I marched towards her desk, my footsteps loud in the dead-silent room.

“Why?” I demanded, my voice sharp and shaking with a fury that shocked even me. I was standing over her, my shadow falling across her desk. “Why do you just sit there? Do you see what happened? Look!” I pointed a trembling finger at Maria, who was now crying uncontrollably. “Maria worked so hard on her painting, and now it’s ruined! It’s ruined because you couldn’t even be bothered to hold onto a simple cup of water!”

The words poured out of me, a torrent of frustration and bitterness. “Every day, it’s the same thing! You just sit there! You don’t talk, you don’t listen, you don’t work, you don’t even move! Are you even here? Say something! Do something! Anything!”

My voice had risen to a shout. The children stared, their faces pale with shock. They had never heard me sound like this. I had never heard me sound like this.

It was in the ringing silence that followed my outburst that I saw it.

Rhea’s lower lip began to tremble. It was a tiny, almost imperceptible movement, but in her statue-like stillness, it was as dramatic as an earthquake. And then, a single tear escaped from her left eye. It welled up, broke free, and traced a slow, clean path through the layer of dust on her cheek.

She didn’t make a sound. No sob, no whimper. But her eyes, when they finally lifted to meet mine, were not vacant anymore. They were filled with a raw, bottomless terror. It was the look of a small, cornered animal that had just been struck.

The sight of that single tear extinguished my rage as if it had been doused with ice water. In its place, a wave of shame so profound it made me feel sick washed over me. My God. What have I done?

The room was silent, save for Maria’s quiet sobs. I had not disciplined a difficult student. I had screamed at a terrified, neglected child. I had taken all my own frustrations, all my own failures, all my own bitterness, and I had hurled them at the most vulnerable person in the room. I had become the bully.

My hands were shaking. “I... I’m sorry,” I stammered, the words addressed to the whole room, to Maria, but mostly to the silent girl whose tear was now drying on her cheek. “Leo, help me get some rags. Maria, it’s okay, we can... we can try to fix it.”

I stumbled away from Rhea’s desk, unable to bear the look in her eyes. I knelt beside Maria, trying to comfort her, trying to clean up the mess, but my actions were clumsy, my words hollow. My mind was entirely on the girl in the corner. I had finally broken through her wall. But I had done it with a battering ram, not a key. And I feared that the damage I had just inflicted was far worse than a ruined painting.

Tagalog Glossary


●  Cartolina: The common Filipino term for cardstock or poster board, used for school projects.

●  Gumamela: The local term for the Hibiscus flower, a very common and popular flowering shrub in the Philippines.



Cultural Notes


●  Art Supplies: In the 2000s, branded art supplies like Crayola were often expensive. Cheaper, generic brands with chalky, less vibrant pigments were much more common in public schools and local shops, and teachers often bought them with their own money.

●  Teacher's Anger: While discipline is expected, a teacher losing their temper and shouting is a significant event in a Filipino classroom. It breaks the expected decorum and can be frightening for students who are taught to see teachers as respected authority figures. Rose's outburst would be seen as a serious loss of control.

●  Value of Artwork: For a child like Maria who has few personal possessions, a beautiful piece of artwork that she created herself would be a source of immense pride. Its destruction would be genuinely heartbreaking, not a trivial matter.
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​Chapter 7: Ghosts in the Cupboard
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“We can do nothing of ourselves; but the Holy Spirit can do all things for us. He can searches the deep things of God. He can show us our own deep things.” (Wala tayong magagawa sa ating sarili; ngunit magagawa ng Banal na Espiritu ang lahat para sa atin. Kaya Niyang saliksikin ang malalalim na bagay ng Diyos. Kaya Niyang ipakita sa atin ang ating sariling malalalim na bagay.) — A.W. Tozer

Shame is a physical thing. It has a taste, like sour milk, and a weight that settles deep in your bones, making every limb feel heavy and useless. It coated my tongue and pressed on my chest as I sat on the edge of my bed, staring at the water stain on the wall. The map of Mindanao. Tonight, it looked like a monster.

I hadn’t eaten. The plate of cold rice and the single, greasy piece of longganisa I’d bought from a street vendor sat on my small table, untouched. The thought of food was nauseating. My stomach was a tight, churning knot of self-disgust. The events of the afternoon played in my mind on a relentless, cruel loop. The shattered calm of the classroom. The sight of Maria’s ruined painting. My own voice, shrill and ugly, echoing in the sudden silence. And worst of all, the image that had burned itself onto the back of my eyelids: Rhea’s single, silent tear.

I had made a child cry. No, it was worse than that. I had terrorized a child. A child who was already living in a world of terror. I had taken ten years of my own disappointments—my meager salary, my cramped room, my loneliness, my dead-end career—and I had weaponized them against a seven-year-old girl who had nothing. The power imbalance was grotesque. I was the teacher. I was the adult. I was supposed to be the safe one. Instead, I had become just another monster for her to fear.

My Lola Isabel’s face floated in my memory, her eyes full of gentle faith. God is placing these children in your hands, anak. What would she think of me now? I had taken one of those children and I had crushed her. The memory of my vow on that first day of teaching, so full of hope and naive passion, was a bitter mockery. I will pour myself out for these children until there is nothing left. Well, there was nothing left. Nothing but this sour, bitter dreg of a woman who screamed at little girls.

The room felt like it was closing in on me. The humid air was thick and suffocating. The single naked bulb hanging from the ceiling seemed to cast judgment, exposing every flaw in the small, cluttered space. My clutter. My failure. I looked around at the piles of papers, the clothes draped over the back of a chair, the stack of old magazines I never read. It was all a reflection of the chaos inside my head.

I couldn't breathe. I couldn't sit still. I had to do something. I had to move.

A frantic, desperate energy seized me. I needed to purge. I needed to throw things away. I needed to create space, to get rid of the physical evidence of the life I had built, a life that had led me to this moment of profound shame. My eyes landed on the old aparador in the corner.

It was a heavy, dark wood cabinet, a second-hand piece I had bought for a few hundred pesos when I first moved in. It was where I shoved everything I didn't want to look at. Its two doors, slightly warped from the humidity, were closed on a decade of my life. It was a tomb. And tonight, I was going to excavate it.

I yanked open the doors with a groan of protesting wood. The faint, musty smell of old paper and forgotten fabric washed over me. I didn’t hesitate. I began to pull things out, not with any sense of organization, but with a frantic, almost violent energy.

First came the clothes. A floral dress from five years ago, its colors now faded, a relic of a time when I still made an effort to look pretty. I threw it on the floor. A blouse that was now too tight across the shoulders. Another pile. The uniform from my first year of teaching, miraculously preserved, the white top now a dingy yellow. It felt like an accusation. I balled it up and threw it with the rest.

Next came the papers. Stacks of old lesson plans from my early years, the pages filled with my neat, hopeful cursive, decorated with little stars and smiley faces in the margins. They were so detailed, so full of creative ideas and thoughtful activities. They were the work of a different person, a stranger I no longer knew. I swept them from the shelf into a growing mountain of trash on the floor.
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