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And so she prays that in twenty years, 

memories of this time will be reduced to 

dust and ash. that she won’t remember 

the look of devastation in her husband’s 

eyes or the cold corpse of her father-

in-law covered in blood. that she won’t 

remember her daughter’s eyes in that 

fateful night. And so she won’t remember 

eating so much dry pasta and plain rice. 

that she won’t remember any of it. And so 

she prays she won’t. And so she wouldn’t. 

And so she won’t and wouldn’t. And so 

what? Must remember to heal. What a ridic-

ulous concept. As if all pain is equal 

and helps one to grow. As if pain cannot 
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She tears into the duct tape to add 

another layer. 

This is madness?
Just this? 

***

Food is plain but nobody complains. Why 

would they? It’s all they have. Besides, 

they’ve all been through this before. Kind 

of know the drill. The plainness is not a 

choice. And the plainer it gets, the more 

they are in danger of not eating at all. 

She rations her intake. Takes small, 

slow bites. Less rice, the burnt bottom of 



|  FICTION 53 

Swirls and swirls of dust whirl 

outside the walls of her house. Raging. 

Destructive. As if the vengeance of 

bullets and the rains of blood are not 

enough torment for their city and their 

spite-filled country. Now, dust heaves its 
sighs upon their roof, ignores the closed 

doors and sealed tight windows. Cares not 

for lack of water or coughing children. 

It sits atop every green plant that was 

not yet destroyed and clouds every patch 

of blue sky that was already filled with 
smoke and soot and the distinct smell of 

death. It slaps against the glassy windows 

and wooden doors and seeps through cracks 

she didn’t realize were in their walls and 

in their lives. And it piles and piles 

and piles until she hears its crunch 

beneath her feet as she enters the merci-

less kitchen and tastes it on her breath 

along with the venom in the air. Until 

it coats the white counters and sticks 

to the yellowing walls. Until she has to 

wash the rice over and over and over again 

with water that barely exists because dust 
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all the world’s ugliness are for naught. 

Sometimes there are no masterpieces, just 

broken pieces that no one knows how to put 

back together. And so she won’t forget and 

won’t heal and won’t breathe clean air. 

And so she will remember everything like a 

broken record. And so that broken record 

will be the only thing that can fix itself 
so it can play again and again and again. 



|  FICTION 55 

THE SECRET STUDY
Cesar Iza Castillo

The winds of fate often leave us bereft 

of our possessions, and my family found 

itself in such a precarious position 

during the autumn of ’85. Circumstances 

beyond Father’s control—and certainly 

anyone else’s —saw him lose his job, 

his own father’s ancestral home, and 

a majority of his belongings in quick 

succession. Desperate to provide for his 

family, he sold what little was left and 

purchased a battered house up on the 

mountain. I knew not his plans then, and 

can barely conceive of them now, yet I 

assumed he sought work as a logger.

Regardless, Mother, Obadiah and I were 

left to leave our town in shame and depart 

towards our new, secluded home. The 

“Unlucky Galloways” they would call us, 

all the while taunting and jeering.

It took a long coach ride, followed by 

a short hike up the mountain, to reach 

our house. It stood atop a hill, as 

eerily out of place as a lighthouse in a 

valley. There were no trees around for a 

mile, but the forest at the base of the 

hill was thick and enveloping. Mother had 

looked pale on our journey and had vomited 

numerous times. I attributed such happen-

ings to the motion sickness—after all, I 

felt quite faint myself.

The house itself was no great thing, 

but once the fire got going it seemed cozy 
enough. Two rooms were all we had, one for 

me and Obadiah and the other for Mother. 

Father had sent notice that he would join 

us soon, after his training had concluded. 

I was not keen on leaving Mother alone, 

but she insisted, and by then I knew 

better than to argue with her.

The first few nights were drearily 
uneventful. I contemplated how quickly I 

would grow accustomed to this new home. 

Already the halls seemed quaint to me, 

whereas they had been dark and gloomy on 

my arrival.

Mother spent much time by herself in 

her bedroom, bedridden. She would not get 

up save when she was sick, and the house 

carried the sound of her retching all the 

way to my room. Obadiah, in all his child-

like innocence, questioned her sickness, 

but I assured him that she had been like 

this once before, and thereafter her belly 

had swollen with him. Excited at the 

prospect of a new member of the family, 

Obadiah could hardly contain himself. 

Still, I asked that he let Mother rest for 

now. Her face had grown gaunt and sickly, 

and I secretly worried for her.

The days on the hill were long and 

boring, but Obadiah and I kept ourselves 

busy. On the third day, we went out to 

hunt for meat, as I hoped the taste of it 

would help Mother recover. We scouted the 

forest for many miles, yet oddly enough 

could find no game. Our traps had been 
fruitless as well. Although we searched 

for hours, all we returned with were a few 

roots and berries. After that, the days 

rolled slowly by.

I remember distinctly how horrid things 

became on the fifth day. How could I not? 
For as long as I live, those night-terrors 

shall be etched in my psyche.

It was in the middle of the fifth night 
that I first heard the murmurs. They 
aroused me, but no matter how closely 

I would listen, I could not make them 

out. At first, I assumed my brother was 
muttering in his sleep, for  

night-terrors plagued him, but a quick 

examination revealed him to be sound 

asleep.

As I gazed upon him, I heard the 

whispers again, slightly more distinct, 

and so I turned and left the room. I 

walked in the direction I believed the 

whispers came from, which led me down the 

stairs and into the living room. At last I 

could hear the whisper more clearly, but 

for all my years of studying I could not 

understand a single word. They seemed more 

like garbled, tangled mutterings than any 

human language.

I mustered my courage and croaked the 

words, “Is there anyone out there?”
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As soon as I spoke, the house fell 

silent, and the whispers quieted. The 

silence hung like a dark cloud over 

me. For a while I stood in the dark, 

listening. I began to think I was sleep-

walking, but remained out there, trying to 

hear the whispers again. Alas, the silence 

persisted, and I returned to my bed.

On the sixth day, clouds rolled over the 

hills and surrounded our house in a misty 

fog. Obadiah grew slightly unnerved at the 

sight, but I soothed him with my words. As 
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obliged to do so. The whispers were 

now pounding at my ears, and although 

I could not make out what they said 
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things. It is a sacred place of mysteries 

and curiosity and questions without 

answers.

The surface of the lake alternately 

revealed a clear view to the rocky bottom, 

and then nothing at all with the subtle 

changes of the light.

The Beach

All this I had shown to the traveler, 

and I asked him if he was satisfied with 
what he had discovered. He formally shook 

his head no, and so it was that I had no 

choice but to bring him to the beach.

I was hesitant to show him this last 

form of water, for the shore can be 

dangerous. Only one who is experienced 

with all types of water can risk the large 

and unpredictable waves, and all those who 

are unwary of the dangers are inevitably 

caught in the chilling undertow. The beach 

is where water is the most vulnerable, for 

even water hardly knows where it ends and 

the shore begins.

But the traveler had grown quite accus-

tomed to the intricacies of water, and 

so it was that I stood anxiously behind 

him as he cautiously approached the vast 

sea. He explored the motion of the waves 

and registered the pull of the tide and 

together we watched the sun set over the 

water, sending dazzling colors rippling 

across the endless surface. He dug his 

feet in the wet sand and let the foam 

cautiously approach him and kiss his toes.

They existed together like that for a 

time as the sun continued to set and tears 


