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    INTRODUCTION


    

      MY LIFE’S EXPERIENCES are like photographs—where dark and light, sun and shadow collide to create stories forever burned in my retina.


      When I first started playing with a Canon Rebel XT, one of the first models of consumer digital single-lens reflex cameras (SLRs), I learned how the settings determine the amount of light that reflects through the lens. The higher the shutter speed, the less light that enters in, and the lower the aperture, the more light that enters in. Shooting at the lowest aperture setting, or shooting “wide open,” concurrently means shallow depth of field. I love using this technique when taking portraits—focusing in on the face so that everything else blurs, bringing only the person into focus. Shooting “wide open” allows me to capture the diverse beauty of people’s faces, laden with untold stories, while softening the distractions of the background, bringing their humanity to the forefront.


      As a filmmaker and photographer, I have worked with international organizations to capture stories of people around the world, from fathers recovering from drug addictions in the city of Los Angeles to children caring for elders afflicted with leprosy in the jungles of Vietnam. Their stories of triumph amid oppression challenge me. After every photo session, I often show them their portraits to ensure they approve. I hope that they see themselves the way that I see them: strong, radiant, full of dignity despite the labels that may have been placed on them. I love seeing their eyes light up as they look at their image. “Am I really that beautiful?” they ask. I love uncovering the hidden things of their story that help them discover beauty in themselves—beauty that they never saw before.


      My work in photography and film has allowed me to experience stories not my own. But when I was invited into stories told by survivors of sexual violence, my work took an unexpected turn. I began to recognize that there were many limitations in my work. Before then, I didn’t know that the capacity of my heart was small—unable to comprehend the depth of love that I experienced in community with survivors. Through their stories they taught me what beauty, redemption, and healing look like. By allowing my heart to be “wide open,” I experienced limitless hope in a broken world. There, my own journey toward healing began to unfold.


      This is a story of my struggle for liberation and the oppressed who unexpectedly liberated me in the process.


      This book follows the stories of three survivors of sexual violence: Nekesa, Mara, and Mubanga. (Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals.) Their vision for a world free of sexual violence challenged me to change my career and start Freely in Hope, a nonprofit organization that equips survivors and advocates to lead in ending sexual violence. As the survivors in our community evolved in so many ways, Freely in Hope also evolved to support their audacious dreams by expanding its support to fund holistic education, leadership development, and storytelling platforms that seek to prevent sexual violence in communities across Kenya and Zambia.


      The monstrosity of these traumatic stories may be triggering. At the same time, exposing these stories is a gesture of pulling back darkness to bear witness to light. This book is an attempt to tell stories that have expanded my heart’s capacity to find love amid my most difficult experiences. As the stories of these survivors have intertwined with my own, I now see the world as a strange juxtaposition—the unfolding of beautiful things from desolate places. I have learned to not only shoot “wide open” but to also keep my heart wide open by experiencing the hope that arises from the brokenness of our world. Their journeys toward transformation also transformed me.


      This book is for world changers, countercultural leaders, and perspective shifters—dreaming of the day when liberation is a fully embodied experience for all of humanity suffocating under the weight of oppression. For the little girl imprisoned in the city’s brothels, for the young man afraid to verbalize the abuse of his boyhood, for the father relentlessly advocating for the rights of his child, for the mother caught in a cycle of no options, for survivors who are blamed for crimes they did not commit: let us move toward liberation together.


      My hope is that in these stories you may see a glimpse into the possibilities of your own story—


      that hope is ever present in the midst of despair,


      that healing emerges from brokenness,


      that suffering has the potential to expand our heart’s capacity for love,


      that liberation arises from places of violent oppression.


      May these stories be an invitation to experience the world through a new perspective—recognizing that liberation is not just near, it is here.
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  one


  SHE REMINDS ME OF YOU


  

    MY MOTHER’S FATHER GREW up in the village of Gungyi, hearing the roaring sounds of Japanese jet fighters, the crescendo of explosions, and the rainfall of debris. As a freelance journalist, he published an article that was falsely accused of criticizing communism. It put him on the list to be killed. His friend, a communist soldier, secretly told him that he must flee immediately, lest he be killed by morning. My grandfather escaped to Hong Kong and later immigrated to San Francisco where he built a growing church over the course of thirty-five years. After that, he chose to go back to serve as a missionary to the remote villages of China. His experiences there opened my eyes to a world beyond the confines of Richmond, the California suburb where I grew up.


    When my grandfather was a missionary in China, he would often send me photos of the people he served in hidden mountain villages. Ethnic minority tribes were shunned to rural regions to live in perpetual poverty while the rest of China prospered below. Despite food scarcity and lack of government concern for the people, his photos showed children playing, women laughing, and men engaging over cups of tea. His photos were vivid—displaying expressions of joy and stories of hope. These stories, however, were also infused with issues my young mind could never comprehend. Oppression, imprisonment, and affliction were so foreign to my carefree childhood.


    In his photos, the Bai peoples were adorned with white clothing embroidered with fuchsia hues the shape of blooming camellias. Red and white tassels dangled from their headdresses to frame their faces. During celebrations, it was colorful and vibrant, my grandfather wrote. But most of the time, while working in the fields, they wore traditional cotton garments that were black, the color of suffering.


    From my grandfather’s stories, I grew up understanding there was a larger narrative that spanned the complexities of oppression and poverty. In it was a constant thread of dignity woven throughout the silk brocades of stories that have shaped mine. Through his images I observed how dignity—the quality of being worthy of honor—remained, even in suffering.


    When I was eleven, my grandfather sent me a photo of a little girl from a village. Her home was carved out of the sides of the cold mountains. She looked like she was around the same age as I was. She looked painfully shy, with a sadness in her eyes that told an unspoken story. My grandfather titled this photo: “She reminds me of you.”


    I had the haunting realization that this little girl could have been me.


    [image: ]


    Growing up, I was immersed in unspoken cultural expectations simply by being a girl. I was expected to be docile, submissive, and quiet, accepting what is without raising questions or causing conflict. Expressing anger, or any strong emotion, was considered weakness. Emotions were to be controlled, not communicated. Chinese women often display the pretense of perfection in public while criticizing our flawed humanity in private. Believing humility is the same as humiliation, we use words to humiliate ourselves before someone else can.


    But I possessed none of these qualities. Too many times I have opened my mouth uninvited, laughing too loudly or reacting with anger when my mother darted her piercing eyes at me and muttered, “That’s not ladylike.” Everything I said or did was expected to represent my family with honor. Not wanting to bring them shame, I concealed my emotions, from joy to rage. I wasn’t allowed to express them fully. I quickly learned that I must conform if I were to belong. My body hunched over, anger clutched at my heart and inhibited its expansion to feel something more.


    As a child, I was keenly aware of my family’s immigration story. My grandparents escaped war, famine, and poverty in pursuit of new opportunities for generations to follow. I had no choice but to succeed in order to keep our family out of poverty. Doing otherwise would dishonor the risks my grandparents had taken in their brave mission across the Pacific Ocean. My parents took up house-cleaning and grocery-bagging jobs to get through university. Through education, they moved our family out of poverty within one generation. I had the same pressure to succeed academically and financially. However, being third generation in America, I had the privilege of pursuing any dream I desired—as long as it led to a financially viable career. “I created you to be better than me,” my mother would often say.


    As a teenager, I began to understand how the little girl in my grandfather’s photograph could have been me. I wondered why I was lucky enough to have been saved from a life of poverty, to have an abundance of resources available to me, and to have access to quality education that would bring me closer to the dream I desired. Yet I struggled with how to reconcile the success of my parents with the poverty of my grandparents. I questioned my role, wondering what responsibility I held due to the privilege of being born third generation. Though I escaped what could have been, my bloodline carried a narrative that was still true for so many. The image of the little girl in China haunted me in my sleep.


    This struggle is what sparked my interest in documentary filmmaking. I imagined how telling a more uplifting narrative of those who have experienced oppression could bring about liberation.


    I wanted my work as a filmmaker to change how these stories were told, highlighting strength and stamina beyond desperation or despair. Contrary to what was depicted in mainstream media, I knew these stories existed because of what I had been told by my ancestors. They were stories of joy and resilience laden with violence and war. While hardship may have been constant, hopelessness certainly was not.


    Angry with the way people of color and people in poverty were depicted in film and television, filmmaking became my outlet. It was a way of voicing my opinion without being verbal. My anger translated to silence. In my early teens, I started creating documentary films to earn income by capturing stories in my neighborhood, on Skid Row, and eventually on the playgrounds of our ever-expanding world. I enjoyed hiding behind the camera, giving voice to a more engaging story than my own. I was incredibly idealistic, hoping that my career in filmmaking could cast light on the untold stories of the world.


    But as I listened, I discovered that it was more than my small heart could hold.


    I listened to the child in the Los Angeles foster-care system as she described the captivity of repeated sexual abuse after moving from house to house. She fought back tears in an attempt to prove that the abuses of power could not take away her freedom.


    I listened to the story of a woman afflicted with leprosy and ostracized to a fishing village in the southernmost tip of Vietnam. With damaged fingers, she shared her hopes for her son as she lovingly prepared rice noodles topped with fresh herbs for him. Her son, however, did nothing to support her health in return.


    I listened to the teenage girl who escaped the brothels of Kolkata as she expressed her gratitude for freedom to work where she chose. She served me chai, sugared to perfection. With both hands extending the tin cup to me, I saw that her golden bangles hid freshly cut lines of dried blood.


    While every story of pain beckoned me to enter in, I dared not. For me, capturing these stories was a way of hiding—disengaging from my own pain and connecting with someone else’s. As they cried tears of sadness, I refused. Showing my own emotion was weakness, I had been taught to believe. At the same time, I viewed the people as incredibly strong for being able to do so themselves. It was a freeing experience for them. But I couldn’t allow myself to feel for fear of finding something of darkness within me.
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A COMMON THREAD


I WAS TWENTY YEARS OLD when I first met Nekesa. I landed in Kenya to capture stories for my thesis film about women who inspire hope in their communities. A friend invited me to sit in during her university class to learn more about the challenges women face in Kenya. She told me there was a girl in her class that might be a good fit for my thesis film.

Nekesa was out of breath as she flung open the door to the classroom. Her pant legs were dusty and her braids were coming out. She found her seat at the front just as the conversation was about to begin.

“What are some issues that women face in our communities?” the teacher asked.

Nekesa was the first to raise her hand. She stood to speak: “In slum areas—especially here, in Kenya—men take advantage of the poverty of women. This is why we see so much rape, incest, and prostitution in our communities.” She paused to swallow, “This is why I’m here—to help survivors find their healing.”

Her whispery voice pulled me in to listen. She spoke with such assurance that I was eager to learn more from her.

As we left the university together, mamas were selling Maasai earrings for 200 shillings ($2.00) outside the university gate.

“Sister, look here! I’ll give you two for 300,” the mama said.

It was an offer I couldn’t resist. “Nekesa, do you want a pair?” I asked.

“Ah! No. I would much rather use that money to buy unga for my baby,” Nekesa said. Unga is the cornmeal used to make ugali, the staple food in Kenya.

Stunned, I quickly learned that she and I had vastly different priorities. Feeling guilty, I took her into a supermarket, and I said she could get a few things. She only asked for a small packet of unga, a bar of soap, and a toothbrush. As we spent time together over the course of the month that I was in Kenya, a friendship began to form. I asked if I could interview her for my thesis film, and she enthusiastically agreed.

On our scheduled day of filming, I set up my equipment in a quiet corner outside her university. Shaded from the heat of the noon sun, she began to share her story with me.

[image: ]

“I was born in Ebutayi, a small village in the western part of Kenya. When a girl is born, there is a big celebration. The whole village comes together and the women will dance and sing and cry ululations. But even though the village celebrated my birth, the celebration would last much longer if I were born a boy,” she began.

At eighteen, Nekesa had dreams of going to college, but being a girl, she was expected to sell mandazi, breakfast fritters, on the side of the road to support her family of thirteen. Her father, a day laborer, and her mother, a maize farmer, were at odds about allowing their daughter to go to college. Most of the girls in her village were already married, pregnant with a second child, and dropping out of school to tend to the domestic needs of their husbands. Nekesa was able to finish both primary school and high school, resisting the expectation of marrying early. As a high school graduate, the bride price would be raised—instead of one cow, she could be worth three. Her father saw it as a benefit for himself, but the idea of allowing his daughter to go to college was senseless.

“I wanted to go to Nairobi to look for work so that I could pay for my university tuition. But my father wanted me to get married. He believed that I would be worth nothing more than dowry to him. My mother, the only person who believed in my dream, told me to go.”

Her mother blessed her by spraying spittle on her face and chanting prayers of safety for her journey ahead.

With only bus fare in her pocket and the few items of clothing she owned, Nekesa jumped on a matatu, a bus, painted “Nairobi” in red letters. She planned to meet a distant relative in the Mathare slum when she arrived.

“Going to Nairobi for an education seemed like an impossible dream for me,” Nekesa recalled—remembering when she was a young schoolgirl dashing through fields, scattering grazing impala. Her primary school crammed over one hundred students from multiple grades into one space. Each grade turned their wooden benches to face a different iron sheet wall. There was no blackboard, no chalk, no textbooks, just stubby pencils they clutched to copy assignments into their notebooks. Students competed for attention, snapping and calling, “Teacha! Teacha!” As her fellow students stood to speak, the bench would suddenly tip over like a seesaw. She quickly learned to balance her weight. Nekesa competed to be the top of her class.

“But now, I was imagining myself running through a crowd of university students to get to my classroom,” she said. She would find her seat at the front and sit up straight. There would always be enough chalk, and she would be surrounded by knowledge and the prospect of a career that would allow her to be a woman with purpose in this world. Rather than imprisoned in a thatched- roof house she would be free to stride the halls as an educated woman. “I dreamed of how I would even greet my professors in perfect English, the kind with a British accent,” she laughed.

The dream was getting closer and closer as the matatu sped past Nakuru’s rock formations. The boulders emerging from the soft green grass looked like the backs of hippopotamuses resting in the water. Her eyes rested with them.
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Eight hours passed. Nekesa awakened, startled at the sound of buses honking. People patterned with colorful kitenge climbed in and out of the buses. Hawkers waved bananas and roasted maize in front of bus windows to seduce passengers with a snack. Young men carried bags of tropical mints for five cents in one hand and a bucket of mandazi for ten cents in the other. Women held crates full of glass Coke bottles on their heads splashed with water to make them look cold.

“I was in shock,” she told me. “I had never seen so many people in one place before—Nairobi was only a place in my dreams.” Surrounded by buses and concrete towers, Nekesa surveyed the organized chaos in the Railways Terminus. She stepped off the matatu and asked people where the bus to Mathare was. Most of the people ignored her question, but finally a well-dressed man approached Nekesa and asked, “Did you say you’re going to Mathare? I’m heading that way too, I can take you.” With relief, Nekesa thanked him, happy to have found a bit of kindness in this unfamiliar city. He spoke in Luhya, her mother tongue, and mentioned places and things that were familiar to her in Ebutayi. “We’re like brother and sister!” he laughed.

When they arrived in Mathare, he let Nekesa use his phone to call her distant relative. There was no answer. “Why don’t we go to my place while we wait for your relative to call you back? I can make supper.” Nekesa enthusiastically agreed. She hadn’t eaten all day, since there was no food in the house when she left. While preparing to cook ugali with mrenda and chicken, he served her a glass of orange Fanta. Nekesa finished the glass in a few gulps. They continued to share common stories of Ebutayi.

“At first, I felt like I was in the right place. But then I started to get dizzy. I didn’t understand what was happening to me, and I fell asleep,” she said as she shook her head in disbelief.

As she paused, my stomach tightened. I distracted myself by double-checking my camera to make sure she was still in focus. She continued her story.

Hours later, Nekesa’s eyes opened wide. Curtains closed. Body naked. Pain. Sheets covered in blood. He was reclining next to her.

“What did you do to me?” she asked.

“Isn’t it obvious? You’re in my house, I can do whatever I want to you. Now hurry up! Get your filthiness out of my house. If you tell anyone that you were raped, trust me, I will kill you!”

Rape. Nekesa couldn’t believe that this could happen to her. “In my culture, I grew up learning that sex is only reserved for your husband. The boys in my community learn about their sexuality through ritual ceremonies that prepare them for manhood. They have the right to have sex with their wives whenever they wish. But for girls, we were only taught to keep quiet and do what they want. But this stranger was not my husband, so I knew that this was very wrong!” she said with certainty.

The man took her back to the matatu stage—the same place where he had tricked her into trust. As passengers boarded the matatu to Western Kenya, he grabbed her elbow with a twist. Nekesa opened her mouth to scream, but fear silenced her. He pulled her close and whispered, “Remember, I will kill you.” He shoved a 500-shilling ($5.00) note in her hand, just enough for a one-way ticket home.

“On the bus, I cried throughout the long journey home. I felt so alone—no one on the bus bothered to look at me or help me,” Nekesa’s throat tightened. I tried to think of some comforting response, but the words would not come. I did not know how to hold the heaviness of her story.

Arriving at her family home, she was met not with comfort but with sneers.

“Eywe! You are very stupid to think you can go to the universities with the big, big people. If we couldn’t go there, what makes you think you can? Girls can only bring home cows, not a degree!” When her father yelled at her, his breath smelled of busaa, the local brew homemade from fermented maize.

“I didn’t even think I was worth a cow,” Nekesa said. “Now I was ‘used,’ so no man would pay a dowry for a girl who was not a virgin. I couldn’t let my father know what had happened in Nairobi. The rejection I faced at home made me want to give up—in a way, it felt worse than being raped by a stranger,” she said as her eyes moistened. She closed her eyes, allowing her tears to fall, feeling the weight of rejection compressing her chest. I felt it too, but I held back my own tears. I was angry—imagining how I would feel to be rejected by my family for something I did not do.

Ridiculed for returning to the village as a failure, Nekesa gave up her dream of a university degree and followed in her mother’s footsteps farming maize. One day, while working the fields in the hot sun, she threw up. Her mom, watching her closely, asked, “Are you pregnant?” Nekesa was defensive. “How could I be when I’ve never slept with any man?” But her mother knew just by looking at her—something had been broken in her daughter’s body, which also broke her spirit. But they never spoke further of it. Afraid to recognize the truth, they would rather hide what would bring them shame.

The words of the rapist, “Remember, I will kill you,” stayed with her, along with his seed. Nekesa was afraid that if she spoke up, the rapist would kill her—if her father didn’t kill her first. She hid her secret for as long as she could, until her belly began to swell, showing evidence of an unspoken sin. When her father noticed her bulging belly, he accused Nekesa of being a promiscuous slut.

“Eshitwatsi! I did not raise a prostitute in my house! Never come back here again!” screamed her father as she fled.

With nowhere to go, she returned to the same slum she was raped in to start a new life, hoping to create one better than what her father damned her to. Pregnant and underweight, she went from house to house asking for work. Sometimes she would be paid 100 shillings ($1.00) to hand wash a large load of laundry. Other times she would be paid 200 shillings ($2.00) to sweep the house, scrub the walls, and wash the curtains. She would fetch water and wash cars for a nearby car mechanic for 50 shillings ($0.50).

“All of my money went to pay rent. I didn’t have enough food to eat, so I begged from the people I cleaned for,” she said. She ate any food offered to her by clients and leftover communion wafers from the Catholic parish nearby.

As Nekesa continued to share, the overwhelming emotions that she had suppressed caused her to shake. She left the room weeping, leaving me alone with my camera. I was stunned, unsure if I should continue or not. After some moments, she came back and sat in silence.

“Would you like to take a break?” I asked.

“No,” she responded, “I need to tell you what happened next. I thought, how could I give birth to this baby if I can’t even afford to feed myself? I decided to get an abortion.” She saved up 600 shillings ($6.00) to have an abortion in the so-called clinics that are operated by avafumu, witch doctors and medicine men. She waited in the damp, dark room underground, staring at the faces of other women who probably found themselves in similar circumstances. She wanted to ask them questions and listen to their stories to find some sense of hope, but she kept her mouth shut, afraid to tell her own. Since abortions were illegal in Kenya, witch doctors and medicine men profited from unsafe procedures. Many girls have died from bleach intoxication, profuse bleeding caused by wire hangers prodding their uterus, small bottles filled with explosives completely rupturing the uterus, or a traditional concoction of strong tea leaves and gasoline.

A man wearing a lab coat that was no longer white and smudged with blood stains said, “Next.” It was her turn. An overwhelming fear rose in her. Too many of her friends had died from abortions such as these. She turned to the woman beside her and told her to go ahead. “Then, I heard the voice of God tell me, ‘This baby is going to be a blessing to you.’ I didn’t understand how, but fear of dying came over me, and so I left the clinic.”

When it was time to give birth, she had just the 200 shillings ($2.00) needed to deliver at the hospital. Despite not having any food in her system, her frail body gave birth to a healthy child. “Here is your beautiful girl!” said the doctor with excitement.

Nekesa was surprised at the doctor’s choice of words and thought, Beautiful? Something beautiful could come out of me?

As Nekesa talked about her beautiful baby girl, her shoulders lifted and her eyes glistened with affection. A feeling of hope began to rise within her. I felt it too. I looked at her in awe, enamored at how pain and beauty could both exist in her body.

 “I tied my baby to my back with kitenge and had to hustle. I washed laundry, cleaned houses, fetched water, and washed cars, doing anything I could to buy unga,” she said. She raised her baby in the slums, struggling to eat enough food to produce breast milk. Some days she would leave her baby with a neighbor only to come back and find her alone, crying from neglect. Looking at her tearful little face, Nekesa resolved to create a better world for her baby girl than the one she was raised in. In prophetic anticipation, she named her Hope.

She told her mom that because of the birth of her baby girl, her dream for an education came back. Her mom labored in the fields and sent her 6,000 shillings ($60.00)—equivalent to gathering 600 pounds of maize. Because her mom invested in her dream, Nekesa vowed to one day build her mom’s dream, a house with her daughter’s name on the deed. With that and the money from washing cars, she enrolled herself in university.

“My dream is to become a social worker so that when other girls who have been raped see me, they will know that if I can do it, they can too. And that is how I came to the university!” She said, showing off her teeth.

[image: ]

After a month of filming various women throughout Kenya, I returned to Los Angeles to edit my thesis film. I was particularly challenged by Nekesa’s story. As I edited, her story played over and over, and a barrage of questions filled my mind:

What would I do if her story were mine?

Would I rebel against familial mandates to pursue my dream?

Would I go against cultural expectations that risked bringing shame to my family?

Would I pursue an unconventional career despite community ridicule?

Would I be brave enough to commit my life to helping others through the same trauma I had experienced?

“She reminds me of you,” I heard my grandfather whisper.

It was then that I realized her story could have been mine had I been raised in a different political climate in China, had I been born to parents who preferred a boy as their first child, had my grandparents never fled communism, had my parents been unable to find jobs because of discrimination, and had I not been given opportunities to pursue my academic dreams.

While I was attempting to make a career out of telling other people’s stories in the film industry, Nekesa was rewriting her own story. While I was pondering all the ways I could become profitable in Los Angeles, she was trying to put food in her daughter’s belly in Mathare. While I was finishing up my final year of university, she was just beginning hers. While I was focused on building my own dream, Nekesa was building a dream for many—starting with her daughter.

I saw how the struggle of my ancestors paved the way for me to write a new story as well. For I too desired to create a better world for my future daughters, should I have any. And if I did, I wondered, what would I want their world to look like? I did not know at the time, but I knew that I had a responsibility to reconcile the suffering of the generations before me. A common dream united Nekesa and me across borders. I paid her balance for the remainder of her semester.

When Nekesa’s results came back, she was at the top of her class.
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