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Chapter 1

Key To A Good Life
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Maita rubbed her forehead with her fingers as she spoke to the customer on the other end of the telephone line, “I agree sir, you are best served by another American, but we can still assist you even though we are in the Philippines.”

“This is what’s wrong with American companies,” said the American at the other end of the telephone line, “outsourcing all their call center jobs to people from overseas who don’t even know how to speak proper english.”

“Am I not speaking to you well, sir?”, asked Maita, “Could you please tell me which parts are still unclear to you?”

“Oh I understand you clear,” said the caller, “it’s just that I wanted to speak with a real American and not just some native from a third world country who doesn’t even know where California is.”

Maita sighed, “I have been fully trained to assist Americans even though I haven’t been to America yet, sir.”

“Forget it, miss” said the caller, “I know you’re trying to do your best, but you couldn’t possibly know what the weather is like in California and you can’t assist me with my roofing problem.”

“I can transfer your call to our technical department, sir,” said Maita.

“Will I talk to another Filipino too?”, asked the caller.

Maita sighed, “Yes sir. Another Filipino would answer your inquiry.”

The caller hanged up the call. Maita closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead with the fingers of both her hands. She looked at her watch, it was less than an hour before it was time for her evening call center shift to end.

She made a few more calls to America from the Philippines. She works for a call center in the Philippines. It was her job to sell American products to Americans from their call center in the Philippines. Right now, she was tasked to sell solar panels. Although the job promises her that she would get a bonus if she exceeds her quota, she found out that selling over the phone to complete strangers from other countries can be a very mentally exhausting job. 

Her shift ended. She wasn’t able to get any paying customers today. She sipped her now cold cup of black coffee and stood up from her desk with her small thermos in her hand. She went to the pantry and filled her small thermos with hot black coffee.

She met Patricia who was just about to begin her shift. They hugged and smiled at each other.

“How did your shift go?”, asked Patricia.

Maita sighed, “Not good, unfortunately. I wasn’t able to get any customers.”

“Welcome to the club,” said Patricia, “I’m afraid if I don’t sell too, I might lose my job.”

“You’re not selling anything as well?”, asked Maita.

“You’re right, sister,” said Patricia, “I might have to find another job soon. Too bad the salary here is better than my last job.”

Maita laughed, “That’s because we’re doing a harder job which is selling to people. If I go back to my old job as an office worker I would probably earn much less.”

Patricia smiled, “Why don’t you teach instead? You’re a qualified teacher.”

“Are you kidding me?”, said Maita, “Don’t you know how low is the salary of a teacher here in the Philippines?”

“I know that the salary of a teacher here in the Philippines is low,” said Patricia, “but this is the degree you graduated in college. You should use it. Don’t let it go to waste. You might even become a principal later.”

“I shouldn’t have taken a teaching degree,” said Maita as she sighed, “not only is the pay too low and the job stressful, but the students don’t even respect me because I’m so short.”

Patricia was puzzled, “What do you mean?”

“I’m barely the height of a small teenager,” said Maita as she almost cried, “don’t you think I don’t get bullied by my students when I used to teach. Maybe you don’t know it, but teenagers and small children can be so mean.”

Patricia touched the shoulder of Maita, “I’m sorry I asked that you go back to teaching. I’m a pretty short person myself, I know how it is to be bullied by even persons younger than me.”

Maita yawned, “Don’t even stress about it, its just that I get irritated whenever people tell me that teaching is an easy job.”

Patricia smiled as she looked at her watch, “Oops. It’s almost time for me to begin my shift. See you later, Maita.”

Maita went out of the office and walked towards the street where the buses that would take her to her house passes. Along the way she bought a tabloid newspaper and read the news while she waited for a bus. When she saw a bus coming, she hailed it and it stopped in front of her. She almost didn’t want to board the bus because it was already full of passengers. The bus was so full that many of the passengers were standing in the isle of the bus and were almost pressing at each other.

But she was already very sleepy and in a hurry to get home. Reluctantly, she rode the bus and tried to hold on to the top of the bus seats. This was because she couldn’t reach the overhead hand rail of the bus.

The bus drove on with little regard for the passengers. She nearly lost her balance several times as she was jerked from side to side by the careless driving of the bus driver. Lucky for her, a passenger reached her destination and alighted from her seat. The other standing male passengers made way for Maita so she can reach the empty seat. Once she was seated, she smiled and said thank you to the male passengers who acted in a gentlemanly manner.

She was just happy that she at least this day has escaped her tortuous ordeal. On most days, she would have to stand on the bus all the way home. She envies the people with their own cars who are driving comfortably to their destinations. 

She decided to stop daydreaming and read her tabloid newspaper. She sighed as she read the tabloid newspaper, “It’s all the same thing. Corruption, crime and natural disasters are still affecting this country. When is this country going to improve? When is my life going to improve?”

She suddenly smiled as she looked at the gossip section of the tabloid newspaper, ”Oh my, my favorite action star is actually gay. Too bad, he’s really handsome. I guess the reason why he looks so cute even now is because deep inside he’s really gay.” 

Then she frowns, “This comedian is really rich now, he’s now bought his own yacht and my husband and me can’t even afford to buy a junk car.”

She decided to flip the pages of the tabloid newspaper until she came to the business section, “Maybe there’s a livelihood program my husband and I can try without the need for a lot capital.”

She read the business reports until she came to the lifestyle column of the business section. She usually doesn’t read the lifestyle column but the title caught her eye, “Domestic Helper Turned Millionaire.” She read the story and was fascinated by it, “Imagine a Filipino domestic helper working in Saudi Arabia being able to save enough capital to start her own food processing business. Now she’s a millionaire.”

She scratched her chin with her fingers, “I wonder how much domestic helpers in Saudi Arabia earn?”

She looked at the classified ads of the tabloid newspaper which was full of job ads for unskilled and semi-skilled laborers. There were many ads for domestic helpers who wanted to work overseas.

Her eyes widened, “A few of these salaries are almost double the money I’m getting right now. I should apply right now!”

When she got home to the house of her parents where she, her husband, and two children stayed, she cannot hide her excitement. Everybody in the household noticed it but didn’t say a word. Usually, when she got home she was always unhappy and looked exhausted. 

She heated in the microwave the black coffee she brought home from the office. Everybody in the household had a share in the black coffee she brought home. They had it with their breakfast which was composed of fried rice and fried dried fish with vinegar and garlic dips.

Her husband smiled as he finished his coffee, “That’s one good thing about your company. We have fresh and delicious black coffee every morning.”

Maita sighed, “Don’t get too used to it. The company might have noticed already that I’m bringing home company coffee. I can’t lose my job because of coffee only.”

“I was only kidding, Maita. But you have to agree, we can’t buy this delicious coffee if we have to buy it for ourselves.”

“Yeah, I know,” said Maita.

“But seriously, why are you happy today? It’s so not unlike you,” said her husband, “did you meet your sales quota today?”

Maita frowned, “No silly. I’ve got even better news for you.”

Her husband smiled, “Better news? What could it be that it seemed you just won the lottery?”

“Did you know that domestic helpers in Saudi Arabia earn almost twice what we earn each?”, said Maita as her face gleamed with happiness, “Don’t you know that the employers may even pay for their food and other expenses?”

Her husband frowned, “You’re thinking of becoming a domestic helper in Saudi Arabia? Is this you plan?”

Maita became serious, “I want to go to Saudi Arabia honey. I want to become a domestic helper so I can double my income and provide a better life for our children.”

Her husband’s face turned red, “You’re saying that I’m not a good provider for our children?”

“I didn’t say that,” said Maita, “what I’m trying to say is that we can save a lot of money if I work in Saudi Arabia as a domestic helper. I’m not trying to insult you.”

“You words hurt, Maita,” said her husband, “you know I’m doing my best to provide for this family. I’ve been breaking my back trying to work even on weekends.”

Maita touched the hand of her husband, “I know that. That’s why I’m trying to earn more money too. And I can do it by working as a domestic helper overseas.”

Her husband sighed, “But who would look after our children. Our children will miss you.”

Maita looked at her parents, “Father, Mother, I want to go to Saudi Arabia. Could you look after my children?”

Her mother smiled, “We’ve been taking care of your children for a long time already. But your children still needs to see your presence. There’s no substitute for you as far as your children are concerned.”

She looked at her two young children of which one was a boy and the other a girl. The girl was the elder of the two.

The girl looked at her mother, “Are you seriously considering working as a domestic helper, mother?”

Maita smiled, “Yes, daughter. It’s for the good of the family.”

The girl’s face turned red, “But why as a domestic helper, mother? Can’t you become an office personnel or a call center worker instead?” 

“The domestic helper job pays good money, daughter,” said Maita.

“But what would my friends say, mother?”, asked her daughter, “Don’t you know my friends would tease me if they know that my mother works as a domestic helper now?”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a domestic helper, daughter,” said Maita, “plus domestic helpers in Saudi Arabia earn more than office workers here in the Philippines.”

“I still don’t like you to go to Saudi Arabia to work as a domestic helper, mother,” said her daughter.

“Mama, are you going somewhere?”, asked her son, “Are you leaving us?”

Maita’s heart nearly stopped breathing, “I’m afraid so son, but it would only be temporary.”

“Please don’t go, mama,” said her son.

Everyone looked at Maita and waited for her answer. Maita bowed her head realizing how difficult it was to explain to her family especially to her children that she was leaving.

She bit her lips and looked at her children, “Don’t you want to be able to afford an iPad, children?”

The boy smiled, “I do mama, I want an iPad.”

Maita smiled, “When I’m already in Saudi Arabia, we would be able to afford to buy you and your sister an iPad each.”

Her daughter smiled, “You can afford to buy me an iPad when you go to Saudi Arabia, mama?”

“Yes, that’s the first thing I would buy both of you,” said Maita, “we would also be able to open our own small business which your grandpa and grandma can manage.”

Her husband touched her hand, “Promise us that you would call often, dear.”

“Of course, don’t you think I won’t miss you all,” said Maita, “all I’m trying to do is to save us enough money so we can open a small business.”

Her father scratched his head, “Are you sure you won’t get into trouble when you go to Saudi Arabia? You know their culture is different from us.”

“I’ll be careful,” said Maita.

Her father gave her the newspaper he was reading, “Look at this newspaper article. It says that according to this years statistics, there was nearly 5,000 cases of maltreatment done to Filipino domestic helpers by their employers. You could be one of these persons soon.”

Maita smiled, “They’re just isolated cases, papa. There are millions of domestic helpers in Saudi Arabia. I’m sure I won’t be one of them.”

Her husband sighed, “But out there, you’d be alone. If you get into trouble we are here and won’t be able to help you.”

“As I’ve told you,” said Maita, “there are millions of domestic helpers in Saudi Arabia. Those abuse cases are just isolated instances.”

“Are you really not that happy with what you’re earning in the Philippines?”, asked her mother, “I mean the salaries here are low, but at least you can still see your family everyday when you go home after work.”

“But we’re not getting anywhere here in the Philippines,” said Maita, “I’m already married and have two children and one is already about to attend high school. Right now we should have already saved a bit of money already.”
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