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			Grandmother’s worries

		

		
			Night is taking over. The sky becomes a painting of dark blue and purple, with a thin hint of orange peeking through the horizon. Barely visible, but present. Just like the troubles trying to hide behind Liway’s grandmother’s otherwise fierce and brave face. 

			Liway noticed it when she arrived from school this morning, and it hasn’t disappeared since. She stays at her school dormitory for the whole week, but tries to come home every weekend to help her lola. Usually, they never run out of things to talk about. Her grandmother loves to hear everything Liway does in school for the whole week, because she didn’t get to go to school when she was young. But today, her grandmother is particularly quiet.

			‘Lola, is there something wrong?’ she asks, but her grandmother doesn’t seem to hear. Her thoughts are far away. She is sitting calmly behind their corn fields, sharpening her itak. She has been working the whole day. Her body has gotten used to hard work, and so has the traditional knife she uses to harvest crops. 

			‘We should start early with taking the weeds out tomorrow because afterwards, I have to go talk to some people to prepare for a meeting in the North,’ she says. 

			Their tribe, called the Manobo, regularly holds meetings, so this is nothing new for Liway. Whenever they face difficulties, they come together and discuss how to solve them. But there is something in the way her grandmother says it. It sounds like she has been contemplating this meeting for a while, preparing for it. What can this meeting be about?
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			‘Okay, lola,’ Liway says. ‘That is not a problem. I am used to waking up early, anyway. In school, we wake up before the sun does.’

			‘Then you don’t need me or the rooster’s crow to wake you up,’ grandmother said, with a subtle smile. 

			Liway’s grandmother is the chieftain of the Manobo tribe. They call her Bai. She is a living woman warrior, well-respected and loved by their people. She embodies their history and their strength in protecting their future. 

			But to Liway, she is also her beloved lola, or grandmother. She enjoys being with her, especially when her lola tells her stories of their ancestors. She is like the living history book of their people, or even an open library of knowledge and skills where everybody is welcome to enter. Liway always tells lola that she wants to be like her when she grows up, but lola just humbly smiles and says that Liway can be her own self when she grows up. 

			‘But you have to know who you are first,’ she always adds. 

			Unlike Liway, her lola did not have any formal education when she was younger. Schools were located in the cities, too far away from their homes. They would have to walk for hours and cross dangerous rivers and paths. They were also too expensive, and indigenous peoples like them were mocked and discriminated against by people living in the cities. Lola’s generation couldn’t go to school, so when it comes to reading and writing, she comes to Liway for help. The Lumad people, the collective name of indigenous people which the Manobo tribe is part of, has built their own school so they can also finally have formal education.

			[image: ]

			‘You should always know how lucky you are to be able to go to school,’ lola always reminds her. ‘But know that it is not luck. Our people have fought for our right to education. We built this school from our strength and perseverance.’

			Indeed, they have. Liway feels thankful for her lola and her people for building their school. When they have the time after working in the fields, Liway teaches her lola to read and write. But today, they just worked until the sky starts to turn dark.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Liway asks lola again.

			‘Just tired. Don’t worry about me, Liway. We worked longer today, so I’m more tired than usual. And I am getting older.’

			But Liway knows it is more than just being tired. Whatever it is, it seems to have been bothering her grandmother for quite some time now. 

			‘Let’s go home and eat dinner,’ Liway says. ‘So you can rest as well. Besides, my mother might get worried if we stay here too long. She must be wondering where we are already.’

			It is getting late. The orange peeking through the horizon has disappeared. The sun has completely set. 

			Liway watches her lola stand up and walk effortlessly on the rocky, uneven earth beneath her. The darkness of the night does not seem to complicate the trek for her, nor does her old age. She seems to be one with everything around her, blending in like the deeply-rooted trees and the sound of crickets that fills the evening’s silence night after night. 

			Liway follows her and they walk in silence. Their home is just a few minutes walk from their corn field, a small hut made of bamboo. From a distance, they can see Liway’s mother, Lina, arranging the dry woods under the pot that hangs above it. She then blows on them through a short, thin bamboo pole, making the sparks transform into flames of fire.

			Lina sees them approaching and her face lights up. 

			‘It’s good to have you two back. I was already wondering where you were. You must be tired and hungry. Rice is almost ready. Come and rest for a bit, while I put the plates on the table.’

			Liway was born in this very house. They have been living here for as long as she can remember. She was too young to remember her father, but her mother and her lola tell her stories about him so often and so clearly that the stories seem to come from her very own memory. 

			‘I harvested some sweet potatoes and boiled them. I gave some to our neighbours. And they gave me this vegetable soup to bring home when they heard you are here, Liway. They said it was your favourite.’ mother tells Liway excitedly. 

			Liway used to play a lot near the neighbour’s house, where she would splash in the river’s cold water for hours. The water served as her playground when she was younger. And after her play, she would catch some fish and bring them home for dinner. Of course, she would always give some to her neighbour as well. 

			It has been a while since she’s done that, because she now lives in the school’s dormitory. Whenever she visits home, she spends most of the time helping her mother and grandmother working at their farm. 

			The food on the table is warm and inviting. They always have enough vegetables in their garden to provide them with dinner. Their rice comes from the land they till. Their drinking water is a gift from the mountains. In fact, everything they need comes from their land, the beloved mountain range of Pantaron. It serves as their marketplace, their pharmacy, their school, their life.
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			‘Liway,’ Grandmother says, before they all start to eat. She sighs. ‘Do you remember I told you about how we once defended our land from those who wanted to destroy and take it away from us?’

			‘Yes, of course, lola.’ 

			‘We might need to do it again.’

			‘Do what?’

			‘Fight for our land, our life.’
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			Worries about Grandmother

		

		
			Lenny stumbles across the gallery of the independent living facility where her grandmother lives, with a bag full of groceries in one hand and a bunch of flowers in her other arm. She steps aside to let Mr Peters and his little dog Gizmo pass. Mr Peters lives next door and Lenny often walks Gizmo for him.

			‘Good morning, Lenny,’ says Mr Peters kindly. ‘Have you been doing some shopping for your grandmother?’

			‘Hello, Mr Peters,’ says Lenny. ‘Yes – and I picked out some beautiful flowers for her.’ She puts the bag down and crouches down to pet Gizmo. The little dog enthusiastically jumps towards Lenny.

			‘She must be happy about that,’ says Mr Peters. ‘I think she’s very tired.’

			Lenny looks up, startled. ‘When did you see her last?’

			‘Yesterday, I believe.’

			‘She had another treatment yesterday.’ Lenny nods. ‘Afterwards, she is always very tired. That’s why I’m coming to bring groceries.’ Lenny gives Gizmo another pat on the head and gets up again. ‘Shall we go to the park together again soon, Gizmo?’

			‘We think that’s a good idea!’ Mr Peters winks at Lenny. ‘Go and see your grandmother now. She’ll be happy to see you.’

			Lenny picks up the bag of groceries and walks quickly to the front door of grandma’s house. She rings the bell, meanwhile taking the spare key from her coat pocket.

			‘Hi grandma, it’s me, Lenny,’ she calls as she walks in. ‘Just stay put.’

			Grandma doesn’t live far away. It is only a ten-minute bike ride for Lenny and from school it is even closer. Lenny often visits Grandma after school to have a cup of tea and have a chat about her day at school. Grandma fell ill a few years ago: she has leukaemia and has not been doing well lately. When Lenny turned ten years old and was allowed to cycle to school on her own, she also got Grandma’s key. They agreed that Lenny could let herself in. Especially when Grandma has had another chemotherapy or treatment, she is too tired to get up quickly when someone rings the doorbell. Still, Lenny always rings so that Grandma isn’t startled when she suddenly emerges from the hallway. 

			‘I’ve brought you all kinds of yummy things…’ Lenny says, stepping inside. But she freezes in her tracks when she sees her grandma. Grandma is sitting in her chair with her eyes closed and she’s looking pale.

			‘Are you all right?’ asks Lenny worriedly. She puts down the groceries on the floor and the flowers on the table. She kneels next to Grandma’s chair and grabs her hand.

			Grandma opens her eyes.

			‘Hello, dear.’ Grandma’s voice sounds fragile. ‘I think I’ve fallen asleep. What did you bring for me?’

			Lenny is still holding Grandma’s hand. ‘You feel a bit cold, shall I get you a blanket? How do you feel, was the chemo tough yesterday?’

			‘I’m fine, girl. Did you bring those flowers for me? I’ll look for a vase.’

			‘No, stay put, I’ll get a vase. Of course they are for you, pink flowers are your favourite, aren’t they?’

			Grandma smiles contentedly. ‘Always pink flowers. Pink softens everything.’
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			Lenny rummages around in the kitchen. She takes the groceries out of the bag and looks for a suitable vase in the cupboard that’s in the hallway. A few minutes later, she returns to the room with the vase of flowers. In her other hand, she has a small vase in which she has put one single flower.

			‘Look what I found!’

			Grandma observes Lenny with interest as she walks over to the cabinet where Grandma has photos of all her children and grandchildren. Lenny rearranges a few photos.

			‘A flower for grandpa! I selected the least pink flower for him,’ Lenny says with a smile.

			‘How sweet of you. I think Grandpa is happy with all your flowers, you know, whether they are pink or not. Shall I make us some tea?’ asks grandma.

			‘No, just stay put, Grandma. I’ve already put the kettle on.’ Lenny is already making her way back to kitchen. Meanwhile, Grandma is getting up anyway. When Lenny returns with two cups of hot tea, Grandma has put a bowl of soft fruit-flavoured candies on the table. She knows Lenny always likes those very much.

			‘Which colour do you want, Grandma? You always like the yellow ones because they’re sour, right?’

			Grandma nods. ‘Yes, I like the sour taste when I’m nauseous from all the chemo.’

			‘Are you very nauseous right now?’ Lenny looks worried. ‘Didn’t they give you those pills against nausea?’

			Grandma nods. ‘They did, but they aren’t very effective this time, I guess.’

			‘Can you have more anti-nausea pills today?’

			Grandma shrugged. ‘I don’t really know.’

			‘Shall I call Mum, I’m sure she knows?’ suggests Lenny.

			‘No, don’t. We’ll have a nice cup of tea together now, so I can forget for a while that I don’t feel well. How was school today?’

			‘Good! Oh, hold on. I have to go back down to my bike, I left a magazine for you in my basket.’
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			When Lenny returns, Grandma has fallen asleep again. Lenny carefully puts a blanket over her legs, then leafs through the magazine. She finishes her tea and has another candy. She goes back to the kitchen to put away all the groceries and washes the utensils that Grandma left on the kitchen counter.

			‘Lenny, are you still there?’ she then hears.

			‘Yes, I’m in the kitchen.’ Lenny walks over to Grandma. ‘You really don’t feel well, do you? Are you cold?’

			Grandma nods and grabs her tea, which has now also turned cold.

			‘I have an idea.’ Lenny says determinedly. ‘Would you like it if I stayed over tonight? So I can help you a bit and you won’t be so alone.’

			‘I think that’s very sweet, but your dad leaves for the Philippines tomorrow for work, doesn’t he? Shouldn’t you be home tonight to say goodbye?’

			‘Better for me to not be home,’ Lenny laughs. ‘Don’t you know how chaotic it all gets, when Mum or Dad have to travel? They spend the whole evening running around like headless chickens, throwing stuff into their suitcases. Which then goes over the weight limit, so everything has to be taken out and put back in again. No way. I’m staying here. I’ll give them a call, maybe Mum or Dad can bring over some clothes for me.’
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			‘What a good idea,’ says Mum a little later, as she steps into Grandma’s house. ‘We have to get up ridiculously early tomorrow anyway because Dad has to be at the airport as early as six o’clock.’

			‘On a Saturday, at that…’ Dad enters the room rolling his eyes. He has a large bag in his hand. ‘You go take good care of Grandma, at least that’s useful.’ 

			Dad sits down next to Grandma and grabs her hand.

			‘You look pale,’ he says. ‘When I come back in four weeks, you’ll be waiting for me at Heathrow, won’t you?’ 

			Grandma smiles and gives him a hesitant thumbs-up.

			‘Of course, boy. With a welcome home banner. For you, always.’

			‘I’ve put food in the oven for you,’ Mum calls from the kitchen. ‘A nutritious and light casserole that will help you gain some of that weight back. You can eat in an hour.’

			‘And in this bag are clean clothes and everything else you need, Lenny.’ Her father ruffles Lenny’s hair for a moment. ‘I’m happy you were attentive enough to see that Grandma needs you.’

			Her parents sit and talk to Grandma for a while about the trip Lenny’s dad is going to make for work. He leaves for Manila, the capital of the Philippines, tomorrow, and then travels directly to the island of Mindanao. He is researching the education of the children of indigenous peoples on Mindanao, as he is a university professor and is doing his research in collaboration with the Department of Education in the UK. While there, he’ll have a few appointments at Manila University and also at the Philippine Department of Education.

			‘What shall I bring home from the Philippines for you?’ Dad asks Grandma. 

			‘I don’t need anything,’ Grandma says. She slowly starts to brighten up a bit and finally eats her lemon candies. ‘I have the two of you and especially Lenny, that’s enough for me.’

			‘You know what? I have an idea,’ says Dad. ‘I’m going to look for something indigenous and powerful, something that will protect you and help you hold on to your strength.’
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