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A note on translation.

I initially considered retaining the essence of the original text messages and conversations by using indigenous words/terms, transliterating only certain words required to make sense to anyone, and deliberately not using italics for Filipino/Tagalog and other language words that would remain untranslated into English. This was aimed at maintaining the cultural integrity of the conversations and their cultural and social contexts. Plainly, however, this would make it simply too difficult for many non-Filipino readers. 

Add to this is the problem of word order, so that phrases are not always easily translated smoothly. For example, ‘talaga’ [really] is commonly added at the end of a phrase or sentence, whereas in English it often appears elsewhere.

I have therefore opted to insert in square brackets and italics English translations of words and occasionally phrases [xxxxx]. This of course raised its own problems. One tends to learn Tagalog words, particularly idioms, slang and profanities, in situ and over time. While there are translations of such words, and indeed for most Filipino words, one problem is there is not always a neat fit between Filipino and English, and vice-versa, as anyone who speaks two languages will attest.

For words such as naman, sus, naku, baliw, for example, one simply comes to “know” what they mean. “Naman”, for example, (variously abbreviated: nman/nanaman) is an expression of gentle protest or denial; yet can also mean: also; rather; really; too; so. It depends on the context.

“Baliw” commonly means “crazy”, or “you’re/it’s crazy” as a light-hearted comment. But as will be seen, this almost literal translation does not exactly fit some of the contexts herein. “Utang” is another case; it literally means “debt” but in the current context is also used as a verb—to utang, to borrow, to lend.

Thus it can be difficult to translate accurately without cluttering the page and detracting from the “feel”, from the meaning. I have thus opted for general English translations [italicized and in brackets] that “best fit” the contexts, although that too is open to contestation.

I am not a native speaker of Filipino, nor even a good speaker, so have had to rely on what I do know, e-dictionaries, and advice from friends.

Another issue is that some words (pera, utang, ba and diba/dba, ako, anak, naku, sus...and a dozen others) appear frequently; I could not expect a novice to recall them all, so insert a translation I must on every occasion. Ay naku!

Finally, I have added in italics as best I can ‘phonetically’ possible/probable pronunciations, important in speaking the language. For example, “asawa” is not asa-wa, but as-a-wa; “baliw” is not bali-something, but bal-oo, and I only recently learnt that balik is not bal-ik but bal-eek. So, balik ako sa drawing board.

Hope this helps.

A

adobo = spicey/flavoured stew/soup. a-doh-bo

agad = immediately. a-gad

akawntant = accountant. a-kawn-tant

ako/nako = me/I. a-ko

alaga = taking care (of). ala-ga

alis kami = let’s go, we (inclusive) go now. alice kam-mee

alis tayo = let’s go, we (exclusive) go. alice tay-o

amor propio = self esteem/pride. Amor prop-io

anak = (one’s) child. a-nak

ano = what? ann-o

antok = sleepy. an-tok

asawa = husband/wife (usually now used to refer to a legally married spouse vis-à-vis a de facto partner). as-a-wa

aso/asong = dog. ass-o/ass-song

ata dito = it’s here. ata dito

áte = elder “sister”. ah-tay

ayan = there. eye-yarn

ay naku/naku = exclamation, as in ‘Oh My God’, ‘Oh my’, ‘Oh my gosh’, ‘Oh dear’. ay-nar-ku

ayoko = I don’t want. ay-oko

B

ba = denotes a question, equivalent to a question mark (?). baa

babaero = womanizer. ba-ba-ero

baboy = pig/pork. ba-boy

bahala na = it’s up to God/fate, that’s the way it is. ba-hala na

bahay = house/home. ba-high

baho = smelly. ba-ho

baka = maybe. bak-a

bakit/bkt = why? buk-it

bakla = transgender or transvestite. bak-la

balik = return, come back. bal-eek

baliw = (you’re) crazy. bal-oo

balut = raw duck eggs. bal-oot

banca/pump boat = usually small wooden boat, with outriggers. bunka

baon = provisions, such as food, money, or other supplies, that you take with you when you leave home for a journey, to school, or to work. It can refer to a packed lunch, pocket money, or any other necessary items you bring along. ba-on

Barangay (brgy) / barrio = ‘village’ or (smallest) local admin area. barang-gie/gay

barkada = a group of close friends. bar-kard-a

bata = child. ba-ta

bayad = pay (for something). bi-yad

ba yun = is that/that is. ba-yorn

bigas = rice. beeg-gas

Bilibid = a famous large jail in Manila. billi-bid

bilis = hurry. bil-eese

bobo = stupid or silly. bo-bo

Bombay/Bumbay = person of Indian descent, commonly thought of as hard money-lenders.

bruha = witch. broo-ha

bubong = roof. bu-bong

buhay = life. boo-hie

bukas = tomorrow. boo-kas

buko (pie) = coconut pie. boo-ko

bundók = boondocks, mountain/s, remote/rural area. boon-dock

butas = holes. boo-tas

buti/mabuti = good, fine. booty/ma-booty

C

cantina/kantina = canteen/lunch counter. kan-teena

centavo/s = cent/s (100 = 1 peso). cent-arvo

chismis/tsismis = gossip. chis-miss

chismoso/a = (male/female) gossiper. chis-moso/a

CR = comfort room, usually consisting of a toilet and washing facilities

D

dalaga = an unmarried, usually older, woman; spinster. dal-a-ga

dami = quantity, amount, number, (many). damee

dapat = must (be). da-pat

daw = he/she/they said. dour

delata = canned food. de-la-ta

diba/dba = isn’t it (true), right (?). de-ba

dibdib = chest. dib-dib

din/rin = also. din/rin

dito = here. dit-o

E

engkanto = a powerful supernatural being or spirit like a sorcerer or wizard. eng-kan-tow

G

gagoo/gago/bobo = silly, stupid (lightheartedly). gar-goo/go

gala = stray/wandering (dog). ga-la

gambalero = gambler. gamba-lair-ro

ganun = it’s like that, it’s that way. ga-noon

gastos = cost. gastoos

gasul = gas (for cooking). gas-ool

gatas = milk. ga-tas

GCash = a system of cash transfer using phone numbers. Gee-cash

ginagawa (mo) = what are you [mo] doing? G-in-aga-wa (moe)

ginulo = disorganized, distracted. gin-u-loo

gisa = sauteed, stir-fry. ghee-sar

grande = grand, large. grand-ee

gulay = vegetable/s. goo-lay 

gusto = like (something). gust-oh

gutom = hunger/hungry. goo-tom

gwapo/a = good looking (male), beautiful (female). gwa-po/a

H

hapon = afternoon. har-pon

hayaan mo na = let it go/be. hay-ya-arn mo na

hilot = indigenous/folk healer. he-lot

hindi = no, not. hin-dee

hindi ako mata pobre = I am not ashamed to be with the poor. Hin-de a-ko matta pob-ree

hingi = always ask (me) (every day/all the time). he-nee

hirap = hard, difficult. hee-rap

HPV = Human Papillomavirus

historia = story, history, narrative. his-story-ia

humbagera/o = (female/male) liar (from English humbug). hum-bag-gera/o

I

ikaw = you. ee-cow

ikot-ikot = go(ing) around in circles. ee-kot-ee-kot

impyerno = inferno/hell. im-p-yano

INASAL = a widespread fast food restaurant chain; ‘asal’ refers to char-grilled/roasted meat in Ilonggo. ina-sal

indio = native (majority) Filipinos (during Spanish times). in-de-o

ingat = take care, be careful. ing-yat

iniisip = thinking. ini-i-sip

ipon = savings. e-pon

isda = fish. is-da

iyak = cry. e-yak

J


Jueteng = (pron: hwet-eng) is a popular, illegal numbers game and local lottery involving betting on number combinations, often run by local syndicates with political connections, and involves bet-collectors and supervisors.



K

kaibigan = friend. ka-ee-bee-gan

kain/pagkain = eat/eating (food), food. ka-in, parg-ka-in

kainis = annoying. ka-in-is

kalandian = flirting. kalan-di-han

kami = us/we. ka-mee

Kamusta = hello/how are you? Kar-mor-sta

kana = now/already. ka-na

kanina = a while ago, earlier (today). ka-ni-na

kantina/cantina = small bar/café, canteen. can-teen-a

kapitbahay = neighbour. kap-it-ba-hi

kapitid = sibling/s. kap-i-tid

karabo = carabao, water buffalo. kara-bough

karenderya = cafeteria. karen-de-er-ia

kasi = because. kassee

kawawa = sad, pitiful. ka-wa-wa 

kaya = so. kay-ya

kerida/o, querida/o = mistress/lover (male). ker-reeda/o (fm/m)

kiffy = slang for something cute or nice. kiffy

kita = you. kee-ta

komiks = comics.

konti/kunti = small (amount), a little. kon-tee

kulang = lacking (the remainder), insufficient, inadequate, deficient, incomplete, deficit. koo-lang

kulit = annoying. koo-lit

kumpare = special friend (male). kum-par-ay

kuripot = stingy. koo-re-pot

kusina = kitchen. koo-seen-a

kuya = (older) ‘brother’. koo-ya

kwento = story. kew-wento

L

laban = (fight against) opposing sorrowful events/crises; in context: surviving against odds/crises. la-ban

labandera = washer woman. lab-an-dera

lahat = all. la-hut

lalaki = male. la-la-kee

lamok = mosquito. la-mock

lang/nalang = just, only, (now only, now just, already, only). naa-lang

lasing = drunk. lar-sing

lasingero/a = drunkard. lar-sing-gero/a (m/fm)

loko/loco = crazy. lo-ko

lolo/lola = grand father/mother. lol-lo/lol-la

longganisa = Filipino sausage. long-ga-nisa

lumbanog = local alcoholic drink made from coconuts. lum-ba-nog

M

maarte = dramatic. mar-art-ee

maayos na buhay = a good life at home. maa-yus na boo-hi

mabaho/’baho = smelly, stink. ma-ba-ho

mabait = good (heart), kind heart, good person (inside). ma-ba-it

maganda = beautiful. ma-gan-da


magandang umaga/hapon/gabi = good morning/afternoon/evening. mag-an-dang oo-maga/hap-pon/gab-ee



magkano = how much. mag-kan-o

mahal = expensive (also = love). ma-hal

mainit/’init = hot (weather). ma-in-it/in-it

makapal = thick skinned, unabashed, brazen. maka-pal

makulit/kulit = annoying. ma-koo-lit/koo-lit

malapit = nearby. mala-pit

malandi = flirt/y. malan-dee

malayo – far away. ma-la-yo

malibog = (always) horny. malee-bog

mana/manang = older ‘sister’. mana/man-ang

manook/manok/manuk = chicken. man-ook

manyaki/s = horny, sexy, have/want a lot of sex. many-yakee/man-yakis

mapili = picky. ma-pili

marami = many. ma-ram-ee

maritis/as = gossip/gossiper. mari-tas

masakit = painful. masa-kit

matagal = a long time, late. mata-gal

matalina/o = intelligent, smart. mata-leena/o

Maya = a system of cash transfer using phone numbers. May-a

mayabang = pretentious, snobby. may-a-bang

mayaman = rich. may-ya-man

merienda = snack, morning/afternoon break. merry-enda

meron = there is, (I/you/do you) have. mair/may-roon

mga = more than one, denotes plural. mang-aa

mukha = thick faced/shameless, brazen. mook-ha

muna = for now, meanwhile, temporary, in advance, ahead, beforehand, yet. moon-a

mura = cheap. muu-ra

N

na = exclamation to add emphasis; now, already, or do. naa

nagmamakaawa = begging. nag-mama-ka-awa

nahihilo = dizzy. na-he-helo

nakakaiyak = It makes me cry/crying. naka-ka-ee-yak

nakikiusap = begging (I’m begging you). naki-ki-e-usap

naku = exclamation, as in ‘Oh My God’, ‘Oh my’, ‘Oh my gosh’, ‘Oh dear’. nak-oo

nalang/lang/lng = ‘just’ or ‘only’ used in various contexts to convey a sense of: Preference: “I’ll have the soup nalang”; (I'll have the soup, instead); Resignation: “I'll just go alone nalang” (I’ll go by myself, as there is no other choice); “That’s it” or “Nothing more” that emphasizes there are no other options or actions to consider. “Just one more step and I’ll graduate nalang.” na-lung/lung/lang

naman/nman/nanaman = expression of gentle protest or denial; also; rather; really; too; so. naa-man/n-man

nanay = mother. nan-ie/ay

na pag = that. na-pag

NBI = National Bureau of Investigation.

nga = indeed, in such manner; emphasis. to put more emphasis, emphasizing that you’ll do this particular thing among other alternatives or in this way. n(g)a

ngayon = now. nay-yon

O

opo = yes. oh-po

P

pa = yet. parr

pagod = tired. pa-god

paguwi = going home, get home. pag-u-he

pakikisama = smooth interpersonal relations, adapting to others, getting along, comradeship. paki-kis-sama

pako = vegetable fern. pak-o

pala = an interjection expressing sudden realization, or ‘by the way’, apparently/as it turns out. pal-ya

palagi = always. pala-gee

pulubi = beggar. pu-lu-be

pamasahe = transport fare. pama-sa-he

pamilya = family. pam-il-ya

pancit = a common easy dish of fried noodles, vegetables, meat, etc. pan-sit

pandasel = small, slightly sweet bread roll. panda-sel

para = for, stop. para

pasalobong = gift from someone in a distant place, often overseas. pas-a-lo-bong

pasko = Christmas. pass-ko.


pasok = enter, go in, attend, or entry, often used for school or work, but can also mean to score a goal. pas-ok



patay = dead. pat-tie

pautang = loan/borrow. pa-oo-tang

pauwi = to go home, going home. pa-oo-he

pawid = nipa palm. paa-wid

pek-pek = slang term for vagina. pek-pek

pensiyon = pension house/room; a boarding house. pen-shi-yon

pera = money. pair-ra

pero = but. pair-roh

pihikan = picky. pee-he-kan

pilyo/a = cheeky, cheekily naughty, mischievous, playing pranks, or kidding. pil-yo/a

pinaka = most; pinakamura = cheapest. pinna-ka (murr-a)

po = a sign of respect, loosely translated as ‘sir’. poh

pobre = poor. pob-ree

pogi = handsome. poh-gee

probensyana = provencia/provincial/rural woman; rustic. prob-en-sy-yana

provincia = provincial/local. prov-in-shia

puki = vagina. poo-kee

pulutan = appetizer consumed when drinking (alcohol). poo-loo-tan

puro (hingi) = always 9direct/pure) request/ask. pu-roh hin-he

puson = (lower) stomach. pu-son

pustiso = dentures. puss-tiso

puta = wanton woman, prostitute (a very derogatory term). poot-a

puwet = butt, buttocks. p-wet

R

regla = menstruation. regg-la

resibo/receivo = receipt. ree-see-bo/receiv-o

S

sa = to, in. sar

saan = where. sar-arn

sahod = salary. sa-hod

sakit = sick, pain/ful. sa-kit

sala = lounge room, (also lounge settee). sar-la

salamat = thank you. sa-la-mat

sa loob = inside (your heart). sar-lu-ube

sálu-salo = party/reception. sar-lu-sa-loh

sana = hopefully, hope, wish. sa-na

sarap/masarap = delicious (food). sar-rap/mas-ar-rap

sari-sari = small grocery store that sells many items usually in small quantities. sar-ee-sar-ee

sayang = waste, a pity, too bad, missed opportunity. say-yang

sayang yung = it’s a shame. say-yang yoong

sempre/siyempre = naturally, of course. semp-pree

shabu = a slang term for the drug methamphetamine. shab-boo

shy = embarrassed (English).

sige/sige na = ok (bye, finish), or literally: ok, go ahead. siggy

siguro = maybe, perhaps, probably, might. sig-ooro

sikmura = stomach. sik-moora

sinigang = soup with usually pork or beef or seafood and vegetables. sin-ee-gang

siopao = a steamed, soft, and slightly sweet bun filled with a savory meat filling. she-pow

sip-sip = to charm, fawning, ingratiating. sip-sip

sira = broken. si-ra

siya = he/she/they. shar 

sobra = very, too much. sob-ra

suki = (favourite) customer, patron, client, or trusted seller. szoo-kee

sumasakit = it hurts, it’s painful. soo-ma-sa-kit

sumpong = moody, quiet tantrum, silently ignoring someone. sum-pong

sus = gosh; exclamation of surprise or disapproval, abbreviation for Hesus/Jesus, a short version of Susmaryosep: a contraction of Jesus, Mary and Joseph. sooz/soos

swerte = luck/lucky. swer-tee

T

takbo = to run off (without paying); to disappear. tak-boh

taksi = taxi. tak-see

tala (tala-tala) = crazy. tar-lar

talaga = really, truly, seriously. tala-ga

tama = correct. ta-mar

tamad = lazy. ta-mud

tanga = stupid, idiot. tang-gha


tanghali = its noon already. Tang-har-lee



tanginang = generally a strong expletive like ‘fuck’, ‘damn’, or ‘what the fuck’ or a contraction of putang ina (whore, or your mother is a whore). tung-ina-ang

tao = person (common ‘man’). tar-oh

tapos = and then, afterwards(?), consequently. tap-os

tara na = let’s go. tarr-a-na

tatay/’tay = father. tat-ie/ay; ’tay/tie

tipid = thrifty. tip-id

tiyan =stomach. tcharn

trabaho = work. tra-ba-ho

tuba = alcoholic drink derived from coconuts. tooba

tubig = water. too-big

tulog = sleep/ing. too-log

tuloy = continue, proceed. tooh-loy

U

ukay-ukay = second hand (clothing) store. oo-kai-oo-kai/oo-ky-oo-ky

ulam = main course/dish of food. eg. chicken. oo-lam

ulit = again. oo-lit

ulo = head. oo-lo

ulo ko = my head. oo-lo koe

umaga = morning. oo-mar-ga

utang = debt. oo-tang

utang na loob = debt of gratitude. oo-tang-na-lu-ube

Uu/Oo = yes. oo-oo

W

wak-wak = witch. wak-wak

wala/walang = nothing, zero. wolla/woll-ang

Waray (or Waray-Waray) = a major ethnolinguistic group and their language, primarily from Samar and Leyte islands. Waa-ray

Y

yaya = babysitter/housemaid/nanny

yun = that, that’s it, that one
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It Takes a Lot of Effort to be Poor
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Chapter 1. Survivalism: The Beginning
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“We’re coming home with you mom,” Abigail Galang declared to her mother and sister, Gina, as she lay in the maternity ward of Lazaro Hospital.

It was the public section of the mostly private hospital in Malabon, Manila, that Abigail had gone to 3 days previously to deliver her baby, a healthy but small girl—almost like a peanut—who would be christened Addison.

The Galang family was poor, perhaps the poorest of the poor, so couldn’t afford even a mediocre of health care beyond what the Philippines Government and charities could provide. Abby was, for once, lucky to be admitted to this place near her home, even though she would have to pay in the least some of the costs. Pay. Always pay, pay. Bayad. Always borrow, borrow. Utang.

“Oh,” her mother, Teresa, answered coldly. She had immediately taken a seat next to Abigail’s bed, needing to unload her excessive weight after the short but exhausting trip to Lazaro. Now she looked at her eldest child with little expression on her round face. “Why? What will you tell Cesar?”

“You tell him. I don’t want to see him,” she whispered in a flat tone, so as not to be overheard by the other dozen or so new mothers and their visitors mingling in the open ward. “He’s dead to me.”

Dead, patay, meaning not dead literally, but as far as Abigail was concerned he may well have been.

“And Addison? He will want to see the baby diba [isn’t it true/right?].”

“He can visit when I not there. He can see, then leave. I don’t want him come back. I don’t want anything to do with him. Do you see him now? Here?” she waved her arm about the air. “He not. He never come. He don’t care.”

Teresa didn’t need any further explanation. She never liked Cesar, and had always thought Abigail had made a very poor choice in choosing him as a partner. But Abigail was young, just 18 then, and like many girls wanted some excitement and independence. She thought it her chance to escape grinding poverty. And Cesar was good looking; Abigail had quickly become infatuated with him. She didn’t think highly of her own appearance, so to get a gwapo [handsome] guy she was lucky, so she thought at the time.

Teresa could understand that, a bit. He was gwapo, although a bit thin, at times gaunt, and that, she soon discovered, was because he took drugs. Not something to be accepted at all. Shabu. The curse of the young Filipino. But because of his addiction he was a lay-about, tamad [lazy], seldom working, and not properly supporting Abigail, his girlfriend, with whom he lived in a squalid boarding-house room. If anything he sponged off Abigail and her family the little they could not afford, mostly food when he recovered from a drug binge and regained some appetite.

“Tapos...[afterwards] After that he can go, he dangerous, to me and my baby. You know he hit me the last month. That’s the true, that why I come home.”

“Hit you? You not say. Where? Where he hit you?” Abigail’s mother asked.

“The face, then here,” she pointed, “my boobs. I afraid he damage the baby.”

“Mmm... So you want live with us? How will you support the baby?” Teresa pressed. It was an odd question, because for the last nine months or more Cesar had not actually supported her.

“Like before. I find a job.”

“Ha!” laughed Teresa. “You always dream. How you find job with a baby, and now, when we have lock-in, even your father lost his job. No work. Government say we have to stay home, this virus spread all over.”

“I know, mom, but soon it be gone. I work in a cantina, like you.”

“And milk? You not breastfeeding?”

“No milk, mom. Formula only,” Abigail explained, not quite sure if she should be sad, or glad that her breasts would retain their girlish shape, because her breasts simply did not produce milk. No one seemed to know why.

“Hmph. More expense,” her mother unnecessarily pointed out. 

Not breastfeeding for the next three or more years would certainly be a burden; powdered formula milk was not cheap at 1,000 pesos each week or so, minimum, besides not being of any value in passing on to a baby the mother’s immunity to diseases; and the problem of hardly-clean water with which to mix the powder was always an issue.

“And diapers,” Teresa continued. “Very mahal na [expensive].”

“I know ma, they expensive...”

“We can use banana leaves, ma,” Gina joked to relieve some of the tension.

“Baliw [you’re crazy],” Abigail retorted. “Where we get banana leaf, eh?”

Gina merely giggled and shrugged. 

“We got some food for you, adobo and rice,” she instead replied to redirect the talk.

It was pitiful that public patients were not fed by the hospital but their family had to bring in food two or three times a day, detracting from their own miserable supply of viands.

Teresa and Gina helped Abigail sit up and eat from a rather stained and battered tin bowl the by-now cold adobo, with rice in a paper cup; but Abigail couldn’t be mapili—picky—eating quickly as much as she could, and having water from a bottle. After 10 minutes she laid the rest aside, saying she would keep it for later, knowing she would be hungry again by nightfall, it now being only 3pm.

At that juncture a nurse in a crisp blue and white uniform wheeled in Addison, the newborn, snuggled in a mobile crib of cold metal. She was still sleeping soundly, so the three women just cooed and babbled about her, leaving the baby formula the nurse also had brought with her on the side table.

“Is that free?” Gina innocently asked, nodding at the lukewarm pale liquid.

“Ha! Nothing free here, Gina. Mom, you have to utang [borrow] for our bills. Maybe tomorrow.”

“Ay naku [oh my God]. Always bills. I ask your father.”

“Alis tayo. Sige, tara na. Let’s go!” Gina declared, showing a little impatience with their harried visit to the hospital.

“Yes. We go. Text na [already] when you go home, we come get you.”

“Yes mom. Thank you.”

Without further ado Teresa and Gina, her third child at age 13 now, collected their few belongings and trudged out of the ward to find a trike home. Teresa turned her thoughts about the further costs to her and the Galang family, the most immediate one being transport costs. Even tricycle prices, by far the cheapest way to travel about the local area, had almost doubled in the last year, and she regretted now having to bring Gina with her. It was an extra 25 pesos. But Filipinos rarely went anywhere unaccompanied.

On the main road outside the hospital they found a jeepney going their way, and only 10 pesos each, Teresa telling Gina they would go as far as they could then walk the remaining distance, perhaps a half mile into the slum area of Malabon.

At the same time Abigail—or Abby as she preferred to be called—lay on her side looking at her sole joy in life, Addison, sleeping, without a worry in the world. Small tears filled her eyes, as she thought about Addison’s future and how the hell Abby was to provide for her. She couldn’t expect any support from her drug-laden and violent boyfriend, and indeed didn’t want to have any dealings with him. Yes, he was patay—‘dead’. But the truth was, she had no idea of how she, they, would manage; she was never one to plan, but rather only dream as her mother had intimated. Perhaps she got that attitude from her father, who also dreamt of getting rich some quick way, most especially by gambling. Jueteng was his vice.

Now it seemed things would be worse with Rolando, her father, losing his common labouring job in a construction company. Like many other places it had closed under government orders because of Covid spreading. No one had thought of how people would survive; the Philippines couldn’t afford Covid payments as in Australia, there were no unemployment benefits, and what charities there were also had limited means to provide help to the teeming millions of Manila and beyond.

That notwithstanding, Abby, and now also Addison, at least had a house to live in, as rickety as that might be in an unsavoury neighbourhood. This was a concoction of shanties higgledy-piggledy squeezed into every crevice of space, with only walking tracks of dirt or uneven, rough pavements, and broken everything—concrete, glass, tin, pipes, car parts, refuse, drying clothes—strewn across them, of parked scooters, leaky water pipes, electrical wires, and people zig-zagging like lost ants; dank and dark, lit only by yellow light from the many windows and doors that abutted each ally, exuding smells of cooking amidst blooms of smoke and heat. At least it was safe, as everyone knew their neighbours, and one had only to give a shrill scream to have a thousand faces peering out. 
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But, also, there was no privacy. Outside walls, and even walls between houses, were at best single width besser bricks, gray, stained, mouldy, or of rusted, ragged tin, dripping water into muddy pools that bred mosquitoes and dengue; at worse the bare walls were 2-ply, nailed and warped, with cracks and holes that enabled one to peer into the equally squalid living quarters of neighbours. There was no green space, nor refuse collection; garbage was constantly burnt in the alley ways, filling the narrow confines constantly with acrid smoke, its only advantage being to send mosquitoes to another quarter. 

Bathrooms—or CRs (comfort rooms with toilet)—were minimal in size and amenities, used for all ablutions and laundry, commonly with a bamboo floor that allowed any water to seep into the bare soil beneath. Water for all purposes was carried inside in manageable plastic buckets from common faucets. Hundreds of electrical wires illegally snaked their way down the alleys with numerous tentacles branching off to feed each house.

Abby’s house was but one of the hundreds in Area 3 of Phase 2 in Malabon, of northern Manila. The ramshackle house was surprisingly larger than many in the area, and that was because Abby’s grandma had long ago acquired the rental when there was still some space and prices were much cheaper. The grandmother had since moved on to live some miles away with another of her children. Teresa’s and Rolando’s family had stayed on, the house being the only one that Abby had ever lived in for the last 20 years.

Over time the plywood walls had been bricked with besser blocks, which remained a dirty gray, unrendered and unpainted. There were 3 bedrooms, luckily, for eventually Teresa had five children: 3 boys and 2 girls. Apart from these rooms a large kitchen and sala [lounge] combined was situated at the front. Cooking was mostly by gasul [gas], or when that ran out and there was no money for a refill a makeshift BBQ was placed outside the front door on a small slab of concrete, a patio of sorts, that also provided space for family to gather and socialize, hoping to catch a whiff of a breeze on hot summer nights. And in that respect the roof was tin with no ceiling insulation, making the whole house like an oven in the warmer season and drowning out all noise when the monsoon rains fell. 

Finally, in a back corner of the shanty a CR occupied a private cubicle not much larger than an English telephone box. While it at least had a concrete floor, it had no running water. It was the chore of all the children as they were able to bring in buckets of water from the communal faucet and fill a large barrel outside the privy.

This was the home and life situation that Addison would be brought into and from which she would have to fight to survive and hopefully, like Abby, escape. But for Abby it was home, it was family, although not always congenial. These were the thoughts and longings Abby had as she peered at her newborn, who suddenly broke Abby’s thoughts with a fit of crying. Abby struggled to get out of the bed; she was still sore in her abdomen region, even though she had not had a Caesarian. She coddled Addison briefly, then realized a nappy change was in order. The hospital at least provided some diapers and bum-wipes, at a cost no doubt, not from kindness or generosity, but because they did not want filth and odour to spoil the clinical cleanliness.

That done, she took Addison to the bed with her and bottle-fed the child until she fell asleep. Shortly after the nurse again came in to take Addison back to a nursery and to clean up, leaving Abby to finish her now cold adobo and rice. This was the beginning of her and Addison’s new life, of forthcoming trials and troubles and hopefully some triumphs for the next few years. But Abby had no comprehension of all that was to come and to be undertaken, and she had no plan.

* * *
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The next morning, after a fitful sleep, a nurse again brought Addison in to be nursed. Abby also was hungry, but there was nothing to eat, and no sign as yet of anyone coming to see her. She didn’t know if her mother had forgotten, or didn’t care, as though she was punishing Abby for her foolishness—or maybe she was just busy...

She drank the remaining water just to fill her stomach, and waited. There was nothing else she could do. Her life seemed to be one of just waiting, waiting for something to happen, to happen to her, rather than actively doing something for herself, of having a plan.

By ten o’clock she espied Gina coming in, carrying what seemed to be an empty bag, no doubt to put in whatever megre belongings Abby possessed. But it was evident Gina brought no food.

“Ready to go?” Gina asked excitedly.

“I don’t know... You go ask the nurse.”

Gina went out to find a nurse as Abby dressed and put whatever she had—the food pot, her few personal belongings, some spare diapers, the milk bottle—into the large rather worn canvas bag that Gina had carried in.

Gina returned after a few minutes, Abby now almost ready.

“The nurse say you talk to them. You have to pay na.”

“Pay?”

“Uu [yes].” Gina merely shrugged, not knowing anything at her age other than one always had to pay. The poor always had to pay.

“Where’s Addison, then?”

Gina shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Come on then. We ask.” She led the way, slowly, still unsteady on her feet, Gina following close behind, not understanding that her older sister was weak, that she might collapse.

But without incident they reached the nursing station, and shortly thereafter a nurse handed Abby an invoice. Two-thousand pesos-plus.

‘Naku! [Oh my gosh!]. I don’t have that,’ she thought to herself.

Recovering from the shock Abby asked what the invoice was for, and being told it was, as she long suspected, for medicines, milk formula, diapers, and that she need pay it before she could leave the hospital.

“I don’t have,” Abby feebly explained. “I have to go home to get.”

“You cannot leave until you pay the invoice,” the nurse unnecessarily explained, politely but firmly. “Your sister can go home and get it, or, you can leave the baby here until you return.”

“Huh? Leave my baby here? No, I can’t do that.”

“She will be alright here until you come back,” the nurse assured her, not paying much attention to Abby’s growing agitation. “But it cost 500 pesos a day to do that”—No doubt because the hospital would need to recover expenses of nursing labour in attending to the baby.

“Wait. I text my mom.”

“Fine. Take a seat over there,” the nurse indicated away from the desk.

“Can I get my baby?”

“No. You need to pay the bill first,” she added euphemistically, conflating two notions, “then you can leave.”

Although restraining someone in a hospital until they paid was in Philippine law technically illegal, Abby was not cognizant of her rights, but, rather, aware of her subservience to authority. She acquiesced, and took a seat as indicated. She texted her mother in Tagalog: ‘bayad utang dito na. 2k plus tapos sa bahay kami.’ Although Abby’s English was quite good, her mother’s was not. Simply she told her mom they had to pay 2-thousand pesos before they could go home.

They waited...and waited. Teresa texted back eventually saying she would ask in the neighborhood to borrow, and wait for Rolando to come home, maybe he would have some money. That meant Abby and Gina could be stuck at the hospital for hours, and maybe charged more for care of the baby. And, in the meantime, Abby had not had anything to eat that morning.

“Gina,” she said, “I need buy something for eating. Hotdog nalang [just] at 7/11. You have the pera [money] ba?”

“Uu [yes]. But that the pamasahe [fare] na. How we get home naman? [though]”

“I ask mom send extra pala [by the way, as a favour].” 

“Naku! You text ma. Or we stay here all day,” Gina moaned, beginning to resent these government people thinking poor people had nothing better to do.

“Ok ok. I text her. Just go na, find hotdog or siopao [sweet bun], or pandesal [sweet bread]. I so hungry. Forty piso only lang [just].”

Without another word Gina got up and walked out in search of some street food for her sister. Abby again texted her mom, asking for another 50 pesos and telling her to hurry because the nurse said there is an extra charge if the baby stays at the hospital too long.

Ten minutes later Gina returned with a hotdog in a small brown paper bag, but now the nurse stopped the two sisters eating it, saying it smelled, they had to go outside to eat it.

The girls could not argue, so just followed the directive, going down to the ground floor. But when they reached the bustling exit the ubiquitous security guard stopped them, and unable to show a receipt for payment at the hospital told them they could not leave.

“I just go out,” Abby almost pleaded, “to eat this.”

“Over there, the guard pointed to one side where he could keep an eye on her. “You sister stay inside,” he commanded.

The girls did as they were told, unconsciously aware of their place because of their sex, age and poverty. Just like the nurses upstairs whom Abby felt showed little or no compassion, the guard was mayabang [pretentious]. Because these people in uniforms had spent a lot of money getting educated and were now semi-professional and lower middle class, they could do their job with indifference, and look down on the poor. They had lost the idea of hindi ako mata pobre, of not being ashamed to consort with the poor. No doubt they all thought of Abby, and others like her, as some kind of loose woman, unmarried, a prostitute even, a puta. 

Abby gulped down the hotdog as fast as she could, as Gina impatiently paced up and down a small space amidst many people coming and going, some of whom gave her a cursory but disdainful glance.

As they returned to the second floor and resumed their seats a text from Teresa came through. It was simple, almost curt. ‘2050 send u. Rolando utang.’ This was immediately followed by a ping, telling her that the money had been paid into Abby’s GCash account.

“Come on, Gina. We go. Ma send the money already.” 

As Abby led the way to the Nursing desk she hoped there would be no extra charge, because it was now past noon; the baby had been retained almost like a ransom past the checkout time of 10am.

Finally, the nurse printed out the invoice and instructed the girls to go to the cashier on the ground floor, then return with the receipt.

That done, and the receipt now stamped for the second time, the nurse retrieved Addison who, thankfully, was still asleep. Neither Abby nor Gina had a basket or sling to put Addison in, so they took out the things from the bag Gina had brought, placing them as much as they could in a plastic bag, and the baby in the now dirty, smelly canvas bag.

Thankfully the journey home was uneventful, despite being crammed on a jeepney, and then having to walk half a mile through shabby, noisy streets, lanes, then alleys.

“Welcome to your home, Addison,” Abby whispered as they entered the house.

Her mother and father were not home, just her two younger brothers, aged 9 and 10, who came out to peer at the newborn, as Addison began to stir and no doubt needed feeding and a nappy change. Luckily Abby had the last of the formula powder from the hospital, and two remaining diapers she had secreted away. Taking Addison to the bedroom that she shared with Gina, Abby attended to Addison and soon got her back to sleep. Then she told Gina to stay and look after the child while she went out to buy on credit, as always, more formula and diapers—something that was to become a bane for the next 3 or so years.

Abby went almost door to door, to neighbours who knew her, who knew her situation, almost begging for just even 5 or 10 or 20 pesos to help buy milk formula and diapers, and even the few local sari-sari [grocery] stores nearby to get the high-priced goods on credit—a common practice in the slums. If the sari owners gave her the benefit of their doubt the only hold they had over Abby, the customer, was to shame her if she did not pay the utang, the debt, and threaten her and her family of never getting any help in future.

More than an hour later she returned home with only 5 diapers and a small tin of milk powder that might last a day or two. 

Her mother had also returned home by this time, having earned a mere 250 pesos from her job in a nearby kantina [canteen]. It was barely enough to purchase some chicken pieces, a few vegetables and a kilo of rice. Any money left over would be needed to buy eggs for tomorrow’s breakfast and to give to her other children for their baon, their food for school. There was never enough food, never a stocking-up of food which could be had at the markets at a cheaper price. Everything was bought piecemeal, on a daily basis, from local sari stores at marked-up prices. Teresa had no domestic capital to take advantage of bulk purchasing and hence cheaper prices; it was simply a ridiculous spiral, of ikot-ikot, of going round and round in a whirlpool of abysmal poverty, debt, payment, more debt, hunger and degradation.

There was precious little food and money for Abby; her mom thought her eldest daughter should look after herself. It was almost like a punishment of Abby for getting mixed up with the wrong guy and getting pregnant. But how could she not? Her boyfriend had been demanding, not tolerant of sexual abstinence or safe sex, and in any case how could they afford pills or condoms?

And now, of course, Abby effectively owed her mom 2 thousand pesos for the hospital expenses, hopelessly unable to repay it. She had no job and no possibility of getting one, especially with a 3-day old baby, and with Covid restrictions.

* * *
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At about 6pm Rolando came home, somewhat the worse for drink. When Teresa asked for some money he fobbed her off, which only caused an escalation of the confrontation. Rolando claimed he had already provided 2,000 pesos that day for the hospital expenses, and had to borrow that from his friends at Jueteng, his gambling barkada [group of close friends], and when he had won a few hundred pesos that afternoon he had to shout them drinks—Ginebra gin, specifically the cheapest and probably nastiest alcohol—to affirm his honour to repay his debts.

“What about work?” Teresa aggressively queried him.

“No work, no work,” he slurred, dismissing her with a wave of his hand. “You know that. The factory close because the virus!”

Teresa just hmphed. “Electric to be pay this week.”

“Bahala! [It’s up to God/fate]. I find the money.”

With that he went to the bedroom and without changing his clothes fell asleep in a stupor, leaving Teresa to wonder where and how he would ‘find’ the money. She also had to think about the rent due at the end of the month, and maybe even the gasul bottle having to be replenished, but she would worry about these later.

* * *
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The next morning Teresa’s worst fears came true. There was just enough gas to cook 6 eggs and reheat 2 handfuls of rice for breakfast, just sufficient for one egg and a spoon of rice each. Almost. She had 5 kids and herself, so she hoped Rolando would sleep in; maybe going without breakfast might spur him to do something about bringing home some money...

It hadn’t always been quite like this, before the Covid pandemic. The disease simply made the financial disease worse. For it was a disease of its own kind, and trying to treat the condition of poverty which always returned, sometimes worse than before, was commonly futile. There is no vaccine for poverty.

Although the Galang family had often struggled to meet their financial obligations, at least Rolando before had a job and contributed moderately well to the household, sometimes even bringing in some small windfall from his gambling antics, not just Jueteng but also cards and cockfighting. If he was ever short he could borrow, and was known for paying his debts at the end of the month when he got his salary—or borrow from Pablo to pay Pedro. But even so, it was still a cycle of borrowing, paying debts, running out of money, borrowing... And his expenses for gambling, commonly combined with drinking, didn’t help. But he saw his ‘hobby’ as an investment, which fueled his desire and indeed ambition to get rich quick, and thereby hopefully escape the squalor of the Malabon slums.
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Chapter 2. The Next Daze
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Abby had awoken after a restless night in time to avail herself of one of those breakfast handouts, almost literally; one cold fried egg and a morsel of rice could only be supplemented by a bread roll she bought at the sari around the corner with her last 5 pesos, and a cup of coffee—if it could be called that: one of those horrid, insipid 3-in-1 sachets of plastic-tasting blandness that Nescafé tries to pass off as convenient but tasty.

Teresa had already bustled out for her work, assisting in a local cantina. She was not so tall, about 4’11”, and having given birth several times had gained substantial weight, which made her progress ponderous. Indeed, to look at her one would not think of her as skipping meals. Her legs were short and thick, as were her upper arms, and her pelvis expansive. Her face, now at age 43, was rounded, topped by a crop of unremarkable black hair, cut short.

Abby of course showed some similar features, although she was slimmer and taller at age 19, running to 20, and sporting long hair. In particular, as with her sister Gina and eldest brother Nardo, she had a rather Spanish nose, unlike many Pinays—longer, narrower and less flared. Her two younger brothers, however, looked more like their mother, with short flared noses.

At ten o’clock Rolando ambled out, disheveled, in shorts and bare chested. He, too, was short, like the early Castilians, from which Abby and Gina evidently derived their facial features. His short, almost bowed legs now carried a paternal paunch, a narrow face and a receding hairline.

He looked about the squalid kitchen then commanded Abby to get him some coffee, as he shuffled to the bathroom. There was still some lukewarm water in the 2-litre cheap plastic one-push-button thermos gallantly sitting in its glaringly red cozy on a sideboard, so Abby quickly attended to her father’s request, hoping to please him because she needed to.

Rolando returned from his ablutions, looking no better than he had a minute before. He took a seat in front of his filled cup, added another spoonful of sugar, took a sip, ran his hand over his face and stared about, thinking what he might do that day. His jumbled yet scheming thoughts were jarred by Abby.

“ ’Tay [father], I need get baby formula today,” Abby broached.

“Sus!” [Gosh] he declared. “I don’t have. Only utang [borrow/debt]. Utang utang. Always utang only. I pay you already the hospital,” he continued unsympathetically, hardly predisposed at this early time to contemplate more expenses. “Another mouth to feed. You get a job.”

“Yes pa. I will. But for today, na... I need, and diapers...,” she pleaded.

“Holy Mary! You need think this before.”

Abby just shrugged slightly, not knowing how to respond, feeling now so dependent on her parents, forgetting that she never did plan for the birth, nor the pregnancy, or before that breaking up with Cesar. It seemed she never had a plan, or foresight. But from where did she get that characteristic?

“I will walk walk na, ask for utang, pala [to borrow, apparently].”

Rolando didn’t reply. There was nothing he could do, so there was nothing he could say.

Abby left her father to finish his coffee, with the grace of one left-over pandasel roll he could dunk in his coffee. She returned to her room shared with Gina, who had not gone to school because of the pandemic. So, Abby thought, maybe that saved on the kids’ transport and baon, some measly lunch money, money which she could get from her mom to buy milk formula. She could hear her father in his bedroom getting dressed, and soon heard him leave. She instructed Gina to stay awhile and look after Addison while she went scrounging for milk or money. Passing through the kitchen on the way out she espied a 50 peso note deliberately pinned beneath her father’s coffee cup. It wouldn’t buy much, but at least it was a start.

Going around the corner Abby went to the first sari-sari [grocery store]. Here she chatted about mundane things in a very friendly way, what is called sip-sip, buttering up someone. Finally, she asked if she could get a small tin of milk formula and maybe half a dozen diapers on credit. The shop owner knew her and the family, after all they had lived there about 20 years. She spieled that her mom would help pay at the end of the week, and her dad had gone to some vaguely referenced job that day, despite the pandemic. She was good for payment, and if necessary, she assured the shopkeeper, Abby would sell her cell phone since she had no need for it because she didn’t, and couldn’t, go out.

Sari-sari owners are used to locals asking for credit; they know who they can trust, and how by naming and shaming they can enforce debt repayments. The problem for them, however, was a double-bind: if they allowed too much credit for one person, or for many, their capital could be depleted and they might have to close; on the other hand, if they did not provide some purchases on credit then customers would go elsewhere, and, with a bad reputation of being stingy—kuripot—they would readily lose business.

Mana, as most sari-sari owners were referred to, in this case agreed to Abby’s request, adding the costs to a makeshift account book, noting that the Galang indebtedness had reached a little over 1,000 pesos, which she did not hesitate to mention-in-passing as Abby shyly stood in utter dependence on Mana’s goodwill and the social system that underpinned that.

Abby returned home with these, in anticipation she would again go out to another sari and try her luck, or maybe ask neighbours, friends and relatives in the neighbourhood to lend her cash, just even small amounts of 10 or 20 pesos to buy more, as well as her own food for the coming days. 

Days. That was the problem. Her life, consisting of a general daze, was measured, endured, day by day, with no chance of stockpiling, accumulating....

But her return home was not met by what she had anticipated. Instead, she ran straight into Cesar, her ex-boyfriend, and father of Addison. He looked even more disheveled and scrawny than she remembered. She didn’t know how to deal with this encounter: to be polite but aloof and firm, or angry and abusive, or to totally ignore him—sumpong. He was sitting at the kitchen table playing with his phone, and not a cheap one at that, she noted. Gina was hovering about, trying to appear to be cleaning up or sweeping, not willing to allow him out of her sight.

Putting the diapers and milk formula on the table, almost as if to make a point, she stared at him.

“What are you doing here?”

“Come see my anak [child] na.”

“She asleep, diba! [isn’t she!],” Abby told him emphatically, glancing at Gina for confirmation.

“It ok. I just wanna see.”

“Wait. I bring her out,” not willing to let Cesar deeper into the house.

Abby fetched Addison, who in the process began to stir. She held him cradled in her arms so Cesar could see her face, barely 5 days old now.

“She’s waking up, maybe hungry. I utang at the sari for this,” she pointed to the purchases. “You can help with this, diba [can’t you],” she naively suggested.

“Ha! I have no pera. I hope you can borrow to me one-hundred.”

“Sus! [Oh my God!] I don’t have one peso even! Your anak naman, you help pay her food and diapers.”

“No job,” he flatly and quite unashamedly responded, without looking up from his phone.

“Always na. But you have new phone diba [don’t you].”

“Not mine. Just borrow,” he lied.

“You never visit me in hospital.”

Cesar just shrugged at the comment, and implication.

“I did come, na, but they not let me in.”

Abby and Gina just stared at him, no doubt both thinking the same thing: that the hospital wouldn’t let someone who looked like a druggy into the wards. Even so, she also didn’t believe his excuse to be true.

To avoid further interaction with him, Abby directed Gina to make some milk formula, as Addison was now waking up.

“I need one hundred only”, Cesar repeated, without begging but still persistent.

“I don’t have naman [really]. Told you, I already utang Addison milk.”

Cesar ignored her comments, continuing to scroll through his phone, seemingly not willing to leave.

“I have to feed her and change nappy. You want to do that?” she chuckled with a wry smirk directed at Gina.

“No.”

“Then maybe you go na, it ’baho [smelly].”

Again Cesar just shrugged and continued to scroll through his phone and continued not to want to leave, thinking if he stayed long enough Abby would have to meet his demands in order to be rid of him.

At that point she took Addison into the bedroom to change her nappy and feed her. Gina followed a moment later.

“Gina,” she whispered when the door was closed, “go get uncle na. I not want Cesar here.”

Gina nodded, and headed out quickly. Their uncle lived not far away, and was frequently home. She told him the situation when she got there in two minutes, and was now concerned that Abby and the baby had been left alone in the house with Cesar. So the uncle told her to run back and he would follow in a few minutes.

Arriving back home Gina barged into the now empty kitchen, then without much forewarning stepped into her and Abby’s bedroom, only to find in her female opinion Cesar in too close a proximity to Abby, who was still holding the baby, in some kind of protective embrace.

“Uncle is coming,” she declared a little breathlessly.

Cesar, somewhat sourly moved back to the kitchen, wanting to linger a little for a last chance to extract at least some money from Abby, if not sexual favours. But his loitering was soon cut short by the arrival of the uncle who just entered the house without salutation and seemed to assess the situation quickly.

“Morning,” he finally greeted with feigned amiability. “I come to speak with Abigail, private, you know. So maybe you can go now.”

Uncle was a stout man, who spoke his mind and acted accordingly; he would be no match for the lightweight Cesar, who merely glanced at him, then cast his gaze at the floor as he shuffled out, with the uncle very close on his heels.

Barely outside he pulled up Cesar. 

“Kuya,” he said, even though Cesar was by no means his ‘brother’. “I think it best you stay away from here, for a while. You know what I mean?”

Cesar gave a slight nod, and without a voice turned to go up the alley, watched by the uncle. Then he turned back into the house and had a few words with Abby.

“He won’t be coming back. But you keep the door locked,” he advised the two nieces.

With that he turned to go home, but Abby took the opportunity to intercede.

“Uncle, can I borrow one-hundred, na, for milk? You see, she so beautiful,” she smiled, showing Addison’s face in the light. “The baby looks like mama, diba,” insinuating that if Addison was cute like her grandmother then her grand-uncle also must be good looking.

The uncle, not overly fond of babies, had a quick peek and gruffed.

“I don’t have money here. You come by later, to the house.” With that he turned and departed.

Abby put the baby down and soon got her to sleep. Turning to Gina she said, “I go out again, walking,” as she called it, “look for money. But I wait a while, make sure Cesar not around.”

For the next hour the two girls snoozed or swept the floor or brought in water, then Abby once again set off to scrounge money or food from whoever she encountered—neighbours, friends, relatives, sari-sari stores. This time she took a picture on her dilapidated phone of Addison to show, to help entice any benefactor to give.

She first collected the 100 pesos that her uncle had promised, before he changed his mind or forgot. Then went on a little further afar to yet another sari that the family regularly but not all so frequently patronized. Again she performed her spiel, eventually acquiring a small pack of cheap milk powder, more from charity, but nevertheless lodged in another makeshift accounting book, which usually consisted of a cheap 48-page note book.

Then she went further and stood outside a popular 7/11 and asked various customers coming and going for even a few coins, showing them the picture of Addison to support her spiel of being a poor single mom—which was indeed not far from the truth at all.

After an hour she had acquired piecemeal about 20 pesos. But she desperately needed diapers, which were expensive at a minimum of 150 pesos for 18, which would last 9 days if lucky. And she needed a stock of baby formula, in addition to some food for herself since her mother was already begrudging having to feed Abby. There was nothing left to do but try to steal one or two diapers from the local supermarket. She couldn’t take a whole pack, but thought she might be able to open a pack unseen and put two of the nappies down her pants or beneath her blouse.

She followed this plan as carefully as she must, and so as to not raise suspicion, with the 100 pesos from her uncle she bought a small tin of milk formula that was on sale for 75 pesos. Perhaps it was old stock, expired, she considered...

Exiting the store unscathed she headed home. She had been gone almost two hours, and was worried if Gina could adequately look after Addison, although both she and Abby had a good deal of experience with raising their younger brothers. 

What also worried her on the way through noisy streets and narrow alley ways was the thought that she might have to do this every day, that she had become so reliant on charity, petty theft, lying, and piecemeal living. This was only day 5, she had another 4 or more years of this. It would be easier, she hoped, once Addison was toilet trained and could eat solid food, but that really only meant other problems and costs—clothes, toys, birthdays, sickness—would replace those of the early years.

Finally arriving home she found Addison only just beginning to stir, and the distinct smell told her one of the stolen nappies would need to be used immediately. That task completed, and Addison fed, the baby gurgled in her mother’s arms as together they rambled about the house and a little outdoors. Now Abigail also realized she was tied to this little human every day, all day, without even a TV to occupy her time; there was precious little to do in a squalid urban barrio at the best of times other than walk around, cavort with friends, and as a younger girl play made-up games. But now, anything she could or would like to do was burdened with a 2 kilo rather inert bundle of flesh and blood. All Abby could do was sleep or sit, ogle and coo.

At about 4pm Teresa came home, carrying a small plastic bag on a finger, with a meagre number of raw pork pieces. This was dinner for 5 or maybe 6. She would need to boil it up so every bit could be consumed, and add vegetables, onions and thickening to literally flesh it out, but this would have to be done on an outside fire, as there was too little gas to spend on a slow cook.

“Gina!” mother Teresa yelled. “Here, go sari, get half kilo rice,” she commanded, giving her daughter 50 pesos. Then she set to in establishing a fire on the sidewalk, telling her two boys who had also come home a little earlier to scrounge some wood.

Abby took a squatting position next to her mother as she began stirring a heating pot and cutting a few vegetables.

“Ma, I found twenty pesos today,” hoping this would please her mom.

“Where?”

“Outside 7/11. And the sari give me a little milk.” She didn’t mention the 100 pesos she had got from her uncle. “But it not enough. Need to stock up, ma.”

“Oh ay, and how ya gonna do that?”

Abby shrugged. 

“And Cesar come by also.”

“Hmph. What he want?” Teresa grumbled. 

“Pera sempre,”—money of course.

“Ha! He should be the one give you pera! You tell ’im that?”

“Uu. I told him not come here, and Gina got uncle down.”

“Good. I don’t want ’im ’ere.”

“We told him, ma. Can you help me ma, for the milk. Just a little even.”

“The boys need baon, but tomorrow, no school. You can have twenty pesos. I need buy food, you know.”

“I know, ma. I help when I able. I looking tomorrow. Maybe grandma can help.”

* * *
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After an hour the pork and rice were cooked, then sparingly served out amongst Gina, the 3 boys—the eldest also having arrived home by now—and Teresa. Abby was almost excluded from the diners, being given the smallest portion, mostly rice with the left-over gravy-like soup, so she had to cobble some of the fatty bits from her siblings’ plates. It was a dinner to set a precedent over the next few years, as Abby begun to realize she was an unwanted burden on her mother.

Teresa somewhat seemed to begrudge having supported Abby through high school, to third grade. But with just one year to go Abby had gone off with Cesar, full of high expectations. Teresa resented that, as well as having spent all the money for her education and now Abby couldn’t even get a job in a supermarket without a High School diploma. But anyway, it didn’t matter now, because the Covid pandemic had put an end to everything: there was no work, schools were closed half the time, and with Rolando having also lost his job there was no spare cash for anyone’s education. Despite all these travails Abby had hoped that her mother would forgive everything, indeed be pleased, with Addison’s birth, but economic survival was too pressing now for her to be happy about anything.

In lieu of being able to contribute to household expenses, Abby tried to make herself useful in the house, cleaning up after dinner, eternally sweeping the floors, then keeping company with the others outside in the street where the air was no cooler. She cradled Addison as she took a seat on an unwieldy plastic stool, proud to show her own daughter to passers-by.

“You need get her vaccinate,” Teresa told.

“I know ma, but not now. Too young. Maybe one month.”

“Uu. Maybe have to pay. Go City Hall tomorrow, see the schedule.”

“Yes ma. Maybe they give out food hampers also. Then I go Lola’s [grandmother], she will give something for blessing.”

“Hope Abigail, hope.”

“Where’s tatay [father]?”

Teresa shrugged. “You know already. Borrow pera [money], spend pera, gamble pera, drink... Always pera pera, gamble.”

Their conversation trailed off as neighbours intermittently passing by stopped to chat and look at Addison, until by 8pm Abby called it quits, taking Addison inside for a bath, a change of clothes and nappy, a feed, and settle her down hopefully for the whole night. It was hot, and so she had to run the pedestal fan, the only sign of necessary luxury, and that would no doubt add to the growing unaffordable electric bill due every month.

* * *
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The night was not as wholesome and as peaceful as Abby had hoped for, or for that needed to maintain her strength. Once Addison woke up with a wet nappy. Abby thought she might be able to wash that one and reuse it, because it had no poo or smell about it. Then a second time Addison awoke and needed feeding. Abby now began to understand how hard it was to look after her baby without much help.

At 8am she heard her mother leave the house for her job, and realizing that if she wanted any information or handouts at the Barangay Town Hall she need hurry. Sipping another 3-in-1 coffee she prepared a half bottle of milk formula, a bottle of water for herself that would at least fill her stomach in the absence of food, organized a straw basket in which to carry Addison, checked the child’s diaper, and taking one of the younger boys, Jojo aged 10, set off to walk the mile or more to the Town Hall, where the municipal clinic also was located.

Already hot in the blistering morning sun, the trio was met at the Hall with a throng of people mingling seemingly without order, amidst dust and a cacophony of noise. She was so used to it over 20 years she didn’t think how a new born babe could not stay asleep. Bit by bit they made their way forward among one throng then another, asking people who seemed approachable where she needed to go to get some assistance with a new-born. She explained to each one as vaguely as she could, not knowing what was available. Eventually she saw a large somewhat faded sign, “Neo-Natal Clinic”, so took the chance to stand in line there.

After 10 minutes she was ushered in and confronted by an administrator who took down her details and circumstances, and who then explained Abby could have the baby checked now for any health issues, but no, there was no support money and no free diapers, but she could have a tin of no-brand milk formula that was only just past the use-by-date. She was told Addison would need various vaccinations at various ages and, of course, at various but fortunately discounted prices.

“Here’s your ticket, number forty-three, wait over there,” the clerk tediously directed, pointing to several rows of faded blue plastic seats, a common site in most government departments. There was only one seat vacant so she took that, nursing Addison on her lap, Jojo having to stand.

‘Number forty-three’, she reflected. Maybe a long wait. But she was in only for a baby check-up that she wasn’t expecting nor had asked for. As she looked about she noted there were only 5 other women with babies waiting, so maybe she had to wait only 5-10 minutes times 5...? It was quite confusing. Typically no one provided any information, and waiting, waiting as if she had nothing else to do—such as beg for food and money—was not taken into account. Well, with almost 120 million Filipinos, about 30% under age 14, what could one expect?

Fortunately she had to wait only 30 minutes before being ushered into a curtained cubicle where a young nurse without much conversation but brief looks of disdain unceremoniously lifted Addison out of the scrawny makeshift basket, unwrapped her and weighed her on a cold steel machine that invariably woke her up. Notwithstanding, the nurse looked in Addison’s mouth, ears, at her eyes, and checked all of the remaining body for cuts, bruises, boils, infections, and possibly nits and fleas.

Finished, Abby tried to feed her with the now warm milk formula.

“You can do that outside,” the nurse bluntly told her. “I have other babies to examine. And she needs a change of nappies.”

“Yes ma’am. Thank you. But I don’t have...”

The nurse gave an audible sigh of annoyance. “Why don’t you girls bring a change of nappy with you! You know babies piss and shit. That’s all they do!”

“I don’t have many, ma’am, I was hoping...”

“Ha! Hope all you like. This is not a charity shop. Here,” she declared, shoving a nappy at Abby, “one only. They are very expensive. Come back in two months for vaccinations. See the clerk outside for the schedule and cost.” 

With that the nurse turned abruptly to clean up, signaling to Abby the consultation was over.

Moving back to the waiting area she changed Addison’s nappy. Thankfully she had only peed, so Abby put that in a plastic bag hoping to wash it when she got home and, like others, reuse it.

With their meagre belongings and now a new middling tin of formula, the trio exited the building. 

“That’s it Jojo. All this way for nothing. I think we don’t get any help or diapers here. We walk home.”

Addison was back in her basket that Jojo now carried as Abby tried to hold the bottle to Addison’s mouth, but this proved too difficult. They stopped up the street and between two parked cars sat on the curb with a trickle of dirty, smelly water coursing its way beneath their legs. Abby tried to give Addison some nourishment, but it seemed the warm milk and being tossed about had disturbed her too much.

“I’ll carry her, Jojo. Come on. You carry the stuff.”

Precariously Abby carried Addison in her arms, walking slowly amongst the traffic and noise, over uneven paths and across busy streets, her arms getting tired quickly. At that pace it took almost an hour to shamble home. Arriving there she was able to put Addison on the bed and make a new batch of milk, cooler than what she had taken with her, which nevertheless she put into a bucket of water; she couldn’t afford to waste even a half bottle of formula.

Eventually she got Addison settled, washed the two spoiled nappies and hung them up, then joined her baby on the bed for some sleep. Having had no breakfast she was hungry, but figured if she could sleep she wouldn’t feel the pangs.

At 2pm Addison again woke up, and hence woke up Abby. Again she had a wet nappy, and no doubt was hungry. And again Abby went through the motions of mothering. Six days now, and she was already finding the tasks tedious. 

Having no food did not help, so she told Gina to look after the child while she went out ‘walking’, looking for money. Her first stop was her uncle’s house, but he was not home. Nevertheless, this was a lucky thing, because her aunt was home and not aware that Abby had been given 100 pesos the day before. She managed to ‘borrow’ 50 pesos, so bought cheap instant noodles, salted eggs and a bread roll.

She went home and ate one pack, one egg and the bread, hiding the other under her pillow. At 4pm her mother again returned home, carrying this time some chicken pieces which she would cook up as she had done with the pork the previous night.

“Hi ma,” Abby greeted. “I went to the city hall today....”

“Oh ay. I thought you going to lola’s?”

“Yeah, but no time. Had to wait long time at the hall.”

“What they do there?”

“Nuffin. Checked Addison. Said she needs vax in a few months. And got a free tin of milk.”

“Vax? I ’spose that cost pera.”

“Yeah. I know. Need get a job.”

“Oh yeah. And who look after Addison?”

“Maybe Gina, or you take her to work...?”

Teresa said nothing, she would wait to see what happened in time. Instead, she set about boiling the chicken and adding a few remaining vegetables to a pot over a low fire outside. Still they could not afford to replenish the gasul bottle.

“Maybe lola can take her...?” Abby suggested as she watched and helped a little, trying to make herself useful.

“You ask her. They say the virus gone, so you can get a job more easy soon.”

There was not much more serious conversation; Teresa was tired, and had to attend to domestic chores, following much of the routine of the previous days, and the endless days before that, and subsequently. And like yesterday, the food was dished out among six of them, with Abby managing to get a chicken wing and some rice Teresa had again bought at the sari. Every day it was hand-to-mouth.

* * *
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The next morning Abby again awoke to Addison needing her requirements fulfilled: feeding, a change of a smelly diaper, bathing, some light clothes. There was only one diaper remaining, so that was put in a bag, again with a small bottle of milk, and Addison in her makeshift basket. Before it got too hot at 9am, she set out with her load and Gina as a companion; Filipinos seldom went anywhere without a companion or several. This could always be useful, but it also meant that transport fares doubled. But being so poor she didn’t have money for such a luxury; the only means of transport she could employ were her own two feet.

It was 2 miles through twisted streets and across main roads to Lola’s house; she had no money for a trike or jeepney. The very little money she had left over from the previous days she needed to keep for nappies.

Ninety minutes later they arrived at the house of Lola, who had not yet seen the new child. If one were to expect a more grand establishment than her own, then one would be sorely disappointed; it was more a matter of going from one slum to another, or another portion of the same.

Lola now lived with another of her daughters, Lala, and her family, having long ago given up the Malabon residence so that Teresa and clan could have that large place. With Lala she ran a small sari-sari and outside cantina, or rather a servery, but the façade was as ragged and as dismal as any other. At the front of a faded grey wooden edifice in the old Spanish style stood a glaring red structure that dominated a small concrete courtyard that entertained a few wooden benches and a table, and to one side a few plastic stools for the convenience of eat-in customers. A dilapidated moss-covered stone wall, barely 2 feet high, crumbling at the edges and top, enclosed the small space.
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But no customers were present when Abby and her consort arrived hot and bothered. They took a rest at a table in the only shade available. Lola Nene—sharp featured, short, a little plump bur still spritely at age 60—came out with some eagerness to view the baby who, invariably, was now awake. As a consequence Nene was only too glad to cuddle Addison and help change her wet diaper, Abby taking the opportunity to mention she did not have a spare, and that the babe was hungry and they had only a little warm milk.

Nene of course called Lala to bring some diapers, and allowed Gina to go inside to make a fresh bottle of milk. So all in all within 2 minutes Abby had acquired some benefit from her visit. And more was surely to come, as it was customary hospitality to offer some food and cold drinks to visitors.

So in the ensuing few hours modest family engagements and nourishment took place, amidst casual customers coming in to buy from the sari or get some light food, commonly of various adobo dishes with rice, or hot-dogs. By mid-afternoon the cooing and cuddling had subsided, which allowed Abby to broach important topics such as ‘borrowing’ some money from her grandmother, working at the cantina from time to time even though it was a long way from her own family home, and perhaps if she could ‘utang’ some milk and diapers. 

Coming from the same circumstances as Abby’s mother, and also that of Abby herself in that she also had had 5 children of her own, Lola Nene was sympathetic. By the time Abby and Co had begun the return journey, Nene had plied them with some food, diapers, milk formula and 100 pesos. In addition, she agreed she and Lala could babysit Addison from time to time, and that Abby could casually help out at the eatery/sari when needed for a small stipend.

* * *
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Having arrived back at their own home, Abby was able to tell her mom about the day’s events and outcomes as they lounged outside in the cooler air. There was not much else to do in these unruly surroundings, other than chat with one another about inconsequential things, or with neighbours, and watch children scamper about in their shorts and bare feet to the tune of their collective imaginations.

By 8pm Abby and much of the rest of the family was asleep, with Abby knowing the next day would be like yesterday, today and the days after, in which she would need once again to go ‘walking’ in search of sustenance for herself and Addison.
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Chapter 3. Three Years of What...?
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For the next 3 years Abby was like half a coconut shell, sliced, used, and empty, merely drifting and bobbing through Life—as though it were the dirty, cluttered waters of the Pasig River—with neither purpose nor direction other than to reach the end. And each of those days she was confronted by overwhelming ugliness and unrelieved poverty, of unpassable roads and alley-ways filled with mud, debris and stench, with half-naked children—to which she had added one—running around rambunctiously. There were able-bodied men lazily watching the world go by rather than being a part of it—several leisurely chatting, another blowing smoke at the head of a rooster, two other men playing checkers—and women sitting on stools, two of whom were hunting lice in their toddlers’ heads, another not so old reading komiks. It was a place of hovels passing themselves off as shelters for hundreds of impoverished families, clones of her own, a place with a general air of despair, and seething violence both within the home and outside it. 

Maybe not a beautiful place, but a precious one, if only because it was the only one she had known, and where her placenta lay buried beneath the front threshold. That had been put inside an empty can of condensed milk and buried in the belief the child would grow up strong and intelligent. As the first-born, Abby was treated with pride and care, her parents—young, slim and goodlooking—now recognized by their kin and community as a real man or woman. But 20 years later that was all to change. How easily one forgets...

Her birthdays came and went without celebration, nor even noting; Addison’s too, with Abby able to afford only the smallest of a treat from JollyBee on each of 3 occasions. Despite the limited nutrition, Addison grew bit by bit, as most babies do, still with skinny legs, a large head and big eyes in a sallow face. But now, even at age 3, she still needed diapers, although mostly at night. Just to think of the expense of diapers and milk over that time—money that could have gone to providing other much needed things and even capital that begot money—was not only unfathomable but almost unconscionable.

There was still no Television in the house, nor regular stockpiles of food; everything was bought in minuscule quantities on a piece-meal basis. Rent, gasul, and electricity expenses came often at inopportune times—as if to say there were any opportune moments—on which occasions food rations were reduced or even postponed indefinitely. 

Apart from these moments of crises, almost every day was largely a clone of the other either side of it. People changed unnoticeably little, the neighbourhood kids grew a few centimeters, some went off to school as the pandemic passed, and only occasionally did Abby’s father, Rolando, bring home a small windfall from his gambling endeavours.

He had returned to his prior employment in a construction company, but was now saddled with a range of debts—not only to friends, relatives and fellow gamblers, but also ‘the bank’.

He owed money everywhere and to everyone, not least at City Hall to which he had turned during the pandemic. The government did not hand out free subsidies at that time, indeed at no time, but rather contracted loans with needy applicants, repayable when Rolando returned to work, or otherwise stipulated. But the problem with Rolando was two-fold: 

One, he owed so much money to so many people who, equally impoverished as he, demanded some payment from his salary each month, which left him with virtually nothing each time. So, he would borrow again, gamble again in the hope of a windfall, and lose again.

Second, City Hall wanted its money back, with interest, in addition to Meralco the electric company that Rolando had never paid in full, and the local school to which 4 of his children attended. City Hall, with the backing of Meralco, insisted Rolando take out an unsecured—and hence high interest—loan from a Bank, to be repaid over some vague time period via automatic deductions from his monthly salary—a garnishee order; half of such deductions were for payment of interest alone. But through some oversight, or perhaps with some kind of intention, and with Rolando being unable to read leave-off understand the finer details, he soon came to find that the bank took all but 10% of his gross salary, leaving him a mere 1,500 pesos a month to impossibly live on in the real world.

Needless to say Rolando used much of that small income in gambling in his vain attempt to break free of this bizarre cycle. While he was aware that the bank robbed him of any real chance to support his family, he lacked a deep understanding of how and why they did this. How can a man support himself and his family, he constantly asked himself? But, in any case, he was powerless to change it.

And so it was that after 3 years he found himself in this situation, having dragged his wife and children, and now grandchild Addison, into it, each of whom and collectively as poor as church mice. Although Teresa tried to maintain her children’s attendance at school, and provide not always successfully their baon [food], there was talk of Gina having to drop out of second-year high school at age 15 as Abby had done at the end of her third year when she had run off with Cesar. There was now no question of her returning to finish high school, and perhaps going on to College, as was her dream. But having both Gina and Abby not attending school meant several things: apart from not having to spend money on either or both of them for mandatory uniforms, their baon and transport and, despite school being ‘free’, their fees, it was hoped they could find jobs, as petty as they might be, to add to the household coffers. But, in a twist of the oppressive social and economic order, with even a mediocre level of education, work opportunities other than that at the most basic level and pay were as scarce as hen’s teeth. In addition to that, there was now also the problem of someone having to babysit Addison.

Up to this point the baby had been adequately bandied around amongst Abby’s siblings, aunts, grandmother and mother, as she herself sought work and occasionally did some tasks at Lola Nene’s sari-sari. Notwithstanding all their strategies, their cycle of hand-to-mouth survival, with no accumulation of capital, and no chance of such accumulation, was the text of each and every day. If anything was gained it was Abby’s developing finesse to beg, borrow, lie, cheat, steal, manipulate, essentially to gamble on life, which in general amounted to trying to miss a rock as she bobbed aimlessly down the hardly pacific Pasig River of life.

It was at this point, not so long before her 23rd birthday in 2024, that she fantasized yet another possible avenue of escape: she placed a free advertisement among probably ten-thousand others, with some on-line Cupid site, seeking a ‘long-term relationship’, hopefully with a foreigner.

It was free to post her name, her city, some vague description of herself, ‘hobbies’, and personal qualities so often politically correct and factually not, with several photos. But because the registration option she chose was unpaid, as most were, she could not directly communicate with any possible suitor; rather, she had to hope in this lottery of love for a man, a foreigner, to take sufficient interest in her and he be willing to pay for the privilege of textual communication. That would at least allow then to exchange WhatsApp or Skype numbers.

Despite the enormous contrary odds, this is exactly what happened. His name was Mark, an academic well acquainted with Philippine culture and society, aged 60, not wealthy by any means but comfortable, living alone in Melbourne. He had taken the plunge and paid for a one-month subscription to that site, which then enabled any of the girls of all ages and appearance to message him and commence off-site communication. And indeed there were many such girls over the course of the month, he having to eventually restrict discourse to what he thought to be the best 100.
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