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    Dedication





    Most stories in this book are based on real people and real events. It is for all these children, women and men who are constantly struggling for justice while being victimized by undemocratic economic, political and social structures that this book is dedicated. May we hear their voices and be encouraged to join with them in actions that will end injustice and help build communities of peace and dignity in our world.


  




  

    Don’t Make Me a Human




    She awoke with a start as a cold, wet tongue slid across her cheek and into her eye.




    “Heh Kit!” she sputtered, a twinge of anger in her early-morning guttural voice, “Get your tongue off my face! If you want me to get up and fix you breakfast, why don’t you just say so. I hate it when you do that to me in the morning! I really hate it!”




    Aunti slowly rolled to the edge of her mat and pulled herself into a sitting position. The sun had not shown any color on the eastern horizon yet, but she knew it was time to get up and start the day. Kit was an early riser and never let her oversleep.




    “Kit,” she said a bit more gently as she pushed the tattered mosquito net aside, “go wake the other children and tell them breakfast will be ready soon. We have a busy day ahead.”




    Kit whined a thank you in his peculiar high-pitched voice and walked to the door of the hut, his toenails clicking on the cheap oilcloth covering the floor. In the quietness of the morning, the clicking sounds were sufficiently loud to alert the four other dogs that Aunti was awake and food would soon be served. They stood up, each stretching their muscles in their own way, and then greeted each other as dogs do in the morning. When their morning rituals were over, they trooped inside the hut to give Aunti an affectionate kiss and receive a loving hug in return.




    A few minutes later, Aunti had skillfully started a charcoal fire in the corner of the hut. She then put several cups of dry rice in a soot-blackened cooking pot before adding water from the large earthen pot that stood under the eaves where it could collect rainwater. While the rice began to cook, she unwrapped the chicken and vegetables she had purchased the day before. Most of her day’s earnings were spent on food for her dogs and rarely did she have any money left over to buy other luxuries except an occasional bottle of locally brewed whiskey. That was one thing she never shared with her dogs, needing it herself to ease the aches in her old bones.




    The morning’s work progressed rapidly, and just as the sun began to break through the night’s darkness, she distributed food to the dogs and took a small portion for herself. She had collected her family of five dogs from the streets while searching for saleable trash. The dogs had been sickly and thin from lack of food, but now they were robust and healthy. The trash she collected was sold to a company in the neighborhood that bought glass, plastic, paper, and various types of metal by the kilo. This income provided her with the money she needed to take care of herself and her adopted dogs.




    Aunti loved her dogs. They were her children and she felt closer to them than to any human being she had known since her husband died and her two children got old enough to go fend for themselves. Her children never came back to visit her now, so she found the company of the dogs her only solace from loneliness.




    When breakfast was completed and the hut cleaned up, Aunti pulled her three-wheeled cart from behind the hut and checked to make sure the tires were properly inflated and she had all the baskets and bags she would need for her daily collection of recyclables. Her five dogs crowded around as she worked, each eagerly wanting her attention and hoping to be allowed to go with her on her daily rounds. By the time she was ready to go, her neighbors were also leaving for their jobs. A few of them greeted her, but she tended to ignore them. People just didn’t interest her so much anymore.




    “Aunti, where will you move to?” one neighbor asked as she walked by on her way to the bus stop.




    Aunti looked at her silently for a moment and then asked, “What do you mean? I’m not moving nowhere.”




    “But they said we have to all be moved out in six more days,” the woman responded. “You know it is now illegal for us to live along this canal. If we don’t move out on time, they will destroy our houses and we’ll lose everything.”




    Aunti began pushing her cart toward the street.




    “Bah!” she said angrily. “I’m not going nowhere. I can live where I want to.”




    She turned her back on the woman and then spoke to her dogs.




    “You all stay here and guard the house. I’ll take little Pip along this time. She’s the youngest and needs the experience and the exercise.”




    The dogs understood every word she said. The four larger ones whined and sat down, looking at her forlornly. Pip, wagging her crooked tail as fast as she could, jumped up into the cart and licked Aunti’s hands happily.




    “Now the rest of you don’t fret. I’ll be home soon to fix you food. You all stay out of trouble and don’t let them policemen come back here and make any trouble either.”




    With that, Aunti pushed her cart out onto the sidewalk and toward the small bridge spanning the canal that ran through the slum. As she got to the center of the bridge, she looked back to see if her dogs had obeyed her. They all sat in a row next to the hut watching her and Pip closely. When they saw her looking at them, they began moving about in expectation, but she waved them back with her hand and they sat down again, their feelings deeply hurt.




    Aunti moved on, but her heart was worried. A week earlier she had received a visit from several police officers who ordered her to tear her hut down and move out. She became very angry. Why did those with a uniform and some authority always think they could push poor people around? Well, in truth, they hadn’t been rude or anything, but she was angry with them anyway because they were not doing what they thought was right and good but only what someone else was ordering them to do. Besides, she was old enough to be their grandmother and they should treat her with more respect. Young people these days just didn’t care for the old people like they used to.




    Trying hard to control her anger, she finally lost the battle when one of them kicked out at little Pip. That was more than she could take, and she had desecrated their uniforms with a verbal assault that would have shocked the most street-savvy policeman. They took it all with some humor until Kit entered the foray. Baring his teeth in defense of Aunti, Kit had nicked the boot heel of one of the policemen. The good nature of the officers came to an abrupt end and Aunti was arrested on the spot and taken to the police station.




    Even in the station Aunti could not be silenced. Her years of struggle for daily existence and her general distrust of people made her pugnacious and uncontrollable. Her off-colored vocabulary was extensive and she used every word and phrase she could draw on.




    The commotion attracted several journalists and in time a few social workers also showed up. Even they could not calm Aunti down, but they knew that her anger was also at least partly caused by fear. Where would she go and how would she take care of her dogs if she had to move? She barely earned enough each day to pay for the food needed so if she missed a few days of work they would all go hungry.




    Finally the police agreed to release Aunti with a warning that she should be gone from the slum in two weeks or face arrest and possible imprisonment. Since Kit had only bitten the boot heel of the police officer they would forget that issue, but they had warned her to keep her dogs under better control.




    Now Aunti knew the deadline was fast approaching, but she just didn’t know how she could move someplace else and still survive. As her concern about the future took over her thoughts, her anger also started rising again. She pushed her cart faster and harder down the sidewalk with little interest in the people who had to jump to the side to escape being hit. It wasn’t until Pip, bouncing around inside the cart, gave a fearful yelp that she realized what she was doing and returned to a measure of calmness so she could concentrate on seeking out and collecting items she could sell to buy food for the night.




    It was a good day as trash collecting days go. Aunti found several large stacks of old newspapers and a small pile of soft drink cans. By late afternoon, her cart was as full as possible. She maneuvered it down the side of the street, taking every precaution to prevent the top-heavy load from turning over. Pip sat in a basket hanging to the side of the cart’s handle bar, enjoying the never-ending action of the city and completely oblivious to the danger from passing cars and potholes in the streets.




    After selling her day’s collection, Aunti went to the market to purchase food for the evening and morning meals. By this time of day, some of the market vendors were ready to close their stalls and go home so they lowered their prices to get rid of the last bits of their produce. Aunti bought what she wanted and with Pip now asleep in the bottom of the cart, she headed home.




    As she neared the bridge, the evening sun was already moving toward the western horizon. Tired and hungry, she was ready to sit down with her dogs and rest.




    At the center of the bridge Aunti stopped suddenly. The jolt woke Pip and she jumped to her feet with a frightened cry. Aunti looked down at the bank of the old canal where her small hut had been that morning. The only remains now were a few broken pieces of wood and her old rice pot. Even her dogs were gone!




    In disbelief Aunti crossed the bridge and pushed her cart into the debris of her hut. She was numb with fear and anger. Her entire life was gone!




    “Aunti . . . Aunti. I’m so glad you’re back.”




    The voice belonged to the neighbor who had talked with her that morning.




    “They came about mid-morning and moved all the people out,” she said. “Everyone’s gone. I salvaged all of your things that I could. I put them in several baskets over there under the bridge.”




    “But . . . but . . . ,” Aunti stuttered. “But they said we had more time to move.”




    “I know,” her neighbor answered with a dejected sigh. “When we asked, they didn’t answer. They just said we had to move now.”




    “But . . . but my children.” Aunti cried in anguish. “Where are my children? What have they done with my dogs?”




    “They told me to tell you not to worry about them. They took them to some kind of animal shelter the newly elected city governor made on the edge of the city. They said they’d be fed well there and even given medical care if they need it. They’ll be happy there I’m sure. Don’t worry about them, Aunti. Just…just take care of yourself now.”




    “But . . . they’re my children. They can’t just take my children away like that.”




    Aunti sat down on the ground in what used to be her house and held Pip tightly. Pip, sensing that something was terribly wrong, licked Aunti’s face sympathetically.




    “Just don’t worry about them,” the neighbor said again. “They’re in a good place. I have to go now and take care of my own belongings. Don’t forget the things I kept for you under the bridge there.”




    Aunti nodded silently but didn’t look up. For Aunti, this huge city she lived in suddenly no longer felt like home. She closed her eyes tightly, and for the first time in many years, she wept. Her tears broke through the hardened crust she had tightly packed around herself in order to be protected from all the pain and uncertainty of a life of poverty in a city of plenty.




    When the sun disappeared on the western horizon, Aunti stood up and gently placed Pip back in the cart. Without looking back, she went to the space under the canal’s bridge and pulled out the few baskets her neighbor had packed for her. Most of the things in the two baskets were useless, but now they represented everything she owned. She didn’t mind losing her old and broken house items, but the terrible ache in her heart was for her dogs—her children. They were the only love she had and now they were gone, and she had no idea where to find them.




    After placing the two baskets in the cart beside Pip, she went to the other side of the bridge where the slum community had built a small shrine many years ago. It was in bad need of repair and she had no candles or incense to light, but she stood in front of it to share her grief with the guardians who lived there. Placing her hands together and raising them in respectful supplication to her forehead, she prayed.




    “I know I haven’t been very good to you,” she began. “I only come here when I want the winning lottery number or one of my children gets sick. Even now I don’t have anything to give you. I’m not a good woman, I know. I swear some—well, actually, I swear a lot. I don’t like people. I’ve stolen food from those expensive restaurants several times and I like that illegal whiskey the woman down the street makes. So, I guess I really don’t have the right to ask any favors from you now. But I think you surely owe me something after the way they took my children away from me today. That shouldn’t happen to anyone no matter how much they curse or how poor they are. It’s just not the way people should behave. We all need something we can love and receive love from and when that is taken away, what reason is there to live on?”




    She paused briefly and looked back at her cart. Pip was sitting patiently, watching as though she too was praying.




    “Well, whether I deserve it or not, I’m going to ask you for something now. I think if you really are the guardian of this place you’ll understand and you’ll help me even though I haven’t been very respectful of you all the time. I’m an old lady now. I don’t know how many more years I can live and I’m not afraid to die. It comes to everyone whether they are good or bad, rich or poor. When my day comes, I’ll be thankful for it. No, I’m not afraid of dying. But I am afraid of being reborn as a human again. Life as a human is miserable. It must be some kind of punishment. So, my request is that after I die, don’t make me a human again for my next life. I want to come back as a dog. At least the city has a place where the dogs can live, get good food, and even have medical help. That’s something denied to so many of us poor people in this city.”




    Again Aunti paused and then slightly bowed three times to the shrine.




    “Please let me come back as a dog,” she repeated quietly. “I think I deserve that.”




    Slowly, Aunti turned back to her cart. She picked Pip up and gave her a hug before setting her down in the cart again.




    “Come on, little Pip,” she said. “We’ve got to find a place to sleep tonight. Tomorrow we’ll find a new home somewhere and start over again. Later we’ll try to find your brothers and sisters. One day we’ll all be reunited again. I promise you that.”




    A determined push brought the cart back onto the street. As night settled around the dark and silent remains of the small community that had once rested beside the canal, Aunti and Pip moved across the bridge and back into the city.


  




  

    Life Makes Many Sharp Turns




    “Stop knocking Aroon. You have key. Just come in.”




    Tum stopped brushing her hair and turned slightly on the low stool so she could see the reflection of the front door in the mirror. The door opened slowly and Aaron stuck his head in, looking at Tum with a baffled expression on his face. His complexion was a little darker than most Westerners Tum had known, and with his jet-black hair he looked almost Thai. But he was a foreigner through and through and even after a month in Thailand, he still could not say a greeting in Thai that didn’t bring gales of laughter from Tum’s friends.




    “How did you know it was me, Tum?” he asked as he entered the bathroom and gently rubbed her back. “In fact, why are you always able to know when I’m coming? You must be psychic or something?”




    Tum laughed and shook her head, letting the massage relax her tired shoulders and back. She had no idea what he meant by psychic, but she liked the way he looked when her actions confounded him. Then his brows rose in a perspicuous arch, highlighting his dark eyes which were one of the best features of his face. She had fallen in love with his eyes when she first saw him while dancing at the Blue Moon Bar. Looking down on him from the dance floor, she knew she had to get a drink out of him, but she had no idea she would eventually fall in love. Falling in love was something she had, at that time, no intention of ever doing.




    “I smell you.” She said with a laugh. “Every time you come, I smell you first.”




    “Smell me?” he said. He dropped his hands and gave an embarrassed laugh. “Do I smell bad? I wash every day.”




    In fact, Aaron, or Aroon as Tum pronounced it, tended to use too much cheap after-shave lotion and she could always detect it from afar. But even with her very sensitive nose, it didn’t bother her. Aaron was very good to her and she liked the way he was always gentle to her. He had good manners too and never pushed her around or teased her too much. Few men she had ever known were like that. So his cheap after-shave made no difference to her.




    “You go out now. Don’t come in my bathroom,” she said, pushing him toward the bathroom door. “You sit by TV and wait. Now I have to brush hair. Don’t bother me when I brush hair.”




    Tum watched as Aaron reluctantly moved his six-foot frame into the small living room and turned on the television. She knew he would wait patiently for her there and then he would take her out to dinner. Since Aaron had come into her life, she didn’t need to work in the bar any longer. He had even talked about marriage and taking her back to Canada with him. Maybe tonight he would bring up the subject again and then she could assure him that she was ready to go. Who didn’t dream of a better and happier life?




    She watched his reflection in the mirror for a short time and then slowly continued brushing her long black hair. It hung halfway down her back and the short bangs in the front provided a perfect frame to her oval face. As she pulled the brush firmly and smoothly through the shiny black strands, she realized again how happy she was. Sometimes life makes an abrupt sharp turn leaving pain and anger behind. When that happens, take full advantage of the new opportunity. Yes, she had experienced plenty of pain and anger.




    Born into a poor family, Tum had known difficulties for as long as she could remember. Almost all of the people in her community were farmers and most of them were deeply in debt to the local merchant who was the only source for the seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides they all needed to grow their crops. When harvest came, the merchant was again the only place they could sell their produce. Who else but the merchant, with his big truck, could afford to transport rice all the way to the provincial market? By constantly manipulating prices and lying about what the farmers needed or what the prices were, the merchant had driven them all into debt and gained complete control over their lives.




    Tum’s father was a drunkard and continually borrowed money from the merchant for more alcohol. When Tum’s mother complained, he would angrily shout at her, referring to the merchant as his only true friend. When he was really drunk he beat her as well. Tum couldn’t stand it. She hated the way her mother was treated, but when she tried to defend her mother, she too would get a beating.




    “You’re just as stupid as your mother!” her father would shout at her. “You’ll never grow up to be worth anything. You’re just as useless as that old whore I unfortunately have for a wife. Now get out of my sight! I’ve got drinking to do.”




    When she became a teenager, Tum started to fight back and her fear of her father turned into a burning temper. Every time she saw the old man, as she started calling him, strike her mother, she would scream loudly at him and on several occasions ran into the kitchen to get the large knife used for chopping meat. She had every intention of using it to drive her father out of the house, but always her mother stopped her.




    “One day your temper will destroy you,” her mother said after one severe beating. “You must learn to control your anger or it will destroy you.”




    “But how can you just take the beatings from that old man? He’s cruel and inhuman! I’ll never marry. I hate men! I hate that old man you call husband!”




    “There’s your temper taking over again,” her mother said quietly. “It’s my fate to have to live this way but one day you’ll find a g ood man who will take care of you properly. Calm your temper or you’ll drive him away.”




    Tum hadn’t believed her mother’s prediction that she would find a good husband, but unfortunately she had begun to believe her father. She began to think of herself as stupid and useless. What good was she as a human? She didn’t have any education because there was no money for school. She couldn’t become a monk so she could give her mother some good merit because that was only the right of the boys. She began to believe that she couldn’t do anything and that left her feeling that her life was worthless. Perhaps she had done something terrible in a former life and now she would have to suffer just like her mother.




    Her mother died before Tum had reached the age of twenty. The old man had beaten her for the last time and when the police came to take him away, he was so drunk he couldn’t even walk by himself. Despite a deep sadness in losing her mother, Tum also felt a sense of relief because, for the first time, she knew her father wouldn’t come home drunk that night.




    They made Tum testify at the trial and she tried to explain how the old man had constantly beaten both her and her mother but it didn’t seem to mean much. No one really took her words seriously because she was just a young, uneducated girl. What value did her words have when the old man claimed that he loved his dear wife and that her death was just an accident? He was acquitted and soon back at home drinking again. It wasn’t long before his drunken beatings started again, but this time aimed only at Tum. She had no intention of putting up with it any longer. “I simply won’t be that stupid even if I am useless,” she kept thinking to herself. But she knew if she stayed at home, she would have to defend herself from the old man and one day she would probably use that kitchen knife to make him shut up forever.




    Tum finished brushing her hair and then used two plastic clips on the sides to keep it from falling into her face. Looking at her reflection in the mirror, she saw again that she had a beautiful face, even without makeup. It was not surprising that she had easily gotten a job in the Blue Moon Bar shortly after arriving in Bangkok. They were always looking for new beautiful women to keep the action fresh and alive.




    A friend from her village had introduced her to the foreign owner of the Blue Moon. Tum was terrified of the big, balding white man, but desperation gives people more courage than they may think they have. He was, it turned out, quite a nice man. He turned her over to some of the more experienced workers and she was soon dancing and serving drinks with ease.




    The first time a customer wanted to take her out for the night, however, she was terrified. Having no desire to give herself to anyone, especially not a foreigner, she gave in only when the bar owner threatened to fire her out if she didn’t do her part to make the customers happy. With shaking hands she changed into her street clothes and left the bar with the customer.




    Using her limited English, she tried to delay the walk to the hotel by requesting food and then browsing in the stalls set up along the street as though shopping for something of real importance. Finally, however, there was nothing left to do but go to the hotel and perform her duty.




    That first time wasn’t easy, but the experienced made her feel something strange and exciting. For the first time in her life she felt an attraction to a man. The emotions were strong and she lay in bed thinking that maybe her mother was right. Maybe she had found the man who would be a good husband to her. Sleep avoided her that night and she looked forward to morning when he would wake up.




    In the morning, she still couldn’t shake the feeling from her mind that perhaps this man, whose name she did not even know yet, might truly care for her. How could anyone spend a night like that without feeling some bond—some relationship? She quietly got out of bed and left him peacefully and contentedly asleep. After washing and carefully dressing, she ordered breakfast and then sat down near the window, waiting in anticipation.




    He woke up slowly, turning several times and then pushing himself up into a sitting position. His hands rubbed his eyes rather roughly as he tried to remember where he was. When he saw Tum sitting by the window, he grabbed his trousers from the floor and felt for his wallet. It was still there—she hadn’t touched anything.




    “Mister,” she said. “I call breakfast. You like?”




    Tum pointed to the tray of eggs, toast, and bacon that had been delivered to the room a few minutes earlier. The man looked at it in some confusion and then pulled four hundred baht from his wallet and threw it on the floor in front of her.




    “You can go now,” he said pointing to the door. “And take that food with you. I don’t eat breakfast.”




    “But mister . . . I order for you. Don’t you like?”




    He swung his feet onto the floor with a heavy thud while shouting, “I told you to get out! Don’t act like a fool! Go!”




    His finger was pointing at her menacingly and his face was red with anger. She fumbled for her small purse, bent down to pick up the four hundred baht, and ran for the door, convinced that he was going to beat her.




    Now, sitting in front of the mirror, Tum felt tears of anger rising again. She remembered running out of the hotel room in fear and anger. He hadn’t even thanked her or expressed appreciation for her thoughtfulness to order food. Only when she was back to the Blue Moon did she start crying. She felt hurt and used. It was more painful than being beaten by the old man.




    The other women in Blue Moon sympathized with her for they knew well what she was feeling. They urged her to set her feelings aside and not to expect anything from the customers except as much money as she could get. This is a business, they told her. You are selling something those stupid foreigners want so make them pay for it. There’s no room for love here.




    Tum wiped the tears from her eyes and opened her cosmetics bag. Beautiful face or not, one had to wear the latest cosmetics. She thought briefly about what dress she would wear that night and then selected the lipstick and eye shadow that would complete the ensemble most effectively.




    “Do you have any cigarettes, Tum?” Aaron asked from the adjoining living room. “I forgot to buy some when I came back from work just now.”




    “No, I don’t. You want me to go buy for you?”




    “Oh, don’t bother. I’ll go myself. I’ll be right back and then we can go eat.”




    That’s another thing that makes him so different from the others, Tum thought. He’s at least willing to do things for himself—so different from some of those other lazy old men she had had to spend time with to earn money for food and rent.




    One time, she remembered, two older, overweight and noisy Americans took her and a friend out for the night. The men did little but eat, drink, and demand sex from the women. Finding them repulsive from the very beginning, Tum and her friend said little to them in English but spent most of the time either in silence or talking quietly in Thai to each other, knowing that soon it would all be over and they could go home. After spending most of the night drinking, the two men finally fell asleep in the morning and slept until noon. They then took Tum and her friend to a bar for something to eat.




    “What’re you getting yours?” one of the men asked the other as they both scrutinized the menu.




    “I think I’ll get mine a ham sandwich. She doesn’t need anything more than that. I’m getting the New York steak for myself. What’re you getting yours?”




    Tum felt her temper burning. Her English wasn’t very good, but she could understand enough to know they were talking about the two women as though they didn’t really exist. Besides, she hated ham sandwiches!




    Tum fought off the urge to tell the man in no uncertain terms that her name was Tum and he should speak to her directly if he wanted to know her likes and dislikes in food, but she held her tongue. She needed the money, and when you depend on insecure and rude people for your rent and food expenses, you have to put up with their disgusting behavior.




    “Jim,” one of the men said. “You’re new here in Thailand. Let me teach you something about the way you should behave here.”




    He took a hundred baht from his pocket and slapped it on the table in front of Tum.




    “Go get me some cigarettes. I don’t want any of those cheap ones. Get me Marlborough. And don’t try to cheat me either. I know what cigarettes cost.”




    Then he turned to the man called Jim and continued. “Here in Thailand, never do anything for yourself. That’s what these are for,” he said pointing at Tum and her friend. “They’ll serve you hand and foot and that’s what makes this country so great.”




    The two men laughed as Tum got up from the table and walked to the nearby market to buy the cigarettes. Her hands were shaking. Insults hurt. Instead of immediately going back to the bar, she walked around the market trying to relax. It’s just business, she kept telling herself. Do what they want and get all the money you can from them. That’s the way to survive.
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