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BODY:
I am not allowed to tell you about the political situation in Myanmar because I am still living here and do not want to be kicked out.

Sometimes I do. When I am preparing dinner and the electricity in my downtown apartment in Yangon goes out for the fourth time that day, I feel ready to leave. 

   When I write my weekly column for the Myanmar Times, the largest weekly

newspaper in Myanmar and where I have worked for the past eight months, I

crave the freedom of the press I took for granted in the United States.

(During my first month here, the censor man said to me: "We encourage freedom

of expression. You can think whatever you want -- just keep it in your

head.") When I wrote about an adorable little street child with long dark

hair and beautiful black eyes who greets me on my walk home from work, the

censor rejected it because "We do not want to give off that image." I was so

disappointed I wanted to quit.

   I'm ready to throw in the towel when our front page shows a huge picture of

Prime Minister Khin Nyunt and an article quoting his speech: "The false

perception that Myanmar is crumbling and that its people are downtrodden has

been created by those who wish us ill." We are not allowed to challenge or

analyze his statements.

   Or when a rat runs under my desk and I scream while my Myanmar colleagues

break into laughter.

   I am ready to come home when I talk to my parents on the phone but have to

watch what I say because there is a good chance "they" are listening.

   But overall, I enjoy my time here. As many expatriates say, "Life is

good." Myanmar is one of the least-developed nations in the world, yet for

the foreigners, we do OK.

   I make about $900 a month, but I live in a beautiful, newly renovated

apartment in the heart of the city. I don't have a cellphone (because they

cost about $2,000 and you have to know someone very important), but I can

afford a housekeeper five times a week. She is paid about $60 a month, a

salary that is considered extravagant. Some reporters, who have worked at the

Myanmar Times for more than a year, earn $60. They cannot save, but most do

not quit because it is the best salary they are likely to find.

   Life for foreigners is good because no one messes with us. I can walk home

from a bar in the middle of the night and not worry about being mugged. It

does not look good for a foreigner to be victimized -- therefore, rumor has

it, the penalties are steep.

   I don't want to leave because life here is fascinating. Everything operates

differently.

   At night I buy my vegetables from women with thanakha (a cream used to

protect the skin) decorated cheeks who sit on the sidewalk with their produce,

a little metal scale and a candle. They recognize me, one of the few

foreigners, and call me by my Myanmar name Thet Thet. I squat on the ground

and select the best tomatoes. The young woman smiles at me as she puts my

tomatoes into a plastic bag and weighs them. Then she points to some weird

green leaf, asking me to buy it. "Ma kyai bu," (I don't like) I say. She

laughs and shouts, "Ma kyai bu!" to the women sitting around her, who all

laugh too.

   The newspaper's translators are men in their 60s who wear the traditional

longyi (a patterned fabric that is tied in the front and looks like a skirt)

and speak English well because they were educated under the British colonial

system. They ask me to accompany them for their daily tea break. In the United

States, I was on a carb-free diet. Here I eat rice and beans for breakfast,

rice and soup for lunch, rice and curry for dinner.

   Strangers see me on the street and stare at my white skin. (I often have to

say "ga yu sai ba!" [be careful] because they forget to watch for oncoming

traffic.) They shout at me, "Hello! Hello! Where you go?" or "Chit ze a

leh" (What a cutie).

   Living in Myanmar, a predominantly Buddhist country that harbors tremendous

resentment against its Muslim minority and is run by a military dictatorship,

is the biggest culture shock of my life. And as a fellow foreigner told me

during my first week here, "The longer you stay, the more confused you

become."

   Let's just hope "they" let me stay. You can never really be sure.
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