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			Prologue

			What makes a successful lawyer and professor build wells and hospitals in Ethiopia, fight malnutrition and AIDS… to sum it all up, save lives in remote places?

			Here, you will find the answer to that question and to many more. I’ve always wanted to go to Ethiopia and, of course, I’m not ruling that out. More so after reading this book and above all, I want to see the wonderful work that the NGO Amigos de Silva is doing there. However, until that unforgettable and probably revealing moment comes, this book allows us to go to Ethiopia, to breath its air, to meet its people, to get close to the generous world of the sisters… By the way, one really ends up loving the sisters thanks to the amazing adventures that Paco tells, for their love, their greatness, their compassion… Mother Teresa of Calcutta, founder of the sisters, explained: “Our mission is to take care of the hungry, the naked, the homeless, the crippled, the leprous, all those who feel unwanted, rejected, without love, to bring them back to society. That same society for which they’ve become a burden and avoids them.” Paco didn’t hesitate. Since his first journey he started working, disinfecting, cleaning wounds full of maggots, and he admits, “reality exceeded all expectations.”

			It is a great honor to write the prologue for Paco Moreno’s book. He already touched my heart while listening to him and this book has gone even beyond that. He has transported me to a reality that is painful, but can be better, and filled me with immense strength and love to, as he says, share our luck. You will also see for yourselves. We all have the chance to support him from anywhere and under any circumstances since, as Paco says, you can do so much with a dollar in Ethiopia.

			The heat, cholera, tuberculosis, malaria, field hospitals, unusable beds, expired medicines, filth, power cuts… together with solitude, exhaustion, bureaucratic issues, Ethiopia’s slow rhythm… instead of demotivating Paco (who could take care of children in danger of social exclusion together with Parrita, who inspired him to create Amigos de Silva, without these many problems), they empowered him. All this gave him strength that he might have never known, had he not taken action in so many wonderful projects.

			Paco says that one must be flexible in Africa and that the projects designed in Spain had to be adapted to the allowed logistics, so that they would help as many people as possible and would last for as long as possible. In the end, the never-ending fights for every brick showed their results: the second hospital in the region of Afar helps one hundred thousand people thanks to a work that goes on “slowly but steadily.”

			On this fascinating journey, you will follow the adventures of a true hero, whom we have the chance to get close to through pages full of achievements, moving and unforgettable moments, but also many hardships. You will know the situation in refugee camps, the peculiarities of the Afar, whose key for development is water, and that incredible moment of finding water after meticulous drillings is an enormous triumph that we can share with Paco thanks to his book. Wells allow girls to go to school instead of spending the day on walking miles for water, which isn’t always potable, and returning with heavy pots on their backs.

			Maybe that first journey to Ethiopia changed Paco’s fate, but I think his fate was already marked by his special shine, his caring spirit and his immense will to help. His sensitivity, generosity and dedication make him go on summers to a place where obstacles, hardships, disease… don’t prevent him to save lives where basic necessities seem impossible to find, only to end up living there. You will read unforgettable stories where human spirit shows that it can endure everything and the smiles of kids, true survivors such as Abraham, are the biggest reward.

			His reason? To heal, to help, to improve the lives of thousands od people… that is, to make others happy.

			Thank you, Paco, for your beautiful work and for writing this wonderful touching engaging book, which teaches us to LIVE.

			
				IRENE VILLA

				Journalist and writer

			

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The first thing I found on the desk at my new office on my first day working in Addis Ababa was an invitation from a Francisco Moreno to the opening of a new hospital in a place I’d never heard of before, named Asaita. “Sure, why not?” I thought. After I asked that my assistance be confirmed, an outcry of sorts started among the Ethiopian workers at the Embassy: “You don’t understand where Asaita is.” “It’s far away, ten hours by car through the desert.” The people outside the Embassy whom I asked were not more optimistic: “It’s a terrible place. No Habesha (native of Ethiopia) wants to go there, even if they’re paid to do so.” “There’s nothing there but an infernal heat and wild ignorant people.” Everything I heard only helped my interest grow and made me even more determined to accept the invitation. Besides, who was this Francisco Moreno? What was he doing, opening hospitals?

			Of course, in the end, I went to Asaita and that journey was my own introduction to the work that Paco and the NGO Amigos de Silva do, but it also was a source of questions and revelations. Therefor, I trust that some of my first sensations going to Afar will serve as a prologue for the reader, before they dive deep into this book. Let’s start with Afar itself.

			From the immense fortress that is the Abyssinian Plateau (with an average altitude of over six thousand five hundred feet), one descends to the east through the deep scar that is called the Rift Valley until the landscape becomes rougher and more volcanic, and the valley expands like a plaza. Afar is like Africa’s dislocated shoulder, a joint where three big tectonic plates meet and the earth crawls slowly like a nomad, like its inhabitants. The bus follows the road to Djibouti, which connects Ethiopia with the sea and, therefore, with the rest of the world. It’s impressive how over 90 percent of the goods that enter and leave Ethiopia do it through Djibouti’s harbors, that is, through this fragile road with only one lane and sometimes, not even that. At both sides of the road, one can see overturned trucks, like beetles, already rid of their goods by men who, like ants, seem to come out of nowhere. I hear that it’s common to see unlikely objects in the ari huts of the Afar nomads, like electrical appliances, useless without power outlets, obtained from within an overturned truck.

			The Awash river runs down the Rift Valley too. I once read that its name means “beast that destroys everything on its way.” I have to admit, even if this isn’t true, it still seems likely. The intense rains that fall on the Abyssinian Plateau during summer produce tremendous floods that run down the Awash river fiercely. However, not even all that fury, not the never-ending rains, capable of feeding the Nile at the other side of the mountains, manage to break through the desert where the Afar live. The desert swallows all the water of the Awash long before it can reach the sea. Finally, as I enter the Afar region, can I understand the warnings made in the cool and green Addis Ababa, over eight thousand feet above. The bus enters a territory that starts to lose signs of its previous landscape (colors, plants, relief) until it only has the most basic: that dry and salty bed of the sea that it once was millenniums ago, which is nowhere to be found anymore. The heat becomes dense and tangible. It fills the landscape, a constant presence, a film over your skin.

			It’s no surprise that it was in Afar where paleontologists found the rests of Lucy, the great-great-grandmother of the human species. One could well think that Creation started here… and that Afar was only half-created. Or rather, that God decided to go without the superficial elements and leave the human being only with the essential: earth, sun, some water and its own thoughts. Only the Awash, which reappears a bit more tranquil (but never tame), offers a brief line of green as opposed to the enormous dusty emptiness that surrounds it. However, as one enters the thicket that surrounds the river banks, everything is so green and abundant that Allah’s mercy seems limitless. Thank God, the city of Asaita, where we arrive after a ten-hour journey, is next to these merciful banks. Otherwise, no one would ever find it.

			And here is where the Afar live.

			It’s not surprising that Corto Maltese’s closest friend was Cush, a Danakil native of these deserts, ferocious, aloof and proud. He was notorious for castrating enemies and foreigners and getting their testicles as a trophy. This gave the Afar a bad reputation. The explorer Thesiger, the first European to traverse down the whole river Awash (although he was born in Addis Ababa), describes how the place of every Afar in society depended on how many enemies they killed. However, he also says that the Afar took such responsibility over their guests’ lives that any offence against them had to be avenged as though the offence had been carried out against a member of the clan. It seems like the rougher a society and its environment, the deeper the hospitality.

			As an echo of tougher times, the Afar still carry a rifle wherever they go, or at least, a big knife. Their arrogant demeanor, that of someone who’s never been subdued, the only exception being by the ruthless modern civilization, is another sign of their identity as warriors. But the fierce warriors who await us in Asaita are the hordes of children who surround us shouting “Paco, Paco” under the amused eyes of their elders.

			The Italian writer Andrea Semplice calls the Afar who work extracting salt from the desert as “men of fatigue”. However, I think this adjective is true for all the Afar. Here, everything requires great struggle, even existence itself. The unbearable heat, the painful sun, the risk of malaria, of dengue fever, the famine, the thirst, the absence of anything… All of that scares the foreigners, but for the Afar, it means their home, their routines, that they carry out with dignity and temperance, without unnecessary displays of energy.

			And here, in this place and with these people, is where Paco lives and works.

			Paco is a nice and surprising man, but I want to think that he comes from this planet. Otherwise, this book wouldn’t make as much sense, or it would fit into the “superhero” genre. No, as extraordinary as Paco’s story is, before coming to Afar, he was a busy lawyer from Madrid, Spain. He was just like the neighbor next door and his life was simple and safe… Or so he believed.

			But, as Andrea Semplice says, “one comes to Afar to change his perspective.” Here, one is freed from everything that came before. One must react, look at oneself from a new angle and prove to oneself and to others. First, in order to adapt to the environment. Then, in order to adjust one’s conscience to the poverty and deprivation that one finds and, finally, in order to understand that, in spite of everything, there’s room for happiness. Perhaps there always is.

			I imagine Afar must have also changed Paco. Only then can one understand that he goes around Asaita as if it were his home. Or that he has acquired the features of the creature best adapted to this place: the dromedary, tenacious, determines, durable and calm (high speeds are deadly in Afar). In a place where cooperant aid workers come and go, I believe Paco was able to make himself accepted and respected by the Afar thanks to his determination. After all, only with determination exists the possibility of overcoming the overwhelming poverty that surrounds them.

			From what I could see during my time working in Ethiopia, the biggest challenge in cooperation isn’t the funds (although that is certainly a challenge), the mediums, the projects or the ideas. What’s difficult is to finish what one begins, to carry out that which seems simple on paper. In Afar, one fights against the odds, the strength is lost halfway through. Paco isn’t a physician, a nutritionist or an engineer, but he is incredibly persistent, which makes him face the odds with patience, respect and determination. And he’s capable of carrying out anything until the end, no matter what.

			Amigos de Silva, which is the NGO that Paco leads, is dedicated to three very basic things in Afar: food, water and health, since none of them is guaranteed here. The difference between having nothing and having something (as little as it may be) is enormous: a nutrition program for children, building wells and hospitals where there never was any, means doing much with small things. Furthermore, it’s incredible how Amigos de Silva earns those small yet big victories with little resources but plenty of energy.

			I speak a lot about Paco, but I mustn’t forget he’s not alone. After all, the NGO Amigos de Silva was conceived as a group of friends who “lent a hand” to help a good cause. Today, that good cause has moved to Afar, where volunteers keep going to help to the best of their abilities. The NGO’s volunteers are not only valuable for what they do in Afar, but also for what they bring back home: that “rediscovering” of the world, which is unavoidable for those who go to Afar for the first time. We mustn’t forget the NGO’s local workers either, who represent the wisdom and the sense of the local people, or those who help from Madrid or Addis Ababa, like Lucía, Paco’s brave and multi-talented wife.

			To sum it all up, let’s go back to the beginning, to the hospital opening in Asaita, one of those small victories I was talking about before. It was a simple and modest ceremony, nut everyone was showing a big smile. People visited rooms with curiosity, as if to confirm that it was true, that they had their own hospital now. I was also happy having accepted the invitation to come down to this “hell” about which everyone had warned me back in Addis Ababa. Although I hadn’t read this book at the moment, and even though I barely knew Paco or Amigos de Silva, I believed I had found something that was certainly worth it.

			That afternoon, we went up a small hill that received the cool breeze over the Awash at sunset. After a scorching day of work, that was perfect joy. That was the time and place to ask oneself what happiness is, how to find it and how to share it. Isn’t that what truly matters?

			
				MIKEL IRISO IVCHENKO

				Spanish diplomatic at the Spanish Embassy in Addis Ababa (2011-2013)

			

		

	
		
			Preface

			There are moments of grace in life: when fate gives us a sibling. That’s what happened to me the day Paco visited me for the first time.

			He had a determined look in his eyes, the look of those who have chosen to live their own life, the life of his heart, and forget about the rest. I knew this kind of wonderful madness rather well. After all, just like him, only fifteen years prior, I abandoned a professionally and socially successful life to live in central Africa for a decade as wonderful as it was hard, among its deserts, hospitals, misery and jails.

			I understood his goals well, but also his anxiety to face the problems of aiding the third world with tons of patience and hope, as well as his anxiety to face fatality, difference and indifference.

			We talked a lot about this passion that we share and the key to succeed at it: to give your all, since the best in absolute terms is always out of reach.

			We talked about space-time angst as well, that is, to realize that even the biggest struggles are merely a drop in an ocean of need and for very short.

			But we always remember this Talmud sentence, prelude to Christ’s message:

			
				“Whoever saves a life, saves the world.”

			

			
				JEAN-MARIE MUSY

				Ambassador of the Order of Malta in Spain

			

		

	
		
			1. A life solved

			I turned twenty-nine during my first trip to Ethiopia, sick, with high fever and diarrhea. I didn’t know yet that that would be my home. Back then, I was what you call a “successful lawyer.” I graduated when I was twenty-two at the Complutense University of Madrid and, after working at the Spanish Finance Ministry, I got my own office with the help of Ismael, a good friend of mine. Like any other young lawyer, I started working for friends and family, with all kinds of lawsuits (labor, accidents and offences). Then, I got higher up with insurance coverages, inheritance, corporation management… But what I liked the most was real estate law, and even though all my clients became suspicious upon seeing how young I was, my reputation was actually very good. To do things right and the number of hours that I spent working allowed me to live in an economically privileged situation: I earned money, spent little and didn’t have family responsibilities. When I was only twenty-nine, I got enough money for my house deposit after winning a labor lawsuit that became famous in Spanish television and I even went with my brother Pablo to a BMW dealer to see if I could get a new car. I was a good professional in exchange for working a lot. I’ve always been very responsible. I like to learn and, since I love my job, I’m always excited to go to work. I used to begin at seven o’clock and go back home at eleven o’clock in the evening or even at midnight, and so every single day for eleven months a year. On a weekday on which I had finished working early, I went to the cinema with my young brother Álvaro, who studied IT at the university, and I passed out during the film. The doctor told me it was exhaustion and made me stay in bed for a month so I could recover.

			My other passion was and still is teaching. When I was twenty-six, I was a Business Creation and Management professor at the SEK university of Segovia, which is now known as Instituto de Empresa (Business Institute). I was also the youngest professor in my faculty. My first few jobs have always been marked by this characteristic of being “the youngest of” or “too young for.” This has always made me put even more effort into showing that, even if I was so young, there was no reason for me to be left behind. This is really a handicap against which I have struggled many times. I was also one of the youngest professors at the Complutense University of Madrid, where I taught my students to be experts in tax law and real estate law. I find sharing my knowledge with others to be very satisfying, even if it’s in the afternoon and I have to travel far away. This is precisely what I did to give a lecture on Introduction to Law at the Universidad de Mayores (Seniors University) in Cuéllar, Segovia. Even though I only earned enough to cover costs, it was very fun and rewarding to teach those grannies the basics of law. They already knew them, based on their experiences, but they were so happy to apply them to the cases of celebrities that served as examples. Some examples included Rocío Jurado’s inheritance, Isabel Pantoja’s affairs and other news from tabloids related to the world of law.

			It was in fact before becoming a professor when I called my friend Jordi to propose a plan for the summer. Jordi is from Barcelona, but after many tribulations, he ended up living in Madrid and met my brother Pablo, who introduced us. Jordi calls my brother and me “the Morenos” and since the beginning, he has been a great friend. He works as a physicist and has an incredible mind. You can count on him at any moment for anything, just like the greatest of friends. If you say as much as “a coffee, please!” he moves and can be by your side in a second. He loves music and has good taste. Jordi never stops. He’s always organizing plans to go somewhere or do some sports. He loves organizing. He has a special gift to make friends, true friends, and he’s an expert at introducing people who, when together, can do great things.

			We used to travel around Europe in August, which coincides with judicial recess, and this time we had the perfect chance. José María’s girlfriend (José María is another friend from school) worked in Athens and she had an apartment that would be free in August. As I was dialing Jordi’s number, I imagined myself relaxing at a bay of clean water in the island of Mykonos or Santorini, or watching Athens’ hills from the Parthenon. What was my surprise when Jordi told me that that summer he wanted to volunteer.

			-Volunteer?

			-Yes. I’ve talked with the sisters, Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity. They need volunteers in Haiti or Ethiopia.

			-Ethiopia?

			I went to class and I don’t know what went through my mind during the following two hours, but after I said goodbye to my students until the following week, I called Jordi and I told him: “Ok. Count me in.” There was something inside me that had me restless. Everything had gone so well in my life and I felt so lucky! I had much more than I had ever imagined and, of course, much more than I needed. I had reached all the goals that were expected of me and I felt the desire to return part of what I had received, to share, to help. However, until then, I didn’t know what had me restless, let alone how to channel it. My life couldn’t be already so perfectly organized and programmed, at such a young age. I believe in those two hours of lecture I realized it was my chance to do something for others. Jordi had given shape to that which unsettled me. Perhaps that was what I was looking for since the beginning. To my surprise, Jordi was quite pessimistic to me: it was going to be very hard, that was not vacation… all kinds of excuses. Despite everything, I decided to go.

			We started to prepare the journey. Aside from Jordi, there was also Antonio, whom we call Potoño. He was a friend of Jordi’s, of course, and, therefore, a good person. We had met before on trips that Jordi organized on weekends. We liked each other and were both moved by that “something” to make that journey. Besides, the combination of the three of us was fantastic.

			Suddenly, after several days preparing the journey, I don’t know how, but a lot of people joined us. And I mean a lot of people. We were warning them, just like Jordi had warned me, to scare them away, because the more we researched, the harder the conditions that we would find seemed. But they didn’t give up. Someone even managed to have the Red Cross give us a first-aid lesson on a Saturday. The lesson was very useful for us, even if only so that we could identify ill people, wounds and even to give people injections. I realized that there were many people who, just like us, wanted to share, but didn’t know how. We were starting to be a lot of people, so we decided to organize meetings to get to know each other and organize the research on Ethiopia: what to bring, the local weather, the currency…

			We all felt the same uneasiness (we wanted to help) and, even though we didn’t know each other, what we had in common was far stronger than our differences. We started meeting at cafés, then at someone’s home until we finally bought the tickets. We had to split in two groups that would go to Ethiopia on different dates, since there weren’t that many tickets for the same plane. Six people were in the first group. In the second group, which went to Addis Ababa five days later, there were twenty people, including myself. A grand total of twenty-six novice and inexpert volunteers.

			It took me many days to find the best moment, or rather the least bad moment, to tell my mother. I told my father immediately. I explained him that I saw it clear and I had to do it. He found it strange, but I think he understood that what moved me was unstoppable. He was more worried about how I was going to tell my mother. So, to prepare her, he told her I was going to travel to Turkey. It was far away, but as much as Ethiopia. Besides, Ethiopia was suffering a terrible famine and was constantly on the news due to its tragic situation. Furthermore, twelve years ago, Ethiopia was further away than it is now.

			When, at last, I got the ticket, I came into my house shouting: “I’ve got the ticket!” And I left it on a table next to which was my mother.

			-Addis Ababa!!!??? But that’s the capital of Ethiopia!!! Your father told me you were going to Turkey, not Ethiopia!

			-No, mom, Ethiopia. I told dad I was going to Ethiopia.

			My mother, like all mothers, was worried. She told me that it wasn’t necessary to go so far away to help and, besides, it was very dangerous. Although I tried to explain her that I needed to do it, that she didn’t have to be scared, that I was going with more people, that I wouldn’t be alone, I knew she would worry.

			I turned twenty-nine on that August.

		


	
		
			2. The poorest of the poor

			Even though we had prepared the journey, no one realized that in Addis Ababa, the capital of Ethiopia, it’s cold and rains in August. We believed in the image we had of a desertic Ethiopia where sand and high temperatures reigned supreme. Those who had arrived on the first trip contacted us two or three days later. They warned us to bring winter clothes and boots, for them too, because it was cold and it didn’t stop raining. Not only would I not go to the beach that summer, but it would rain a lot. What had happened to those fantasies about the Mediterranean and Mykonos?

			We landed at three in the morning (a direct consequence of a low-cost flight) on Addis Ababa, my first African capital. It was night and it was raining. The feeling upon setting foot on Ethiopian land was like a slap of a strange, nasty and bitter smell. Was it the airport? It didn’t take me long to realize that all of Ethiopia smells like that, like injera, which is the national food. It’s a sort of bread made with flour from a cereal called teff, which was grown in Ethiopia until not so long ago. The flour mixed with water must ferment for three days!!! until you can see hundreds of characteristic bubbles on the dough. That’s what gives it that strong and nasty smell. When the dough is already baked, it’s given the form of a big crepe over which vegetables, meat or fish are laid. It’s the basis of Ethiopian food. Sometimes, it’s their only food. Ethiopia is synonymous with injera and everything smells like injera in Ethiopia.

			As we arrived at the Awraris hotel, the receptionist was sleeping on a mattress behind the counter. I thought he was so kind having waited for us and it was a shame what we had done to him, but later I found out he always slept there, behind the counter. We got our rooms assigned and went to bed not being able to process what awaited us.

			The next morning, we had breakfast very late and went in several taxis to the zone of Sidist Kilo, which means “kilometer six”, in the high part of Addis Ababa. This is where the house of Mother Teresa’s Missionaries of Charity was. From this point, I will call the Missionaries “sisters.” There were many people walking on the streets, people crouching and people walking with huge bundles in perfect balance on their heads. By the traffic lights, children sold boxes of chewing gum, women walked calmly somewhere with their babies tied to their backs and dogs wandered looking for something to eat. Everything smelled like injera. And we were the only white people around.

			We were carrying many suitcases, because back in Madrid, many people wanted to contribute with direct help, such as baby and children clothes, teaching aids or medicines. I didn’t know much about the sisters. I hadn’t gone to their houses in Madrid and this was my first time as a volunteer. However, in Addis Ababa everyone knew and loved these women, with their blue-striped white saris. They lived in poverty and they had committed to serve God by their own will through the poorest of the poor, welcoming and loving them until the end. As Mother Teresa of Calcutta, their founder, once said: “Our mission is to take care of the hungry, the naked, the homeless, the crippled, the leprous, all those who feel unwanted, rejected, without love, to bring them back to society. That same society for which they’ve become a burden and avoids them.” That much I knew, but one thing is theory and another thing is reality. And reality exceeded all expectations.

			The facilities were very old and simple. Some buildings with dual-pitched roofs and a porch and some old structures in the courtyard. There was a house for the volunteers. Another one had the chapel. Someone opened us the door. We introduced ourselves as volunteers as a sister invited us to get to know the house and showed us the hospital. The rooms of the patients were very big and all the same. The hospital was completely full. There were over eight hundred patients and, even though everything was clean, there was a strong smell like wounds, like illness. In every room there were endless lines of beds with a narrow corridor in between them. In the back, the showers and the bathrooms. Room 5 was occupied by children over five years old with tuberculosis, malformations and other serious illnesses. It was huge. There I stood paralyzed, incapable of crossing the doorstep. When I imagined being a volunteer back in the comfort of Madrid, I never thought I would see something like that. I was blocked by what I was seeing and the penetrating smell that came out of the room. I tried to follow the sister, who entered with resolve, but I couldn’t. My body didn’t answer me, I was paralyzed. Those children in those conditions…

			After room 5, there were two rooms for men: one for tuberculosis patients and one for AIDS patients and the rest. On every bed, there lay two patients: one at the headboard, one at the feet. I remember the sister telling us from the inside: “You can come in.” But no, we couldn’t. We didn’t dare to enter and contemplate all that misery and disease from up close. We were shocked, paralyzed seven feet before the door. I had never seen anything like that, so many ill people, in those terrible conditions. In hospitals in Spain, you may share your room with other two or three patients, but everyone has their own bed, their own dropper, their own table to eat. Besides, everything is clean, it doesn’t smell like that. That looked like a nightmare. And from those seven feet, the sister showed us all the rooms.

			Half an hour later, right after the visit, someone said: “Please, let’s go for a coffee.” From that moment on, whenever someone said “let’s go for a coffee”, it meant that they needed to stop, breath fresh air, disconnect for a few minutes before coming back. At about midday, we told the sister goodbye and promised her to come back the following day. After seeing our reactions, I don’t believe she thought we would ever come back.

			No one said anything. We were all silent. In my head, the images of what I had just seen kept coming. I couldn’t help but think that that was only the beginning. I still had twenty-five days ahead of me in Ethiopia and I really doubted my own capacity to overcome the situation.

			The next day, while we were having breakfast at the hotel, the silence was overwhelming. We were still twenty-six volunteers, but no one was able to talk. Upon arriving at the sisters’ hospital, they gave us white coats and divided us in groups. It looked like we were doing something, but in fact, we didn’t do a thing. We were still shocked, not daring to be with the patients, not knowing how to act. We all shared a sense of failure, of loss, of not being able to face the situation, of having many days ahead of us, of having spent our time and money for naught. Besides, every single day felt like an eternity.

			The third day, the sisters asked us what we wanted to do. None of us answered, so they gave us the choice of either cutting the patients’ hair or nails. They handed the nail clippers and many volunteers spent the day cutting nails. It wasn’t necessary to be a lawyer. They asked me if I wanted to cut hair and I said sure, why not, let’s see who needs a haircut. They gave me an old hair clipper, although it’s still being sold as new in Ethiopia, and they old the patients that there was a new volunteer cutting hair. I had never done that before. “Do I move this in favor of the hair or the other way around? How should I cut it?” The sister told me that, due to lice, to having two people share each bed, it was better to cut it very short, even to shave it. I start using the clipper… and after many struggles, my first client leaves with a shaved head. I don’t know how, but all the patients heard that someone was cutting hair, so my line was getting longer and longer. However, I was still shaving heads without giving a sweat, I had got used to it.

			-Next, pleeeease!

			As I raised my head, I had to swallow and take a deep breath. Gulp! There was a man with huge curly hair, all full of curls and locks, was waiting to have his head shaved.

			“How am I supposed to cut this?” I thought, hoping that my next victim wouldn’t read my mind.

			As if I were a professional at cutting hair, I started shaving it. The clipper got stuck time and again. With great struggle, I managed to finish the first half of the work: front half shaved, back half with huge hair. And at that moment, after three days of tension, of torn and filthy blankets, of barely eating out of fear of getting ill, of no rest, of seeing cockroaches everywhere, of not being able to breathe due to the smell of rotting… At that moment, when I saw that man with half of his head shaved and the other half with huge hair, I started laughing uncontrollably. Loud laughs flowed out of my throat and, behind me, all the patients also started laughing. It was such a funny moment! Everyone was laughing and they kept telling me: “Baka, baka, baka!”, which in Amharic, the language of Ethiopia, means: “Stop, stop, stop!” They wanted me to leave him like that: fifty-fifty. And the poor man kept looking at me with his eyes wide open, like saying: “You can’t leave me like this” and everyone was laughing out loud. That was the instant where I finally saw it. I relaxed, released all the tension that I had accumulated for three days and I finally faced the situation. “I’m spending my time, vacations and money and I still have twenty-some days to fulfill the mission that has brought me here, which is to help people.” I kept cutting all those people’s hair, one after the other, non-stop. Some of them were so consumed by their illnesses that they looked like walking corpses, but I kept telling myself that I was capable of doing it. The clipper worked smoothly.

			Eventually, everyone relaxed and we established a routine: we came to the hospital, worked the entire morning, went out to have lunch and see the city for a bit, and came back in the afternoon for a couple of hours. I started to lose my fear of eating what was prepared on the street, ignoring hundreds of advices I had received in Madrid regarding not eating anything that wasn’t packed.

			The fourth day, I wrote my name in Amharic on a piece of tape and stuck it to my white coat: “PACO.” Not Francisco, which is my actual name. Just “PACO”, the short version, as simple as possible. Luckily for me, the patients remembered my name immediately. It was easy for them, because bako means “package” in Amharic, so many of them just called me Bako. Even now, many Ethiopians call me Bako. That being said, in the region of Afar, where I work, bako means “lion”, which, obviously, sounds far more exciting. We all realized that the name really helped in our relations with the patients. Eventually, everyone had their names written in Amharic on tapes so that the patients who could read could call us by our names.

			Helping the children was the hardest part, but also the most satisfying. Playing with them, joking to them, caressing or tickling them and hearing their laughter makes up for everything. Later on, they look for you to play with them, they learn your name and they call for you so that they can share their pranks with you. On the other side of the street, there was an orphanage where the sisters welcomed abandoned kids, healthy or with malformations or intellectual disabilities, kids who couldn’t turn their necks or who wore corsets because they suffered from back conditions. Some days, I saw police officers going to the orphanage with children that they had found in trash cans. The sisters brought them up in the orphanage, following their principle of “helping the poorest among the poor.”

			My next days in Addis Ababa were very fruitful. Usually, I can’t stand hospitals. In Spain, the sheer smell is enough to make me dizzy and whenever I donate blood, it’s quite likely that I faint. But in Addis, I was able to get over it, or almost. There, we met Abebe, the sisters’ nurse. He’s the typical slim Ethiopian and has no special features except for his smile. He’s always smiling and, while doing so, he shows his white teeth. He always greets you with love and is always eager to help you. He’s also a great professional, sensible and hard-working. When he was little and lost his family, the sisters welcomed him in their orphanage and with their help, he studied nursery. He values that support and is now happy to work and return all that the sisters did for him.

			We were lucky enough to meet him and he was the one who taught us how to do the treatments: to change the bandages, to clean the wounds with iodine and to put new gauzes. We were divided in pairs. My partner was Teresa, a girl from Madrid, who was always with Cristina, was always eager to do anything and got over any kind of situation. Jordi’s partner was Cristina, who, just like Teresa, was unstoppable. That, alongside the fact that she is blonde and has blue eyes, made all the Ethiopians, including the ill and the workers, ask about her at all times. We saw Abebe working and we learned to discern if we had to push a wound until pus came out or just change the bandages. It was like a master class. The next morning, we had to practice a routine: I went to the infirmary, they gave me a cart with my working materials (iodine, hydrogen peroxide, gauzes, tape and scissors, basically), and back to work. We were divided by rooms, but sometimes there were so many patients in a single room (somewhere between a hundred and a hundred and fifty) that each pair had to star in a corner until we met in the middle.

			None of us had any previous experience. At first, we kept our masks on. Everything smelled so badly: the open wounds, the clothes, the patients who couldn’t be washed that day due to lack of staff… But ten minutes later, you had to get your mask off because you couldn’t breathe. And the poor patients dealt with our lack of experience in silence. Sometimes, a nurse came and told us: “You have to push this wound harder, so that all the pus come out; you’re only healing the surface.” And I had just cleaned so carefully!

			Some days later, I felt much more confident. I didn’t cut any more hair or nails. I did treatments with Teresa and Jordi with Cristina. Our relations with the patients grew closer every day. They already knew us and smiled when seeing us coming. It was incredibly satisfying seeing how what I dis helped alleviate those people’s suffering, and not just my existential angst. Those smiles are priceless. They’re the best salary in the world. But the patients there were terminal, people abandoned on the streets, rejected, ill, resourceless. Those were the patients that the sisters welcomed, so contact with death was constant. Every day, three or four people died there no matter how well we had treated their wounds. But nobody died of a wound there. They were very weak people, in extreme conditions, with many diseases at the same time (AIDS, tuberculosis, skin infections) and defenseless. In Ethiopia no one cared about a small wound, which starts at insignificant, but became a huge ulcer because no one bothered to cure it on the first few days. The patients felt so glad because they knew they were going to die and it was like a miracle that someone would treat them, listen to them and clean their bodies and wounds on their last few days. Probably no one had ever caressed their heads and now that they were about to die, they could feel the kindness of a caress and the sisters’ (and somehow, our) treatments.

			I had never seen anyone die before. That day, several volunteers were in the same room doing treatments when a sister told us that a patient was dying and that we could pray for him. I went to see him and I could discern how hard it was for him to breathe. Seven or eight volunteers gathered around his bed, including Ángeles, who always showed enough calmness to face this kind of situation, and we prayed with the sister so that he would die in peace. There was another volunteer, Begoña, who played the guitar. She was incredibly energetic and never got tired. She even had the uncanny ability to get children tired, she was always going from one place to another non-stop. But at that moment, she sang a soft and beautiful song and the man closed his eyes and died in peace. His face showed peace. We were all really shocked. I had never seen anyone die before, I don’t think the others had either. We didn’t know his age, if he had a family, if he had friends. He probably wasn’t even forty. It was a very unique moment. When the physician arrived and confirmed his death, they covered him with a white blanket and they laid him on the floor, in the corridor between beds, so that another patient could occupy the half place that was now empty. Such was the harshness of that reality. That evening, we were all very quiet.

			We kept leaving the hospital later and later. There were many patients, so the closing hour was prolonged until six in the evening, when it got dark. We had to leave then because the sisters released the dogs for security. But leaving wasn’t that easy. The porch was full of patients who couldn’t be attended inside the hospital because there weren’t so many beds. So, they spent the day outside, in the courtyard, on the benches, between the huts, receiving some treatments. When it got dark, they lay on the porch, they wrapped themselves up, close to one another to get some heat. It poured down outside. It was dozens of people, all their heads on one side, their feet on the other and there wasn’t an inch we could step on without waking them up.

			There was a third group of patients, who weren’t as poor, neither were they in a critical state, but they needed medical treatment. A door was opened for them on Tuesdays and Saturdays. We put all the benches in the courtyard in a U shape and in the center, we put the carts with the materials for treatments and so. The patients sat down and we attended them, always in pairs. Usually, we had to treat them and change their bandages, but there were also many patients with elephantiasis. I don’t know if you have seen the effects of this disease caused by a worm which gets into the lymphatic system until it blocks it. I never thought such a thing could exist. The accumulation of liquids makes the legs deform and swell, like an elephant’s legs, until they look like they’re going to blow up. The skin chaps and creases and it’s very painful. Besides, its monstrous look causes rejection from people. It’s terrible. In the courtyard, we tried to relieve their pain. I must admit that at first, I tried to treat the patient who looked the best. However, as I gained confidence, I looked for patients in worse conditions so that the physician would tell me how to treat them. Learning to treat people became a challenge. Whenever someone needed more than a change of bandages, a physician came and taught us how to do it and observed how you did it. If you did it well, he delegated to you and told you: “Tomorrow, you will do it.”

			One of those days that we were treating random people in the courtyard, I saw a man entering with something strange on his leg. As he came closer, I could discern that it was a safety pin. Yes, a safety pin buried in his knee. He sat on a bench, waiting for us to cure him. We were all attending to patients from one place to another, near or far away from the man with the safety pin. In the end, there was only one patient left. Since we were the first ones to finish, we went to see him. He had many wounds and we did all the treatments what we could, but we never found out the reason behind the safety pin on his knee.

			With the Tuesday and Saturday patients we had the same kind of relation as with the ones staying at the hospital. Since they already knew you, they expected you to treat them; they smiled at you and they thanked you so much. At some point I must have turned twenty-nine.

			However, when I already had my routine, after ten days, the sisters gave us the choice to go to one of the other twelve houses they had throughout Ethiopia. They were in poorer areas, where they also needed volunteers, so we were divided in several groups. I went to Dire Dawa, a city two hundred and seventy-six miles from Addis Ababa on the road to Djibouti. It was very hot and very desertic, something more similar to the image I had of Ethiopia: small one-store houses and, above all, hot and very sunny. That was the best part. On the road, we saw camels. My first camels. The worst part was the virus that attacked my stomach and left me several days lying on the bed, vomiting and with diarrhea. But in Dire Dawa, everything was calmer and easier, because it was sunny and wounds heal better and get clean before when it’s sunny. A Spanish physician who was there told me: “Look, whenever you don’t know what to do, just let the air and the sun come in, because the sun cleans everything.” And it’s true. The dry climate, the sun and the air helped cure all the wounds. I stayed there for eight days.

			The sisters’ house in Dire Dawa wasn’t a hospital like in Addis Ababa, but it had an area for women, ill children or children with malnutrition problems. There was also an area which served as an asylum for some six hundred patients, who spent most of the day wandering around the courtyard or laying under the trees. Also, no more medical treatments. Our mission there was to cut the patients’ nails at the asylum in the morning and play with the children who lived at the house in the afternoon. There were also children suffering from severe burns, illnesses like hydrocephalus, malformations, intellectual disability and illnesses which I’d never even heard of before. It’s worth noting how in every sisters’ house, children wear clothes made out of the same fabric with flower patterns and funny colors. Sometimes you see that on trousers, shorts, T-shirts, long- or short-sleeved shirts… But it’s always the same fabric that’s part of a big roll that they bought or someone gave them as a present. They have a sewing machine with which they make clothes, curtains or whatever they need. The same is true for the women. Many of them come to the sisters’ houses with practically nothing and there, the sisters give them clothes from the same fabric roll, so it’s quite interesting to see them all together. And happy too. They gave us some colored-striped-coats, all the same, to tell us apart from the patients at the asylum and locate us easily. However, the coats were significantly uncomfortable when playing soccer with the kids. Just like in Addis, in Dire Dawa we were divided into two groups: some slept at the sisters’ house for volunteers and the others, since there wasn’t enough room for us, went to a nearby hotel.

			Contact with the other volunteers was very intense. One of them was a huge Basque whom we called Manolón, that is, “Big Manolo.” He loved to sail and had some impressive calves. The children tried to grab him by the calves, but their tiny hands weren’t enough. They would also hang from him and he would lift them with just one hand. He’s a great guy, kind, funny, a good person, who said funny things from time to time to help face the situation. Another volunteer was Parrita, a good friend who, despite being quite mischievous, ended up a priest. However, he’s not your typical priest who just reads the Bible and little else. He’s an intelligent priest who commits himself to others, especially the poor, and has a big heart. And so, one after the other, they all had their own stories.

			Another mission that we had in Dire Dawa was to distribute food. Before the delivery, the sisters do some previous work in which they supervise the life conditions of every family to guarantee that the food really goes to those who need it the most. I was impressed every single time I saw it. There come people who don’t have anything, but they know that there, they have food for them every fifteen days. Hundreds of people make never-ending lines outside, behind a tiny blue door. Crossing it can mean the difference between eating and not eating. That’s how it is. They stay in the line standing or sitting, with their children, their veils, their multi-colored clothes, aged due to poverty and famine, waiting for a food ration that will prolong their lives. It’s really impressive. And when they cross the tiny blue door and enter the sisters’ house, they make another line before a pool of sorts. In that pool, we laid the food for easier distribution. And there, one by one, the rations are handed with the help of metallic cans that serve as measures. Grains, flour, sometimes sugar and, with a bit of luck, even some oil, in sufficient amounts to help an entire family. Some are handed two measures, others three, or four, always depending on the number of children. Everything is perfectly organized and everyone knows they will have food rations for several days. It’s a physically exhausting work for workers and volunteers: moving the bags from the giant warehouse to the delivery zone, building the containment walls for the grains with those same bags, laying plastic foils so that we don’t lose a single grain, opening the bags, pouring them and, finally, handing the rations. You end up almost dead, white from head to toe because of the flour, but it’s also very satisfying.
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