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Prologue


I opened my bleary eyes in confusion as Tamara rushed into our bedroom waving a cooked, whole guinea-pig she had extracted from the fridge. “Want meat, want meat Mummy” she cried. I am not at my best at six o clock in the morning, and being woken in such a manner did not help matters. “Surely you can’t want guinea-pig for breakfast,” I moaned into my pillow.





Living in Ecuador was never dull, that was for sure. Every day brought new surprises and challenges. My children were more used to eating green bananas and chicken feet soup than a good old cheese sandwich, or baked beans on toast. They rode their great-granny’s horses bareback, and swam in the village river. They sucked oranges fresh from the trees in the garden, and watermelons grown on our farm. They wondered why I freaked out if they wanted to get on a motorbike like the other children around them did, and did not run in long grass for fear of snakes.





Sometimes everything seemed so alien and weird to me; life seemed unsafe and very unpredictable. I felt like I had no control over what happened to my family. I wondered if I were being utterly irresponsible for bringing up my daughters in this environment.





Sometimes life seemed amazing. Sometimes we had the chance to change a life, to touch the untouchables, to be God’s hands for precious children everyone else had forgotten.





When I visited Señora Clemencia who has a grotesque tumour obliterating and distorting half her face, my baby gladly went into her arms, too young to be bothered by a sight most people flinched at and turned away from. She smiled her beautiful smile up at Señora Clemencia, and gazed straight into her eyes, making Señora Clemencia feel special and loved. It was a moment made in heaven. It was a moment that made me glad I kept going through the tough times. It was a moment that made me sure it was not time to go home.




CHAPTER ONE


The Middle of the World


I sat bewildered and afraid in the small car negotiating its way through the turbulent streets of Quito. Angry citizens were flocking into the streets throwing stones and setting up road blocks with burning tyres. The Police were out in equal force spraying tear gas that caused panic as people dodged and ran, choking as the irritant gas stole their breath.





The then President of Ecuador, Lucio Gutierrez, was in the process of being kicked out. The people were angry with him and the corruption of his government. It was havoc; shouts, bangs and screams filled the air.





“This is not exactly the reception I imagined as I set off for my big adventure on the equator.” I thought as we negotiated the riots. I wanted to be able to quietly get on and use my medical skills to help the poor. I had come to love the sick children and do all I could to make them better. I was not expecting my life to be in danger in the process. Martyr missionary stories were all very well, but I was not that brave. I was just an ordinary person who wanted to give something back. I wondered how those around me carried on as if nothing unusual was happening; until it struck me this might in fact be usual for Ecuador. A shiver went down my spine as I feared I had bitten off more than I could chew. I wished I understood the Spanish being gabbled around me, and what was really going on. I felt so disorientated and isolated. I really hoped to arrive in safety soon.





“Welcome to Ecuador!” exclaimed my hosts Carmen and Jorge with great warmth and affection as I finally arrived at my destination. “Don’t be alarmed,” they reassured me as they took in the shocked expression on my face, “Here Presidents rarely last longer than a year in office. Let’s go up on the roof so we can see what is happening.”





From the roof we had a perfect view of the airport. There, to my amazement, we witnessed the President fleeing the country in a helicopter as protestors invaded the runway and tried to stop him escaping. “What kind of a place is this?” I wondered to myself. “It is like something out of a movie, not real life. I have prepared so many years to come here, have longed to able to come back and be useful, but nothing could have prepared me for this. How am I ever going to be able to attend patients if the country is constantly in uproar? Maybe coming here is one big mistake.”





I was surprised – and relieved - to see how quickly everything returned to normal. Maybe God did have work for me to do after all. The Vice-President, Alfredo Palacios, took power. He was a medical doctor, and putting their faith in him the doctors in the public sector, who had been on strike for the previous nine weeks in protest at not being paid, went back to work. I gladly settled into life in Quito, studying Spanish with a private tutor in the afternoons, and enjoying family life and watching fantastic Latin American soap operas on the television in the evenings. Gradually I began to relax and enjoy my gentle introduction to Ecuadorean culture.





Carmen cooked me wonderful Ecuadorian food typical of the mountain regions. She made warming soups with potato, cheese, corn on the cob and beans. One dish I really enjoyed was boiled broad beans and sweet corn served with cheese. We had beef and chicken and plenty of potatoes and bananas. She also used her liquidiser to whisk up amazing fruit juices and milkshakes from the abundance of fresh fruit grown in Ecuador.





She taught me that Ecuador has several climates; the cold mountains, the tropical rain forest and the hot, humid coastal plains. Each region has its own produce and traditional dishes. The mountain people grow potatoes, broccoli, carrots, apples, plums and beans, and enjoy cooking guinea-pig and pork. The coastal people grow manioc, bananas, and maize, and eat an abundance of fish and shellfish. The jungle people grow bananas and peanuts. They eat fish caught in their rivers, and hunt wild animals such as guatuso (an animal similar to a large rabbit), forest boar and sometimes monkey.





Jorge was a wonderful grandpa who had worked most of his life for the French Embassy. He had an ancient falling to bits Renault which amazingly he still managed to keep running most of the time. He was generous and helpful to a fault. He was very proud of his traditions and typical dishes.





When some American vegetarians came to visit he cooked them a special barbeque of succulent steaks and tasty chicken. He thought being vegetarian meant liking vegetables, and could not grasp that anyone would actually not eat any meat. His hospitality demanded he keep pressing it on them, and out of politeness they really had to give in and look like they were enjoying it.





He then regaled them with stories from his childhood, growing up in a small village in the mountains. He recounted how he used to slit the necks of bulls and drink the warm blood as it gushed out to make him manlier. I loved hearing his tales, he told them with such gusto and enthusiasm – but I have to confess I did not translate that story entirely accurately for the vegetarians.





I was taken aback when he arrived home with a guinea-pig one afternoon, bopped it on the head, and skinned it ready for barbequing. “You have to try this,” he assured me, “it is the most delicious meat.” I thought of the cute pets back home, and my stomach turned at the thought of eating one of the furry creatures. Jorge carried on oblivious, impaling the poor animal on a skewer and rotating it with great care over the burning coals. His mouth was watering. “How can I get out of this one?” I wondered to myself wildly, not seeing any avenue of escape.





Sure enough soon the guinea-pig was proclaimed perfectly cooked, with crispy skin and succulent juicy meat. I was served a leg. There was no way out. I was going to have to eat it. Screwing up my courage (and my eyes) I took a bite and chewed hurriedly. It was at least edible I had to admit to myself, although I did not think I would ever be able to munch it with the look of ecstasy that appeared on Jorge’s face as he ate what was his favourite delicacy. Clearly serving as a doctor in Ecuador was going to involve many more challenges than simply clinical problems. My initiation into Ecuadorean culture did not seem so tame anymore.





Jorge and Carmen took me out and about and, being accustomed to hosting foreigners, taught me Ecuadorean manners. It felt strange to me to have to greet everyone I met with a handshake or a kiss on the cheek. It felt too familiar, an invasion of my personal space.





This was no place to be shy and reserved. I was expected to confidently speak out when I entered a room where people were eating to say “buen provecho” meaning “enjoy your meal”. I could never slip away unnoticed from a gathering, but had to screw up my courage and make sure I went round each person present in turn to say goodbye, again with a kiss.





When addressing people who had a title it was polite to use it; for example calling medical doctors, dentists and lawyers “Doctor so and so” and science graduates “Engineer”. I had to get used to people calling me “Doctorita” in an affectionate use of my title. They rarely used my name.





When in conversation regarding the height of some children I was taken aback by my companion’s disapproval of my hand gestures. “You must not hold your hand horizontally to indicate the height of humans,” she told me in shocked tones. “We only do that when we are talking about animals. For humans you must hold your hand vertically.” I felt embarrassed and realised I still had a lot to learn. Forget being a qualified General Practitioner - I felt like I was back in school learning the basics in life over again.





My Spanish tutor, Rita, took me on outings to learn more of the Ecuadorian culture. We took a trip to the Middle of the World, a museum on the equator, where they had an exhibition of the different people groups of Ecuador, their dress and their instruments.





I found it fascinating to be introduced to the several distinct indigenous Indian groups in Ecuador; each with their own customs and languages. I loved learning about them. The indigenous people who live in the mountain regions have highly embroidered warm clothes, ponchos and hats and play the pan pipes. They make brightly coloured woollen bags and wall hangings which tourists love to buy. I stocked up on some to send home to my family.





Coastal and jungle people groups tend to wear minimal clothing due to the heat they live in, but paint their bodies with bold lines and play instruments such as xylophones and drums. They make string bags and hammocks.





There are African groups too, descendents of people who were brought to the country during the time of the slave trade. They regale their audiences with merengue dancing as they show off their pulsating sense of rhythm.





In the streets of Quito I would see Quichua Indians in their traditional shawls, long skirts and hats, mixing with the Mestizo population in their western style of dress as they went about their business, creating an intriguing tapestry of the traditional and the modern.





A cable car opened while I was in Quito, climbing up to fourteen thousand feet on the side of Pichincha Volcano. The views from the top were breathtaking on a clear morning. You could see the circle of crystalline snow topped volcanoes surrounding the city, and the city itself contained in the valley below. Looking down from above the houses, the airport and the cars below all seemed like toys. You could not see the hustle and bustle of business men and women rushing to work, students attending their schools and universities, and the crush of people on the trams and buses.





Getting about the city on the ground was a different story. There were so many people squeezed into such a small space. I hated people constantly touching me as I went about my daily affairs. People bumped into me in the street as they squeezed through gaps that did not exist. The buses were one big crush of humanity, and I had to screw up my courage to step on each day and endure another half an hour of being up close and personal with perfect strangers.





I became very tired of it, especially as the less scrupulous used these circumstances as a chance to pick pockets and bags. I was almost home when some men pressed up against me as I tried to get off the bus. I was so concerned about holding on to my bag that I forgot to watch my jeans front pocket where I had my purse. I finally managed to squeeze myself off the bus and standing alone on the pavement breathed a sigh of relief - until I realised my purse had gone, along with my bank card that I needed to be able to access my money in the U.K. Tears rose unbidden to my eyes as my heart sank. “How dare they steal from me,” I raged, “I am just minding my own business, trying to learn Spanish so that I can help the people here, and this is the payment I receive. Sometimes I wonder why I put myself through all this.” Images of the tranquil Scottish islands from whence I had come sprang unbidden to my mind. Life there had been so safe and secure. I trudged wearily back to the house somewhat dispirited.





Jorge took me to the police station to report the loss. It was a dingy underground office full of policemen sitting at type-writers. When it was my turn I had to describe the circumstances of the theft to an officer while he clumsily bashed away at his keyboard typing up a report of the incident. This document was then photocopied, stamped and given to me. “This is the most ridiculous procedure ever,” I complained to Jorge on the way home in his falling-to-bits car. “This document can only serve for any possible insurance claim. They make no attempt whatsoever to stop such crimes being perpetrated again in the future, do they? The thieves get off scot free. I feel so powerless. I can see there can be no justice here.”





The sun blazed during the day and late afternoon the rains would come. I always tried to be home by then, because the heavens literally opened and bucketed down the rain. If I was out in it I was soaked in seconds. Thunder and lightening were common as well. The power cables sparked throughout the storms in an alarming manner and power cuts were frequent. The nights when the power went off early, I used to snuggle up in bed under the heavy woollen blankets to keep warm, as once the sun went down the temperature dropped dramatically, and the houses did not have any heating.





From time to time the whole house shook as an earth tremor hit. Being in a volcanic region these were common and no one else paid much attention to everything shuddering and vibrating for a few seconds. Only I appeared to be afraid of them and I wondered how long it would take me to consider them a normal part of life, for me to feel at home in this adopted country of mine. I had yearned to come here for so long; felt inexplicably drawn to the people who lived here, somehow incapable of ignoring their need for help. I was intending to stay for the long haul. I wanted to get settled in as soon as possible.





To be able to practice as a doctor in Ecuador I first had to revalidate my medical degree. I had brought with me all the required documents duly translated and notarised to present to an Ecuadorian medical school for them to agree that I had completed an equivalent degree to their own.





It was to be an education in how grindingly slowly bureaucracy functioned in Ecuador. Each week I spoke to Señora Margarita, secretary at the University, to ask how the revalidation of my degree was advancing.





“Good Morning Doctor,” she cheerily greeted me, “Yes, yes, we will have some news for you next week.”





“But you said the same thing last week.” I pointed out in frustration.





“The committee is reviewing your case. Come back again next week,” was the standard reply.





At first I naively believed her polite assurances, and then as time went on and no progress was made I became increasingly frustrated and annoyed at the utter lack of efficiency.





“You would have thought that having a medical degree from Edinburgh University, Scotland recognised as valid in Ecuador would be a matter of course.” I muttered to myself. “I even fondly supposed that Ecuadoreans might welcome the arrival of my expertise to help some of their population and facilitate the process. But they are so utterly inefficient and slow! I wonder if I am ever going to receive the papers I need. But I know others have managed it, so it must be possible. I am just going to have to be patient and keep insisting. Maybe it will be character building – God must want to teach me patience.”





Suddenly as I meandered back to the house, returning from an unproductive visit to the University, I was startled by a man appearing out of nowhere behind me. He put his arms around me and grabbed my breasts, then ran off as suddenly as he had arrived. I did not even get a look at him. I was first paralysed by shock, then started to run as fast as I could to the house. I was extremely relieved to get myself inside the big metal gates that guarded the entrance. Shaken, I made my way inside and calmed down over a cup of camomile tea with the ever reassuring and motherly Carmen.





“Doctorita don’t cry,” she consoled me, “No harm came to you. God was protecting you.”





“Yes, yes, I am fine, just a bit shocked by the experience.” I claimed, trying to put a brave face on it and not wanting to make a scene. Inside I was jelly, shaken by my vulnerability.





I escaped to the quiet of my room and could not stop thinking about how I might have felt if the man had attacked me. Would I still want to pursue my dream of helping the poor in Ecuador? How high a price was I willing to pay for being here? A shiver of fear ran down my spine as I imagined what could have happened that evening. But I was determined not to give in to that fear. “One perverse man is not going to sway me from my hopes and plans.” I told myself sternly. “Surely God would not bring me this far, through so much preparation, and plant this dream in my heart only to have something awful happen to me as soon as I arrive. I will not be afraid to continue this journey. I will trust in God to protect me. But I think that I am ready to leave the big city and head to my final destination. I have had enough of Quito.”





So it was that two months after my arrival in the country, having completed my language study, I found myself on the bus heading to Santo Domingo, as yet still without permission to work as a doctor.





Despite all the trials and frustrations I was filled with a great sense of excitement and anticipation. Finally I would be able to settle into the village I had wanted to come to work in for so many years.





I remembered my first visit as a green eighteen year old on a summer team, when I had seen poverty in person for the first time; meeting shoeless children in rags, and visiting families living in ramshackle homes cobbled together with plastic and bamboo had left an indelible impression. Seeing it in person was so different to just seeing images on the television.





I remembered little Juan whose finger had had to be amputated because no one had kept his wound clean, and it had tragically developed gangrene. Such unnecessary suffering had etched itself in my conscience. I had put my photo of his cute little face up in my room wherever I had travelled, his shy smile melting my heart each time I caught a glimpse of it. I could not ignore his plight.





I pictured the teenage couple who had offered me their baby, willing to make the sacrifice of giving up their child because they thought I could give him a better life than they could. The encounter had left me churning with emotions in the pit of my stomach as I wondered what terrible circumstances had driven them to such a desperate decision. As I had rocked the beautiful baby girl in my arms I had whispered that I would return. I would return to help these precious children that Jesus longed to bless.





I thought of the anaemic children with their swollen bellies full of worms that had shown such affection to the white visitors that summer as we had played with them in the slum. They had showered me with hugs and kisses. They had become my friends. No longer was poverty something I watched detached on the television. It was something awful that was causing haunted expressions and eyes lacking in hope in tiny children that I now knew and cared about. I had suddenly realised how utterly blessed I was; a loving family, a first class education, and the knowledge that Jesus loved me. I had never wanted for anything. And now I felt compelled to do something for those who did not enjoy those blessings. I could not stay comfortably in Scotland while children were dying and I had the means to help them. I had pursued medical training for ten years after that first visit to Ecuador, with the goal of having sufficient experience to be able to return and be useful. The voices of the children calling me to go back and help them had never quietened in all that time. Along the way I had half hoped maybe a handsome young man might appear wanting to accompany me to the middle of the world. But such men seemed to be in small supply. Young, free, single and undeterred, at last I was realising my dream.





I was excited and itching to get started.




CHAPTER TWO


City of Red Indians


Santo Domingo de los Colorados, named for its indigenous Indians who paint their hair red, was a far cry from the relative sophistication of Quito. The city had grown rapidly, from a handful of families to four hundred thousand inhabitants in the short space of time of forty years. The city was a sprawling chaos, lacking drinking water, an adequate sewage system and covered by a messy intertwining of electricity cables resembling a plate of spaghetti. Organisation was unheard of. The Mayor had a beautiful hotel with a swimming pool and patio lined with plaques thanking him for his public works, yet the streets remained un-surfaced: thick mud in the rainy season and dust bowls in the dry season.





As I wandered through the centre of town throngs of people crowded the streets going about their business and bumping and jostling me in the process. Cries of, “Oranges for sale, ten for a dollar!” filled the air. The strident insistent hooting of the cars and buses assaulted my ears and the smell of exhaust fumes mixed with the stench of rotting vegetables filled my nostrils. The people who greeted me were young, open and laid-back. They dressed informally, laughed with abandon, cried with passion and gave hospitality with great generosity.





I found the constant heat and extreme humidity exhausting at first. I was constantly bathed in a shiny, sticky sweat from morning to evening. I never felt clean. Nothing lasted very long in this climate. Wood rotted and was invaded by wood worm. I was dismayed to find my towels and clothing became filled with mildew and quickly developed holes. Keeping things in an enclosed space such as a drawer was a recipe for mould and cockroaches.





I lived in a village just outside the town, in an orphanage for AIDS victims called Orphaids. It was a welcome escape from the noisy, dirty city. Here in the countryside there was an astonishing variety of exotic brightly coloured flowers, in what resembled an eternal spring. The emerald green landscape was covered with banana plantations, maize and manioc. I loved hearing the birds singing as I woke in the morning and watching the glittering humming birds darting between the flowers in the garden. I felt privileged and happy to be able to live in such a beautiful corner of the world. Being back in the countryside revived my flagging spirits.





The wild life tried to encroach on the house on a regular basis. The worst was the sensation of the tickly feet of huge cockroaches running over me in bed at night making me scream in fright. There were ants of all shapes and sizes, which seemed just to know when there was a speck of sweetness left lying around, and which managed to get into the sugar tub, cereal packets and even loaves of bread. I soon resigned myself to eating them on occasion. The occasional bat found its way into the house, and had to be coaxed, or forced out by a handy orphan wielding a bat, and mice came in and nibbled holes in belongings from time to time. One morning I was surprised to see an ornamental frog sitting by the fireplace, which I did not remember being there before, until I realised of course it was not an ornament, but alive, and hastily found a tub to trap it in so that I could restore it to the great outdoors. A cheeky orphan looking on chuckled as I jumped when the frog leapt away. “This is no place to be squeamish,” I told myself sternly. “You have come here to make yourself useful. You should expect some discomforts.”





There was a plague of millipedes when I arrived. They were small and black and curled up into a spiral if you touched them. Underfoot they were crunchy, and there were so many I could not avoid walking on them as I went along the road. There were millions. Armies of them marched in formation to their unknown destination. I took them on as a challenge to my ingenuity. At night I stuffed newspaper around the front door to stop them coming in, and sprayed it with insecticide to kill those that still managed to find an entrance. In the mornings I had hundreds lying dead by the door waiting to be swept up and disposed of. They got into everything; food, clothes, plates, saucepans, beds and even ears. I was very thankful when they all disappeared as suddenly as they had appeared.





Before I could start work I had to learn how to do the daily chores. To go shopping I had to get myself into town on the “ranchera”, an open sided bus that I had to climb up on to and then squeeze myself into non-existent spaces on the hard benches that formed the seating. The bus bumped along the unmade roads into town, covering us all with clouds of dust in the dry season and spattering us with rain in the wet season. Inexpert in riding the beast, I often fell off the thing as I arrived back home, clutching my shopping bags desperately. I covered myself in bruises in my haste to disembark before the impatient driver went on his way again. It made me think twice before venturing into town.





Eventually, fed up of being jolted around on the ranchera, I decided to treat myself to a taxi ride home. As I came out of the internet café a fellow client pointed out his taxi and offered me a ride. I explained where I wanted to go, negotiated the price, and off we went - but I soon realised he was not going the normal route home. When I pointed this out to him, thinking he had made a simple mistake, he laughed and said he wanted to take me to a swimming pool, before taking me to my house.





“But sir,” I protested in alarm, “I do not want to go to a swimming pool. I asked you to take me home.”





The taxi man took no notice, “No, no, señorita” he chuckled, “It is a lovely swimming pool. You will enjoy it and we will be able to get to know each other.”





I was now terrified, not knowing the streets we were driving along, and wanting to get out of the car. “What on earth is this man going to do?” I asked myself in a panic. “I don’t want to become further acquainted with him. How dare he just take me off like this! Or is he going to take me somewhere to attack me? What do I do now? Maybe I should try and jump out of the car now. I should have just taken the ranchera home.” Just then we arrived at the swimming pool. He turned to invite me in for a swim, and appeared sincerely astonished that I was now in tears.





“Why are you crying Señorita?” He jovially exclaimed, “I am only being your friend and showing you where you can have fun in Santo Domingo.”





I hastily exited the taxi without futile further comment, and hailed a different one, which did take me directly home. I fumed to myself, “How dare he just take me against my will and scare me like that! I need to protect myself better against these Latin men who seem to think they can do as they please with women. I am not going to survive here very long otherwise. I’ve heard that missionaries have been raped here. I don’t want that to happen to me; it doesn’t even bear thinking about. I just want to be able to get on with doctoring people in peace.”





Finally back in the safety of Orphaids I bumped into Victor, a five year old orphan with severe cerebral palsy. “Hello Victor.” I greeted him, and he rewarded me with his delightful grin that lit up his whole face. Needing a distraction from the fright I had suffered I stopped to chat to Janet, his carer.





“What is Victor’s story?” I asked her.





“Victor was born in a state hospital to a mother who was terminally ill with AIDS, Tuberculosis and syphilis. She passed all three diseases on to her wee baby, and then abandoned him.”





“How did he come to the orphanage?” I asked.





“The social worker knew of us, and asked us to take him. He was very sick and no other orphanage would have him. He almost died many times, but through the dedicated nursing of his house parents he pulled through.”





“It must have been very difficult to care for him.” I commented.





“He used to cry all night long.” Janet agreed. “It was very draining looking after him, but the people here grew to love him and did everything possible to care for him. Gradually he became stronger, as you can see.”





“You are doing a great job,” I commended Janet as I gazed at Victor, such a broken little boy, unable to speak or walk, needing to be fed and have his nappy changed. It was a miracle he had survived, I reflected. Yet here he was smiling, content and well cared for. He was being shown the love of God each and every day. “It is to make this kind of a difference in people’s lives that I have come,” I reminded myself. “This is why I am willing to put up with cockroaches, bureaucracy and dangers. I will not be discouraged.”





I had not come to find a man. I was determined to enjoy the freedom of being single, and keep focussed on becoming established as a doctor and getting to work. I felt like I stood out like a beacon in Santo Domingo, with my light hair and green eyes, receiving wolf whistles as I walked down the street. I was uncomfortable being the object of so much unwanted male attention and did my best to feign being oblivious to it. “The men here are so obnoxious,” I thought, “There is no way I am going to fall for one of them.”





Some would not be ignored, such as the local village policeman, who asked me to marry him despite the fact others told me he had a wife and four children at home. A neighbour, known as Mr Boots because he was always wearing his wellies, also asked for my hand in marriage, his enormous tummy protruding from his tatty T-shirt. “You will never have to wash the dishes,” he promised me earnestly as he forcibly grasped and kissed my hand, “Just bear my children.” I just laughed these ridiculous offers off out of hand and refused to be distracted from my goals.





When I was alone at night, however, I did wonder if there was any possibility of a nice British man coming along, who shared my passion to serve the poor. I wanted to stay here for a long time, to have the chance to make a real difference, but in my heart of hearts I was not at all sure I was willing to give up the opportunity to have a family of my own in the process. It was a desire I had to put in God’s hands over and over again.





Settling in to life in the village was harder than I had thought it would be. Still learning to understand the Spanish gabbled around me at a great rate, I felt like there was a barrier between me and the locals, as I struggled to decipher their meaning at times. I fell into bed at night exhausted with the effort required to simply communicate.





There was so much I took for granted at home that I had to learn over again in Ecuador. I could no longer rely on piped gas, but had to buy cylinders. Sometimes there was a shortage and it meant queuing up an entire day to be able to obtain one. I could no longer rely on there being electricity all the time. There were frequent power cuts in the dry season, as the country’s power supply was hydroelectric. I learned to have candles at the ready at night time, and always to unplug everything that was not in use in case a power surge or lightening damaged them. I could no longer pay with my debit card, but had to learn to survive in a cash society. Everything from an apple to a house had to be paid for in cash. Similarly all bills had to be paid in person. Gone were the days of direct debits covering the month’s expenses. Now I had to queue up in offices and banks in town to pay the electricity bill, taxes and mobile phone charges. These chores had become arduous.





Every week I made a ’phone call to Margarita, the friendly secretary at the University in Quito. “Good day Señora Margarita,” I began, “It is Doctora Andrea from Santo Domingo calling to see what news there is on the revalidation of my medical degree.”





“Good day Doctorita. What a pleasure to hear from you. Yes the committee is considering your case and we will have news for you soon.”





“But when will that be? Is there some problem with my papers?”





“The committee has a meeting on Thursday next week. I should have news for you after that.”





“Very well, I shall ’phone you again next week then.”





“Yes, yes Doctorita, it is always a pleasure to hear from you. Take care.”





“Good bye.” I hung up the telephone more frustrated than ever. “How long are they going to take over this?” I wondered, tearing my hair out. “I could be old and grey by the time I have permission to set to work at this rate. What can I do to chivvy them up?” My prayers to become a registered doctor in Ecuador seemed to be falling on deaf ears.





As I settled into life in the village word soon got around that a doctor had arrived, and although I could not officially start work as a doctor yet people soon started arriving at the house asking for help. Being able to start assisting the people gave me the inspiration I needed to persevere in overcoming the frustrations of life.





Doña Maura came to see me with her teenage son. “Doctor,” she cried with tears in her eyes, “my son is very, very ill. He has had a sore throat for three days now, and can hardly bear the pain. I am frightened he might die, so I took him to a doctor and he prescribed these injections, but they are going to cost one hundred dollars. I am poor and I will have to sell my pig to be able to buy them. Can you help me?”





I read the prescription and was distraught to see that he had been prescribed strong antibiotics to be injected into a vein at home that could, when given in high doses, cause deafness. I checked his throat then giving him some ibuprofen (which had cost me a few cents) told them, “Take one of these tablets three times a day. These will take away the pain and you will be better in no time.”





And indeed he was. “Doctorita,” Doña Maura called out to me the next day as I passed by her house, “My son is already so much better! He went to school today. They are powerful tablets.” I felt on top of the world.





I wondered what would cause a doctor to prescribe in such an extravagant and, in my opinion, dangerous manner.





Mary, a British lady who had retired to the village with her husband as volunteers, helped me think things through. Many doctors in Ecuador were private. They made money from consultation fees and also from the medicines they sold. This naturally gave rise to the temptation to prescribe expensive treatments, even when there were more economic alternatives available.





Mary explained, “Patients in Ecuador love injections. They believe they work better than tablets. Our farm workers are always asking for us to buy them injections for illnesses such as the common cold. Ignorance makes people very afraid of illness, and often they think simple problems are fatal. It makes them very vulnerable to those who would exploit them.”





I decided a good way to find out more about these local beliefs and to start to combat this ignorance would be to teach a group of women from the village to be health promoters. It would be a good use of my time until my paperwork came through.





Mary helped me get together those ladies who were already used by the community to treat their wounds, give them their injections and advise them on their health problems. They were an enthusiastic bunch, who loved what they did and were excited at the chance to learn more. As we discussed the basics of hygiene and nutrition, common ailments and their treatments, first aid and health promotion, I learnt as much from them about local ideas and practices, as they did from me about modern medicine. We had great fun role-playing and debating, sharing stories and experiences, practicing bandaging and giving injections. “This is great,” I thought to myself after the first few classes, “I am learning so much and I think they are too. They are much more open to new ideas than I thought they might be.”





Monserrat shared how people wanted their medicine given as an injection or even better as a drip into a vein. I explained that often tablets were just as effective, and avoided the risks of an injection. Hortencia talked about neighbours asking her to give them intravenous vitamin drips in their homes, to give them more strength or to help them gain weight. Nora explained local remedies for common problems, such as putting urine in ears for fungal infections, and dropping breast milk into eyes for conjunctivitis.





They acted out being their husbands drunk by the village shop, smoking cigarettes, when we talked about risk factors for heart disease, and they explained the importance of the extended family in caring for sick relatives and protecting the vulnerable from abuse. They complained many men were “macho” and irresponsible towards their families, and I soon had an example of this arrive on my doorstep.





It was early in the morning and I was still asleep when there was a knock at the door, and Monserrat called for me urgently, “Doctorita there is a woman here about to give birth.” I fervently hoped this was some sort of joke as I stumbled to the door in my pyjamas bleary eyed, only to find to my horror a young woman groaning with labour pains.





“Come in, come in” I repeated as I ushered them in the door. The young woman sank on to the tiled floor exhausted and as I examined her I could see the baby’s head. “Quick Monserrat” I cried, “bring me my bag please.” I hurriedly pulled on a pair of gloves as the baby slithered out into the world, and hunted wildly for something sterile to tie and cut the cord with. Monserrat was the picture of composure as she wrapped the baby boy in a towel and handed him to his Mum to suckle, while I was sweating and trying to remember how to deliver the placenta.





Once order was restored, and Rocio was sleeping on the sofa exhausted, Monserrat told me the rest of the story as she rocked the sweet baby in her arms.





“Rocio is the mother of three children, and her husband abandoned her a few weeks ago. He left her alone in a remote shack with their toddlers, with no money to be able to get to the hospital when her time came. When she went into labour this morning she had to walk two miles to get to my house, and by then she was so close to giving birth I thought it best to bring her to you instead of trying to make it to the hospital in town.”





Rocio’s brother later came to collect her from my house, and took her and her children to live with him. I continued my conversation with Monserrat.





“Does this kind of thing happen often?” I asked, desperately hoping the answer was going to be “no”. I did not fancy delivering babies on my floor too regularly.





“Men here are not responsible, they are macho.” She replied firmly. “He probably has another woman somewhere else, or got tired of working to provide for his family. There are many single mothers who struggle to survive. Usually their parents help them, or the children would go hungry. It is how life is.”





“But why do the women not stand up for themselves?” I exclaimed, impacted by this calm acceptance of the status quo.





“How can we?” Monserrat replied. “Most women have had no education to speak of. We cannot find work. We have no resources with which to change our circumstances. They have no choice but to accept what destiny brings us. We have to be careful not to upset our husbands or they might hit us. We cannot leave because we need the men to be able to pay for our children’s education.”





I was shocked into silence. I could not imagine how it must feel to be so impotent, utterly at the mercy of others. I was outraged at these abuses on my doorstep and I began to ponder how I could make a difference to these women.





At first I wanted to help everyone I met. The stories people came to me with tugged at my heart strings. I was full of enthusiasm to show God’s love to anyone who was in need. A scruffy looking man came along asking for money for an operation for his sick elderly father. It seemed a genuine case, so I helped him out. A little while later he came asking for money to bury his father who had now, he told me, passed away. I was surprised to say the least when he turned up again to ask for money for medicine for his sick father. Needless to say that time he left empty handed. I began to realise that simply giving out money to everyone who asked was not necessarily the best use of limited resources. I needed to find a way of knowing which the genuine cases were.
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