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     Part I: In the Clouds 

 

         1.  

I was engulfed in clouds. I crouched on the side of the road near the stalled bus 

and shivered in the breeze. Through openings in the shifting fog, the mountains plunged 

in steep rock falls and verdant ravines. Around me, gray vapor crept through the stunted 

forest of twisted trees. Exuberant ferns, mosses and algae burst from every crack and 

cranny of their wind-tortured limbs. Vines cascaded to the ground like silent green 

waterfalls. Aerial plants that never touched the ground thrust out hungry tendrils, sucking 

nutrients from the perpetual mist and from the compost on their host branches. 

I was stuck in the eerie bosque nuboso, the Ecuadorian cloud forest. To my back 

wound the pass in the Andes we had traversed an hour ago. The serpentine dirt highway 

descending towards the Amazon Basin was blocked by a truck stuck in a ditch. The two 

drivers stood, hands on hips, elbow to elbow, discussing the logistics of our rescue. There 

was nothing to do but wait for a Caterpillar truck to pull us out.  

I leaned against a gnarled tree and listened to the drip of moisture from the mosaic 

of green above my head. The air smelled of rotting leaves and metallic earth. Hidden 

birds called from the dense foliage, their shrill whistles piercing the cushion of gray like 

needles. For the first time since arriving, I thought I’d made a mistake. Coming to 

Ecuador was a pie-in-the-sky idea, the result of a serious lapse of judgment. And I was 

not the only one affected by my decision. I had brought my family.  

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to sleep. I didn’t want to dream, for it was a dream 

that had brought me here. 

 

 

         2.  

I had dreamed of flamingos. Not the pink plastic models on stainless steel rods 

speared into squares of manicured lawn, nor the bedraggled croquet mallets in Lewis 

Carroll’s world. I had dreamed of graceful birds with sinewy necks that waded en masse 

in still lagoons on legs so long and twig-thin they seemed to float above the water like a 

dawn-tinted cloud. And in my dream the cloud lifted and became a billow of wings rising 

up to the sun.    

When I awoke, I realized it was not the birds I wanted. I am not a birder with a 

life-list to check off. It was the motion I sought, the flight to light, the defiance of gravity.  

I should have been content. I had a home, work, a husband, two sons and two 

daughters, my health. But with those gifts came the trappings of my culture: the desire 

that grows like a tumor for more and for better. In my quest for security, for what I 

considered ‘enough’, I had tied myself up. A small voice was telling me something was 

not right. Now that voice had invaded my dreams and I could not ignore it. The birds 

were showing the way. I needed to break free.  

Travel is about hope – a hope for revelation and transformation, a belief that 

beyond the horizon, beauty and truth await. In my youth I had traveled like a sponge, 

floating from place to place, absorbing what I could, while trying to learn from the 
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universals and the particulars. I’d come to believe that everyone deserved to have enough 

– enough food, enough love, enough room to grow, enough freedom to think deep 

thoughts and express them, and enough opportunity to do good work. I was 

uncomfortable with my culture’s definition of ‘enough’. I thought it was too much. 

I wanted my children to know about enough, to be able to distinguish wants from 

needs, and to know what that meant to the rest of the world. I wanted them to know what 

was real, to know beauty and truth.   

My youngest was turning seven. I felt that a part of me had gotten lost during the 

years of diaper changing and toddler care. A linguist and teacher of English as a Second 

Language, I missed the music and color of novel tongues, the puzzles of translation, the 

altering of ideas by perspectives of other cultures. I was underemployed in a small town 

with few teaching options. I wanted to employ my skills. I wanted to be of use.  

My husband, Claus, had been inspired to study medicine after visiting the Albert 

Schweitzer hospital and other rural clinics while we were backpacking in West Africa 

and the 1980’s. Now, seventeen years later, he was practicing family medicine in a group 

that functioned like a bad marriage. The odd man out in a group of three, he disagreed 

with most of the business decisions, but remained responsible for the consequences. He 

was spending increasing time with charts and insurance billings and less time with 

patients. He wanted to practice the kind of medicine that had drawn him to the 

profession. He knew it was time for a change.  

We began to inquire about work in a locale where we could be of use, where our 

children could learn the lessons we thought the most important to know. We filled out 

some paperwork, sent in some applications, informed our places of employment of our 

plans, but were still unsure. We tried to assess the risks and trade-offs, and accept the fact 

that we would not have jobs to come back to. But like many who long for change, finding 

our way through the maze of daily living took all our energy; we were too deep in the 

groove to pull out.  

I thought about my dream, bought a book on birds, and read about flamingos.  

The ‘miraculous bird’ as defined by its zoological clade, is adaptable to a variety of 

habitats, from steaming volcanic waters to icy Andean lakes. It is a wader, not a 

swimmer, and holds its breath when feeding, dipping its articulated beak to scoop up 

algae, insects and the red crustaceans that color its feathers pink. When not feeding, it 

stands on one leg, half its body in a state of sleep. I did the math. Much of the day, this 

bird was either holding its breath or half asleep.  

I put down my book. Was that how I was living? Was I holding my breath? Was 

I, too, half asleep?   

 

    *** 

 

A tragedy pushed us to act. I should have known something was wrong. At four in 

the morning, our thirteen-year-old daughter, Stina, had come into our bedroom in 

hysterics after a nightmare. She crawled into our bed, clung to me, and described a vision 

of many people dying. I held her trembling body close to mine as she sobbed, and then 

exhausted, drifted off to sleep.  
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After dropping the kids off at school that morning, I stopped in the corner store. 

The man in front of me in the checkout line turned and said, “Did you hear about the 

attacks on the World Trade Center?” 

I was stunned. Claus’s brother worked in one of the towers. I rushed to the car, 

turned on the radio, and sped home to call Claus at work. The rest of the day I spent 

glued to the radio and television. We tried to telephone New York, but couldn’t get 

through. That night we received an e-mail. He was safe. For some reason, he had 

cancelled his morning meeting and stayed home. But he had witnessed the events of the 

day, and was in shock. 

I grieved the loss of life from the attacks of September 11
th

 and admired the 

courage of so many New Yorkers. In the days that followed, we watched the incessant 

replays and listened to the fear and posturing of those who were as sad, angry and 

uncertain as the rest of us.  

I was confused. Thousands dead was a tragedy, too immense for me to 

comprehend. But there had been other tragedies in the world in the past year. The 

Sudanese government and its militias had starved, raped and killed thousands of civilians, 

while burning and bombing villages, hospitals and schools leaving tens of thousands 

displaced. After the attack on the twin towers, all the forces of the free world were 

summoned to fight the Saudi terrorists and their allies, but Sudan disappeared from the 

news. I was trying to make sense of it.  

 

Claus and I sat at the kitchen table one night. It was one in the morning and 

neither of us could sleep. We talked about the warnings of future attacks and predictions 

of war. We felt helpless to affect the chain of events we knew would soon change the 

world. In the midst of the negativity, we wanted to do something positive. I removed the 

quote by Ghandi I had taped to the refrigerator. “What you do may seem unimportant, but 

it is very important that you do it.” We decided that night to pursue our dream. In the 

following weeks we completed a ream of paperwork, said good-bye to our jobs, held a 

giant garage sale, rented out the house, farmed out the pets and sold the cars. We were 

committed to go.  

Once decided, I was glad to be heading far from the turmoil and that American 

spiritual malaise and sense of entitlement I believed had fueled a crazy hatred. I wanted 

to leave it all behind. A tropical forest seemed a faraway haven. I’d rather deal with 

mosquitoes than bombs, physical maladies than ideological. I would welcome the quiet. I 

wanted to make peace with the world.  

“How can you leave your country at a time like this?” a neighbor asked me.  

I wondered how she could stay. 

Just as I knew that flamingos, up close, stink of shrimp and guano, I knew our 

dream could mean hardship. I knew our journey would test our adaptability and patience, 

our strength and endurance, and that I would have to accept all that would come. I 

believed it was what we needed to do. I believed we were saving our lives. And I cannot 

lie. I was going to save myself. And that was my hubris – for in the end, it was another 

who would save me.  
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            *** 

 

Two months after the events of September 11
th

, we were in a plane on our way to 

South America. I was elated to be flying, to have shed the weight that should have kept 

us home. We were going to live and work in the Amazon Basin for fourteen months. 

Our plane crossed into Ecuador at night. As we descended toward the capital, 

Quito, we were encased in fog so thick it was as though a gray fleece had been pulled 

over the windows. Not a light penetrated from below. Somewhere in the gloom loomed 

Mt. Pichincha, well over 15,000 feet. Our plane circled above the shrouded city, once, 

twice, and again. Circling, I felt detached from the world, suspended in time, cut off from 

our past, blind to our future. I wondered if we would ever land, or in our vain effort, run 

out of fuel or end our quest an errant plane strewn in pieces upon the rock of an 

unyielding mountain. Finally, a gap appeared in the clouds, a twinkle of lights, and the 

plane dived toward the city. The tarmac raced to meet us and we touched down.  

 

            

 

3. 

Now, a month after our arrival, I was stuck in the clouds again waiting for the 

road to be cleared. Delays were to be expected. Having bused through Bolivia and Peru 

some years before, I had spent long hours traversing the Andes, the highest and most 

rugged mountains in the world after the Himalayas. Rock slides and thousand foot drops 

are de rigueur, and on this wet eastern flank of the Ecuadorian Andes, mud slides and 

washed out roads and bridges.  

The locals knew these mountains like they knew the back of their hands, I assured 

myself. We would wait until the message reached the nearest town with a Caterpillar, and 

eventually, it would arrive and we would be on our way again. It was a matter of time. I 

opened my eyes. A foot away, a line of ants marched confidently by carrying bits of leaf 

for some important project.  A bird effortlessly flitted through the delicate tangle above 

my head.  

Claus stood chatting with a fellow passenger while other occupants of the bus sat 

in clumps like patient rocks on the side of the road. Near me, our two boys played in the 

dirt. Eleven-year-old Nico gathered twigs from the brush to give to his younger brother, 

Lukas, who lined them up to make a windy road through a red-brown mound. Stina 

explained to seven-year-old Britta the plot from a tattered Wonder Woman comic book 

we’d picked up at a street stall in Quito.  

I looked at our luggage strapped on top of the bus. We had brought too much – 

medical equipment, insect repellent, sheets, school supplies, the book on birds, a laptop, 

flashlights, rubber boots, winter coats, baseball mitts, a violin. We had brought the 

trappings of our culture, twelve bags in all, filled with our way of life, our comfort, our 

security, our ever present fear of not having enough.  

A fly buzzed in my ears. As the volume increased, I realized it was the drone of 

an engine. A Caterpillar appeared from around the bend. The boys looked up from their 

digging. Lukas’s hands were caked with dirt. Nico’s jeans were damp from the grass. 
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They scrambled to their feet and ran to the road to watch its approach. Their earnest faces 

reminded me of the innocents they were, so thrilled to see the big truck. It was all an 

adventure to them. They couldn’t know how unsure I was about the year before us. What 

were we getting into? Should we have let the dream die and stayed home?                 

Britta came beside me and held my hand as we watched the Caterpillar maneuver 

into position, raise its giant claw, lift the two ton truck as if it were a toy, and deposit it in 

the center of the road. The truck’s driver jumped in, started up the engine, and went on 

his way.  

Now, three hours after encountering the impasse, we climbed back onto the bus 

and squeezed down the aisle to our three double seats in the back. Gears grinding, engine 

growling, and brakes soon heating, the bus continued its descent.  

Our bus was dedicated to the Queen of the Cloud, La Reina de la Nube, 

proclaimed in large block letters on the windshield of the bus. Mary gazed serenely down 

the aisle from her picture nailed to the front. Perched comfortably on what looked like 

puffy white cotton balls, wearing a crown of jewels, she was our protector through these 

misty mountains. I wished I had as much faith in the Virgin as my fellow travelers, but 

was glad she was with us. So far, she had done well. 

The couple in the seat across from me were Quichua Indians. The small woman 

sat no higher than Nico. She wore a full pink and yellow skirt, a black shawl and bowler 

hat. Her waist-long braids trailed down her back. Her husband looked to be more of this 

century with Western-style trousers and rubber boots, but wore a poncho with colorful 

embroidered stripes. The couple had compact builds, broad barrel chests, wide 

cheekbones and regal, eaglesque noses. They were silent for most of the ride. The other 

passengers who were mestizos, Ecuadorians of mixed Indian and Spanish descent, 

chatted as we bumped down the road. Most were colonos, mestizos who had left the 

Highlands to ‘colonize’ the warmer lands east of the Andes, El Oriente.  

The kids were getting hungry. I took out a jug of water and some corn chips and 

passed them out. They settled in and looked out at the passing scenery. Children can be 

great travelers if introduced to it early. We had taken ours to Costa Rica, Thailand and to 

various border towns of Mexico. We traveled mostly by bus and tried to stay and eat with 

locals. We journeyed slowly and kept a loose schedule…a half hour playing with a litter 

of kittens, afternoons spent in the local park. As long as food and drink were ready, 

museum time was limited, and either Claus or I were close by, the kids were usually 

unruffled and agreeable adventurers. That afternoon, they were excited to be traveling to 

the jungle.  

The bus descended for three and a half hours over zigzagging dirt road to the lush, 

humid valley of the Rio Zamora. Every hundred feet of descent, the temperature seemed 

to rise a degree. Giant tree ferns, extravagant palms and big-leafed bushes with flowers as 

big as my face crowded the road. We stopped in a dusty road town long enough to buy 

chicken, papas fritas - French fries, and cold Fanta pop from venders handing their wares 

through the bus windows. We turned south and the back of the bus became stifling. I 

reached up and opened the window, but groaned when Claus informed me we still had 

four more hours to go. 

“So why’d we choose to come to this remote part of the country?” I asked him. 
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He gave me a look. I shot a glance at the silent Quichua couple next to me and 

turned back to the blur of green outside my window. I didn’t expect an answer. I knew 

why.  

 

              4. 

After researching several volunteer medical organizations, we had signed with the 

Catholic Medical Mission Board (CMMB). It focused on the well-being of women and 

children in the developing world with the goal of helping communities build sustainable 

healthcare. They sent medical volunteers where requested by in-country clinics or 

hospitals. This was a precondition we thought was important – to work within a local 

sustainable system and to be welcomed by those local health care providers. I was 

Catholic and Claus was not – the mission was medical. There were a number of 

international organizations that sponsored medical volunteers, but most would not send 

families. CMMB paid our flight and provided a modest cost-of-living stipend. 

Accommodations were provided by the in-country sponsor.   

We were asked to go to Taisha, a village of the Achuar indigenous people in the 

isolated southeast corner of Ecuador. It had a hospital founded by the Salesians, a 

missionary order founded in Italy. Deep in the rainforest, Taisha was reachable only by 

small plane. Everything arrived by air: food, water, gasoline for the generators, 

medicines.  

I balked.  

“Queremos vivir en un pueblo,” I e-mailed Dr. Cardeñas, a physician and 

administrator of another Salesian hospital several hours north of Taisha. She was our 

contact in Ecuador since CMMB operated no offices in South America. “We want to live 

in a town with a school where I might be able to teach, and the children learn Spanish,” I 

explained in my elementary Spanish. “Is there another hospital – with a road?” 

The Salesians had founded a string of hospitals in the southern Amazon Basin, El 

Oriente. We looked at a map to find them. At the south end of the province, less than 

twenty miles from the Peruvian border, we spotted a town of several thousand which the 

Lonely Planet guide described as a pretty little village with cobblestone streets, houses 

with balconies, “and a little white church on the main plaza that looked like a toy 

building.”  

“Gualaquiza es una posibilidad?” I wrote to Dr. Cardeñas.  

Several weeks later she replied that the Salesians would welcome Claus to work 

in their hospital in the town of Gualaquiza. “Hay escuelas y el internet,” she wrote. They 

would find housing for us upon our arrival.  

   

     *** 

 

After our late night landing in Quito, we had spent a week in the capitol finalizing 

our work visas, acclimatizing to the altitude, almost a mile higher than Denver, and 

learning about the culture. We had visited several museums and lingered in the gracious 

plazas in the center of the city. We had traveled to the Mitad del Mundo, the Middle of 

the Earth, and stood on the line that marked the bulge of the equator, forty eight degrees 

south of our home. In that moment it hit me how far we had come.  
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We had stayed another two weeks in Cuenca, a provincial city two hundred miles 

south of the capital. We were welcomed there by two Salesian priests who had emigrated 

from Italy fifty years earlier to work as missionaries in the Oriente. They generously put 

us up in their dormitory. While in Cuenca we took a Spanish course, got used to the food, 

explored the cobbled streets, colonial buildings, churches and plazas, and tried to figure 

out the banking system. We would be withdrawing our volunteer stipend once a month 

from a cash-machine in Cuenca – an eight-hour bus ride from Gualaquiza.  

At the end of our stay, we celebrated Thanksgiving with a restaurant meal of 

tamales, pollo frito, frijoles, and rice. Grateful to have finally arrived in friendly, 

beautiful Ecuador, we were looking forward to the next stage of our adventure. Our last 

day in Cuenca, we met Dr. Cardeñas who helped us load our bags onto the bus and 

assured us someone would be there to meet us when we arrived. 

 

 

        5. 

Eleven hours after boarding that bus, at nine that evening, we pulled into the little 

town of Gualaquiza. It is no wonder the locals stared as we climbed out of the dust-

covered vehicle into the warm December night. Tourists rarely made it to this town, and 

perhaps never had a gringo family of six arrived by bus. Grimy and tired, we waited 

amidst our pile of bags in the tiny cement block building. The station cleared, but for a 

few curious shoe-shines.  

We waited a half hour, and then Claus telephoned the priest we’d been told would 

meet us and arrange our accommodations. After a few minutes of conversation, he came 

back frowning.  

“What did he say?” I asked. 

“I didn’t understand every word, but I got the message loud and clear.” He studied 

his hands for a moment and looked up at me. “We are not welcome.” 

I groaned. “Did he really say that? You’re sure?” 

He nodded.  

There was nothing to do that night, but try to get some sleep. We divided the kids 

and the bags and took two taxis to what appeared to be the only hotel in town. 

  

 The next morning, after meeting the local priest who repeated that he was not a 

Salesian and was not able to assist us in any way, Claus and I visited the hospital director. 

A robust man with wavy hair, a strong Latin nose, and a forceful handshake, he nodded, 

and grimaced. Yes, he’d been told we were coming, but his hospital was fully staffed. 

There was no need of a North American doctor. The only North Americans for a hundred 

miles were some Peace Corps volunteers who lived with the Shuar Indians near a 

Salesian mission a half hour away.   

The director leaned forward in his leather chair and firmly restated his position. 

Claus would absolutely not be allowed to work in the hospital because of his faltering 

Spanish and his ignorance of their procedures. In addition, there was no housing in town 

for us.  

“Claro?” he concluded. “Do I make myself clear?” 



 

9 

 

We shook hands and thanked him for his time. By the time we’d reached the hotel 

two blocks away, I was crying. 

“He was so rude,” I sobbed. “Does he have any idea how far we’ve come? Does 

he know what it took to get here? Did Dr. Cardeñas talk to him at all? Is she lying or is 

he?” 

But Claus and I knew that they were both being truthful. Dr. Cardeñas’ hospital 

was in Sucua, ten hours north of Gualaquiza. They had probably never met. She believed 

that Claus could work in the hospital, but the director was certain that he could not.  

I knew that part of the director’s bluster was a Latin American means of 

establishing turf. He was not going to let any gringo doctor blow in and tell him what to 

do. I couldn’t blame him, but he could have been polite. Why would Claus want to work 

for that insensitive windbag anyway? I was ready to pack up and get on the next bus to 

Cuenca We would call CMMB in New York and let them know that Claus needed 

another assignment.  

Before we got back to the room and the kids, Claus stopped me in the hotel 

hallway. The oldest child of European immigrants, he had grown up bridging cultures. He 

held my hand and reminded me of the most important virtue we would need.  

“Patience,” he said. 

I tried to put a lid on my Irish-American temper. I waded through the jumble of 

suitcases strewn over the linoleum floor, lay down and massaged my aching head. I 

stared at the bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling of the sterile hotel room. Of course, 

I knew that. Patience.  

 

     *** 

  

Fifteen years earlier Claus and I had worked at the United Nations Philippine 

Refugee Processing Center. I had been hired to supervise the Filipino teachers who taught 

English to Southeast Asian refugees preparing for resettlement in English-speaking 

countries. Claus taught U.S. culture. A cadre of international workers provided social and 

medical services to the Cambodian, Laotian, Montagnard, Vietnamese, and Chinese 

refugees in the camp. During any given day, we would deal with six to eight different 

languages and cultures. Misunderstandings and cultural missteps were common. We 

needed flexibility, persistence, and patience to smooth situations. Sometimes ‘no’ didn’t 

really mean ‘no’. Sometimes what appeared to be a roadblock had a viable detour.  

In the following years of medical training, Claus had been dubbed ‘Mr. Mellow’ 

by his residency cohort. He was an easy-going, wait-and-see Pisces, which had driven his 

practice partners crazy. But he was also tenacious. And I knew I could be, too. 

Britta tore herself away from the television cartoons and lay down next to me.  

“Are you okay, Mommy?” Her eyes were big with concern.  

I forced a smile and kissed her cheek. 

“I don’t like this place,” she said. “Can’t we stay someplace else?” 

I sat up in bed and looked out. A warm breeze ruffled the fronds of the trees 

below our window. Blue and yellow birds streaked from treetop to treetop. The air 

smelled of flowers and sunshine.  

“Let’s give it some time,” I said. “Patience, my love.” 
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           6. 

The next day we walked back to the bus station. Claus and I had decided to try to 

find the Peace Corps workers who lived near the Bomboiza mission. Maybe they could 

tell us a little about this place. At the back of the bus station sat several rancheras  – open 

sided trucks with rows of wooden benches. They provided transport to smaller locales 

infrequently served by the buses. We climbed aboard a dusty red ranchera heading south 

towards the mission.  

As it bumped along the dirt road beside the muddy Rio Bomboiza, the truck 

stopped frequently to pick up others. A young Shuar man with a machete and a bunch of 

plantains jumped onto the ranchera. He sat at the end of my bench hugging his harvest 

like a baby. The Shuar people, taller and leaner than the Highland Indians, had broad 

handsome faces and a proud bearing. I read in the museum in Quito that the Shuar were 

the only people of Ecuador to repel the Incas, as well as one of the only tribes of 

American Indians to have successfully revolted against the Spanish and remained 

unconquered. I eyed him with respect. 

Further down the road, a Shuar woman and her little daughter flagged down the 

ranchera and climbed aboard with a basket of rough-skinned manioc roots, called yuca. 

The woman and child were dressed Western-style, in loose skirts, polyester blouses and 

flip-flops. They rode for five minutes and stepped off. I watched as they negotiated a 

drainage ditch and disappeared down a path into the trees. They seemed as mysterious to 

me as the forest they entered. The ranchera stopped again where a dirt road veered to the 

left. “La mision,” called the driver. Our stop.  

We headed down the narrow lane lined by twenty-foot cocoa trees. Purple-brown 

oval pods the size of footballs hung from the branches. Lukas and Britta ran to examine 

the dried seeds of a pod that had fallen on the road and split open. We were in the 

birthplace of cocoa, here in the upper Amazon basin. We dubbed it ‘the chocolate road’ 

and the kids were in as much awe of those bountiful trees as they had been of the lofty 

churches of Cuenca.  

The road opened onto acres of grass dotted with stucco mission buildings. Two 

wide-eyed Schuar girls pointed us past the school to the home of Peace Corps volunteers, 

Darin and Wendy. They lived in a decrepit shack in a Shuar village at the edge of the 

mission.  

 

Wendy later described her shock at seeing a family of six Americans at her door 

that afternoon. News traveled fast, yet she hadn’t even heard we were in the area.  

She mixed up some Tang while Darin carried chairs to the porch. They’d been in 

the country for a just over a year. Their project was to build a fish pond to provide a 

renewable source of much needed protein.  

“The Shuar live throughout the southern Oriente,” Wendy said as she passed out 

the drinks. Five-foot-two and fine-boned as a bird, she was twenty-five, but looked like a 

teen. “There are two related groups,” she said. “The Achuar live in the lowland rainforest, 

while the Shuar live in the foothills and higher elevation river valleys.”  
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We moved onto the porch. Wendy handed a cup to Britta who nestled in beside 

her on the hammock.  

“Some of the Shuar live in centros, little settlements along the road, like this 

place, but many live in family groups high in the hills, long hikes from the roads.”  

Darin brought out a deck of cards for the boys and they started a game of Crazy 

Eights. At over six-foot, with the blond, blue-eyed look of a California surfer, he looked 

out of place in the tiny centro.  

He and Wendy talked about the tension between the Schuar and the colonos 

because of conflicts over land, minerals and different ways of life, and the discrimination 

that many of the Schuar felt. They explained that the Shuar relied on traditional herbal 

medicines which were for the most part effective, but not for every malady. Tuberculosis, 

respiratory illness and malnutrition were endemic, but the Shuar rarely went to the 

hospital in Gualaquiza for treatment. When they finally did seek help, it was sometimes 

too late. There was a clinic near the mission, but the hours were sporadic and few used it. 

Wendy and Darin thought Claus could possibly be of help.  

Darin took a swig of Tang. “The Shuar were the headshrinkers you’ve heard of.”  

The boys looked up from their game. While in Quito, we had visited the Museo 

Amazónico cultural museum. I had studied the exhibit that demonstrated each step of the 

complex process of head shrinking. I had been morbidly fascinated by the display of 

authentic blackened leathery heads with long naps of hair, some just bigger than a human 

fist.  

Lukas, our quiet and observant nine-year-old, set down his cards. “How did they 

get the heads?” he asked in a little voice. 

“They attacked the Achuar tribe, their enemy. It was a vendetta thing,” Darin said. 

“To cut off and shrink an enemy’s head gave a warrior spiritual strength and high social 

status – kind of like a deer rack for an American hunter. The practice escalated when 

outsiders started paying for the heads, but that’s all in the past now. The Shuar still have 

their own system of justice, but they no longer take heads.” 

Lukas cocked his head, unsure whether this big American was serious or joking. 

He picked up his hand, drew a wild card, yipped with delight, and the boys continued 

their game.  

“It’s illegal to travel in Shuar lands without the permission of the Federation,” 

Wendy said. “And unwise.”  

She shot Darin a look, as if they had learned the hard way.  

He nodded. “If you’re interested in finding out about the possibility of working 

with the Shuar, you’ll have to talk to the Shuar Association. A first step would be to talk 

to Padre Segundo. He’s one of the Salesian priests at the mission. Weekends, he hikes to 

the centros in the hills.” 

“And if you need something in Gualaquiza,” Wendy added, “you should talk to 

Paco, the shopkeeper on the main plaza. He’s helpful and speaks some English.”  

  Claus and Darin sat down with the boys and joined the card game. I wandered 

over to where Stina was looking through the couple’s CD collection. Music, to her, was 

nearly as vital as food and drink. I gathered her thick hair and fastened it into a ponytail. 

The day had grown hot and humid. I could see she was upset. “We forgot to bring 

music,” she said. “And we don’t have anything to play it on.” 



 

12 

 

This seemed a valid concern for any fourteen year-old, especially a music lover, 

and was one problem easy to solve. I gave her a hug and promised we would remedy that 

our next trip to Cuenca, but I knew there was no point to buy a boom box until we had 

somewhere to put it.  

 

             

     7. 

We met Padre Segundo two days later. An Ecuadorian Salesian, he had been 

posted at the mission after working most of his life with Highland Indians. He was fluent 

in Quichua, spoke Shuar well, knew some English and Italian, but conversed with us in 

Spanish. The thin, soft-spoken priest showed us around the mission school, dormitory, 

garden, shop and chicken farm. Shuar youth were once forced to attend mission schools, 

similar to the boarding school history of the North American Indian. The mission was 

now owned by the Shuar Federation, and the school, taught by bilingual Shuar and 

mestizo instructors, was one of several options for the education of Shuar children.  

Padre Segundo, a witness to much in his seventy years, told us about the 

Federation of Shuar Centros. Founded in 1964 and initially guided by the Salesians, the 

federation was a self-governing organization for the protection of the tribe’s cultural and 

economic interests. It organized against oil and mining development and the incursion of 

colono settlers and cattle farmers. It had become a model for other Indian organizations 

in South America. Each Shuar association sent representatives to the town of Sucúa, ten 

hours north, where Federation decisions were made, but community concerns were 

addressed by council leaders in local associations.  

“The Association will be meeting here next week,” Padre Segundo said. “You 

may speak to the council and inquire if they might have need of your services.” 

 

    ***   

 

We left the kids playing on the mission soccer field the day of the meeting. The 

Association was in mid-session by the time we arrived. Padre met us outside the meeting 

room.  

“They’ll call you in when they’re ready for you,” he said. “Introduce yourselves 

and tell them why you’re here.” 

In the time we stood waiting in the hall I was filled with doubt. I was concerned 

our Spanish wasn’t good enough, but I remembered it was a second language for the 

Shuar, too. Wanting to be culturally correct, I wondered if it was a faux pas in this 

patriarchal Latin country for me, the wife, to come with Claus to speak to them. But I 

recalled a few things I had learned in that museum in Quito. Shuar husbands always 

brought a wife along on the hunt. The wife was a partner in providing for the family. And 

Shuar men did the spinning and weaving. This was not a Latin culture. The protocol I had 

made an effort to learn probably didn’t apply. I would need to learn a new one.  

I realized I was an asset. By my presence they would see that Claus was a family 

man, unlikely to bother their women. I hope they would see the sincere man he was.   

Claus was trying to figure out how to explain what we were doing here. My 

Spanish was better, so I helped him out. But how could we express it in a sentence or 
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two? In the end it was simple. We were here because we wanted to learn about the 

world…and we wanted to be of help.  

A few minutes later, Padre Segundo nodded from the door and we entered the 

meeting room. About a dozen Shuar elders sat behind a u-shaped line of tables. As Claus 

introduced himself, I looked around. The elders were men of middle-age or older, dressed 

in Western-style clothes. A few had deeply-wrinkled faces, gray hair tied back, and 

headbands. They listened attentively as Claus told them in his rudimentary Spanish about 

the illnesses he treated in the States. No one had questions. I introduced myself, told them 

I was a teacher, about our children, and that we had come by invitation of the Salesians.  

In the end, I’m not sure what they wanted to know – that we weren’t new 

missionaries vying for their souls, anthropologists putting a microscope to their lives, or 

opportunists seeking oil, minerals, money or land? They had already been missionized, 

examined, and exploited. I suppose Padre Segundo vouched for us. I don’t know. Before 

we left the mission that afternoon, he told us the Association had given Claus permission 

to give medical care to its people. Padre said he would contact Claus the next time he 

would be hiking up to a Shuar village.    

We collected the kids and headed back to town. Nico sat next to me on the 

ranchera. An earnest child, he always wanted to know what was coming next.  

 “Are we going to stay here?” he asked. “Is it going to work out?” 

“Yes,” I said and put my arm around his shoulder. “We’re going to try to stay. 

The next thing is to find a place to live and to get to know the town.”   

On the walk back to the hotel, we stopped at the telephone office. Although there 

were private phones in town, we didn’t have access to one. We had already discovered 

there was no internet service and never had been. Claus and I crammed into a booth and 

rang up the CMMB office in New York. We informed the placement director there had 

been a glitch. The work at the hospital and the housing that was supposed to come with it 

were not going to materialize. It didn’t look like Dr. Cardeñas was going to be involved, 

as she was ten hours north. We explained there might be other medical work in the area 

with the Salesians. Would it be all right if we stayed and looked into it? The director said 

there were work opportunities in other parts of the country, but if we wanted to pursue 

volunteer possibilities near Gualaquiza, it would be fine.  

“Keep in touch,” she said. “And stay safe.”  

Heading back to the hotel, I had mixed feelings. We were already going against 

one of our preconditions for volunteer work – to go only where requested by locals. I was 

glad the New York office had confidence we would make the best of the situation and 

were willing to give us the freedom to do so, but sobered with the realization we were on 

our own. I felt like the aerial plants I had seen growing in the cloud forest. Rootless, they 

took their sustenance from invisible nutrients in the surrounding mist. Like them, we 

would need to sustain ourselves with very little support.        
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Part II:  The Selva 

 

 

 

 1. 

   We wanted to stay in Gualaquiza because the town was charming, the climate  

agreeable, and the people friendly. The town was set in the Andes foothills. To the west, 

the mountains rose in successive layers to a high ridge. To the south and east the village 

streets sloped, and then dropped steeply to the lower section built on the banks of the 

gently rippling Rio Cenepa which skirted the town until it merged with the more 

consequential Rio Bomboiza.  

From our hotel window, we looked onto the plaza. Constructed at a time of more 

funds and perhaps more optimism, the block long rectangle was paved with smooth 

concrete slabs, planted with palms and flowering trees, and contained two 1960’s era 

fountains, neither of which worked. On one side sat the town municipal building with 

offices of the mayor, the judge, and the tax collector, homes of some of the town’s first 

settlers, and a few small shops. The opposite side housed more shops and a small bakery. 

On the north end was the Theatro de 18 Agosto, long boarded up – a sure sign of better 

times – and perched on the hill next to it, the white stucco Catholic Church, as promised, 

with rectory and convent behind. From the plaza, cobblestone streets extended in four 

directions, busy enough, but not too crowded to hinder a pleasant walk.  

We strolled the cobbled streets, stopping in small shops and restaurants, in the 

market and bus station, scanning windows and walls for notices, in search of a house or 

apartment to rent. To our delight, everyone we passed looked us in the eye and greeted us 

with a pleasant, “Buenos Dias” which we cheerily echoed back. Aside from some 

occasional birders or a rare European speeding through in a private vehicle, tourists did 

not come to this town. Those who came to see the Amazon visited its northern reaches 

which had better roads, amenities built for oil workers, eco lodges for the more 

discerning travelers, and was much closer to Quito.  

There were no newspapers, bulletin boards, or rental notices. We were 

discouraged. The funds we had brought to get started were dwindling. We couldn’t 

continue to live in a hotel, eat in restaurants and still get by on our $350 monthly stipend. 

We decided to seek out Paco, the shopkeeper Wendy had mentioned.   

  

Paco’s shop was on the main square. The thin, wiry shopkeeper was standing 

behind the counter arranging some videos when I walked in with Nico and Lukas to buy 

some peanut butter and jam. Sandwiches in our hotel room would be a welcome break 

from the usual rice, chicken and yuca restaurant fare. I peeked at Paco as I searched the 

jars and cans on the well-stocked shelves of the small shop, feeling shy and unsure of 

how to ask for his help. Finding none, I went up to the counter to ask. When I mangled 

the word for peanut butter, he gently corrected my Spanish and answered in English that 

he had stocked some once. As he came around the counter to help look, he told me he had 

lived in New Jersey for a year.  

He stooped to look for a jar on a bottom shelf, but came up empty-handed. He did 

have some guava jam. While paying for it, I explained that we were in town by invitation 
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of the Salesians to help with medical needs. We were looking for someplace to live. Was 

there a rental listing anywhere? Paco smiled and shook his head. The only way to find 

housing was by word of mouth. He would keep his ears open for us. 

  

Either Claus or I dropped in everyday to buy supplies for the picnic lunches we 

ate by the river and check for leads from Paco. We met Paco’s pretty wife, Toya, his 

daughter, Noelia who was Stina’s age, and his two dachshunds who he introduced as 

Mitsi and Fritsi. He gave the kids candy and told us about the year he worked in a casino 

in Atlantic City. He liked America, but he had missed his home town. “Es muy tranquilo 

acquí.” 

Later that week, I entered the shop as Paco was arranging packages of cigarettes 

on the rack next to the counter. He told me about an apartment in a building just down the 

street. The owner was a widow named Rosaura who had a party supply shop on the street 

level and lived above it. She had agreed to rent the third floor apartment to us for $85 a 

month. It seemed a fair price to Paco. It needed some work, though, and would not be 

available for a week or two. 

“In the meantime,” he said, “Toya and I would like to invite you to stay with us. 

Our son is away at high school in Cuenca, and we have some extra rooms.” 

He put the last package of Marlboros in its place. “When I was in New Jersey, I 

got very sick. I was in the hospital for two weeks. The nurses and doctors were so kind to 

me. They saved my life and I will never forget it. We would like you to stay.”   

We were grateful for his offer and glad to move out of the hotel. As we carried 

our twelve suitcases into his house on the hill behind the store, the dachshunds yipped 

and got underfoot.  

“Nico, Luca,” scolded Paco. 

The boys looked up and so did the dogs.  

Paco laughed. “I didn’t want to mention it when I first met you, but our dogs and 

your boys have the same names.” 

“It must have been fate,” I said. “We were destined to meet.” 

 

We stayed in Paco’s comfortable house for a week and a half. Toya and Noelia 

showed us around the town, helped us register the kids for school, and found a seamstress 

who came to the house to measure the kids for school uniforms. The children started 

classes that Monday – the boys to begin third and sixth grades at the boys’ school just off 

the main plaza, and Britta to start first grade at the girls’ school down the hill dedicated to 

the homegrown Ecuadorian saint, Marianita. Stina began eighth grade at the colegio 

middle school near the river. For all of us, it was Ecuador by immersion.  

In the front of Paco’s shop, open to the plaza, locals sat and talked at a square 

table, and at night, musicians gathered to play guitar and sing. Paco kept a typewriter on 

the counter where he wrote songs and poetry. Welcoming us into his home was one of 

many generous things Paco did for us and for the people of Gualaquiza. I admired his 

kindness and his passion for living. I came to think of Paco and his shop as the heart of 

the village. At his place, we felt at home. 

Paco was one of twelve children in one of Gualaquiza’s founding families, the 

Avila’s. Over dinners in his home, Paco told us about the colono mestizo families who 
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shortly after World War II had hiked across the Andes to this valley in traditional Shuar 

territory and founded the town. In the following sixty years, Gualaquiza had swelled to 

three thousand including the farmers and ranchers in the surrounding area. Two roads had 

eventually been built over the Andes connecting the town to Cuenca, and another 

southern route followed the Rio Zamora six hours south, and then climbed the Andes for 

another two hours to the highland town of Loja. Each route was a grueling eight to ten 

hour trip over rough road, as we had discovered. Toya complained that in the rainy 

season, these roads were often impassable. 

  

 

     2. 

It was the dry season now. Gualaquiza’s three thousand foot elevation in the 

lower foothills saved it from the intense humidity of the lower Amazon, but the days 

were still hot. Behind Paco’s house, dirt tracks wound into the hills. In the late afternoons 

we walked these roads into the surrounding forest, la selva, where we were amazed by 

the scores of different species of trees and plants. Luxuriant ferns, all sorts of trees we 

couldn’t identify, and flowering bushes crowded the dirt roads and side paths winding 

through small colono farms and patches of undisturbed forest. On the settled land, 

farmers planted cocoa trees, citrus, guava, cherimoya, passion fruit, and a range of other 

tropical fruits, and cleared some areas for cattle. Everywhere birds flitted amongst the 

fruit and flowers and we saw more butterflies than I knew existed. Most remarkable was 

the buzz of hummingbirds with lovely names such as the green-tailed golden throat, the 

spangled coquette, and the amethyst-throated sun angel which followed us along the quiet 

paths. We felt dwarfed by the ceiba trees (also called kapok), with their three foot wide 

supports that flanged from the giant gray trunks like flying buttresses.  

 

A zapote tree grew behind the store. One day, Paco, Toya, Claus, and I picked 

baskets of the yellow plum-shaped fruit. We brought them to the house, and Toya made a 

delicious jam with a complex peach-avocado-vanilla like flavor. The Paco encouraged 

me to harvest as much of the fruit I wanted. It would rot if not picked.  

I was walking to the house with a basket of zapote the first time I saw Paco’s 

sister. She was sitting at the table in front of his store. I greeted her as I greeted everyone 

in the big village.  

“Buenas dias.” I smiled. 

She looked at me – eyes vacant, wordless, a gaping grin of coffee colored teeth. 

Paco introduced us. Rosemarie was her name. She looked to be about forty.  

“She is very special, you know,” he said.  

She pounded an open palm upon the table. Her fingers were plump, her arms as 

thick as tree limbs. It was not an invitation. It was a command. Compliant, I sat next to 

her.  

Her eyes jumped to my face, across my eyes, and flitted on. Empty. She was 

profoundly developmentally delayed.  

She squealed with glee when she saw the fruit in my basket. I set them on the 

table and pushed them in front of her. She ate the creamy, custard-like fruit with two 
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hands, seeds and all, with urgency and pleasure. When she was done, a trickle of juice 

wet her chin. I sat with her for awhile, in silence, watching the activity in the plaza.  

I stood to go. She gripped my arm, pulling me back. I pried her fingers from my 

arm and placed her hand on the table as gently as I could. She looked at me and obeyed - 

all sweetness. I walked to the house, swinging my basket, now empty but for one zapote,  

green and hard like a nut, the one that never matured. Rosemarie became my friend that 

day, a friendship that was to make all the difference in my life there.  

 

     *** 

 

Several days after we moved to Paco’s house, the hospital director sent a message 

for Claus to come to his office. He had work for him.  

News in the selva did travel fast. Some villagers from the surrounding area had 

heard from Darin and Wendy that there was an American doctor in the region looking for 

work. They had gone to the director and requested a doctor.  

About twenty years prior, the government had built a series of clinics in remote 

colono villages in the province, but they had been closed for ten years due to a lack of 

medical workers. Since their closure, the villagers had to travel two to four hours by 

ranchera to the Gualaquiza clinics for medical care.  

At the villagers’ requests, the director was prepared to reopen the boarded-up 

clinics and assign Claus to work there. He promised to order medicines and supplies and 

find him a nurse so he could rotate between the three clinics during the week. It would 

take some time, but they would try get the clinics up and running in January.  

Claus returned from the meeting optimistic. The villagers would have their clinics 

back, he would have work, and the director, pleased that Claus would be receiving pay 

from another source, would be meeting his bottom line. 

   

I had other concerns. We were about out of cash. In order to withdraw our 

monthly stipend from a cash machine, we would have to take the bus back to Cuenca. I 

hesitated taking the kids on another eight to ten hour bus ride, but fortunately, Paco 

needed to go for supplies for his shop and offered to take Claus. I wrote up a list of 

supplies we would need for our apartment, and they headed over the Andes the next day 

in Paco’s Toyota truck.  

“It was a rough trip,” Claus told me when he arrived back two days later. “We 

took the other route over the mountains. Paco showed me the place where there was a 

massive landslide seven years ago. Dozens of people were buried alive. It’s a trip we 

won’t want to make more than we need to,” he said as he showed me the dishes, cooking 

utensils, guitar for Nico and boom box for Stina he’d brought back. “The next week, the 

apartment was ready and we moved in, glad to have a place to call home for awhile.  

 

      

     3. 

It was a one bedroom apartment. A cement wash basin and shower stood at the 

end of the central hallway which we shared with Danny, the second floor renter. In what 

was essentially public space, we took cold showers and could hand wash our laundry. 
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Nearby was a tiny room with a toilet and basin, and next to that we talked Rosaura into 

emptying a closet for a bedroom for Stina. It was just large enough for a twin mattress 

and a dresser constructed of cardboard boxes. The three youngest slept on foam mats in 

the only bedroom. The room off the kitchen held a double bed and small table. It served 

as a living room in the day and transformed to a bedroom at night for Claus and me. The 

kitchen had a propane stove, a refrigerator, and generous tile counters. Claus built a 

kitchen table and benches out of boards he found in the lot behind the building.   

We grew used to the slowness of life without automobile, telephone, television, 

radio, internet, hot water, or reliable electricity and water. The kids adjusted to living in a 

space a fraction of the size of our house in the States. They must have observed the 

homes of many of the village children who had much less, and did not complain. We 

became accustomed to the lyric sound of Spanish during the day, and, at night, the smell 

of wood smoke in the home fires, the hum of cicadas, and the nearly constant Latin 

rhythms that wafted from our neighbors’ windows.  

 

     ***  

The coming holidays brought some familiarity to the children’s lives. They came 

home from school one afternoon and told us about the Christmas parade. The school girls 

were to dress as gypsies and the boys as shepherds. Stina and I put together costumes for 

her and Britta – colorful skirts, white blouses, scarves and costume jewelry. I knew how a 

shepherd dressed. I gave each of the boys one of Claus’ white shirts that hung down to 

their knees and in Rosaura’s party shop downstairs, I found stick-on beards and 

moustaches. I had white pillowcases for shepherd headdresses and needed twine to tie 

hold them on. I went to a shop down the street to find some.   

 “Are you American?” the shopkeeper asked. “Are you from New York?” 

I was frequently asked that. I didn’t explain that I was from a place three thousand 

miles away.  

“No, I’m from a small town like this one.” 

But he wanted to talk about New York. The events of 9/11 seemed to be all 

anyone could think about when we told them we were from the States. 

“It’s too bad about the attack. Did you know anyone who died?” 

I explained that Claus’ brother worked in the towers, but didn’t go in that day. 

“He was lucky. Three Ecuadorians died.” 

“I didn’t know that,” I said. “I’m sorry.” 

“America is not bad,” he said as he placed the twine into a plastic bag. “It’s just 

too powerful.”  

He didn’t speak with anger, but with concern, as would a well-meaning family 

friend who wanted you to understand what everyone outside the family already knew. 

 

I helped the kids into their costumes and sent them to school to line up for the 

parade. An hour later I stood on the sidewalk in front of our apartment with a group of 

parents and grandparents and watched the throng of gypsies and shepherds mend its way 

down the street. As the shepherds neared, I saw two white heads bobbing above a sea of 

dark sombreros. As the boys passed, bystanders pointed, laughed, and called out the 

name, “Bin Laden”.   
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I cringed. I had made a mistake. In South America, a shepherd wears a poncho 

and a sombrero, not an Arab headdress. Bin Laden was the most infamous Arab in the 

world at that moment. Those odd gringos, my neighbors must have thought, to dress their 

boys like that terrorist.  

I was trying so hard to fit in, to help my kids feel comfortable in their new school, 

yet I hadn’t thought to ask another parent how to dress a shepherd. By my silly mistake, I 

had summoned the September 11
th

 tragedy anew. The more I tried to distance myself, the 

more it pursued me.  

I was not fitting in gracefully. Like a one-legged flamingo, I was awkward and 

out of place. I was a wader, still painfully outside the culture, yet wanting to immerse.  

 

The parade was followed by a mass at the school auditorium. It was a colorful 

event with a congregation of shepherds and gypsies, children dressed as Mary, Joseph 

and the angels on a stand overlooking the altar, a big plastic Jesus doll lying on the altar 

table, and behind it, celebrating the mass, the priest, and a teacher dressed as Santa Claus 

next to him. As I sat through the mass, I thought of how this mélange of religious and 

secular might draw criticism in the States and pondered why we North Americans felt the 

need to compartmentalize the different parts of our culture. These school children and 

their families seemed happy to have all the things they loved in one place. I relaxed and 

realized how much I had to learn from the people around me.  

 

 

     4. 

On New Year’s Eve day, I went to Paco’s to look for tomato paste to make a 

spaghetti dinner, a special treat. As Paco helped me search the shelves, he told me there 

would be a New Year’s Eve celebration in the schoolyard that night.  

“We burn effigies of those who made our lives difficult in the past year…of 

politicians, neighbors, sometimes relatives… so we can leave it behind and start the year 

fresh.”   

         There was no tomato paste in the store. He offered me ketchup. 

         “Afterwards we will have music and dancing at my father’s house and you are 

invited.” 

 I thanked Paco and told him we’d be by. But, ketchup wouldn’t do. I picked up 

some potatoes and for our New Year’s Eve meal, made my first attempt at locro, the 

traditional Ecuadorian soup. 

   

When it was dark, we left our apartment, walked through the plaza past Paco’s 

store, closed for the night, and down the hill to the school, a two-story cement building 

with a central courtyard. In the well-lighted yard, men were setting up huge cardboard 

and paper maché structures with guy wires for stability. Two tall towers painted black, 

two model airplanes attached to wires extending from the roof of the school, and on a 

wooden pyre, stood an immense effigy of Bin Laden in a white headdress with fierce 

eyes and a large hooked nose.  

I was surprised. I turned to Claus. He looked shocked, then angry. 

“Is this a joke?” he said. “Do they think this is funny?” 
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I looked around. I saw excitement and expectation on the faces of the people near 

me, but not glee.  

“They think it’s important,” I said and repeated what Paco had told me about the 

New Year’s ritual.  

A crowd had gathered by the time the men had everything set up. We waited for 

another hour as more villagers came into the yard. Announcements were made on a 

crackling P.A. in Spanish so rapid that all I could catch were isolated words – 

‘terorismo’, ‘muertos’, ‘fuego’. The crowd hushed. The planes were released and raced 

down the wires to the buildings below. When they hit they exploded into balls of fire. 

The woman next to me gasped. The fires spread to the twin towers. The buildings burned 

and began to break up and fall onto the ground in charred chunks and ash. The people in 

front stepped back. I looked to see the effigy of Bin Laden go up in a great wall of flame. 

The crowd stood silent, transfixed by the light and heat and oranges and reds of the fires. 

The cardboard and paper burnt quickly, and the structures had become mounds of 

blackened paper and ash. 

Then, as if a great weight had been lifted, huddled groups began to talk. Music 

graveled out of the loudspeakers. Children squealed and ran through the courtyard, 

kicking up piles of gray cinders. And in the acrid smoke, people began to sway. Someone 

reached for my hand. I took hold and grabbed another and we danced amongst the ash. I 

began to understand that the thousand miles between Gualaquiza and New York was 

really no distance at all. That evening the world seemed small and close and I felt as if I 

could wrap my arms around it. 

 

     

 

 

 

 


