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Bethany felt a sharp nudge at her ribs and she quickly blinked the sleep from her eyes, startled.

“Beth, look at that!” Andrea whispered, leaning across her half-awake frame to point out the tiny window. Bethany turned her head to look out the pane and her breath caught in her throat. The plane was descending over the most breathtaking landscape which she had ever seen.

That isn’t saying much, Bethany thought with dry amusement. This is the first time I have ever been out of Indiana in my life. Still, I can’t imagine that it gets much more lovely than this.

She watched as steaming mountaintops passed beneath them and they flew above lush, green jungles as far as the eye could see. 

“Attention ladies and gentlemen,” a flight attendant said over the intercom. “We will be landing in Managua in fifteen minutes. Please ensure that your trays are in the upright position and your seatbelts are fastened.”

Bethany checked her waist quickly for the strap and sat back against the seat. The flight had been less scary than she had anticipated. She had rather enjoyed the journey through the clouds. 

It’s a little bit like being next to God, Bethany thought. She cast a sidelong look at Andrea who was still straining over her lap to take in the scenery. 

She is so excited about this trip. I wonder why she does these missions so often. You would think she would be discouraged by the futility behind them. No matter how many supplies we send or hours we volunteer, the locals continued to be sick but the thousands. It’s like ramming your head against a wall. 

For Bethany’s part, she had been basically blackmailed into joining the church group on that excursion. Pastor Frank had pulled her aside one afternoon after choir practice.

“Your voice has become more lovely with each passing year, Bethany,” he told her appreciatively. “We are so blessed to have you in our choir.”

“Thank you, Pastor,” she replied, smiling demurely. She was pleased by the young Reverend’s compliment. Like the other young ladies in the parish, she had somewhat of a school girl’s crush on James Frank. He was still unmarried and there was a playful competition among the women to see who might be able to win his affections. Yet as the years melted by, it became apparent that Pastor Frank had no mind for marriage, at least not to any of the single women in his midst. Still, Bethany could not help but feel flattered by his kind words. 

“Bethany, I wanted to ask you about something,” Pastor Frank continued and Bethany turned her green eyes to stare up at him.

“Sure,” she replied. “Ask away.”

Pastor Frank cleared his throat and looked uncomfortably at his shoes. Bethany was immediately filled with a sense of caution. 

Uh oh...is he speaking on behalf of my parents? 

“We have a mission upcoming to Nicaragua,” he said slowly, maintaining his gaze on the floor. Bethany was already shaking her dark hair. Every time a trip was planned to some God forsaken third world environment, he tried to recruit her. Bethany could think of nothing less appealing than spending two weeks in a suffocating country, encased in flies. It was not that Bethany was heartless. She volunteered at the church’s soup kitchen every second weekend and worked as a camp counsellor with the developmentally challenged in the summer. Bethany was thrilled to help in any way she could; at home. 

“Before you refuse, Bethany, I should tell you that we will be forced to cancel the trip if we don’t find one more body. You have never gone on a mission, have you?”

“No, I haven’t,” Bethany agreed. “And I have no interest in going now.”

Pastor Frank shook his head sadly.

“I know how you feel about these excursions, Bethany but I wouldn’t be asking if you weren’t my only hope.”

Bethany gritted her teeth and stared at her hands. She knew that Jeanie Williams would typically be the sixth person to go but she had just had a baby. She wracked her brain for anyone else to replace Jeanie but she was coming up blank. She imagined that Pastor Frank had already done the same.

“I wouldn’t be asking you if we had another option, Beth,” Pastor Frank assured her. “I promise you, this will be a life changing experience for you. When you see the children’s faces light up, it will all be worth it.”

If I say no, they will cancel the trip and everyone will be angry at me, Bethany thought miserably. There really isn’t much of a choice, is there?

Bethany sighed heavily.

“When do we leave?”

As the aircraft descended into the surreal beauty of Managua, Bethany could not help but feel a spark of excitement.

“I hope Dr. Martinez is still here,” Andrea breathed as the landing gear touched the runway. “In all the missions I have ever done, he is the best doctor I have ever seen. The children love him and he is so caring.”

Bethany rolled her eyes.

“He’s a doctor, Andy. That’s basically in his job description,” she replied.

Andrea’s eyes clouded over as she shook her head.

“You would think so,” Andrea answered sadly. “But the stress of the job gets to most of them. The death and sickness turns what were probably great doctors into robots. I have been to countries where they treat their patients like an assembly line. One physician in Liberia actually would scream, ‘next!’ and shove the patient off the bed to make room for another. It was horrifying.” Bethany was shocked but she was certain Andrea was exaggerating. Doctors were well paid for their roles. Why else would someone become a doctor?

“Ladies and gentleman, we have arrived in Managua, Nicaragua. The temperature here is a balmy 101 degrees and the sun is shining. We hope you had a pleasant flight aboard American Airlines flight 867 and we thank you for flying with us. Have a lovely stay in Nicaragua.”

One hundred and one degrees? What kind of hell on earth have we flown into? Bethany thought woefully. Her mood was already souring at the thought of the heat.

Slowly, seatbelts came off and Andrea rose into the aisle to allow for Bethany to follow her onto the runway tarmac. The women blinked at the intense rays of sun as they descended the stairs.  Bethany’s legs were cramped from the four-hour flight and she realized she was thirsty. 

“Do you have any water,” she asked Andrea as they walked into the Augusto C. Sandino International Airport. Andrea nodded and dug a bottle from inside her carryon bag. Bethany took a swig and wiped her brow. She was already sweating. 

They walked toward the luggage carousel to wait for their bags. The rest of their group had arrived the previous day with the supplies. Andrea and Bethany had been unable to get on that flight which was fine with Bethany. It just meant one less day that she would be stuck in Central America.

“Oh, there’s one of yours, Beth,” Andrea told her, gesturing at the bags. Instantly, a young boy appeared at her side. Bethany guessed him to be no older than eight. He was filthy and wore a flimsy, holey t-shirt. His knees were scarred and thin in a pair of shorts that were swimming trunks and much too large for his small form.  His flip flops were as good as bare feet, they had eroded so badly. He offered Bethany and Andrea a bright smile.

“I help!” he declared, rushing to grab the bag.

“No, wait!” Bethany yelled but Andrea put her hand on her companion’s arm and shook her head. 

“Just let him get it,” she whispered. “He’s only looking to make a dollar.”

Bethany was alarmed as she watched the frail boy struggle with the luggage. She rushed over to assist him with wrestling the bag over the belt. Panting, the child waved her away.

“I have,” he told her. “More?”

Swallowing, Bethany nodded and pointed out their other belongings. The child refused any more help, almost knocking himself over with the heavy items. 

He is too small to be doing this, she thought, but she did not interfere. She glanced at Andrea and she could see the compassion in the older woman’s face. 

When they had claimed their belongings, the boy piled up the mound and rolled behind them, still beaming happily. Bethany desperately wanted to sent the boy on his way but Andrea seemed content having him assist.

They cleared customs and exited the gate, the boy faithfully at their side.

“How long is he going to carry our bags?” Bethany finally whispered to Andrea, her heart breaking.

“Until they are loaded into a car safely,” she replied calmly but Bethany could see she was as affected by the child’s struggling as she. 

Bethany clamped her mouth closed.

She has more experience in these things than I do but still...

“Andrea!” A tall, intelligent looking man was hurrying toward them, the beam on his tired face lighting the dusty airport. Andrea squealed in a childlike fashion, causing Bethany to give her a strange look. She had never seen her friend look so excited. The man approached and embraced Andrea warmly. He stepped back and Bethany examined him furtively. 

Ah, this is probably the doctor she was talking about on the plane, Bethany thought, eyeing the handsome man. He wore thin green scrubs which were worn with age but it brought out the warm glow of his bronze skin and wavy black hair. His eyes were wide and cat-shaped with extremely long lashes, framing a set of intense, brown eyes. He was taller than Bethany expected, towering over both the women but at least six inches. 

“Dr. Martinez, this is Bethany Grieger. This is her first mission anywhere so you will have to show her some extra attention,” Andrea joked. The doctor rested his eyes on Bethany, his eyes lighting up as he stared at her expressive jade eyes. 

“Welcome to Managua, Betany,” he said cordially, offering her a long hand. “I hope this will not be your last trip with us.”

Bethany accepted it, relishing his lilting accent and his inability to pronounce the “h” in her name. 

“Nice to meet you, Dr. Martinez,” she told him. Their gazes locked for a moment and time seemed to slow momentarily. He broke the spell, turning his attention the boy with the luggage.

“I see you have met Dario,” he said, ruffling the child’s hair. Dario smiled up at the doctor.

“Hola, doctor,” Dario smiled. The two exchanged a few words in Spanish before Dr. Martinez gestured for the women to follow them

“Excuse me for speaking in our native tongue,” he told them apologetically. “Dario’s sister has been very sick and I wanted to know how she was doing. Unfortunately, his English is not fluent.”

“What is wrong with his sister?” Bethany asked as they made their way back into the sunshine.

“She is suffering from cholera,” Dr. Martinez answered sadly and Bethany gasped. 

“Oh, how awful! How old is she?” 

Dario began to load the bags into a beat-up VW bus, his smile never wavering.

“She is five but luckily she is on the upswing,” Dr. Martinez replied. Dario finished heaving the luggage into the back of the van and turned to the group. Andrea already had a bill in her hand which she deposited into Dario’s small palm. The boy looked at the crumpled paper in his hand, his mouth dropping open.

“Oh, gracias, senora! Muchas gracias!” he almost sobbed, clutching the money. His dark eyes were filled with grateful tears and he scampered off as if he was worried Andrea was going to change her mind. 

“How much did you give him?” Bethany asked as they jumped into the vehicle. 

“I only gave him five dollars but that’s as good as a hundred-dollar bill around here,” she murmured back. Again, Bethany was overcome with sadness. 

Dr. Martinez took the wheel and began to drive out of the airport area. Bethany marveled at how laid back the travellers seemed. It was contrary to anything she had ever seen in the United States.  No one seemed to be in a rush to go anywhere. As if reading her thoughts, Dr. Martinez spoke.

“Our way of life is quite a bit different than that you are accustomed,” he told her. “Nicaragua is the second poorest country in the western hemisphere. Our major exports are coffee, tobacco, sugar and gold but of course those products are very weather and climate dependant. Tourism has increased in the past decade so we are told our economy is on the rise however, there is still much disease and a need for clean water.”

Bethany leaned forward between the front seats to absorb every word. 

“I thought that there were many fresh water lakes in this country,” Bethany piped up and Dr. Martinez nodded. 

“That is true but they are mostly infested with bacteria. We simply don’t have the resources to filter the water. Most people drink from the lakes and end up with E-coli, parasites and in the case of Dario’s sister, Luz, cholera.” 

Bethany was aghast. 

“We have to do something about that!” she cried passionately and both Andrea and the doctor chuckled gently. 

“There simply is not the money,” he said sadly. “But God sends us angels like you to make things easier sometimes.”

They were silent for the remainder of the trip, Bethany lost in thought as the lush but impoverished setting slipped before her wide eyes. 

They don’t have clean water and they get sick from it. If they don’t have money for clean water, they definitely don’t have money for the medicine to cure them of the illnesses. It makes more sense for them to spend the money on the water than it does to pay for the aftermath of drinking tainted liquid. But if there is no money, how do we make this happen?

Bethany had no answer.

When they arrived at their hotel, Bethany was immediately repulsed. The three-story building was crumbling from the inside out. Their room was miniscule and stifling hot.

“Where is the bathroom?” she asked Andrea, dropping her case reluctantly onto the floor beside one of the twin beds.

“It’s a common bathroom down the hall,” she replied, plopping heavily onto the bed. A huge insect scurried out from its hiding spot, causing Bethany to scream. Andrea laughed.

“You better get used to the bugs,” she teased. “There are creatures you can’t imagine in these parts. And lizards as big as your head.”

Bethany shuddered, eyeing the scuttling insect. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

I can do this for thirteen more days, she told herself. Just focus on the sick kids and forget about the twenty-six-legged animal under your bed. 

Bethany was sure she wouldn’t sleep for the remainder of the trip.

“Get changed. We have to get to the clinic,” Andrea pressed. “We have to meet the others soon.”

Bethany nodded and headed into the hallway to find the washroom. The plumbing was ancient and everything leaked from the sink to the toilet. The shower consisted of a drain over a set of floor tiles and a long hose. 

I wonder if this water is safe for showering. 

She wet a washcloth and wiped her face carefully, avoiding her orifices lest the water was contaminated. She would have to ask Andrea about it. 

Or I can ask the doctor, Bethany thought, her mind recalling the wisdom and depth of his brown eyes. I bet he knows everything.

Bethany returned to the room and slipped into a simple white sundress. 

“What do we do at the clinic?” she asked, waiting for Andrea to get ready. 

“We will devise a plan. Half of us will go to the church for the first week and supply the children with books, pencils, papers and other necessities for school. We’ll do activities with the kids, just as we do at home in Sunday school. The second week, we will switch and stay at the clinic helping the doctors with the sick. Dr. Martinez will show you what needs to be done there. We’ll figure out which group you and I will fall into when we meet the others today.”

Bethany was surprised to find herself hoping she was on clinic duty. 

I am interested to see how medicine is handled in the third world, she told herself but she knew she was lying. She wanted to spend more time with the attractive doctor. She had only spent moments with Dr. Martinez but she found him intriguing. His work was thankless and never ending yet he maintained an almost cheerful aura as if he was unaffected by the endless suffering in which he was surrounded. 

Andrea turned to her and waved a chubby hand.

“I’m ready, Beth. Let’s go – the car will be waiting.” 

When they arrived at the Managua Children’s Clinic, Bethany was taken aback. The air of serenity which had floated over Managua, shadowing them from the airport had evaporated. In its place was havoc. In every corner of the tiny building lay children in various stages of agony. Some were vomiting on the floor, others were clinging to their defeated looking mothers. The stench of disease and urine wafted into her nose but Bethany was too wrapped up in the mollifying sights to notice the putrid stench. While a few small beings were lucky enough to have claimed beds, the majority were laying on the floor. Almost all of them were crying. Bethany fought back her own tears, springing into action. 

“What can I do?” she cried to Andrea. To her surprise, the older woman stood back, her mouth turned down in grief. 

“Just wait. The doctor will tell us what to do,” she replied but Bethany could barely hear her above the din. 

“We just can’t stand here!” Bethany insisted. “We have to do something!”

Andrea shook her head and her shoulders sagged.

“It is always like this,” she replied, anguish in her voice. “All we can do is wait for Dr. Martinez to tell us what to do or else we may be more of a hindrance than a help.”

As if on cue, the doctor hurried up to them.

“Ah wonderful! You have arrived. How is your hotel?” Bethany stared at him in disbelief. 

How can he ask about our hotel when these children are in such pain?

But as she had the thought, she quickly realized he was simply trying to put them at ease. 

“Fine,” she replied shortly. “What can I do here?”

Nodding approvingly at her eagerness to get started, he handed her a pair of scrubs and another pair to Andrea.

“After you have put these on, go around to all of the children and try to have them drink a few sips of water. Do not give them too much or they will vomit and it will not only be counterproductive, it will be a waste of good water. There are cases of bottled water which your group brought in my office yesterday. I have the key and you will need to come to me for it every time you need more bottles. I have the only copy. It is important that you keep whatever bottles you have on you at all times or they will be stolen.”

Bethany stared at him in shock.

“Who will steal bottles of water from sick children?” she choked in disbelief. Dr. Martinez shrugged as if the information was commonplace.

“These are desperate times, Betany. The children you see here are merely the tip of the iceberg. There are many who live too far away to come here for medical attention. Their families are just as desperate to see them well as the families you see here.”

Bethany paled, thinking of impoverished children laying untreated in remote areas of the country, waiting for certain death.

“What happens to them? They are just left to die?” Bethany demanded, gulping at the thought. Dr. Martinez shook his head and smiled.

“No, of course not. I will go to the rural areas three times a week after I leave the clinic to tend to those children also. Luz, Dario’s sister is one of my out patients. If I get word of a sick child, I attend to them right away but oftentimes, I am not notified until it is much too late.”

Bethany was overcome with emotions so strong, she was almost brought to her knees. 

When does this man sleep? He works all day and then travels around at night to do the same, horrific work. 

He seemed to read her mournful expression and offered her another kind smile.

“Sometimes they get well,” he told her, handing her the key. “We must focus on the positive because that is all we have.” She nodded and snapped to attention, hurrying toward the office. She threw on the scrubs and armed herself with several bottles of water which she found piled in a corner.

There are not nearly enough bottles here, she thought, looking hopelessly at the cases. She returned to the exterior of the clinic and knelt next to the nearest child. 

“Hi, honey,” she whispered to the little girl of about two. The child stared up at her with hollow, hurting eyes and Bethany fought the urge to sob. 

“Have some water,” she offered, pressing the bottle to her parched lips. The baby tried to struggle against her but Bethany held her firmly and managed to get a few drops of water into her. 

“Rest now,” she whispered, stroking her tiny face. As if she understood, her lids closed heavily. Bethany moved on to the next child and, sweetly feeding him the clean liquid.

Bethany had been at it for over an hour, oblivious to everything but the little bodies in her care when someone tapped her shoulder. Slightly annoyed at the distraction, Bethany peered up and found herself staring into Dr. Martinez’s deep eyes. Her irritation dissolving, she rose to her feet.

“I’m sorry to interrupt you, Miss Betany,” he told her, his thick Spanish accent still unable to handle the “h” in her name. “But you forgot to return the key to me.”

Apologetically, Bethany reached into the small pocket in her scrubs to retrieve the office key.

“I’m sorry,” she told him, handing it back to him. “I am just on my way over there now anyway. I need more water.”

Dr. Martinez looked around appreciatively. 

“You managed to get a lot of them to drink,” he remarked. “That is no easy feat. Most are feeling so ill, they will not accept anything orally.”

Bethany lowered her head humbly. 

“They did not fuss very much,” she told him. “I fear they are too sick to argue.”

The two turned back to the office and Dr. Martinez unlocked the door to allow them to enter. 

“Dr. Martinez – “

He faced her abruptly. 

“Please call me Jasiel,” he told her. Bethany felt a small fission of pleasure course through her as he said his name. His fixed his penetrating eyes upon her and she felt her cheeks stain pink under his gaze.

“Jasiel,” she continued, trying to force the blush from her cheeks. “Where do you get aid from if things are so dire in your country?”

He pursed his lips together as he dug through the drawers looking for something. 

“Mostly we depend on emergency relief from other countries. The United States in a big provider in assistance. The biggest problem we face, unfortunately, is that we simply do not have enough medical staff to deal with the sick.”

Bethany busied herself collecting more bottles, her mind racing with thoughts. 

We will have to do something about this.

The week seemed to fly by, the days blurring together one after the other. There was no time to explore the ancient and mystic city of Managua as the group worked tirelessly from sun up to sun down at the clinic. Even though she was in the company of her fellow church friends, Bethany barely saw them except briefly in the mornings and evenings at meals. When they finally made it back to the hotel, they inhaled supper and generally fell into a deep, exhaustive slumber. Bethany’s concern that she would be unable to sleep with the critters with whom she was rooming proved unfruitful. The lizards had begun to grow on her with their nonchalant expressions and beady little eyes. 

The only constant that Bethany had was Jasiel who seemed to take special interest in helping her adjust. He allowed her to perform basic medical procedures, despite her protests.

“I have no training!” she had cried the first time he handed her a needle. The handsome doctor had shaken his head wryly, pressing the instrument into her hand.

“Then you are still more qualified than most of the people whom we have here,” he replied. Gulping, Bethany had accepted and under his careful guidance, she began administering much needed medicine to the children. 

On the fourth day, little Lilliam rose to her feet and walked for the first time. She had been in the clinic for two weeks, unable to move.

“Jasiel!” Bethany screeched. “Lilliam is walking!”

He had nodded stoically but his face registered relief. 

“Thank God,” he whispered. “I was beginning to lose faith in her chances for survival.”

Bethany impulsively embraced him in a hug before attending to the child. She did not see the look of longing gave to her disappearing back.

Later that evening as they began to close the clinic, Jasiel took her aside and out of earshot of Andrea and Jack who were stripping the linens from the beds.

“It was because of you that Lilliam finally was able to move from bed,” he told her solemnly. Pleased but unwilling to take the credit, Bethany shook her head. 

“No, it was God’s hand at work here,” she told him.

“Yes, it was God who sent you to us but it was your attention to that child which made her well again. If we had only a few more people to spend the time with these babies...”

Bethany did not know how to respond. She looked into his eyes, wanting desperately to end his suffering as much as he wished to end that of the children. He gave her a weak smile and again, Bethany was affected by a shiver.

Over and above his tireless efforts, he must be very lonely. He spends most of his time alone or surrounded by children. I wonder how his wife feels about him being gone so often. 

Bethany decided to ask.

“How does your wife handle your hours?” she blurted out. He raised an eyebrow in surprise.

“I am not married. No woman in her sane mind would stand for the type of work I have committed myself to.” He paused and looked at Bethany thoughtfully. “I thought you would have figured out that I was unmarried by now.”

A rush of heat colored Bethany’s cheeks under his wistful stare. She dropped her head in embarrassment.

He feels it too, she thought, her heart pounding in her chest. We have a connection but it can never be...can it?

“Beth! Dr. Martinez is here!” Andrea called from the doorway later that evening. Bethany almost tripped over her feet in her rush to the threshold. Andrea tried to step out of her way but the size of the room made the dance almost impossible. Eventually, Andrea ended up behind the flimsy wooden door.  Jasiel stood in the hallway appearing exhausted. 

“Jasiel, what are you doing here?” she asked, shooting Andrea a covert glance. The woman raised her eyebrow questioningly. 

“Jasiel?” she mouthed silently, trapped in her spot but Bethany ignored her. 

“I hope you will forgive the intrusion, Betany,” he said. “But I am about to head into the rural areas. I thought you might wish to join me and meet some of the children outside of the city.” 

Eagerly, Bethany nodded. She had been wondering about the children outside the city. Her plan had been to ask to accompany him later in the week but it seemed that he had read her mind.

“I would love to!” she exclaimed and Jasiel nodded happily. “I’ll be back later, Andy.”

Andrea shrugged her shoulders and collapsed on the bed.

“I’ll likely be sound asleep,” she replied, already closing her eyes.

The drive from Managua to Masaya took forty-five minutes in Jasiel’s old van and it was the first time Bethany had an opportunity to see the incredible Nicaraguan countryside. Bethany’s breath was stolen by the towering palms and the untouched landscape.

“This is what the dinosaurs saw!” Bethany proclaimed, staring open-mouthed at the mountains against the glorious sunset. Jasiel chuckled.

“Yes, we do not have much industry in Nicaragua,” he agreed. 

As night began to fall, the smooth fields became a sprinkling of dilapidated shanties and Jasiel pulled his car to a stop. A sudden fear seized Bethany as people began to poke their heads from the depth of the seemingly abandoned properties.

“There are people in there,” she whispered as Jasiel collected supplies. He glanced at her, realizing she was serious. 

“Yes, Betany. This is where people live,” he told her. 

Just when I thought





































d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





