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THE ROAD TO
FREEDOM

 One morning a news
item on BBC Wales TV News caught my attention as I was having my
breakfast. The item stated that hospital waiting times of over four
hours in the Accident and Emergency departments in Wales' Hospitals
were much greater than in England, which has a much larger
population than Wales. I stopped eating and concentrated harder on
the item as it did interest me, as some of my work colleagues had
moaned to me about the similar problems they had experienced when
having to attend the hospitals for their various ailments. One pal
said he'd had to wait twelve hours in there when he had a bad
injury before any medic saw him. The news item went on to quote
that in certain instances the delay rate for over a four hour
period of waiting time was applicable to over twenty seven per cent
of the people who attended there. I did, therefore, ask some of the
people who I knew who had suffered in such circumstances of their
actual experiences.

* * * * *

Then like the
silly fool I am a few weeks later I lost my footing on a steep
downward slope in the Brecon Beacons mountains in Wales. My feet
went completely from under me and I tumbled down on my backside
till I hit a rock on the side of the path which cracked into my
ribs. Instantly I was in agony and remained that way for the rest
of my descent down to my car below and the pain continued badly all
the way home.

Next morning I
was still as stiff as a board when I woke up and had difficulty
getting around my house and in even more pain, so I phoned my
doctor who advised me to go to the local hospital to get it checked
out in case I had broken something. I therefore phoned my work
place to say I would be late in that day because of the problems I
had.

My name is Adam
Santana, of Spanish parentage, and I am a journalist who works for
the Mail in Cardiff, which is the capital city of Wales. The main
hospital there is situated in the close outskirts of the city
centre, so that wasn’t a problem.

When I got
inside however the real problems presented themselves. The waiting
area was jam packed full of people, there wasn’t a vacant chair. I
registered at the reception, told them of my problems and was told
by an uncaring receptionist that at that moment the waiting time
would at the very least be over four hours. I asked her to repeat
what she had just said, which she did. So I phoned my office and
explained the situation. I didn’t get much sympathy there either.
After about an hour a chair did become vacant so I sat in it.
Alongside was a lady who must have been in her eighties who looked
in considerable pain and eventually told me that she had been there
for over twelve hours and still hadn’t seen anybody. Whilst I sat
with her we talked and she told me that this sort of thing was
quite normal in National Health hospitals ‘these days’.

I gave it four
hours then walked out and struggled back into my car, drove to work
still in considerable pain, where all I received from my colleagues
was derision and laughter. One of my closest working colleagues for
a long time was a woman called Alison, who for some time before had
also been my sexual girlfriend.  We had actually also worked
together on many journalistic projects. She at least did offer me
some sympathy and said the best thing I could do was to book into a
private clinic to get my ribs checked out, which I did. It cost me
over three hundred pounds. They confirmed that I hadn’t broken
anything and advised me to apply ibuprofen daily which I did for
three months, but the pain and discomfort continued throughout most
of that time.

After a week or
two of that I went to see Dan Marshall, the Mail’s editor, in his
swish office, to detail what I had been through and suggested an
article which I could perhaps write on the problems at the A&E
centres of the Welsh hospitals. He agreed but he said he would want
to see it first before we went into print.

So my life
continued in its normal manner. I continued to work hard with busy
journalistic activities, which included further investigations into
the problems and the inefficiencies of the National Health service
in Wales. The more I delved the deeper the problems seemed to
accrue. As I got to the bottom of it all, it eventually appeared to
portray that the real problems emanated from the highly paid
administrators who just couldn’t seem to organise anything. The
doctors, nurses and surgeons were all doing their best to cope, but
the whole set-up seemed riddled with chaos because the
administrators and executives were just not competent at doing
their jobs. Some of them were earning over a hundred thousand
pounds a year, having eight weeks holiday per annum and going on
expensive continental training courses in the sun drenched corners
of the world, all on expenses, paid for by the taxpayer.  So I
continued to draft an article which I hoped my editor would
eventually print in the daily paper.

* * * * *

I had recently
bought a terraced residence, to get me out of my cheap one
bedroomed apartment and slowly, bit by bit, when I could afford it,
I had gradually upgraded the previous worn out decorations and
features when I could afford it. Then one evening there was a ring
on my front doorbell. I was in the middle of watching something
mildly interesting on the TV so I was reluctant to get up and
answer it, but I did. There standing facing me was a slim, dark
haired young woman, about five foot two in height wearing a blue
and white three quarter length working overall over a pair of blue
slacks. I was taken aback by her attractive face and warm brown
eyes.

‘I’m sorry to
trouble you,’ she began. ‘My name is Claudie and I live three doors
down from you. Like you I’ve just moved in here and I don’t know
anybody else yet and as I’ve seen you about I’m afraid you're the
only one I could ask for help.’

How could I
refuse such a pretty face anything I thought. ‘Sure,’ I replied.
‘What’s the trouble?’

‘Well during
the day I’ve had the plumbers in to do a job whilst I was at work,
which they appear to have done, but I can’t get the water to come
back on. I feel such a fool.’

‘Come on then
let's have a look,’ I said, and added that my name was Adam.

I followed her
to her house which was the same type of two bedroomed terraced
dwelling as mine. She guided me into the kitchen and turned on the
sink tap but nothing came out. ‘See what I mean,’ she said.

Fortunately as
our houses are the same I knew where the stop tap was. It was in
the cupboard under the stairs and I headed that way. Thankfully for
me, because I wanted to keep in her good books, I discovered that
the plumbers had obviously left the tap turned off, so I twisted it
in the right direction. ‘Try it now,’ I said, referring to the tap
in the kitchen. She did so and the water came pouring out.

‘Bueno,’
she called out. ‘You are my hero.’

At that moment
that’s what I wanted to be. I thanked the Lord that the problem was
nothing more complicated as I wouldn’t have had a clue what else to
do. A lovely smile crossed her face.

‘You must be
Spanish?’ I said when we were standing alongside each other again
in the kitchen. ‘Si, but not quite,’she replied. ‘I was brought up
in Spain, but my family are from Columbia in South America and I
was actually born there.’

I went on to
explain that I was born of Spanish parentage and that my surname
was Santana, although I was born in Wales. She related that her
surname was Moreno. I suggested that we could perhaps meet up one
evening for a drink to discuss our mutual backgrounds to which she
replied, ‘Certainly. Trouble is for the rest of this week I’m
working nights, but next week will be OK as I am back on days
then.’

‘Where do you
work?’ I asked.

‘I’m a nurse
who works at the hospital in Cardiff.’

In view of my
recent work and personal interest in that particular establishment
I pushed even further for a date and we agreed on the following
Monday evening. I said that I would pick her up in my car at seven
thirty as I knew of a nice little pub not far away.

That evening I
donned the tidiest casual clothes I possessed. Being a journalist I
don't possess a lot of particularly classy outfits as in our work
we have to attend at some pretty grotty venues so it doesn’t pay to
wear anything too expensive. I have a best suit for formal
occasions but the rest of my wardrobe is made up of off the peg
stuff. So that evening I wore the best looking blue casual shirt I
owned, a pair of cream slacks and a beige leather jacket.

I duly rang on
Claudie’s front doorbell. Her appearance was a complete
transformation from the young woman I’d seen the previous week. Her
dark hair had been styled into a full manicured crop. She was
wearing a green close fitting dress and on her arm she was carrying
a cream pashmina. I had forgotten how Spanish women used to dress
up when they went out for the evening.

‘You look
fabulous’ I said without hesitation.


‘Gracias,’ she replied.

We then drove
to the smart countryfied pub which was about four or five miles
from where we both lived. We both ordered glasses of rioja.

‘What brought
you to Wales?’ I asked when we had settled.

‘Well I was
trained as a nurse in Spain, but it was so difficult to find a
decent, reasonably well paid job where I lived. One of the doctors
I worked with over there was English and he told me that with my
nursing qualifications I could get quite a well paid job in the
same role over here which is what I did and so now I’m here.’

‘And I'm very
pleased about that,’ was about all I could manage to respond. ‘And
where are your parents now?’ I continued.

‘Well my father
died in Spain, but my mother, who is in her eighties, somehow or
another managed to get herself back to Columbia where she still
is.’

‘Do you manage
to get out to see her?’

‘Only very
occasionally. The flights are so costly. I have to go via New York
and she lives miles out in the country in a town called Popyan in
the mountains. I have to get two trains from Bogota to see her
which also takes a couple of days.’

‘Any other
relatives?’

‘I have two
older sisters. My family name is Moreno. One works in a nightclub
in Madrid. The other one is married to a Spanish guy, but I have no
clue where they live or what they're up to.’

Quite a story I
thought. Perhaps something to write about later on, but I wanted to
know her perhaps better first and initially I wanted to pursue what
she could tell me about the machinations going on inside the
hospital in Cardiff.

‘I had to go in
to hospital recently.’ I began. ‘I damaged my ribs with a fall on
the mountain and it was absolute chaos in there. After four hours I
walked out without seeing anybody and had to get it scanned
privately.’

‘Is it better
now?’ She asked.

‘Yes, I’ve not
broken anything but it still hurts, but not as much as the way I
was treated in there.’

‘Oh I know.
It's like that all the time. I couldn’t believe it when I first
went in there. I mean the Spanish state hospitals have their
shortcomings but it’s nothing like this. There as a patient you do
at least get seen pretty soon. You may have to wait for some time
to get treatment, but at least you do know what’s wrong with you
soon.’

‘What causes
the problems here then?’   

'The
administrators here just can’t organise anything. I mean half the
nurses who have been working there for months still haven’t got the
proper uniforms. Everybody working there seems to wander around
half the day not knowing what they are supposed to do. Once they
even found a nurse hiding in a store cupboard because she was so
upset at not knowing what her job was during the day. She left
shortly afterwards.’

As this was our
first date as such I didn’t want to push my luck on the subject too
much so I reigned back with my questions on the matter. ‘And what
do you think of Wales so far?’ I therefore asked.

‘I haven’t seen
much of it’ she replied. ‘Settling into work here has taken up most
of my time. To be honest I’ve been too worn out to do much else. To
begin with I lived in a rented apartment which was pretty awful and
now as you know I've had the hassle of moving into my new house,
organising a mortgage and dealing with the solicitors and all that
so I haven’t been anywhere else really.’

I was seriously
beginning to get attracted to her warm brown eyes. ‘Would you like
me to show you around?’ I ventured. ‘Having lived here all of my
life I know most of the beauty spots and as you’ve seen I’ve got a
car.’

‘I’d love
that,’ she said and added ‘when I’m not working nights.’

‘Do you have a
boyfriend?’

‘Haven’t had
time for that either,’ she replied and added. ‘So far,’ and
fluttered her eyelashes at me.

We talked some
more and when we had finished our drinks I drove to her house. We
swapped telephone numbers and agreed to contact each other the
following week.

* * * * *

My work had
also become hard and tiring. In Wales life had become trying and
difficult. The economy was in a poor state compared to the rest of
the UK. Wales, like Scotland and Northern Ireland had its own
National Assembly which governed the local laws in those three
Celtic countries. Unfortunately it meant that the politicians who
ran the regional affairs were just about as useless as those who
obviously ran the local health service. Generally they were from
the same educational backgrounds and mostly had never got involved
in commercial business life.

In Wales, the
elected leader of the Senedd, the governing body made law of a
20mph speed limit throughout the urban areas of all the towns and
cities, which resulted in traffic chaos everywhere. Driving down
every road in your home area became a nightmare. Wherever you went
it was like driving in a funeral cortege. The man who instigated
the project spent 32 million pounds installing the system which
should have been spent on the dilapidated health system. So there
was plenty to write about, attend meetings on and get involved in.
The working days were long. Sometimes I was still in the office at
8.00pm in the evening writing up my copy for the next morning's
edition.

So the thought
of a Saturday day off with Claudie somewhere in the beautiful Welsh
countryside became ever and ever more appealing. I phoned her
number. It took a couple of times to get through but she told me
she had been out shopping for her food needs after work.

‘Would you like
to see the real Welsh countryside?’ I asked when she eventually
answered.

‘Love to,’ she
replied.

‘OK,’ I said,
‘but this is the real countryside. I mean it’s nothing like
Cardiff. It’ll probably rain and so you're going to need to wear
something for wet weather and shoes that are reasonably
waterproof.’

For a few
moments there was silence on the line before she said, ‘OK, I’ll
see what I can do.’

We left it like
that with a time and date for me to pick her up at her house.

Afterwards I
decided to look up Columbia on the internet. It is obviously
situated in South America. It’s sized about 439 thousand square
miles, with a population of roughly 50 million, mostly of Spanish
descent as it used to be a Spanish colony and the main language is
Spanish. The capital is Bogota which is a large city, over 8000
feet above sea level. To the north the country faces on to the
Caribbean Sea; to the east Venezuela; to the south east Brazil and
to south Ecuador and Peru. I quickly realised I would have to ask
Claudie more about it if I wanted to get into her good books.

Anyway, I duly
picked her up outside her home at the agreed time on the Saturday
morning. She was carrying a blue jacket. A pale green t-shirt
underneath covered her top half and a blue pair of tight fitting
slacks concealed the rest. She was also carrying a light outdoor
bag.

‘I’m going have
to apologise for the scruffy clothes I’m wearing,’ she said as she
got into my car. ‘I just didn’t have time to get anything better.
It was hard enough to find a waterproof jacket,’ she added pointing
to the coat.

‘You look fine
to me,’ I replied. ‘We are going to the countryside. You can’t wear
anything too smart as we don’t know what the weather is going to be
like. Anyway it’s the person that’s underneath the clothes that’s
the most important thing.’ She gave me a look so I drove off
quickly.

 ‘I
thought we’d make for the hills around Abergavenny,’ I said as we
journeyed. ‘There is a mountain, but it’s up to you whether you
want to go up it or not.’ I said. We talked some more as we went
along and I described the various places we passed through.
Fortunately at that moment the weather looked clear and bright.

‘This is
certainly different from Cardiff,’ she said as we drove along. I
was heading for the Sugar Loaf mountain just outside the attractive
country town of Abergavenny.

‘Most of Wales
is like this,’I responded. ‘We only have two proper cities, Cardiff
and Swansea, like you know a city anyway. Newport, Wrexham and St
Davids are called cities but they are really just large towns. I
mean St Davids is really a village but it has a famous cathedral
which somehow qualifies it as a city.’

‘Well I’m glad
you brought me anyway or I would never have known these sort of
places existed.’

When we reached
Abergavenny we then took the narrow, twisting single track road up
the side of the mountain, where the views got more extensive. At
the end of that road on bit of flat land was a car park, where we
pulled into a vacant space. There the view below us looked down
into the valley and over the town.

‘This reminds
me a bit of where my mother lives in Columbia,’ Claudie said’
‘Popayan is a mountain town, it is over 6000 feet above sea level
with a sub tropical climate and plenty of rain.'

‘Well that’s
the mountain behind you,’ I said. ‘Do you feel like giving it a
go?’

‘If I didn’t
you’d think me pretty pathetic.’

‘No I
wouldn’t,’ I replied. ‘Lots of people I know have never been
anywhere near a mountain, let alone go up it.’

So we donned
our anoraks and slowly began to walk up the main path in the
direction of the summit. On the way up to keep her mind occupied
and ignore the steepness of the slope I questioned her about her
family’s background and why they left Columbia and went to live in
Spain.

‘In those days,
in the regions of Columbia where my parents lived, everything was
completely poverty stricken. There was very little work and my
parents struggled desperately to even feed us three children. So
they decided to emigrate to Spain where my father was able to get
work in a factory. My mother also eventually got work, like me, in
a hospital.’

‘Where was
that?’ I asked.

‘Sitges, near
Barcelona and that's where I began my nursing work. Eventually my
father died of old age and an exhausted body and my mother somehow
or another, with our help, got herself back to Popayan in Columbia.
She never really liked living in Spain.’

‘Did you like
living in Spain?’

‘Oh yes. I went
to school there, made my friends there and had a good time, but I
couldn't earn enough money to be able to buy my own house like I
have done here.’

By then we were
getting near the top of the track that would take you to the 1800ft
summit. I pointed to it. ‘Do you want to have a go,’ I said.

‘Of course I
do,’ she replied. ‘Do you think I’m some sort of chicken.’ So we
set off together. It still remained dry and fairly sunny, although
I could see that there were clouds in the distance, but I didn’t
mention those.

As Claudie had
mentioned that she really hadn’t been up much of a mountain for a
year or two I didn’t set off at much of a pace and let her find her
own rhythm for walking. The early part of the walk isn’t really
that steep, it is only when you get near the summit that the climb
gets sharper. On the way I pointed out the surrounding views.

‘You must tell
me more about Columbia,’ I said ‘I am interested as I’ve never been
to South America.’

‘Well it is a
very large country in size,’ she said, ‘but a great deal of it is
sparsely populated and economically very poor, so as I said before
that’s why my parents moved away from there to Spain to find some
work where they could keep three children. Many other people like
them did the same thing and of course they could all speak Spanish
so that helped.’

‘So did you go
to secondary school in Spain?’

‘Yes, and we
all had to learn and speak English.’

‘Did you go
straight into nursing?’ Claudie and I were still walking.

‘No I did quite
a few jobs like being a waitress working in a few bars and I did
work in a couple of shops but that sort of thing just wasn’t for
me. Working as a nurse was more in line with the sort of thing I
wanted to do, but it was hard going at the start, because you had
to start right at the bottom, cleaning toilets and washing patients
and that sort of thing’.

‘Coming back to
Columbia, you mentioned about the poor areas, what about the cities
like Bogota, the capital city?’ I said as we kept going up.

‘Bogata is a
typical modern South American capital city, except for it’s about
3000ft above the sea which makes it one of the highest capitals in
the world. The government sits there. There’s museums and a
magnificent cathedral, but it’s got all the other trappings of a
modern city; sky scrapers, traffic and the like.’

‘And the
seaside towns?’ I said.

‘Again they
have all been modernised to take advantage of the beautiful Pacific
Ocean and attract the tourists, but as I have said when you get
deeper inland it’s a different story. There’s still a lot of
poverty and ill health.’

We were by then
approaching the steep part of the path that led to the summit of
the mountain. ‘This is the hardest bit’ I said. ‘Do you want to
make a go for it?' I added pointing upwards.

‘Having come
this far of course I want to make a go of it. What do you take me
for?’

So we carried
on upwards, slowly. In time we made the marker point and there we
gave each other a hug. ‘That’s great,’ she said as she looked
around at the surrounding vistas. I got my small camera out and
took a picture of her standing alongside the marker point. ‘I’m not
sure I want to see that one,’ she said and added, ‘in the state I
must look.’

‘Beauty is in
the eye of the beholder.’ I responded and then we began to make our
way downwards.

Needless to
say, as it is Wales, by the time we were halfway down the rain came
in. We were both soaked by the time we got back to my car.

‘That was
wonderful,’ Claudie said. ‘Now all I want to do is to get home and
get in my shower.’

So I drove us
there as quickly as I could. Outside her front door she said, ‘I
would like to meet up with you again Adam.’ So we agreed to phone
each other in the following week.

Back in my own
house I had a lot to think about, particularly Claudie. She had
certainly made an impression on me and of course her Spanish
background only added to the allure.

CHAPTER

In work on the
Monday there was still plenty of action from my normal work but I
still wanted to pursue the problems with the Health Board
facilities. In view of my experience there the whole business had
got under my skin. So off my own bat I decided to visit each of the
major A & E centres in South Wales at a time I thought they
would be at their busiest. These were the hospitals at Cardiff, the
hospital at Newport and the one at Cwmbran, a small town on the
outskirts of Newport. Nearest to my home was of course the hospital
in Cardiff. I chose late on a Friday evening to visit there when I
guessed there might not only be people who were in ill health or
desperate need of medical attention, but also I thought the other
lot of people who would have probably have been involved in fights
and the like at pub chucking out time.

What I found
and saw in there simply amazed me. The place was packed out. There
were certainly no spare chairs. People were either sitting or lying
on the floor, or in wheelchairs, or on stretchers. Numerous people
had blood spouting from various parts of their bodies. Some had
been given a spittoon to catch their dripping blood, others had
just towels to mop up the blood as it emitted from their bodies. It
was complete chaos. Nurses were running around everywhere and
appeared to be getting nowhere or achieving anything. I very rarely
saw a doctor and when I did they disappeared almost instantly. To
me it actually resembled a war zone. Most of the time I just stood
around watching everything. I had taken with me my small mobile
camera and took a few surreptitious shots when I could. Nobody
approached me to ask me what I was doing there. I left some time
just before midnight with a sad heart.

Sleep that
night was difficult. In the end I gave up at about 4.am and began
to write out what I had seen earlier on.

On the next
day, Saturday afternoon, I decided to visit the A&E department
at the hospital in Newport. That wasn’t quite as bad, as, except
for minor injuries, the hospital had ceased to take serious health
problems as their facilities were just not large enough to cope
with the modern day problems. These situations had been transferred
to the hospital in Cwmbran, so I went in there on the Sunday
evening.

Bearing in mind
that this was a newly built hospital, the facilities were even more
disastrous than Cardiff. The A&E room was just too small to
deal with the number of people who were in there. Standing next to
me was a young man who had incurred a motor cycle accident. He had
lost his teeth. Blood was pouring from his mouth and some of it was
dribbling over me as I talked to him. As before the medical staff
were chasing around not really sure what to do in the situation
they found themselves in. Once again I left the place in a
distressed mood and was again up in the early hours of the morning
writing up everything I had seen.

On the Monday
morning in work I took into Dan Marshall, the editor, what I had
written up on the subject matter. At the time he was busy so I had
to leave the proposed article on his desk. It was later in the day
when he buzzed me to go into his room.

‘This is
powerful stuff,’ he began. ‘Did all this really happen?’

‘You’ve got the
pictures there to prove it,’ I replied.

What I had done
was to print a few of the pictures I had taken in the three places
and inserted them on the bottom of the foolscap sheets I’d given to
Marshall which contained my report.

‘Well you have
surprised me,’ Marshall continued. ‘I never realised that this sort
of thing went on in those places. Thank the Lord I’ve never had to
go into any of them myself. So far anyway,’ he added after a short
pause. ‘I’ll get the assistant editors to read it all through, then
if they are happy with it we’ll put it into tomorrow's edition. I
don’t think the photographs are good enough to include. Anyway your
article says it all.’

I agreed with
what he said and left him with the papers. Later in the day one of
the assistants came to see me. ‘We’re printing your story
tomorrow,’ he said. ‘We’ve made a couple of grammatical
alterations, but nothing important. Well done.’ He added and left
me.

That evening I
phoned Claudie as I wanted to have another date with her and also
tell her about my findings at the hospitals and also about my
article. We agreed on a date for that Thursday and I added that I
would like to treat her to a bar meal at the pub we had previously
been to.

‘Oh I’d love
that,’ she responded. ‘This time I’ll have to make sure I
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