Ron Smith - Report from the Escort Trip:
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I sent most of you an email asking for prayers and positive thoughts as 
I was about to undertake a big escort trip for Airline Ambassadors.  I left on Sunday night, to begin a 4 day trip to Paraguay to bring a little boy named Ever de Jesus from Asuncion to Atlanta, via Buenos Aires and Dallas.  Ever was born without full arms, and only had one leg.  Childspring International, a medical charity in Atlanta, arranged for him to come to the United States for prosthetic limbs.

For those of you not familiar with Latin American geography, Paraguay is 
land-locked, and thus very poor.  I was really taken aback by just how 
poor it was.  I did not feel uncomfortable though.  I was booked at a 
decent hotel, and the people I met were very friendly.

That night, Mr. Fulgencio Samudio met me at the hotel.  He is the 
director of the San Sebastian School, a large private school where 
little Ever was the recipient of free tuition.  He gave me more 
background about Ever.  Much to my relief, Ever understood Spanish just 
fine, so the fears of us not being able to communicate were no longer an 
issue.  His father is dead, his mother has four other children and they 
share a tiny little home with the grandmother.  The family makes $70 a 
year, that money coming from Ever being forced to beg on the streets.  
In addition to Ever's leg and arm issues, his tongue was also fused to 
the bottom of his mouth and he had a severe overbite which made it next 
to impossible for him to speak clearly and he had difficulty eating.

Mr. Samudio made arrangements for me to visit the school on Tuesday 
morning so I could meet Ever and see some of the sights of San Lorenzo, 
a community outside Asuncion.  I arrived at the school and was 
immediately taken to the local radio station where I was to be 
interviewed about Ever's trip to America.  A nice lady named Antonia interviewed me about our trip and where Ever would be living.  I did my best to answer the questions, but in the end, I think I passed my first interview in 
Spanish with flying colors.

Mr. Samudio arranged for his daughter Luci, a senior at the school, and 
a young man named Ayo, a recent grad, to take me around town.  We drove 
out into the country and saw some old colonial buildings, a few old 
churches, and we ate some stuff called "butifada", which we got from a 
street vendor who was cooking it in a roadside hibachi type thing.  It 
was different, and unfortunately, made my tummy a little "iffy".

I met Ever later that morning.  We had lunch at the school cafeteria.  
His 14 year old brother attends to him, helping him eat, move around, 
etc.  He was very amiable, and when I asked him if he was ready for his 
big trip, he nodded that he was.  I later learned that he nods at pretty 
much everything.

We all met up at the airport later that evening for our 6pm departure to 
Buenos Aires.  It got a little tense because I was on a standby staff 
ticket and the flight went from wide open to full and it was not clear 
as to if I would get on. I did get on, but we had about 5 
minutes to get ourselves from the ticket counter, thru customs, and to 
the plane.  Ever became hysterical when we began to leave and actually 
jumped out of his wheelchair and crawled back to his mother.  Luckily, 
Ayo got permission to go to the gate with us so he carried Ever while I 
tended to the passports, luggage etc.

Once we were settled on the plane, Ever started to cry for his mother, 
but when we started to taxi out, he was distracted with the window and 
that kept him occupied and soon he was his jovial self again.  He slept 
most of the way to Buenos Aires, and two hours later we landed.  Since I 
was standby, we would not be permitted to use the transit lounge, so we 
had to claim my bag, clear immigration and customs and check in with 
American.  Since we had a wheel chair ordered, we sped thru every queue 
without having to wait in line, and we got ourselves checked into the 
American flight with plenty of time to spare.  One of the staff agents 
in BA, a nice lady named Elizabeth got us to the front of the line, 
which really saved a lot of time.  While waiting for our tickets to be 
assigned, we had a chance to meet some fellow non-revenue passengers, 
including a mother and daughter from San Antonio.  The flight was weight 
restricted, but I still got on, and we had seats in the bulkhead.  We 
sat next to the Berta and Rebecca, the mother and daughter from San 
Antonio, and you could tell Ever was really taken with Rebecca.  He was 
always looking over and smiling at her.

Even though he was missing hands, Ever was still able to feed himself 
things like crackers, drink from bottles, and even color with markers. 

We left BA two hours later than scheduled, but settled in for the 10.5 
hour flight to Dallas.  The flight attendants were wonderful, especially 
a nice lady named Eileen, who showered Ever with attention and really 
engaged him.  Later the next day in DFW, she would buy him a stuffed 
animal.  Ever speaks no English, but the attention really made him 
smile.  My friends Stu and Marty had bought me a portable DVD player and 
so I able to keep him entertained with Disney cartoons until he fell asleep.

The next morning when we woke up and I took him to the bathroom, he was 
soaked.  Sometime during the night he had wet himself.  The problem was 
made worse by the fact that his family had not sent any extra clothing  
so there was really nothing I could do to clean him up or change him.  
We just had a quick flight to Atlanta, so I was hoping we could hang in 
there until then.  We landed two hours late and missed our flight and 
there were high winds that day, so things started to cancel. Atlanta had 
terrible storms, and things got real bad real fast.

Suddenly it began to look like I was not going to be able to get to 
Atlanta at all on my non-revenue pass.  Seeking some quiet, I took Ever 
to flight attendant operations.  It's like a lounge, and we could wait 
their until we figured out what we were going to do.  We were sitting 
over in the corner and Ever was watching a movie when Laura Burnett, our 
Regional Manager at DFW came over to meet him and talk with him.  I was 
quickly reaching my limit because we were essentially stranded, he was 
wet and smelled, and I had no idea what we were going to do.  I started 
to get a little emotional with Laura, but she stepped up to the plate 
and got us the assistance we needed.  Before I knew it, she got me an 
A-12, a positive space confirmed seat.  The flights were still delayed 
and ours was scheduled to leave at 2:25pm, but was delayed until 3:45pm, 
and eventually pushed back to 6pm.  She knew I had no clothes for him, 
so she sent her assistant Lisa to the store.  When Lisa returned, she 
had two new outfits, underwear, socks, wet wipes to clean him up, a 
backpack, DVD, fleece blanket, Hotwheels car, and coloring book.

My supervisor, Helayne, went to Popeye's and got us lunch.  She would 
also help us get from Ops to our departure gate when we were ready to 
go.  Ever took a little nap and at 6pm we finally took off for Atlanta, 
10 hours later than we were supposed to leave.

Margaret Whitehead, who heads the Escort Program, and also lives in 
Atlanta, met me at the gate and helped me carry all our growing 
carry-ons to baggage claim, where Betsey Eggers and her husband were 
waiting for Ever with balloons and smiles.  He was a little apprehensive 
at first, but once we got him sitting down, he was ease.  By some 
miracle, my checked luggage was there from earlier in the day so I said 
my farewells and I turned right around and hopped on the last flight to 
Dallas. 

The report from Ever's foster mom is that he is doing well.  He went for 
an initial fitting for prosthetics.  His one leg will need to be cut and 
flattened to make it soft and fleshy to support a prosthetic, but there 
is no reason why he won't be able to walk and run like other little 
boys.  Childspring was not aware of his mouth troubles, so they are 
seeking donated dental care to try to correct that problem as well.  I 
was able to persuade the customs folks to extend his VISA for a year, so 
he should have plenty of time to get all the help he needs.

This trip was a tough one.  I guess I have been fortunate in the two 
years I have been doing these trips, that for the most part, they have 
gone pretty smooth.  The important thing is that we got Ever to where he 
needed to be.  I could not have done it alone, and it made me feel so 
good to know that my American Airlines "family" was there to help when I 
needed it.  Margaret Whitehead from Airline Ambassadors is also 
incredible.  To quote my pastor, she is one of my "sheroes".  This woman 
is a volunteer and yet she spends her days planning these trips, 
coordinating with the agencies, and when we are stuck in the field, she 
puts her entire life on hold trying to figure out what options we have.

Below are some pictures of our trip so you can get a better idea of our 
journey....
Ron

The pictures below:
SanLorenzo - arial view from the school of San Lorenzo
GroupSchool - Group of Teachers and Students and Me with Ever
AirportAdios - Family and Friends wishing us well
SnacksBA - Crackers in Buenos Aires - waiting to board the plane
RebeccayEver - Ever and his new friend Rebecca from BA to Dallas
RonyEver - Ron and Ever hanging out in the bulkhead from BA to Dallas
CrewyEver - Ever won over the hearts of these IDF Flight Attendants
FltSvcyEver - Flight Service Operations in DFW.  They saved the day when 
we ran in to trouble
Eggers1 - Ever meeting his foster family in Atlanta.  If he looks tired, 
it's because he is.... we had a long day
Eggers2 - Ever with both Betsy and Todd
radio - Ron and Antonia during the Radio Interview on San Sebastian 93.3
