I'll be  brief.  (Imagine  that )

Well, the  first 4 days  have been 


tear  jerking 



gut  wrenching




 heart  breaking

... not necessarily in that  order.

Taitung to  Taipei was  eventless.  I  went  directly  from  the airport to WV where I was introduced all around. We had  3  hours  of  discussions and  interviews after which I checked into  a hotel. 

The  next  morning I was up at  5:30 for the  9AM flight. 

Taipei  to  Jakarta  was a  movie  and  meal. 

Beautiful  airport arriving in Jakarta. The gangways pass through tropical gardens and manicured lawns. Not  too much  walking. Visa on  arrival. How nice. Immigration guy was  very  friendly. He asked me for a  present. Perhaps he mistook me  for  Santa Claus. I told him that I had nothing for him. 

"Just a few dollars," he  replied with a  smile.

" I'm just a volunteer translator with World Vision. Talk to my friends. They have the money. They're rich. They're from Taiwan."

He smiled, "OK. But next time, don’t forget me." It makes one feel so welcome. 

I thought to keep my passport out of view, just in case. But, then again, you only die once. 

Ads everywhere  for a  benefit  concert by the once- famous- in- the- west Ashraf Islam, here, next  week.

We  had to pass through metal  detectors a  dozen times to go from international arrivals to domestic departures. The directing signs run from misleading to non-existent. I suppose this is in order to provide  opportunity  for the countless baggage carriers and cabbies who are only too  eager to help.

Caught the flight  to Medan with minutes to spare. At check in they  insisted that we strap our  bags. 

I suspect that it is  so that nothing  gets stolen in transit. Arrived  in Medan where local WV  staff met us  and  delivered  us to our hotel,  sometimes  hot  water, sometimes no  water. They informed us that all flights to Nias, our final destination, are booked for the next 3 weeks.

Uh  Oh!  
Sunday ,  after  church, Indonesian and  Chinese  service  with a splendid 90 person  choir ( that  was the tear  jerking  part ) we  went to  WV hq  for a  planning  meeting.   Very  low  key,  very  non-centralized organization,  all seats  are  booked to Nias,  until  Feb  14.  

After much  discussion and  inquiry, we made  tentative plans to  rent a car- and- driver  and drive over Sumatera island,  8 - 10  hours, to take the  ferry, 9 - 12  hours  to Palau  Nias,  and then,  drive  over  Nias Island,  4  hours  to Silombu.

It was suggested that we pray for transport. So, we did. All the while I thought that the long overland might be good for moral. It might be a good bonding process. 

Later that day, the office received a phone call.  They handed me the phone with a brief remark,  "American. Also World Vision." I had no idea what was going on. But that's life. Another volunteer? A staff member?  

" Hello this is  Rich.  I'm arriving at 4:40. Please have a  driver  for me  at the  airport."

" OK .  I'll tell the staff." We exchanged niceties. I explained our mission and our dilemma.  

He replied," See if  you can charter a flight. It  costs about  1500 USD  per hour." On a Taiwan budget? Not a chance.

We arranged to go to Novotel hotel, where Rich was staying, which, as it turned out, is also the command center for UNJLC and for NGO coordination. And, they  serve pretty good  food. By the  time we  got there, it was dinner  time. I  rang him from the lobby. 

"I didn't know you were coming," he apologized. He was in the shower and would come down in 15 - 20  minutes.

I rang his  room 3 times and  thought maybe  I'm being  a nuisance. Maybe I'm being brushed off, dropping in unexpectedly. As it turned out we played hit and miss-all-evening.
We hung around the hotel and read the bulletin boards until 11PM, querying various  foreigners who met  his  description. I gave up asking foreigners after the  following  dialogue: 

"Are you Rich from the US?"

"No, I'm poor and from Germany," with a wry smile.

We  never  did find  Rich  from the  US. 

The  next  morning when  we were about to sign up a  car  and  drive  over Sumatera, we got a  call from Rich. He  said,  that he can put us on a plane  but  we must  be  at the  airport by 10:30.

We  were. And  he  did. 

The pilot , a Continental Air pilot on vacation, flying missions  for the Logistics Air Control, had met  Rich  the  day  before on his  way in from  Jakarta. 

I had no  idea  how spontaneous the  arrangement  was until we  arrived at the  airport  and  overheard the  following  discussion;

R: So, Mark, if you  e  mail me  your  account number  I'll arrange my  office to make payment. 

M: Ok. Rich, BTW, the name  is Mike. 

R:  Sorry,  so many  Mikes, Marks, Johns, and  Pauls  on this  trip. 

M:  You  want to  give me  some  kind of  deposit? 1000 USD would  do it.

R: Well,  we  don't  keep that  kind of money in the office. But  you  can  trust me. I can  show  you my mission ID,  and my passport, my  Indonesia Blue  book. Here's my  wife and my  daughter.

M: They're beautiful. Here's my  family back in Oz. 

R: Beautiful  family. Nice plane.

M: Brand  new.  Right out  of the box. Well, alright. We'll do this one on  faith.

R: Here's my  e mail  address. Just send  me  the  back account  number. We'll wire the money.

Joseph  began  shooting  photos. Smiles,  handshakes, and  all that.

Amazing  that  just  2  hours  ago we were  negotiating to spend 24 hours in overland travel. So much for bonding. 

Now, we were boarding a luxury  aircraft, with the  plastic  wrap still on the  seats,  so to speak.

The pilot  gave  us  an  aerial tour of the damaged  area.  much better bonding experience.  

We checked in to a couple of flea bag hotels, sometimes electricity, sometimes not.

The next day we went overland by car to the west side of Palau Nias. Bumpy road.  That  was  the  gut  wrenching  part.

When  we got  there…

