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Angkor Archaeological Park


Chapter One

Nate at School

The tide of kids pushed Nate along through the heavy school doors held wide open. Once on the sidewalk, he and Gage tried to wind their way through the rowdy crowds as they headed to the buses. Being small helped Nate squeeze through the mass of middle-school bodies, but Gage struggled to keep up. When he found Nate, DJ had him dangling by his shirt, only his tip toes touching the ground.

“Hey, tiny, do you think you might grow this summer?” DJ let out a revolting laugh and let him drop. Nate fell to the ground. “Hey, look at this,” bellowed DJ as he held up his massive foot. “If I stepped on him, he would look like a waffle.” 


The kids around him laughed and shouted “Waffle! Waffle!”


Gage pushed through, reached out to Nate, and pulled him up.

“Let’s get out of here.” The two boys headed down the sidewalk as the group shouted after them. “DJ is just a bully. Don’t worry about it.”

Nate nodded “I know, I’m small. I get it. Sometimes I wish I could be invisible. My brother Joe would’ve known what to do.”

“You’ll show him next year,” said Gage. Nate scanned the parking lot for his mother. She wanted him to walk the short distance home, but he complained that his legs hurt when he walked. That wasn’t true now that the braces had come off.  His legs weren’t twisted anymore, and he only limped a little with one short leg.  Nate just wanted to get away from school as fast as he could. It was a cluster-mess as all the kids looked for their buses.

Nate knew he was different, and not in a good way. He was the smallest kid in his school, and with the limp, he stood out like a shriveled grape in a basketful of shiny apples. Some teachers treated him like a baby. He hated that. The bigger kids taunted him for his size. Nate dreamed of being like Joe, his big brother, who could do anything. He had lots of friends and wasn’t afraid of anybody, or at least he didn’t care what other people thought of him. Nate looked forward to doing fun stuff with Joe all summer. Usually, they would go to ball games. They went to the movies and once to a monster truck race. Joe often took Nate to just hang out with his friend Pete. Pete was like another brother. 


Where is Mom’s SUV? thought Nate. Then he spotted Joe, leaning on his gray Toyota, shoulders back, sunglasses perched on his head. He waved at Nate and then got into the driver’s seat.


“Hey, look, my brother’s here,” he said to Gage. “Have a good summer.” Nate did his stiff-legged lurch, which was his running style, toward Joe’s car. He flung his bag onto the back seat and climbed in next to Joe. “Wow, Joe, thanks for coming.”


“I thought I’d start your summer with a surprise,” Joe said. He backed out of his parking space, turning to get in line behind the other cars and buses. Nate looked out the side window and saw DJ and his friends waiting for their buses. They saw him, too. They pointed and called out, “Waffle!” Nate slumped down in his seat.


Joe looked over at him “Deep breath, don’t worry about them,” he said.

“Yeah, yeah,” said Nate. “I don’t know how to deal with stuff like you do. Maybe you can help me over the summer, so I won’t be the weird kid they make fun of.”

Joe paused, glanced at Nate, and said, “Ah, yeah…. We can talk about the summer, but first, I’ve got something for you.” He reached down to the floor, grabbed a blue plastic bag marked UNIVERSITY OF KENTUCKY, and handed it to Nate. The bag crinkled as Nate peeked in and pulled out a soft gray sweatshirt. He held it up to see the UK letters and the Wildcats logo on the front. “You’ll probably go there in a few years,” said Joe. “I love it on campus, and you will, too. You won’t be picked on in college, either. There are so many different people.” Nate unbuckled his seatbelt and slipped the sweatshirt on. He felt like a turtle as his head pushed out of the opening. Then he tugged on the sleeves to find his hands.

“Yeah, I know it’s big for now,” said Joe as he inched forward in the line of cars.

“It’s great.” Nate tried to buckle back in, but the sweatshirt bunched up when he tugged on the seat belt. “I’m like a mummy,” he laughed. Finally, the buses began to move, and he didn’t have to see DJ and his friends anymore.


As their car turned left at the light, Joe began to tell Nate about his summer plans. He and his friend Pete were going to Cambodia. They would study an archaeological site with a focus on anthropology. They planned to be gone for two months. Nate's jaw fell, and he felt cold. Cambodia!? For two months? Nate sank into the sweatshirt until his eyes saw the inside of the gray fleece and he smelled the new-clothes smell.


“What about all the stuff we were supposed to do together?” said Nate, peeking out of the sweatshirt.

“I’m sorry, dude,” said Joe. “I know we usually hang out, but this is for college credit. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Don’t worry, we’ll do stuff when I get back.”  Joe reached over and tousled Nate’s hair. Nate gave him a half smile as he tried not to toss his lunch.


Chapter Two

Good News


The next few weeks moved too quickly. Nate was in a daze as he watched his parents help Joe prepare for his trip. Dad told Joe what a great opportunity this would be. Mom agreed and said he would get to experience some of his heritage. She called Uncle Paul with the news. Uncle Paul was always globe-trotting for work, and he would come to talk to his nephew about travel and Cambodia. Oh great, more talk about where Joe will be while I’m here alone.



Nate tried to act happy but felt invisible. He wanted to be invisible at school, but now he wanted his family to see him. Nate rubbed his pinkie finger, a nervous habit, and wished he could go with Joe. Dad put his hand on Nate’s shoulder and squeezed a little. That made Nate smile, but it didn’t help much.



A week later, Mom called up the stairs, “Paul’s here.” Joe hopped down two steps at a time, and Nate followed behind, thump, Thump, thump, Thump. 



When Nate joined them, they were all in the kitchen. Uncle Paul had a big smile that seemed to glow. He was different, not like Nate different, but more in a special way that Nate didn’t understand. People approached him for advice, even people he had never met. Uncle Paul would always smile and stop to talk to them. He was short for an adult and always wore a tailored jacket with wide shoulders. His hair was dark and straight like Nate’s, but Uncle Paul had a white patch on the back of his head. Nate had asked about it once, and Uncle Paul had just smiled. His mom said it made her brother important, just like Nate.  I guess, thought Nate, and he never asked again.


The family gathered around the table, and Mom brought snacks and drinks for everyone. The conversation was quick and exciting. Joe asked questions, and Uncle Paul told adventure tales. Nate rubbed his pinkie under the table and tried to listen.

As Nate wished, for the millionth time he could go with Joe, Uncle Paul looked at him. “Ah, nephew, what will you do this summer?” Nate opened his mouth but couldn’t answer. His eyes turned down, and he shrugged. “I see. You will be twelve and should see Southeast Asia, too.” Uncle Paul reached into his jacket and pulled out a glass ball. It looked like a big marble with a painting inside. He held it out to Nate. “This is from Indonesia, one of the countries you should see.”

[image: ]

“Maybe someday,” said Nate as he took the ball. “But I want to go to Cambodia with Joe now.” Uncle Paul nodded and looked at Nate’s mom. She nodded slightly in return and said something in Khmer, one of the languages spoken in Cambodia. Uncle Paul reached into his jacket again and pulled out a map. He smoothed it open on the table in front of Nate.
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Uncle Paul used his finger to trace a route. “Your journey will start in Indonesia because of this souvenir. There is beauty in this country. Then, you will cross the Strait of Malacca to Thailand, where you will take a train through cities, villages, and parks. Finally, you will go on to meet up with Joe in our homeland, Cambodia.” The line ended at the Angkor Archaeological Park. Nate stared at the map and then looked up.

“This looks fun, Uncle Paul. Thank you for the map. Maybe Joe and I can do this trip together another year.” Nate started folding up the map.


Uncle Paul reached out and touched Nate’s hand. “Nephew, this trip is for you now. We will all meet and visit the temples when your brother has finished his studies.”


“What?” said Nate, squishing his eyebrows. “Is everybody going?”

“Your mom and dad are not going. This is your birthday present from me. You will be twelve this month and should understand the wonders of Southeast Asia. There is much to explore.”

Uncle Paul handed Nate a black wooden base to hold his glass ball. “The glass ball and the map are your birthday presents this year, and you will get to be with Joe in Cambodia, our ancestral country. Isn’t that what you wished for?”

Nate sat at the table, the glass ball in one hand and the map in the other. He looked at the presents, then up at his mom and dad. Nate fumbled for words.

“Can I go?” he asked. His mom gave a small nod and smiled.

His dad leaned forward to get closer to him. “It’s up to you, Nate. We trust your uncle, and we trust you. I know it’s far, and you don’t have to go if you’re worried. 

Nate took three slow breaths before answering.

“No, no, I think I’m good. I’m ready for this, Uncle Paul. When do we leave?”


Chapter Three

Happy Birthday

Nate lay on his bed, arms stretched over his head, thinking about the last few weeks. His mind felt jumbled, like he was in a tornado. Whipped around.

Joe was going to Cambodia ­­­— sad,

then his Uncle Paul said Nate was taking a trip to Southeast Asia and joining Joe in Cambodia — excited.

Joe left with his friend Pete two weeks ago — sad,

and now,  — Nate was going to leave today!

The bed creaked as Nate kicked his legs up and down and he punched a fist toward the ceiling. “Yes,” he shouted to no one. His face hurt from smiling. Nate’s parents hugged him tightly and said their goodbyes as they left for work that morning. Now it was just waiting for Uncle Paul. 


What a birthday present! His uncle said twelve was a big milestone and that Nate should learn about some of his ancestry and life in Southeast Asia. Nate mentioned to his uncle that he really didn’t walk much. Uncle told him he had it all worked out and not to worry. They would have cars, boats, and trains. Nate remembered the leg braces and awful shoes he had worn for six years. When he got rid of them three years ago, the physical therapist told him that walking would help strengthen his legs. Nate heard her, but he didn’t want to walk, fall, and get laughed at. That was the worst! Now, at least without the braces, he was more like everyone else.



I’m not as strong as Joe, but today is a great day. Nate jumped off the bed, arms wide, and spun around to move toward his desk, where he had the map. The paper rustled and crinkled as he carefully opened each flap. It showed the three countries he would see. Thailand was where Uncle Paul, Nate’s mom, and his grandparents were housed in a refugee camp because of a war in Cambodia. Now, there were no relatives left in Cambodia.



A line showed the route they would take. It will be a long trip, thought Nate. Then he looked up at the white wooden shelf above his desk. There were all the souvenirs he had received from Uncle Paul when he traveled for work. Nate never really asked him what he did, but he always looked forward to the souvenirs. Each present had a note with some weird saying that was supposed to describe the souvenir's significance. Nate set the notes next to the souvenirs.


The glass ball had a tiger painted inside, and the note for this year said Quiet Leadership. Nate shrugged. It didn’t mean anything, but he flipped it over, and on the back it said “Stay with the tiger,”. That was wacky. When Uncle Paul had given him the ball and the map, he had whispered to Nate something about a magic tiger being his companion. Was he supposed to put the ball in his pocket or just keep it here on the shelf?

Nate arranged the glass ball on its black wooden base on the shelf between a model of the pyramids in Egypt and another of the Colosseum in Rome. Uncle Paul had explained that the pyramids were built by hand, one stone at a time. They didn’t have cranes to move the large blocks, and Uncle knew Nate liked to build things, too. Uncle Paul’s note next to the pyramids read Patience.


The replica of the Colosseum had two Roman soldiers posed in battle, holding swords. Nate could see their muscles bulging. He wasn’t surprised that Uncle Paul’s note said Strength, but he could never be that strong with his messed-up legs. Nate’s best strategy would always be to scrunch down and hide. He was good at that.


The shelf was getting full, and Nate straightened it out. Then he picked up the glass ball to get a better look. Inside, a painted tiger was running. Nate turned it around in his hand. When he inspected it again, the tiger wasn’t running. He was crouched and ready to spring. “Whoa,” breathed Nate.


Then the tiger looked up.

Nate staggered back and dropped the ball, and it rolled across the rug.

The tiger leaped out and onto Nate’s bed!

Walking around in a circle three times, the tiger lay down. He took up the entire bed. His immense head rested on his paws while his black-ringed tail hung over the edge and gently tapped against the bed. Nate was speechless! He crumpled to the ground, slid back as far as he could go, and pressed hard against the bedroom door. The tiger yawned, revealing large, glistening teeth.

“Hello,” said the tiger. “Happy birthday.”


Chapter Four

Harimau

“Wwwhhhat! Who are you? Where did you come from?” said Nate, trying to scoot back farther. He leaned against the door with nowhere else to go.

The tiger nestled into Nate’s comforter and looked cozy on the bed. Nate remained frozen at the door and fiercely rubbed his pinkie. He would have considered the tiger magnificent if those teeth and claws weren’t so terrifying.  His dark-orange body had narrow black stripes. Although his face was orange and black, he had white areas around his mouth and eyebrows. Short white fur protruded from ear to ear like a beard. The black marks within his white eyebrows looked as if someone had painted sunbursts above his eyes. The markings gave him a gentle look. Even still, Nate worried about how lethal those large paws might be.


The tiger’s yellow eyes held Nate’s gaze. “My name is Harimau,” he said in a deep, soothing voice. “I’m your birthday present.” Nate covered his mouth with his hands as his breath caught in his throat. A talking tiger! What is a talking tiger doing on my bed?


Nate swallowed hard and whispered, “What are you doing here? How can this be?” He closed his eyes and shook his head. He opened his eyes, and the tiger was still there. “What’s happening? I don’t understand.”
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