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PROLOGUE


What would Eleanor do? I thought, contemplating the mess I’d made of my life. She had faced insurmountable odds just to survive, including the death of her mother, killed right in front of her, and had gone on to save hundreds of others in similar circumstances. Yet even now there were people who wished her dead.


Eleanor, along with about four hundred others, were wild elephants in Kenya I’d followed since I was eight years old—the age when it all began. Eleanor possessed an incredible amount of courage. God, I needed that courage now.


Sitting in the courthouse parking lot, I looked down at the 7-Eleven Big Gulp in the cup holder before me. I wish I could drink it now. But I couldn’t. Another judge was waiting. They would smell the alcohol on my breath as soon as I entered the courtroom, and I would be doomed for sure. It was almost time. With a wave of nausea, I got out of the car and walked into what had by now become all too familiar surroundings.


I checked in at the front desk, and soon a court-appointed attorney was talking to me. He seemed young and unworthy. He talked about something I didn’t understand. I made out that I was only to speak two words: “No contest.” I sat with him in silence on a hallway bench as a man in a suit approached us.


“Is that Ms. Ethell?” the man asked my attorney, who simply shrugged. I stood to face him. Now what?


He began recalling memories I had long forgotten about the evening in question, the evening I agreed was not a contest. Then it dawned on me: this was the officer who arrested me. Holy shit! I was paying attention now.


“Do you remember what happened that evening?” he asked, seeming to realize that I really had no recollection.


“Did it involve F-words? I bet it involved a lot of F-words,” I joked.


Unamused, he continued.


Over the previous several weeks, I had tried hard to remember. Little bits here and there floated back, but the entirety of the evening remained unknown. I was in my home in Calistoga, California, packing for a trip to South Carolina to see my sister, Carrie, graduate from college. The plan was to head to San Francisco that afternoon and stay with a friend who would drive me to the airport early the following morning. But then someone called and asked me to join them for a quick glass of wine before I left. I agreed. It was just up the street. What could it hurt?


Before long, a few more friends joined us, and I talked myself into another drink. Then we went across the street to our favorite dive bar. Suddenly, I found myself wrestling a strange girl in a pool as I sat topless on the back of some guy. What the fuck? I jumped off the stranger’s back and climbed out of the pool. What the hell time is it? Where am I? A clock in the kitchen told me it was nearly 4:00 a.m.


Shit! My flight was leaving in two hours. As I frantically searched for my clothes, I saw a guy watch me from across the room. Richard Prichard. It was a name I could never forget. He seemed genuinely concerned and insisted I not drive. I didn’t care what he had to say; my entire family was in South Carolina for the celebration, and they would wonder where I was. I had to get on that flight.


When he took my keys away, I let Richard Prichard believe I would stay and “sleep it off,” but I didn’t tell him about the magnet I had hidden underneath my car with the spare, or that I knew there was a bathroom window large enough to crawl out of. I simply went in and never came out.


The road from Calistoga to Santa Rosa snakes through the Sonoma hills like a river with no guide. It was all I could do to stay on it. I rolled the window down, went slower, and turned the air conditioning on full blast. I had to get to San Francisco. The last thing I remember was a clicking sound. Click-click … pause … click-click … pause. Over and over again.


And then I woke up in jail.


I snapped back to the courthouse conversation. It struck me as odd that the arresting officer was even talking to me in the first place. When I’d been arrested before, no officer had ever come up to speak to me. What was this about?


What he said next got my full attention.


“You said something to me that I have never heard in all my years in law enforcement.” He shook his head and chuckled to himself as a cold chill began working its way down my spine. What could I have possibly said that an officer with years of law enforcement experience had never heard before?


“You don’t remember it, do you?” he asked. It was obvious I did not. He told me there had been several 911 calls about a drunk driver on Highway 101 in Santa Rosa. I was silently impressed I had even made it that far. The two officers began making bets with each other as to whether I was going to smash into the median or run into the ditch as my car swerved across the freeway. Every time it seemed certain a crash was imminent, I veered away. Click-click … pause … click-click. I learned later that was the rhythmic sound of the seat belt component as it locked back into place each time I swerved hard to the left.


There were officers ahead of us preventing traffic from entering the freeway while I was still on it, and there were officers behind us keeping what little traffic there was at bay until I could be apprehended. Once they finally pulled me over, the officer now standing before me in the courtroom yelled into his loud speaker to “stay in the vehicle.” But I didn’t. I opened the door and fell out, dressed in someone else’s unmatched pajamas. A few empty bottles fell out with me—as if there was any doubt about what I was doing.


As the officer approached, he began reading me my rights. When he was done, he heard me say something too muffled to understand. When he asked me to repeat it, I grabbed his leg, hugged it, and said, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”


Horrified, I stopped breathing. I heard nothing in that busy courtroom hallway but the sound of his voice as the cold shiver began to feel like the whisper of a threat. I had no idea what was coming but was certain it wasn’t good.


“Why are you thanking me, ma’am, I am arresting you,” he told me he said. And that’s when I said it. Right there on the 101, I said …


“Thank you for stopping me when I couldn’t stop myself.”


The officer shook his head once again and looked at me as if he was waiting for my reaction. No one he had arrested had ever thanked him before. Not like that, apparently. I went completely white and needed to sit down. Before I could deal with what had just happened, we were called into the courtroom, where I got to say my perfect two-word speech.


And just like that I was convicted of another DUI.


Sitting in my car after it was over, I tried to process what happened. It wasn’t an actual prison sentence that scared me; it should have, but what had my attention was the fact that for the first time in my entire life, I admitted to another human being that I was completely out of control, that I couldn’t or wouldn’t stop drinking for reasons even I didn’t understand. I knew I was in a lot of trouble but had no idea where to turn for help. And it was to that police officer, that total stranger, that I admitted my deepest, darkest secret—the secret I was dying to tell but didn’t know how. And I said it to someone I couldn’t even remember.


I downed the Big Gulp that waited so patiently. It was a good one, more vodka than orange juice. Slowly my anxiety began to subside, and the feeling of normalcy returned. I had one more fleeting thought of Eleanor. How was I ever going to get back to her? All of this craziness that my life had become had to stop, this much I knew. Suddenly, I had an overwhelming sense of courage—liquid courage—nothing like the kind I imagined Eleanor had, but it would do. I started my car and headed to my job as a parking valet.


Two blocks from the courthouse, I ran a stop sign and smashed into the back of a nice man’s truck.




INTRODUCTION


I was only eight years old when I met Eleanor. She was one of the first known cases of an elephant successfully released back into the wild after being raised in captivity. I first learned about her story on a nature show on PBS, an episode which made time stand still for me. As if a door I didn’t even know existed, suddenly opened. A seed was planted that night, and a lifelong obsession took hold.


I didn’t know that America’s insatiable hunger for ivory was why Eleanor found herself an orphan at such a young age. In 1972, the year I was born, there were approximately 275,000 elephants in Kenya, but by the time I met Eleanor in 1980, that number was in a death spiral due to the awful first wave of poaching, and fewer than twenty thousand elephants remained. Tourism was the most profitable trade in Kenya at the time—without it, the country faced total economic collapse. The powers that be were in a full-blown panic. I did not know then that if I closed my eyes and fast-forwarded forty years, a nearly identical series of events would take place. Only, the second wave would be much larger than the first.


Science had yet to catch up to Kenyan conservationists David and Daphne Sheldrick’s hunch that elephants were capable of far more than anyone could imagine. Together they rescued baby elephants in the throes of despair, many suffering unspeakable trauma and cruelty at the hands of humans. They watched the young elephants’ wounds heal as they made peace with the past, creating a unique family of orphans brought together under an umbrella of shared pain, suffering, horror, and compassion.


I stalked my subjects in books and research papers the way a hunter stalks his prey. For years I considered my passion simply an obsessive hobby, as I enjoyed reading scientific journals, books, encyclopedias—anything I could get my hands on that taught me more about the magic of elephants. What started out as a tiny notebook with only three elephants during that first episode when I was eight eventually blossomed into a full-blown research project with more than four hundred wild elephants. I knew everything about every single one, and they became my most treasured friends.


By the time I realized I could no longer pretend my hobby was just a silly dream, I was in my mid-thirties with a fifth-grade math education, something I learned is never a good starting point for any scientist. It took six long years to get a science degree that takes most people four, but it transformed me from a curious child into a conservation research scientist.


If I’m being honest, it is still with a twinge of insecurity that I call myself a conservation research scientist, since I don’t have a PhD, nor am I considered an academic. I am simply an educated observer with a scientific background. The stories in this book are based on my experiences in life and with the elephants I have come to know. Their stories as well as my own are told to the best of my recollection, as nothing more and nothing less than an educated observer of both.


The truth is that elephants don’t have much time. Ten years is considered the long game, and we both know … that is nothing. This is not a book about the lives of elephants but about the lives of my friends—the elephants who saved my life and whose lives I am now desperate to save in return. I am their self-appointed storyteller, because to me these elephants are everything. I have no doubt that without them making their presence known in my young life when they did I never would have lived long enough to be able to share our story with you. So I am simply returning the favor and hoping that by some Will of Heaven I may be able to extend their lives in the same brilliant way they have extended mine.




CHAPTER 1


I actually have no memory of my first experience with an elephant. My grandmother Pearl took me to visit the elephants at the Woodland Park Zoo in Seattle when I was two years old. I was perched on top of her shoulders to get a better look when she got distracted by something. She didn’t notice as one of the elephants approached us from behind.


The elephant stepped up on a curb inside the enclosure so she could reach over the short fence. She gently wrapped her trunk around my waist and began to lift.


Pearl turned around expecting to see one of my parents—but instead saw my tiny arms wrapped around the trunk of the elephant. She screamed. The older elephants screamed. Suddenly all these people rushed towards us. The elephants in the enclosure trumpeted wildly as all hell broke loose. The young elephant quickly let go and ran back to the protection of the herd. People surrounded us to check that I was OK. Throughout the whole ordeal, my grandmother said I remained completely silent. That is, until we started to leave the elephant exhibit. As she pushed me away in my stroller I began to scream, reaching back toward the elephant. She said the elephant followed us along the fence until we became separated by space and time. We had to leave the zoo, as I became completely inconsolable. My father is convinced it was during that visit that elephants were imprinted on me. Thinking about it now, perhaps he is right.


Six years later, I met Eleanor. As the narrators of a nature show on PBS told parts of her story, a whole new world opened up to me. Eleanor was an elephant adopted by the Sheldricks and she would go on to challenge just about everything anyone thought they knew about her species, showcasing behavior that could only be described as … extraordinary.
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She was found in the northern region of Kenya in the Samburu Reserve, an area with few sources of permanent water. During the long dry season, elephants, especially those with young calves, find themselves anchored to these regions, which make for a poacher’s paradise as they chase herds from one water source to the next.


In 1958, Bill Woodley—Daphne’s ex-husband and the game warden of Mountain Parks—was escorting the governor of Kenya and his wife around Samburu after a night of heavy rain when they came upon a sad, pathetic little two-year-old elephant standing all alone in the middle of a muddy plain. Her skin color was wrong, tears rolled from her eyes, she swayed back and forth as if lost in her own world, and her tiny trunk rested on the ground. I would later learn that elephants rarely rest their trunks on the ground, as it is usually a sign of trauma or depression, but Bill knew instantly she was most likely the helpless victim of a poacher. His suspicions were confirmed when he spotted the lifeless body of her mother with a poisoned arrow deeply embedded in her side a short distance away.


The sad screams of a baby elephant bring out the defensive worst in any herd, and they will protect their young to the death. But Eleanor’s frantic cries were met only by silence as she was loaded onto a truck and transported to a makeshift stall in a nearby tourist lodge. She was named after the governor’s wife, Lady Eleanor, who had a deep love of elephants.


Eleanor was passed from one facility to the next until Kenyan authorities insisted she be placed in the Nairobi National Park Orphanage, which was simply a zoo full of lost, stray, or orphaned animals. She quickly became the most popular attraction.


In the 1950s David was hired as the first game warden of an unbelievably ugly and enormous parcel of land called Tsavo National Park in Kenya. There were few animals where there should have been many. The idea was to turn the barren wasteland full of colorless scrub brush into a safari destination that would rival the most beautiful in all of Africa. Everyone, including David, thought that was a far stretch.


Occasionally he came across orphaned or injured animals. Each one was brought home to the loving care of Daphne, where she nursed them back to health. Soon their home was a menagerie of all sorts of odd-looking animals raised together in one big happy family.


I sat motionless as the narrator explained that none of the animals David and Daphne rescued were “kept” but instead allowed to go back into the wild anytime of their own free will. Of course, some were too young, injured, or sick, but there were never ropes, cages, or chains holding them back. And each one did eventually choose to go back into wild to be with their own kind. Though many returned for a quick visit every now and then, they all went on to live a life of freedom.


By the time Eleanor turned five, she was listless and overweight. Rarely permitted to go outside of her cement stall, it was clear to everyone her health was fast deteriorating.


They didn’t know at the time that an elephant’s life mimics that of our own. Elephants mature at nearly the same rate as a human and can live to the age of seventy or so, just like us. A five-year-old elephant has nearly the same ability to comprehend information as a five-year-old child, so one only has to imagine what that would have been like. Science tells us that if left alone, untouched, a child will die. So will an elephant.


David and Bill worked together and petitioned the authorities for Eleanor’s release, and to their surprise it was granted. Just like that Eleanor was handed over to the care of David and Daphne.


When the wary five-year-old elephant stepped off the ramp into the middle of an odd menagerie of animals waiting to greet her, she did so with trepidation. What must she have thought, Daphne wondered. Her little belly was distended and grossly large as a result of her inactive lifestyle in the zoo.


Eleanor greeted each orphan that waited for her, which included three ostriches, four buffalo, two elephants, and a baby warthog. Daphne thought she did so with quite a lot of dignity. That memory was one Daphne reflected on later as the actual moment “a legend was born in Tsavo.” She didn’t know then that Eleanor was literally about to turn the science of elephants upside down.


Soon after Eleanor’s arrival, Daphne began to notice how deeply compassionate she was. When two of the young rhinos fought, as they often did, Eleanor would intervene by coming in between them and chasing them off in opposite directions. As David continued to bring home new animals, Eleanor seemed to think they were all gifts for her, and she made herself busy being everyone’s mother.


She was instrumental in helping Daphne save orphaned baby elephants, and as the years passed they felt certain she would eventually find her way into the wild herds that surrounded the compound. And she did eventually … 33 years later.


For three decades, Eleanor stayed behind with Daphne, helping her raise and care for hundreds of animals. She stayed with Daphne long after David passed away. She stayed while Daphne raised her own two girls to adulthood. And she became the head matriarch of who knows how many elephant orphans—fifty? One hundred? Three hundred? She mourned with the humans when the baby elephants died, and she taught Daphne more about the elephant species than any book or lecture ever could.


By the time that episode was over, I was bawling. It was by far the greatest animal story I’d ever heard.


I kept a journal on those elephants from that very moment to this. I wrote down all of the names of the elephants I met during that hour and every detail I could remember about each one. Every now and then my parents would find something in a newspaper, magazine, or book that talked about Daphne or the elephants, and I painstakingly recorded every last detail into my burgeoning notebook.


I had begun my first research project without realizing it by copying down every detail I could find about each elephant, constantly adding, refining, and hoping that I would one day get a chance to meet them. What started out as three elephants would blossom over the years into thousands of pages of research on hundreds of elephants. But there would always be the one I would never stop searching for. The first one that would capture my attention more than any other. There would be that one that crawled deeper into my heart than all the rest. The first name I ever wrote down.


Eleanor.




CHAPTER 2


Getting sober was never my intention. It all just sort of happened that way. Trouble kept finding me everywhere I went, and my luck was running thin. One day a new therapist asked me the same question so many had before—only this time I answered it with absolute honesty, though I have no idea why.


“Debbie, how often do you drink and use drugs?”


Before I could stop myself, it just came out, “Every. Single. Day.”


And that was it, really. The beginning of the end. She explained to me that I was addicted and needed to go to “treatment,” though I had no idea what that was. I had, by that time, completely run out of options and was living in my car by the beach in Ventura.


Only a few weeks earlier I’d been working as a personal assistant to the famous actress Diane Ladd. I realized the instant I saw the conspicuous ad in the Ojai newspaper that it must be someone famous. When her husband arrived at a local coffee shop to interview me, he drove a Lamborghini, and I knew whoever this was—she was big. The following day Diane called me up with her unmistakable Southern accent and asked if I knew who she was. Luckily, I did. I had seen her television series, Alice, where she said a line in a sarcastic tone the entire nation couldn’t seem to stop repeating: “Kiss my grits!” I had also seen several of her films and watched as she and her daughter, Laura Dern, made history as the only mother/daughter duo nominated for an Academy Award for the same film, Wild at Heart.


She invited me to her house for breakfast and, in that Southern drawl of hers, asked, “Debbie, what is your sun sign?”


I had no idea. I was distracted by a Golden Globe in the living room behind her. After she asked me a series of questions about the month, year, and time I was born, she continued, “My moon sign is the same as your sun sign.” She waited for me to respond, but I had nothing. I had absolutely no idea what she was talking about.


“Do you know what that means?” she asked.


“Ummm … no?”


“It means that you got the job! Welcome aboard!” I thought to myself that if all interviews were based on my sun sign, life would have been so much easier.


I worked for her for a few months, just long enough to meet Laura and her then-fiancé, Billy Bob Thornton. Diane’s mother, Mary, lived with her in Beverly Hills where I spent most of my time, and I completely adored her. I didn’t exactly know what being a personal assistant to a “star” meant, but soon learned I had very little time for myself. When I was working, which seemed to be every waking minute, there was no time to do anything I wanted to do … like get high.


There were scripts Diane wanted me to read, stacked on a table in her office. They were sorted by shooting schedule, and the one on top of the pile was for a film called 28 Days, slated to begin shooting in North Carolina at the end of the following month. Normally I would have loved the idea of traveling and reading scripts, but instead I only felt angry and resentful, so I never read any of them.


Occasionally Diane gave me tickets to various film premieres she wasn’t able to attend. Billy Bob Thornton’s assistant, Joe, was usually there. He had been teaching me how to be a good personal assistant. Rule number one was Don’t Drink Too Much, but more than once Joe found me incapacitated, bent over a toilet throwing up, barely able to walk. I found it difficult to keep track of how much I drank at parties where waiters were constantly filling my glass when I wasn’t looking. Each time Joe found me, he snuck me out the back door and helped me get into a car so I could leave the party without bringing Diane any unwanted attention.


One afternoon, Diane pulled me aside and began asking me all kinds of questions. I wondered where she was going when she began to home in on me. I knew I would have to act fast to avoid telling the truth.


“What made you come to Ojai in the first place?”


Umm, well … I was running away.


“Why are you here all alone with no family?”


Because they are tired of my drinking.


And my favorite, “How often do you drink?”


I don’t know … like every chance I get.


Instead, I lied. “I’m a free spirit, just like you. I love new experiences and living outside the box.”


I knew we were at the end. That evening, Diane and her husband Robert sat down with me to make me an official offer as her permanent personal assistant. My three-month trial period was up. Instead, I shocked them both when I said I wouldn’t be taking the job.


“Well, why not?” she asked.


“Because I want to be a barista.”


“A what? A coffee maker? You want to be a coffee maker?” asked Robert, shaking his head.


“Yep … that’s what I want to do.”


At the time, it made perfect sense to me. I could learn how to make coffee and smoke pot all day long. No more of this waking up in the middle of the night crap to pick people up from the airport. So I became a barista and was fired within a week for showing up to work stoned. I noticed a “Help Wanted” sign in the bar of the Chinese restaurant I found myself getting wasted in later the same afternoon. But I got fired for drinking on that job too, just a few weeks after that.


Since I no longer had any income, Meg, the girl I was staying with in Ojai before I started working for Diane, suggested it was time to move on. I discovered a parking lot facing the beach located next to a gas station with a bathroom I could use in Ventura. Finally, I could drink and be left in peace without having to worry about paying so many bills. I convinced myself this was just another adventure—my luck would surely turn around.


My parents still had me on their health insurance, so at least I could still see a counselor, even if I rarely told them the truth. I often wonder why I told that counselor the truth on that day. I suspect it had to do with the courthouse conversation with my most recent arresting officer. But as soon as I said those words—“Every. Single. Day.”—I felt an enormous wave of relief. Little did I know then the impact that saying those three little words would have on my life in the days to come.


After making my first alcoholic admission to a person I could actually remember, I coasted down the hill straight into my parking lot. I spent my last $11 on a two-for-one deal on vodka at the local grocery store and couldn’t wait to watch the sunset. Even though Meg asked me to leave her home, I knew she worked in L.A. every other week and even more importantly … I knew where she hid the key. On the weeks she was out of town, I stayed in her house, unbeknownst to her, but on the weeks she went back to Ojai I stayed in the parking lot.


The strange thing is I didn’t even know I was living in my car until a woman in recovery explained it to me long after I got sober. She said it was called “breaking and entering,” though I argued with her at the time because I didn’t have to break anything to enter. She replied that if I didn’t have actual permission to be inside someone else’s house then I was breaking the law when I entered.


Hmmm …


My counselor startled me by knocking on my window. I was the last client of the day and must not have noticed she followed me when I left her parking lot for my own.


“I am not living in my car,” I explained. “I am simply staying in it for a night or two … besides, I am no different than Jewel.”


This was right around the time the singer Jewel became famous. I saw her do an interview where she told a story about living in her car on the beach before she was “discovered.”


Unmoved, my counselor replied, “Yes, but you have no discernible talents whatsoever, so … there is a difference.” I was completely insulted by that. Reluctantly, I agreed to meet her the following day so she could show me a treatment center she had in mind.


We headed to Malibu the following afternoon. I was completely hungover, but a drive up the coast sounded nice as long as I didn’t have to drive. We arrived at a building with the most startling view of the ocean I had ever seen. The rooms were plush, the pool reminded me of ones I’d seen gracing the pages of Architectural Digest, and there were famous people sitting in circles in what they called “group.”


Yes, treatment was exactly what I needed.


I agreed to go immediately and wanted to check in that day, but my counselor explained that I needed to tell my parents first. After a long argument, and a longer drive back to my parking lot, I eventually consented. The other condition of my “release” was that I had to tell them in person.


For fuck’s sake, I thought.


My parents had already bought me a plane ticket home for Christmas, but that wasn’t for another week or so. I called my dad and begged to have my ticket changed to an earlier flight. I built up the suspense further by telling them I had something that could only be shared with them in person. Looking back, I can see why my call must have scared them. I hadn’t been in touch on a regular basis in a very long time. Was I pregnant? Was it cancer?


They changed the ticket, and needless to say the visit didn’t quite go as I hoped. At the door of the house my dad asked, “So what’s your big news?”


OK, so we’re getting right into it. “I just discovered something about myself. Something B-I-G!”


“Mmm-hmm,” he replied, taking a long puff from his cigarette. That’s when I noticed my mother standing behind him, listening to every word. Was she crying?


“I’m an alcoholic!” I said. My parents just stared at me, and I could almost hear the silent swirl of smoke floating above our heads.


After what seemed like an extremely long exhale my father finally said, “No shit, Sherlock, me and your mother have known that for years.”


It felt like a landed punch. How was I the last to know about this? Then they grabbed their coats, got into their car, and left. I just got here, where the hell are you going?


I found a bottle of wine and a few beers, downing them to take the edge off as fast as I could. Then I went into my mother’s secret drawer, where she kept a “rainy day” stash-of-cash, but found it empty. That’s odd, I thought. There wasn’t anything in her jewelry box, either, and they had hidden the safe I memorized the combination to. What was going on? About an hour later, the phone rang.


My dad was on the other end. “You need to talk to Jason.”


OK … who the hell is Jason?


Jason was some friend of theirs I had never heard of. He got on the phone and had a very distinctive Brooklyn accent. He began by asking me a few questions, each one more irritating than the last. How often did I drink? Did I shake when I woke up in the morning?


Yeah … so? Who cares?


The questions got progressively more annoying until he said, “Have you thought about going into treatment?”


Ahhhh … there was one I felt like answering. “Yes, I AM going to treatment and was just about to tell my parents that before they took off.”


Wait. What? Why was HE asking me all of these questions?


My head started to spin and I couldn’t tell if it was the interrogation or the beer I downed faster than a college kid at a frat party. He continued the interview until I had enough and hung up. I couldn’t shake the unsettling feeling that all these people knew more about my “secret” than I did.


When my parents returned, they sat me down and explained I was no longer allowed to stay in their home. My mother was definitely crying this time, and she never cried. They told me Jason had been guiding them for the past year about what to do about my alcoholism. Seriously? I was in shock. They told me if I returned, they would contact the cops and have me arrested for trespassing. No freakin’ way. In that moment I hated whoever Jason was. How dare he turn my sweet, codependent parents against me.


I left, called some friends from my past, and proceeded to get as high as I possibly could. I didn’t care what I took as long as it took me to another place. But no matter how much alcohol I drank, I couldn’t seem to get drunk and realized I needed something much more powerful. Hours later, having taken anything anyone offered—absolutely nothing worked. I could feel everything, and I needed that to stop. I just could not seem to get high no matter how hard I tried.


The earlier conversation I had with my parents replayed in my mind on a continuous loop. I didn’t know what else to do, so I called my sister. Carrie was always someone I could count on. A few hours later I started to feel like I was going crazy and yet still felt nearly sober. Soon Carrie, along with my close friend Kirsten, put me into a car after a desperate phone call and delivered me to a pathetic-looking cement building in Portland, Oregon.


Not sure what to expect, I was taken inside, but the bright lights hurt my eyes. Someone began asking me a thousand questions. I looked toward the soothing voice and saw a nice-looking man about my father’s age. He was wearing a Christmas sweater. It’s almost Christmas? I forgot it’s almost Christmas. I wondered what he would be doing for Christmas. Probably had a big cheerful family. I pictured them all sitting around a table with a fire in the fireplace and snow falling outside big, beautiful picture windows. There were no windows in the room I was in. He was probably so excited to get out of here. Home for the holidays …


He had this habit of saying everything he was writing under his breath. “Patient, Debbie Eth-ell, Date, December 18.”


December 18. December 18. Why did that sound familiar? What was December 18?


And then I remembered it—forcing its way back into my consciousness, the memory of that day came roaring back into brilliant view as I felt my heart sink. December 18 was the day the police officer told me about the secret I had shared with him. That was one year ago today. I was charged with my last DUI one year ago today. My God, how things had changed in a year.


I had somehow gotten out of most of the charges leveled against me. The man I rear-ended after leaving the courthouse became a good friend. An alcoholic just like me. He took pity on me and instead of calling the police he asked me to dinner.


That is the last thing I remember before I slid into what would be my last blackout inside that treatment center. Apparently, the drug cocktail I had taken did work. The sober feeling I wanted so desperately to get rid of disappeared and I became sicker than I have ever been in my life. Since the question as to what I had taken was a big fat blank on the questionnaire, they couldn’t give me anything to minimize the symptoms of withdrawal. Instead, my hands were tied to the side of the bed and I was braced for impact.
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“Debbie!” a terrifying voice yelled from across the room. “It’s time to GET UP!” I tried opening my eyes but could not make out anything. Who the hell was that? Where was I? Whoever I had gone home with last night sounded completely terrifying.


Then I realized I was lying on the cold tile of a bathroom floor. I willed my arms to move, but I was stuck. I couldn’t get my eyes to focus. A putrid smell hit my nose, and I felt the nausea return. Then a white tennis shoe appeared close to my face and quickly disappeared. I could hear soft voices. What were they saying? The tennis shoe appeared again. Please don’t hurt me, I thought as I felt myself being lifted. Then I heard the soothing voice of my Auntie Edna. Thank God … Auntie Edna.


The man with the booming voice was huge and lifted me like a feather. I felt like I was floating. How had I met him? But I could remember nothing. I felt myself placed in the lap of the soothing voice. Then the water hit me like an ice bath. I tried to get out, but my arms refused to work. Someone was holding me down as I felt the water begin to warm and started to relax. The comforting voice kept talking to me, though I couldn’t make out what she was saying.


This was not my Auntie Edna.


But whoever she was, she felt nice. I began to focus my eyes and realized I was covered in vomit. As soon as the smell hit me, I began to throw up again.


The outline of a huge black man with white tennis shoes stood just outside the open door. Right before I was plunged once again into the deep, black waters of the abyss, I recalled that I was in a hospital and these people were not people I met in a bar but were taking care of me. That was the last thing I remember of those five long days.




CHAPTER 3


The river must have looked like a spectacle to anyone who witnessed it. There was Eleanor standing on the bank, watching a menagerie of animals frolicking and playing in the muddy water. There were younger elephants playing with young rhinos. There was a zebra, several ostriches, a few buffalo, and a peacock, all of which had been rescued by David and brought to Daphne.


Suddenly Eleanor lifted her trunk, catching a scent in the wind. An elephant’s sense of smell is incredibly powerful, twice as good as a bloodhound, and five times greater than that of a human. A professor would point out to me years later that the two largest holes in an elephant’s skull were for its olfactory bulbs—devoted to its sense of smell.


“Anything that has that much real estate dedicated to it must serve an incredibly important function,” she said.


A faint chopping sound could be heard in the distance, and Eleanor slowly began walking towards it. Ali, one of the keepers, went with her to investigate as the rest of the animals reluctantly got out of the water to follow their matriarch.


As they rounded the bend, they spotted a poacher frantically trying to hack off the tusk of an elephant he only just killed, the elephant’s terrified family off in the distance. The nervous poacher, focused on the dead elephant’s relatives, didn’t notice Eleanor sneaking up behind him from the opposite direction.


His eyes grew wide as he suddenly took notice not just to Eleanor’s proximity but to the odd assortment of animals trailing close behind. As Ali apprehended the poacher, Eleanor investigated the dead elephant. She slowly ran her trunk up and down its lifeless body as if taking meticulous notes. Then she gently placed one foot on its skull and, with a sickening twist, removed each tusk from its socket. After carefully examining each one, she dragged the tusks a short distance away before tossing them deep into the brush. Ali and the poacher watched her in awe.


It was the only elephant carcass Eleanor had ever been known to encounter, other than that of her mother. Yet her behavior suggested she knew the reason behind the elephant’s senseless death.


No one realized then that Eleanor’s behavior with the tusks of a fallen elephant would be repeated time and again by hundreds of elephants in the years to follow. And it was the one elephant behavior that haunted me more than all the rest … that the elephants seemed to understand why they were being hunted.
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I had nightmares about it often and did so again right before I woke to the sound of rain. I was in a room I didn’t recognize, surrounded by things I didn’t know. As I moved on the hard bed I heard a loud, scratching sound. What was that? I looked down and picked up the edge of the sheet. It was plastic. What the … As I looked around, my head began to throb like I was about to have a stroke. I slowly got up and looked out an enormous window, onto a courtyard with a tree. It looked massive and lonely and barren, devoid of all color and life. The branches were intertwined in their own misery and seemed somehow intimate with the rain falling between them. It was dark, gray, and miserable-looking outside. I found it comforting in an odd I-know-how-you-feel, sort of way.


Everything on the bed was plastic and made a loud, raspy scratching sound each time I moved. The pillow, the sheets, the blankets … all of it was plastic and disposable. I went into the bathroom and caught sight of myself in the mirror. I was instantly horrified. My hair was matted together in a most unusual arrangement. I picked up one section, and like a perfect uncivilized dreadlock it stayed right where I left it.


I felt like I had awakened from a deep coma. Back in my room, I picked up a plastic blanket and sat in a chair overlooking the courtyard, trying to remember everything that happened. Suddenly my door opened and a booming voice yelled, “Debbie! It’s time to GET UP!”


The toe of a white tennis shoe appeared through the crack in the door.


“I’m here,” I said.


The man froze. “Oh, I didn’t realize … that … you were … get dressed and meet me in the hallway in ten minutes.”


“For what?” I asked.


“Morning walk. It’s mandatory. Be outside your door in ten minutes.” And he left. I never saw his face. Morning walk? In this weather? I’d forgotten that it rains in Oregon all the time, so this was not unusual. I put on some clothes but forgot about my dreadlocks until I saw the look on the nurses’ faces at the desk down the hall.


“Can I get some aspirin for my headache?” I asked.


They all stopped what they were doing and stared at me.


“Sorry,” said one of the nurses finally, “but we can’t give you anything.”


Oh God, my hair. It suddenly dawned on me what they were staring at.


“Does anyone have a hat I can borrow?”


One of the nurses broke from her trance and tossed me a hat that lay on a desk.


I waited patiently in the hallway for the man to return, hoping to get some answers about where I was and what happened. Eddie was an impressive sight when he came around the corner. A huge black man, he stood well over six feet and spoke with the deepest booming voice I ever heard. It sounded vaguely familiar to me. He told me to follow him, so I did.


“Where is everyone else?” I asked.


“There is no one else. You’re it.” He chuckled as he held a door open for me.


The fresh air filled my lungs, and I stood there for a second, taking it all in.


“Keep up,” Eddie yelled from across the parking lot.


God, how had he gotten so far away already? I had to practically jog to keep up with him. Each one of his steps felt like three of mine.


“Keep up,” he repeated.


“Is this a hospital?” I gasped as I caught up to him. My head was pounding.
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