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    Dedication




    For the victims of the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami, their families and friends and our fellow travelers on Earth, the elephants.




    





    The elephant emerged from the water, a moving wall of gray cut against a startling blue sky. Wild high grasses brushed the columns of her huge legs as she dwarfed the hill that rose behind her. Massive footprints left pools of river water where she emerged from the pond that had slaked her thirst and provided her family an afternoon of muddy play. Gently flapping ears became still; the pads on her great feet sank deep into the earth. She lifted her trunk, stood as if transfixed. Dusk approached and banished a reluctant sun. From miles away, something was coming.
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    Chapter 1: THE ARGUMENT




    “What’s that?” Ton cried out. He sat bolt upright on his cot, feeling rivulets of sweat running down his body. In the dark of night his small room was stifling, the walls closing in on him. He shook his head and shoulders like a dog trying to rid himself of fleas. He listened for the slightest sound. The familiar faint rustling of the wind was all he heard. Nevertheless, fear clutched his thoughts.




    He wanted to be free of the dreams. Dreams? More like nightmares. It was always the same. Something thick and black pressed against his body with suffocating force. Mysterious gray images swayed in front and behind him. Beneath his feet, long jungle grasses entangled his legs. He thrashed about trying to free himself. A boy’s face would appear, rising out of dark water, washing in slowly like an ink drawing, and then disappearing.




    Ton shivered and reached for the machete he kept propped against his bed. He ran the ends of his gnarled fingers over the weapon’s smooth blade, comforted by the touch of cold, smooth steel.




    The boy’s face haunted him. Whoever he was, he wasn’t Thai; that was certain. Perhaps a Westerner, maybe even an American. Ton made his living as a tour guide in Kao Soc National Park. Every season when the foreigners, the farangs, came to his country, he showed them the wonders of Thailand’s exotic rainforests and the majestic beauty of the limestone formations. He liked his work, but he found the farangs strange. He wondered about their benefit to his country. A solitary man, he spoke little and made few friends. Ton’s whole life was devoted to nature, so who was this boy invading his sleep, and why was he feeling so afraid?




    *




    Jerry stood at the window and looked out on a cold, slushy rain washing London’s streets. He placed his hand on the icy pane. Turning around he faced his older sister. Oh boy, this is going to be rough.




    “But, El—” he started saying.




    “Look, Jerry. I told you before, I don’t want to go to Thailand.”




    Sprawled on the couch, Elsbeth twisted her long auburn hair into a rope and secured it with a clasp. She studied freshly painted purple fingernails, stretching them toward the hearth.




    Rain pelted the windowpanes, and a small fire crackled in the fireplace grate. Submerged in its second week of frost, fog and bitter cold, London was miserably wet.




    “Leave my friends at Christmas time? To spend the holidays with a bunch of freaky strange guys? Are you mad? No thanks. Not me. Case closed.” After a moment’s pause, she added, “Besides, it wouldn’t be the same with just the three of us.”




    Jerry walked over and sat on the hassock in front of his father’s chair. His fingers slipped through thick brown hair, pushing back a much-disliked cowlick. Shoulders hunched forward, hands clasped between his knees, thirteen-year-old Jerry made his plea.




    “It would be worse staying here at home. This will be our second Christmas without Mum. In Thailand, it’s warm. There’s the beach, there are kids our age, maybe even some Americans. There will be parties. We can go snorkeling. There’s the rainforest and the elephants …”




    “Oh, so that’s it, elephants. I see you, little brother, with your flash torch sneaking that book under your covers at night. Can’t keep your nose out of it, can you? Wanting to learn all about those smelly mammals. Maybe you’ll be an elephant doctor when you grow up. That is, if you grow up. Really, Jerry, that’s so juvenile.”




    He was used to his sister’s sarcasm. Ever since she had turned fifteen, the easy friendship they once enjoyed vanished like last night’s sleep. After losing their mother to cancer, Jerry and his sister were inseparable. But as the grieving months dragged on, a distance had grown between them. Elsbeth became more and more angry. Her mother’s premature death made no sense. She came to regard it as personal, an outrageous attack on her formerly well-organized and predictable life.




    Jerry thought, Geez, girls. You can never figure them. But I’ve got to try and change her mind. Rising from the hassock and standing in front of Elsbeth, he focused his gray eyes on her and said, “Maybe you might want to think of Father for a change.”




    “Father? Father?” Springing from the couch like a lioness under attack, Elsbeth shouted directly in Jerry’s face. “All I do is think of Father. How about you … you …”




    The door to the sitting room opened and a voice rose over Elsbeth’s rant. “Yes, Elsbeth, you do think of me and I’m grateful. I know how difficult things have been for you and although you probably won’t agree, I do think it best the family spends the holidays in Thailand.” George Edmunds paused, took a breath and continued. “Like we used to. I know it won’t be the same, but it will be nice to leave old, cold England and take in a little warmth and festivity. You’ll see, it will give us all a lift, a fresh start.”




    Elsbeth’s eyebrows rose, her eyes widened. “The family? What family? There is no family anymore. I won’t go. I won’t.” Tears streaked Elsbeth’s face as she ran for the door, hair flying wildly. Gripping the knob, she flung the door open and turned to her father and brother. “Do you hear me?” she screamed. “I am not going. No holiday anywhere will be fun, ever again.” The door slammed with a deafening thud behind her.




    George Edmunds sank wearily into his leather chair. Jerry looked at him and saw an empty, wrinkled suit worn by a ghost. He remembered times past when his father would sit in the chestnut wingback after dinner, full of life, listening to reports of the day’s activities. How different it was then. Jerry couldn’t chase the vaporous image out of his head.




    The “ghost” spoke. “Well, now that the storm has passed, what do you think, son?”




    “Well, I’d like to go,” said Jerry. “I know it won’t be the same … but we had a lot of fun there before. I’ve been studying about the Asian elephants.”




    “Elsbeth never did like the elephants, not like you. But your mother did. She would always say, ‘The world—’ ”




    The moment he began speaking, Jerry jumped in and joined him. The two repeated in unison, “The world is full of mysterious things,” a phrase that had become a family mantra.




    “We ought to remember the happy days and be grateful,” Jerry’s father said.




    George Edmunds shifted his weight slightly and relaxed. His gaze fell upon a silver-framed photograph beneath the soft glow of a table lamp. A family seated in a houdah, a wooden platform high atop a huge gray elephant, smiled at the world. The man had his arm around his wife’s shoulders. He was laughing, she smiling. Two children sat in front, the boy half-raised up and waving, the girl, her hair tied with a yellow kerchief, scowling. Stately palm trees, their green tops brushing the bluest of skies, stood watch in the background. The smallest stretch of a white, sandy beach angled off to the left. He gazed at the photograph for a long while, reminiscing.




    “You need to start getting your things together next week, son. We’ll be leaving the last day of school. Elsbeth will have to bear with us.”




    “Yes, sir,” said Jerry. Jubilant, he left the room and raced up the stairs. Elsbeth will be a pain. So what? Thailand will be wonderful.


  




  

    Chapter 2: A STUPID MISTAKE




    Jerry bundled the skimpy white pillow into a wad and stuffed it into the corner next to the window seat of the Boeing 747. Resting his head against the cool metal interior, he listened to the steely drone of the engine, remembering his hectic departure from cold, wet London. He folded his long legs close to his body and drew the flimsy navy blanket over his shoulders. The book he was reading slipped to the floor. Shifting his weight, he cradled the pillow and sank back to his dream that floated somewhere in his sleep.




    A blast of turbulence, a sudden, swift downward drop in the plane, lasted only seconds, but it was enough to wake him. Red lights in the front of the cabin flashed: “Fasten Seatbelts.” Around him, the passengers slept. Jerry’s father, upright in the seat beside him, with eyes closed, gave out a rhythmic snore every few breaths. In the aisle seat, his older sister, Elsbeth, was curled into a pretzel, her Rolling Stones cap pulled snugly down on her head. Jerry caught his breath. Was he the only one awake? The big jet rocked from side to side as if being nuzzled by some threatening force, before it settled back into a smooth sailing pattern. The red lights ceased flashing, but remained on. He cracked the shade of his window and peered out. A solid sea of empty blackness greeted him. The jet must be somewhere over Europe heading due east.




    Settling back in his seat, Jerry’s mind was a jumble of memories, memories of other trips to Thailand. Mum would complain if Dad spent too much time in the regional office in Bangkok. “George, you’re on holiday,” she’d say. How different this time will be without her. Will Elsbeth act up? She sure didn’t want to go. And what about my plan? Will Dad agree? For reassurance, he reached inside his jacket and touched the folded letter in his shirt pocket. I know Mum would let me do this. She worried, but she loved the elephants.




    “Hold on, Jerry, hold on.” Jerry remembered his first trekking trip and the tiny twinge of panic in his mother’s voice, as the Edmunds family bounced around in the howdai, the wooden basket, on top of a huge elephant. Jerry sat up front directly behind the elephant trainer who straddled the animal’s neck. Fascinated, he watched the slim, little mahout, his legs dangling barefoot, controlling the route with signals made behind the elephant’s ears. His father was laughing. His sister kept saying over and over, “I’m gonna be sick, really, I am.” She never did get sick. She was fooling us.




    He chuckled, remembering the elephant trainer’s joke. “Little man, you brush elephant’s teeth?” “You mean their tusks?” he had said and all the mahouts had howled in laughter.




    Of course, I was just a kid then, but now, now that I’m thirteen, things are different. He sighed. Mum always said the world was full of mysterious things. She must have meant the elephants.




    Jerry yawned but found he wasn’t sleepy. Maybe he’d read for a while. He whispered “Sawasdee, sawasdee,” the Thai word he had practiced for weeks. He reached under his seat for his book and pulled out a small penlight from his pocket, when his sister bolted upright. He drew in his breath. For a moment he thought she was awake, but her eyes remained closed. Restless, she turned on her side and shrunk back into her seat, flinging a leg over the armrest. Whew! He didn’t want to hear any more from Elsbeth after what happened at the airport. He sat back, propped his elbow on the armrest and cupped his chin in his hand. He shook his head. How could I have made such a mistake?




    *




    He was queuing up in the airport security line, repeating “Sawasdee, sawasdee.”




    “What on earth are you doing?” asked Elsbeth.




    “I’m practicing the Thai language. Sawasdee means hello. It can mean good-bye also.”




    “Oh, that is too funny. They speak English, dummy.”




    The line of travelers moved forward; the Edmunds were next. Jerry tried shoving his backpack along with his feet, but it was too heavy. His father watched him struggle. “Jerry, what’s in that rucksack?”




    “Uh, nothing. Just a few things.”




    “What do you think it is, Dad?” said Elsbeth. “The entire collection of elephant lore from London’s National Library, no less. We must keep up our studies, mustn’t we, little brother?”




    With a smirk, he looked directly at his sister and hoisted the backpack onto the rolling rack in one swift move.




    “Next. Remove your shoes, empty your pockets,” said an attendant holding a small white tray. He spat the words out in rapid-fire succession. “Next. Remove your shoes, empty your pockets.”




    Elsbeth shed rings and bracelets and dumped her jewelry into the tray. She barely paused in the metal detector frame. She sailed through security without a hitch and began collecting her things.




    “Next,” said the attendant.




    Kicking his shoes off at the heels with his feet, Jerry knelt to remove his socks. “Let’s go. Move on there, young man.” The attendant pointed to the frame.




    Hastily thrusting his shoes onto the rack, one sock in hand, he moved into position. As soon as he stepped into the frame, the alarm emitted an ear-piercing shriek.




    Jerry froze.




    A guard moved toward him, and people turned and stared.




    “Oh my God, I have a knife!” His voice rose with each word, he closed his eyes, his head dropped and he winced. Surely a blow was coming.




    Elsbeth turned and stared at her brother. She clapped her hand over her mouth to suppress uncontrollable laughter. Her shoulders began to heave and little squeaky sounds slipped through her fingers.




    Jerry felt a hot flush sweep his body.




    At home, on non-school days, Jerry always carried the Swiss army knife his father had given him on his twelfth birthday. That morning he had automatically put it in his pocket.




    “Let’s have that knife, sir,” said the guard.




    Mortified, Jerry mumbled, “Y … Yes, sir.” With trembling hands, he fiddled with the jacket pocket flap. At last, he produced the knife and handed it to the guard.




    “We’ll have to keep it, you know.”




    Jerry nodded. A few in the surrounding crowd, having heard the boy’s overloud confession, chuckled.




    Father looked sternly at him but did not speak. Turning to his daughter and bending close to her ear, in hushed undertones he said, “This is not a laughing matter, Elsbeth.”




    Jerry said, “Sorry, Dad.”




    *




    I’ll never be that stupid again, especially when Elsbeth is around. Jerry put his plans for reading aside and consoled himself with visions of an elephant family crossing a stream and heading for a palm-fringed shoreline. He yawned. Within minutes he was asleep.


  




  

    Chapter 3: BEGGAR ELEPHANTS




    Bright glints of morning sun crept through narrow slits of shades and coaxed drowsy passengers awake. The engine droned and moved the jumbo jet forward with dogged persistence. Jerry looked out and saw the left wing of the huge silver plane bathed in a brilliant sunlit bath. He nudged a sleeping Elsbeth.




    “We’re here! We’re in Thailand, the Land of Smiles.”




    The bill on her cap was pulled down to the tip of her nose.




    Jerry thumped the crown of her head with his thumb and forefinger. “Wake up, Your Thai-ness, we’re here.”




    “Harrumph.” His sister snuggled deeper into her pillow.




    When the Edmunds family deplaned and made their way through Bangkok’s International Airport, they found it every bit as busy as London’s Heathrow back home. Amid the Asians, scads of Western Europeans roamed about, happy to arrive in the land they called “paradise.” Jerry’s father told him to collect their luggage while he went to look for a taxi.




    “Dad,” said Jerry, “where are we going? Aren’t we flying to Phuket?”




    “Not today. I’m checking in at the office for a couple of brief consultations. I have arranged for a company aide to take you and Elsbeth on a tour of the Royal Palace this afternoon. I’ll meet you back at the hotel for dinner, and tomorrow morning we’ll fly to Phuket. The Royal Lotus, our hotel, will pick us up at the airport and drive us to Khao Lak.”




    “Aw, Dad, do we have to …” His voice trailed away to nothing when he heard his father’s departing footsteps.




    “Jerry,” said Elsbeth, “what’s going on? Where’s Dad going?”




    “Seems we’re going to a museum today, to Phuket tomorrow.”




    “Oh, groan. This trip is a disaster already. I knew it from the start.”




    “Hey, look for your bags, will you. I’m not your servant, you know.”




    “Sure, elephant boy. I can see you’re overloaded, with book bags!”




    Their father arrived at luggage pickup. “Okay, kids, follow me,” he said, “the taxi is this way. C’mon now, no grumbling.”
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