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To

Cricket and Tony for Roots & Wings

Goldie and Anhwei, my Sun & Moon

And Dave, my Möbius






The only dream worth having is to dream that you will live while you are alive, and die only when you are dead. To love, to be loved. To never forget your own insignificance. To never get used to the unspeakable violence and vulgar disparity of the life around you. To seek joy in the saddest places. To pursue beauty to its lair. To never simplify what is complicated or complicate what is simple. To respect strength, never power. Above all to watch. To try and understand. To never look away. And never, never to forget.

—Arundhati Roy








Introduction

Midnight on the India–Nepal border. A full moon hides behind the clouds, no longer illuminating the wisp thin trail. The snowy peaks of the eastern Himalaya are shrouded in darkness. A crowd forms along the edge of a field: farmers with flashlights, boys with firecrackers and mobile phones, and young men with homemade cannons firing loud bombs that arc sparks of orange against the sky. Searchlights sweep over the rice paddy crops, ripe for harvest. They shine out from the hands of men protecting the clusters of homes behind them, where their mothers, wives, and children sleep. Aggressive shouting and static from walkie-talkies echo like a game of call-and-response. Sirens pierce from a patrol jeep, headlights flash. I feel like I am on the front line of a war zone.

A farmer casts a broad beam of light over his rice field and it lands on a massive Asian elephant with curved and piercing tusks, the sticky black secretion of musth (the elevated reproductive hormone that male elephants cycle through annually, producing aggressive, unpredictable behavior) visibly draining from his right temple as he gnaws the rice paddy. Although a male elephant in musth produces up to sixty times their normal amount of testosterone, this tusker does not appear ruffled in the least by the cacophony that surrounds him.

I am transfixed. The man next to me lights, raises, and shoots a cannon—the blast sounds lethal. It is not. Still, I yell out and almost drop my camera; it dangles from my wrist, capturing video of men’s sneakers and jeans, snatches of dirt and grass, and a blur of movement. No matter, as my settings were off for shooting at night, ruining any hope of capturing decent imagery. This rare moment of documentation, lost. Who am I to tell this story? What if I have traveled across the globe, the only woman out here in the middle of the night, gifted this extraordinary access, only to squander it out of fear and inexperience?

A silence settles over the field, more chilling than calming. All shouts and firecrackers, even the sirens, abate. The tusker, known by the name Lama, continues to eat. Out from the trees rises a noise I have only heard in movies and nightmares: the resounding trumpet of a second elephant. From a different patch of trees directly to our right, a third elephant responds with an earth-shaking, full-bellow roar, followed by a steady and thunderous rumble that rattles me to my core.

This moment is why I have returned to North Bengal for my fourth journey in two years. What began as a desire to tell a single story about wild elephants and people dying in unnecessary clashes grew into a quest to unlock the secrets of the legendary “Queen of the Elephants” and, above all, to deeply understand human and elephant relationships in this region of India, what it means for our planet, and why what is happening there affects each of us.

So many misperceptions exist about elephants in India. We tend to read a headline and assume or see a photo and make a judgment. We are quick to campaign for or against things we know little about. Often we accept a singular view, depriving us of the opportunity to understand truth in the appropriate cultural and historical context. And what of truth? It is comprised of multiple layers and perspectives, of myth, bearing witness, research, and personal filter. There are many truths, and when we accept this, we are on the path to peaceful coexistence.

The truth of these elephants is my driving force. This odyssey has become my personal labyrinth. Each challenge pushing me forward into the unknown, forcing me to navigate blocked passages and ultimately find my way. With every trip, I confront my fears and shift my perspective about who we are as humans, and who I am as a woman; as a mother—moving from the ghosts of the past to an accounting of the present; from visions of the future to the growing sense of an energetic feminine force that pulses like a quiet heartbeat. That space between. Something I can feel but not quite touch.

I am an unlikely explorer. A mother of two daughters. Not a scientist or adventurer, but a woman who overcomes a lifetime of fear and lack of confidence in pursuit of a complex truth. Risk does not entice me, but a story that connects us and has the power to make change is irresistible. Somehow one story became two, then three, and eventually this book. Here is that tale. It begins with an elephant.







PART I CRAWLING ALONG THE RIDGES
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June 2013. I wake before the sun rises and walk from our bedroom into the hallway, listening for Goldie, my youngest daughter who has recently turned seven years old. She is the early riser and often I anticipate her morning call, “Mama!,” moments before she yells out. Her father, still lightly snoring in our bedroom, requires his sleep. Through the tall glass windows that front the cabin, the lake is a sleek plane of blue-black. In the distance, sunlight peeps through the mounds of mountains. Goldie is stirring when I peer into the girls’ room. Anhwei, my oldest daughter, is sleeping like a stone on the top bunk; she is also not a fan of being awakened.

Goldie locks on my eyes, her thick black hair wild and still damp from last night’s bath. She knows the drill and silently slips from the sheets, clutching her stuffed animals, Pandy and Blankie. Thin limbs wrap around my torso, one slim hand reaches around my neck. Like a monkey mother, I carry her to the velvet cushioned daybed in the upstairs loft and deposit her in front of the television to watch her favorite movie, Narnia. Volume turned low, child tucked in. “I’ll be right back with hot chocolate,” I say before she asks. It is our weekend routine.

Down the hardwood stairs, past the built-in bookshelf, where more windows face a wraparound porch and the beach beyond. Every bit of this cabin was crafted with care, from the mahogany dining table built by a woodworking friend to the arched tilework in the guest bathroom shower covered in travertine from floor to walls. From the wide-plank reclaimed floors pulled from a barn in Ohio, to the light fixtures picked out online while the girls watched cartoons. A canvas splattered with Jackson Pollack–style paint, Anhwei’s masterpiece at the age of three, hangs over the couch. Three bedrooms, all with a view of the overgrown runs at the recently failed ski resort across the open meadow.

Welcome to my dream come true.

I have a husband of eleven years, after seven years of dating and two breakups. We have two precious daughters, after adoption in China made parenthood possible. We spend summers in this jewel box waterfront home, bought during a prosperous moment. I am a mother with two master’s degrees, privileged enough to leave her vibrant career to stay at home full-time with the girls. In my pockets of free time I write, and my work is just starting to win awards and get published. My husband, FH, has two daughters to ski and kayak with him, and flexibility as a business owner. The money is gone now, but we have our family.

We have. We have. We had.

The dogs shake themselves awake when I reach the kitchen. “Shhh, shhhh!” I whisper, even as it is fruitless. If he wakes up, I want him to know I was trying. I open the door and let the dogs out, hoping they don’t run away.

Outside a dog barks. FH wakes up. “What the hell!?” he yells from the bedroom. “I am paddling the North Fork today—you knew that! Now I can’t go! I didn’t sleep! Damn it!”

It is 8:00 A.M.

“Sorry,” I say. “I tried. Use your earplugs, maybe you can get in another hour.”

He grumbles and pulls the covers over his head. “You know how important this is to me.”

From her perch in the loft, Goldie is engrossed by the scene where the White Witch, who has turned all of Narnia into eternal winter, is casting many of the beloved animals into stone, freezing them in time. The sound is barely on, so as not to be heard beyond the room. As the characters become immobilized, their expressions twist in fear and pain, their loved ones left behind in silent helplessness.

Anhwei is now awake in her top bunk. A thick bunch of ski race medals hang from the post, representing three years of podium stands. Sleepy wide eyes, serious and not so playful. She is ten years old. Still, every morning when she first wakes, her expression looks exactly like the moment when, at eleven months, she was first placed into my arms: a brief flash of bewildered and confused, giving way to relief and contentment. That exact look is happening right now.

On that first morning, we waited in the pink Lotus banquet room in Hefei, China, among a cacophony of voices. The room was filled with nannies and orphanage staff; adoption agency guides and government officials; fourteen babies, faces stiff with fear and confusion, some wailing; and fourteen adoptive families—jet-lagged, nervous, wildly excited. A petite woman in round glasses and a close-cut bob emerged from the tangled crowd, carrying our daughter. Anhwei’s thick black mass of hair had been shaved, her eyes were awestruck wide and searching, her dimpled cheeks flushed pink. This sweet, sacred child was lifted up into my grasp, a transfer forever seared into my soul. I am a mother.

In that instant my wish was granted. After years of trying to conceive, of doctors’ diagnoses and prognoses, of endless paperwork, of waiting for permissions, for approval, for original documents, fingerprints, government stamps, clearance, the suffering of a lost dossier, the uncertainty of time frames and the SARS adoption shutdown. Here is my daughter.

Hope holds power. When Anhwei gripped my sweater with her plump fingers and laid her feverish cheek on my shoulder, I believed. I believed in fate and the fabled red thread. I believed in destiny, in quantum physics, and in every god that has ever been worshiped. In that moment, I understood that love and the energy in the universe is a potent force that may be impossible to understand but is clearly always at work shaping our lives.

In that moment, I vowed every vow.

Just two nights before Anhwei’s adoption, I was crying on the floor of the hotel room, after a post-dinner fight. In my journal that night I wrote: Tonight, I realize that this marriage is dead and I am broken. In this way I enter motherhood, my greatest dream clashing with my greatest sorrow.

I believed that becoming a mother was a one-way gate. Particularly when my daughters had been abandoned by their birth family. But now, almost a decade later, we are at a crossroads. Only Anhwei does not yet know it, although she suspects, and I cannot unhear my voice, assuring her all will be well.

This is the scene that keeps me frozen in place: after a terrible argument, when FH finally left the room, after a forced cheerful bath and brushing teeth, after sitting in the girls’ bedroom while we all read from our favorite books, after I said, “Close your eyes,” and turned off the lights before adding, “Now open them,” so their eyes would adjust more quickly to the dark, to soften any fears that came with the night. Only in that darkness did Anhwei dare speak.

“Mama?” She was nine years old at the time. “Are you and Daddy going to get a divorce?” She said it in the voice of a little girl who still believed her mother to be the truest truth teller.

And her mother, who also still believed herself to be the truest of truth tellers, replied: “No, Daddy and I will not ever get a divorce. I promise.”

I had faith in this promise. I believed it to my core. In my empty bed that night, hours before my husband would come in and stare at the light of his phone until nearly dawn, I told myself: Dig in, try harder.

But here I am. Face-to-face with my eldest daughter, knowing I will break my vow. I hold my finger to my lips, gesturing to be silent.

“Good morning, muffin,” I whisper. “Do you want hot chocolate?”

She shakes her head no.

I gather the girls, still in their pajamas, carry their shoes in one hand, my wallet, car keys, and phone in the other, and we leave the cabin. Once outside, I say, “Let’s go get pastries and eat them on the dock.” I load the dogs into the back of my car. The ignition will make a noise, but at least the house will be silent for a while. Maybe he will fall back to sleep and wake up happy.



On the way to the bakery, we pass the abandoned house. Peeling lime green paint on asbestos siding, windows cracked, some smashed. A few weekends ago, when we were coming home from dinner, FH had said, “Check out that house. It would be cool to photograph that.” As if seeing it for the first time.

We returned the next afternoon and made our way in. Dark storm clouds were forming on the wheat-colored horizon and the wind was creating dust devils in the dirt where the front lawn used to be. FH brought his “good camera” and some beers, while the girls waited outside in the truck with activities.

“We’ll be right back,” I said.

“This place is creepy,” Anhwei said.

“True,” I said. “I won’t be long.”

Inside, the ceilings were falling into rooms, floral wallpaper in tatters. We walked from room to room. He was snapping photos as I studied the details—the old panes of glass wavering in the windows, the overgrown field out back. I began to sense the presence of the woman who once lived here. A woman who stared out on this landscape while she set the table for supper, with useless silver she tried to keep polished, and wedding china whose formality mocked her, wondering how she’d ended up in a godforsaken place like this. In a barely there house, just off the main road among acres of farmland, thousands of miles from her parents and the town she’d called home.

Was she a mother?

There were rooms upstairs. One was painted pink. I imagined her with a baby, rocking in the corner, staring at the shadows as they moved across the hallway until morning was afternoon, then twilight, then dawn again.

In the kitchen, the porcelain sink was black with scum, the moldy ceiling caving in, and from overhead, exposed wires dangled down. The window where the woman would have looked out while cleaning dishes was cracked into veins, distorting the view. What had she expected?

“Oh yeah, that’s perfect,” FH said. “Pretend you are washing your hands in the sink.”

To honor and obey.

He took several photos. In them, I look like myself. Like a wife and mother who is still doing all her domestic responsibilities without realizing her home has collapsed around her.

A wind gust slammed an upstairs door. A low whistle along the cracks.

“We should go,” I said. “I’m going to check on the girls.”

We moved toward the exit, to the living room with its large smashed-out window. I could see the girls still in the truck drawing with new markers on pads of paper.

A gust was creating a vortex of air through the living room, a dust devil kicked up in the corner.

“Get on your hands and knees,” he said. “Face the wind. Let it blow your hair back.”

I did as I was told.

Down on the dirt-encrusted hardwood floor, fragments of glass scattered around my bare hands.

At first, numbness overwhelmed me. Then I felt a crystal-clear awareness, from both outside and inside of myself. The woman I had once been—confident, strong, curious, vivacious, a leader—was gone. Dead or lost, I was not yet sure.

Later that night, we fought again. As I fell asleep, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was still on my knees, trapped in a house that was rotting around me.

A fever kept me in bed throughout the next day; the flu consumed me.

Later, I learned he posted that living room photo of me on social media without telling or showing me. He’d titled it Wind Sex.



We eat our huckleberry pastries on the dock, too rough to row now, the water is churning with tourists in ski boats. The day has begun.

“Can we get our suits on?” Anhwei says. The mornings are chilly up here and we ran out in sweatpants, but already the sun is beating down. “I want to swim.”

It’s almost ten o’clock. “Yes, definitely,” I say.

They run up into the house. I sip the last of my coffee and wait.

When they return, their father is with them. His eyes are swollen, the imprints of wrinkled sheets pressed on his face. He was still up when I went to bed last night, watching a movie, falling asleep, snoring then waking up again. I picked up the empty tequila glass before Goldie could see it this morning. Five years before I could even imagine exploring wild elephants in India, I am seeing our wild “elephant,” the one who is increasingly taking up space in every room.

He holds his hand up to block the sun. “Oh, did you go to the bakery?” he says. “Awesome.”

I hand him a bear claw and do not ask what he is going to do about kayaking.

“I told the guys I’m not going to go,” he says. “I’m too exhausted, it’s just not safe if you don’t get enough sleep.”

The girls are playing along the beach, digging holes and trails. “Anhwei,” he says. “Go get your kayak. We’ll practice rolls in the lake.” Anhwei looks at Goldie. FH says, “Mom and Goldie will come out with us, they’ll bring lunch and take the pedal boat.”

Thankfully I have salami and bread, some cheese slices, popcorn with sriracha, a bar of chocolate, all in a bag with an ice pack. Sunscreen on the girls, then we are ready. We set out. It is almost noon now and FH feels better with some food. But now he is regretting that his friends are paddling and he isn’t with them. “Let’s go!” he yells up to the house while we are gathering the last of our things. Anhwei is dutiful. She comes down to the beach with her neoprene skirt dangling from her waist, helmet on. Her paddle in one hand and kayak hoisted over her shoulder with the other hand, just like she was taught. When she glares at me and Goldie, I can feel her simultaneously resentful and angry, and dismissive of us for being unadventurous losers. Goldie and I sit side by side in a two-person aquamarine blue fiberglass pedal boat with a blue-and-white striped canopy. Her wispy legs barely reach so I am doing most of the peddling.

FH and Anhwei are almost out of sight, yet I can hear his commands as he coaches her on her roll, her paddle strokes. While Goldie and I float in the sun eating snacks, Anhwei is out doing her duty, whether she likes it or not. My voice has nothing, is nothing, powerless to weigh in. We act accordingly.

I am so tired.

The lake stretches out into long glimmering expanse. I have stopped pedaling. We float in silence, rocking on the white caps, the rhythm is transfixing. The sound of water lapping against the small boat. Overhead, clouds are stacking up, taking turns covering the sun.

What if I lose them? What if I can’t support myself? How do I even do this?

In the distance, Anhwei is lying back on her kayak, staring up at the clouds. Her boat seems so small, a red buoy bobbing on chop. She turns her head in my direction as if feeling my gaze. Her fingers lift from her paddle, and she wriggles them at me. I wave my hand and dramatically blow a kiss across our distance. A big smile, then back to paddling. They are headed back toward the house.

Soon it will be dinner and we will play the game all over again. Happy hour on the dock, dinner outside, I clean up. Anything could happen then. One night we all gathered into the boat for a moonlight cruise, some nights the music is cranked up and we are drawn out onto the floor for swings and dips to cheesy country music at full volume. Most nights end in terrible fighting over the slightest gesture or word. It’s like a spin of a roulette wheel. There is one pocket with all the winnings, the kind of extraordinary found in head-thrown-back laughter, the squeeze of a hand, smiling eye contact over the heads of children, and a conversation that leaves us both feeling satiated. These glimmers of hope and faith. They are almost all gone now.

    “Come on!” FH yells out from across the lake.

I cannot move.

Goldie is digging through her backpack, trying to find something. I can only imagine what. Inside are candy wrappers duct-taped to create small purses holding coins or hair bands, a slingshot, two books that she won’t read, markers and paper that she has already filled, a shoehorn, a noisemaker from her cousin’s birthday party last fall, a plastic ring won in a vending machine, tiny rubber Japanese erasers in the shape of a panda bear and penguin. She pulls out a bathtub toy, a yellow plastic cup, looks at the lake, thinks better of it, and shoves it back in the bag, zipping it all up.

The sun breaks through a low-hanging cloud and shines rays of light among the strands of her dark brown pigtails, illuminating red and gold. Goldie turns to face me, as if just realizing I am sitting next to her. We stare at one another in silence for an uncomfortable amount of time while she studies me. Finally, she speaks:

“Mom, it doesn’t have to be easy. It just has to be possible.”
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October 2015. We live full time in Ketchum, Idaho, a ski resort community of indescribable beauty high up in the Northern Rocky Mountains. It is a place where family memories are made and holidays are enjoyed, where the wealthy live an idyllic life surrounded by wilderness. It is not a hospitable place for a single mother who has given up the prime of her career to raise two daughters and be a dutiful wife now in the throes of divorce. But it is the place where my daughters and their father live, and my sister and parents. It has been my home for decades; I am determined to build back a life here.

Little is anticipated; few things are easy. After the summer in which Goldie uttered those words I most needed to hear, I moved first into my “office” in our basement, then to a small rental house in town. I share equal custody of the girls, which means I’ve gone from being their primary caregiver to only being with them half the time. This is a deep grief and abrupt change. It also affords me days in a row each week of alone time. In this vacant space, I begin to readjust. I fall in love with my childhood friend, David, who lives two thousand miles away. Hidden surprises of glitter and joy are woven throughout deep sadness. The divorce was not a quick one and I could have never anticipated the aftermath. My identity as a mom, now shaken to the core, is highly vulnerable.



In a small town where you and your ex have been a known couple for decades, an uncoupling and then an outside love interest who appears on the scene typically means you will be making new local friends. David is visiting me. He is making a bit of a splash because of his background. While I know him as the lanky and talkative friend that I used to lifeguard with when we were teenagers, the boy who inspired my love of old jeeps and introduced me to the Jason Bourne series, he is better known out in the world as one of the few explorers to dive to the Titanic and the man who led the search and recovery of the Apollo F-1 rocket engines. In 2015, shortly before this visit, he accepted the role of vice president of the Explorers Club in New York City. It is now his job to lead the process that determines who may carry the Explorers Club flag on worthy expeditions (like every Apollo mission to visit the moon), and to recognize outstanding feats of exploration at the club’s annual events.

Most of the residents of this ski town do not know anything about the Explorers Club, nor does David fit their idea of an explorer. A town obsessed with Hollywood-style glamour and adventure sports, David’s cerebral tendencies and lack of passion for competitive activities that take all day make him somewhat invisible to the local “dudes.”

But not to our dinner companions.

We have recently been introduced to two dynamic couples by the magazine publisher for whom I work. A female filmmaker and her partner, who is an internationally renowned whitewater kayaker; and a Red Bull–sponsored paragliding endurance racer, and his National Geographic photographer wife, Jody.

“We were out at sea for a decade,” says Gavin, the paraglider. His physique is taut with more dynamism than seems containable at this table. “Jody was seasick for most of it, but she never complained, never stopped documenting.”

Jody is a superhero. She has taken photos underwater in Tonga while free diving, in the sky over islands off Africa while paragliding, from the tops of desert trains, the bottoms of Indigenous fishermen’s boats, and seemingly from every angle and surface of the planet. A traveler since her earliest memories, she prefers living out in the world to within a single identified home, solo journeys to companions, and adventure beyond most people’s imagination.

Jody gives a distracted smile. “I don’t mind suffering. It makes me feel alive.”

“Wow. You are tough,” David says. He is holding my hand under the table.

Younger by a decade, with sun-streaked beachy hair and eyes the color of an angry sea, Jody has an easy glamour and confidence that borders on arrogance. I am simultaneously repelled and captivated by her. She leans back in her chair like a partygoer who stays in one place knowing the attendees will eventually seek her out.

The waiter delivers the drinks: beer, sake, a glass of wine. A server follows with bowls of steamed edamame and a black rectangular dish with rows of ahi sushi. There is an ease to the sharing. Chopsticks are diving, laughter between the four who have known each other for years. Outside the tall windows people are bundled up in puffy down jackets; a woman wearing a fur coat kisses the cheeks of another woman as she steps out of her Range Rover. They make their way into the restaurant. My jeans are too tight, they are cutting into my stomach. In fact, my entire outfit feels dumpy, overdone, and constraining at the same time. I should have washed my hair.

The conversation swirls around me. I have little to contribute. There is an exchange of who knows whom. Names of people I have read about in magazines, but this group knows them personally… as does my companion. This feels suddenly strange. Up until now, David was simply my first male friend. I was seventeen, he was eighteen and already at university. I had a mad crush on him. Years later, we ran into each other in a parking lot—he was leaving for The Hague to study international law, I had just applied to graduate schools. It had been six years since we lifeguarded together, but our conversation picked up as if it were yesterday. He was worried he would lose a clerkship with a judge if he accepted the prestigious and rare international opportunity. His peers thought he was crazy. I thought he was making the right decision and ever after I thought of David’s risk-taking and saying yes to the exciting unknown.

Many times throughout my life, when faced with a choice between standing still and going forward, I thought of David. Maybe that is why his name floated into my head as I was struggling through moving out of my marriage. I found him on LinkedIn. He was newly divorced and deeply suffering, my email to him a timely lifeline. Thirty years had passed, but our comfortable friendship was immediate. We began helping each other through each of our difficult life changes.

I still have, stuffed in an envelope for decades, a birthday card, three-page letter, and a newspaper clipping—a drawing of a dashing, hip, young man. All from David as a college sophomore. His note told me that the sketch was a self-portrait in case I might want to tape it to my wall. And now the boy in the sketch is the man sitting next to me, squeezing my hand with empathy and encouragement as if to assure me he is the same guy I knew all those years before.

“We are filming.” Gerry, the whitewater paddler from Scotland, is talking now. “I’m embarking on a journey across the Himalaya on an Indian motorcycle.”

His fiancée adds: “I’ll go for the latter half and meet up with him. I just can’t leave my son for the entire month, he has school. We’re doing a Kickstarter campaign now, but I’m excited to produce the film.”

David and Gerry talk about motorcycle journeys. David tells about traversing Iceland; Gerry discusses the potential pitfalls of the Indian bike versus other brands.

“Gavin,” Gerry asks, “when do you leave? How is the training going?”

Gavin tells us that he is training for the most extreme paragliding race in the world. He is up at four o’clock every morning, hiking up the ski mountain in preparation. “I’m trying to figure out my magnesium intake,” he says. “My nutritionist says it’s off-balance.”

“Jody,” David says, “what’s next for you?”

“Headed to India next week,” Jody says. “I have an assignment there. Then I’ll go check on our property in Bali. After that I’m going to Summit at Sea—it’s pretty amazing. I went last year. It’s the largest gathering of creatives and disruptors, explorers, thinkers, tech guys. All together on one massive boat. There are think-tank sessions, insane food, all these incredible bands and speakers. Amazing networking. Last year they surprised us by secretly helicoptering in Snowden—he gave a riveting talk and we got to hang out with him afterwards.”

“That sounds incredible,” I say. Incredible and inconceivable. Jody’s life seems to be at the opposite spectrum to my own. I was feeling proud of my new job as the local lifestyle magazine editor but now it feels small. I’m a mom of two and an emerging writer with little influence. I feel insignificant and invisible. But my curiosity is insatiable. How do you even become the kind of person who gets invited to these kinds of opportunities?

She glances at me as if I’ve suddenly materialized and she can read my mind. “It’s invitation only. Actually, David,” she says, “I could probably get you in. With your experience, you would definitely fit the guest list. It’s spectacular and you would meet a lot of people. If you’re interested, let me know.”

“Yes, definitely,” he says, squeezing my hand again under the table as if to let me know that he is not going to jump on a boat with strangers without me.

“Kim,” Gavin says. “I read your article last month about the Hunger Coalition. It was great. You have a gift for storytelling.”

“Thank you,” I say. “That means a lot to me.”

“Maybe you could write about something one of us are doing? I’m a terrible writer.”

Jody says nothing, nor looks at me. I want her to see me, to agree. But she turns to David and asks him questions about the Explorers Club.

On our way home, David is flushed with excitement. It has been a hard road for him in this town. Everyone knows me, my daughters, and ex-husband, but mostly they ignore his presence entirely with typical resort-town rudeness, reserved for tourists or temporary residents.

“That was amazing,” he says. “They were so interesting and accepting. A rarity here. Jody is really cool. I think she would make a good friend for you.”

“I don’t think she even registered that I was at the table. But the entire group, they’re doing so much out in the world. I can only imagine what that would be like.”

“You can do those kinds of things. You have the talent and the skills. Don’t sell yourself short. Why don’t we do an expedition this summer, together,” David says. “I know a team diving to the Britannic to determine why she sank three times faster than the Titanic, even though she was supposed to be ‘more unsinkable.’ There’s a good story to be told there. Why don’t we see if you could write it?”

There is a difference between support and encouragement. If you are lucky, you will give and receive both. David is an encourager. He is opening a door and inviting me in. It’s up to me to walk through and make the most of it.



Determined to get to know Jody better, I reach out and ask her if she would be up for meeting over a casual dinner. I’ve just returned from interviewing Oliver Stone for our local film festival feature, and Jody is keen to hear the details. We meet for dinner, the first of what will become our ritual, at the bar of a local restaurant. We stay for three hours, discovering unexpected parallels, our metaphorical mountains and our vision for our best selves. An authentic friendship begins to grow.



Overall, life seems to slowly be righting itself. My daughters are adjusting to the back and forth; laughter dominates our little house. David still lives two thousand miles away but is carefully transitioning his work and home to be with us. Every morning he opens his eyes and asks me to marry him, whether on Skype or in person. Every day I say yes.

It will take four years, but eventually we overcome the barriers, and he makes his way permanently to us out west. We marry and buy a home up the street from the girls’ father, where it is easy for them to move back and forth.

When my job as an editor at the magazine runs its course, I turn to freelance writing and editing. David is attending multiple Explorers Club events across the country, and I tag along with him when I can. Within this international exploration community, I meet many scientists, explorers, and photographers that are engaged in groundbreaking field work, but not often sharing their stories with a broader audience. I begin collaborating with some members.

With each story I tell—the female anthropologist traversing across the Siberian tundra in a sledge with a pregnant Nenets woman; the National Geographic photographer, documenting in Arctic waters, who encountered a curious sea leopard that tried to feed him penguins; the pain and redemption discovered by a French photographer during his odyssey through Mongolia—my curiosity becomes increasingly unearthed and stimulated. Imagining myself within each situation awakens a new kind of restlessness. Could I ever have the extraordinary qualities needed to accomplish such an expedition?

In a stroke of ideal timing, wildlife photographer Paul Nicklen hires me to write the text for his photography book, Born to Ice. Nicklen is well-known for the audacious risks he takes in the most extreme climates to document our rapidly changing planet. I write these paragraphs, in his voice, by tapping into all that he has shared with me and imagining myself within his psyche:


Fear and fascination are often two sides of the same mind, and in an internal standoff, one will ultimately prevail. Even as fear fights a robust battle within me, fascination almost always tends to win. I am driven to spend weeks and months in the most extreme places on earth—deep under the icy Antarctic seascape and alone in the vast swirling blizzards of the Arctic. I was born to do this. My mind, body, and soul are more at home here than anywhere else. Through the risks and challenges, my innate comfort on sea ice has become my strength, allowing me to open a window into the rarely seen world of both polar regions.



My own words, through his experience and honed like polished stone, create a mantra for me. Fear and fascination—which one will win out?

While researching for a story, I find this quotation by Confucius: “We all have two lives, the second one begins when we realize we only have one.” It stops me in my tracks.
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Jody has just returned from one of her many trips to India and we are hiking on a wilderness trail next to our house. “You won’t believe this,” she says. “A photographer I met over there took me to the border of Nepal to see wild elephants. The government and NGOs have built an electric fence to keep the elephants out of the Nepal side crops. Now they are trapped. It was crazy. Every day around the same time, this herd came out from one clump of trees, where they hang out and eat, and moved to the next patch of trees on the other side of the village, so they could sleep in a protected place. Because they move around the same time every day, all these people have started gathering to see them. The crowds got bigger each day we were there. The strangest thing was these guys started pushing each other out of the way, trying to get closer to the elephants so they could take pictures with their phones. They knew the elephants would come at the same time each day, so more and more people came on their bikes, motorcycles. Mostly men. They were yelling at the elephants, then trying to get selfies with them. Being idiots really, getting so close and trying to get a reaction out of the elephants with noise, or even firecrackers.”

As we walk around a bend, towering pine trees sway in the breeze that kicks up through the valley in the late afternoons. In the near distance, granite mountain peaks are topped with the meagre holdouts of last winter’s snow. Somewhere in these woods right now, waking to the impending dusk, are black bears, coyotes, mountain lions, elk, moose, fox, and wolves. We often see any combination of them out on the trail, along the river, crossing the highways on the way into town, and eating neighborhood garbage on trash night. Last spring, a bear came down after hibernating, began tipping trashcans, and someone reported it to Fish and Game so the bear could be moved to safety. They killed the bear, calling him a “nuisance.” I didn’t even know that was allowed. The animals in my backyard, most people only see in a zoo. I try to imagine what it would feel like to see an elephant as we come through the clearing. One of the few animals left on earth whose outrageous size renders them giants from the days of dinosaurs, or movies, or fantasy books from our childhoods.

“It was incredible and terrible,” she says. “The elephants—there were like twenty-five of them trying to cross from one tiny patch to another. I worried about the geotagging. I mean, each day people were tagging their location and so more people showed up. It felt like only a matter of time until the village charged money like a tourist attraction. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Engrossed and at a loss for a proper response beyond “Wow. That’s intense,” I try to visualize this outrageous scenario. Everything I know about elephants at this point is specific to Africa—I am currently unaware that Asian elephants are a varied species, smaller, with distinctive features, including females not having tusks. In this moment, neither of us know that people are actively living with elephants, caught in a war over the diminishing resources of food and water throughout many parts of India. We have no idea that in India elephants are killing over four hundred people a year, or that the Asian elephant is rapidly becoming extinct—not so much because of poaching, but from shrinking habitat and death resulting from the navigation of human-made barriers such as trains, highways, army barracks, and tea garden troughs. It does not seem there is a similar outcry for protection of these elephants as their African cousins. Where is the Western media coverage about the Asian elephant?

A familiar feeling, long buried under the layers of routine life and strata of comfortable daily existence, begins to agitate out from where it has lain dormant within me. That night, I scour the internet for information about Asian elephants in India. Unlike their African cousins, Asian elephants are endangered, according to the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List of Threatened Species. More than one hundred thousand elephants existed at the beginning of the twentieth century, but now there are fewer than fifty thousand. Sixty percent of all Asian elephants live in India.

I learn that elephant herds are led by the oldest females, known as matriarchs, who have the deep memory of where to locate water and food as well as protect the herd from danger. When male elephants in the herd reach adolescence, they leave, living on their own or sometimes in small groups of other males. In India, where most wild Asian elephants live, habitat fragmentation is the biggest issue, forcing herds to attempt crossing human-dominated landscapes. It’s hard to fathom eating almost six hundred pounds of food and twenty-five to fifty gallons of water up to sixteen hours per day. This is why Asian elephants migrate along ancient routes with a range of edible food—bamboo, grasses, bark, fruit, etc. They are so adaptable; they have learned that human crop fields such as maize and rice can offer seven times the nutrition in a fraction of the time. No wonder they seek it out. It’s no wonder they are beloved around the world; elephants create rich biodiversity as they traverse on their old routes. New plants thrive from their dung and seeds disperse throughout their journey. The photographs of wild Asian elephants compel me further. They have these little tufts of head hair, pink mottled dots on their ears and foreheads. Their heads have a unique rounded shape, kind of like a butt, and none of the females have tusks. Seeing Asian elephants online—mothers, aunties, and calves, seem somehow softer, smarter, and less intimidating than the footage I’ve seen of African elephants. Somehow, I can’t quite picture these sweet-looking animals as human killers and house destroyers, but immediately ache for how they must have to fight daily to protect their family.



Fulfillment lies at the intersection of satisfying pursued curiosity and making a positive difference in other’s lives. There is an intoxication to being valued, beloved.

I was taught by my father to dream and reach my vision by setting goals. My mother guided with wisdom: “Choose your job carefully. Because almost every day of your life you will wake up and go to work. Make sure you do something you love.”

When I first became a mother, I sought to balance my commitment to my daughter, responsibilities at home, and an expanding career. It did not take long before I realized that instead of excelling as I hoped, I had become mediocre both at home and work. One day, while I was struggling to lead a conference call, I heard the nanny in the room below my office exclaim: “Anhwei! You did it! Good girl!” Whatever milestone my daughter had just accomplished, I had missed it. That was it. I had already lost nine months in utero and the first eleven months of my daughter’s life; I was unwilling to miss another moment. Gone was my vision of standing on the statehouse steps, leading a protest with a baby on my hip. The truth was, I could not be my best self at either job—mom or activist. I left my career to stay at home full-time with my children. A choice that was only possible from a place of privilege. I knew we would be okay financially. My daughters would not need childcare and I no longer would be creating a system of quality early childhood education for others. This twisted irony became my hidden shame. Not only had I been unwilling to put my children in the system I had spent a decade working to improve but, in staying home with the girls, I removed my impactful leadership from the cause just as headway was being made. But I had made my choice.

By the time my girls started preschool and kindergarten, I turned to a long-ago shelved dream and began a new path, with new goals. After decades of secreted writing, I now decided to get it out in the open. I started taking online classes, crafting poems and stories in the early mornings, a few hours each day. Hungry for more and encouraged by mentors, I applied and was accepted to my top choice of graduate schools, this time for a master of fine arts. If the pen is mightier than the sword, perhaps I could make change from the domestic center of my life.

For years, my careers remained in separate compartments. Both had begun as a calling, a passionate desire compelling me to devote my energy toward ambitious visions for the impact of my work. But the seeming disparity between the two had felt uneasy. Now my collaborations began opening a conduit for a new kind of wholeness. Projects that could combine my loves toward a meaningful outcome were wildly appealing. Jody’s experience watching wild Asian elephants struggling for peace and food drew me in.



Questions turn in my mind like a small bit drill, burrowing a new opening for possibility: Could I go to India and create this story with Jody? This question means different things at various times: Can I take this time away from my family? Will Jody be willing to partner with me? Can I see myself in India, a place far from the comforts that surrounded me? After a month of cultivating this growing idea, it becomes real. Only, I have not asked Jody if she would partner with me. I desperately want to go to India and tell this story, yet doing it alone seems such an impossibility that I do not even consider it. My only hope is for Jody to agree to do it with me.

July 18, 2017. I send my request through text: Hi—I’ve been thinking a lot about the elephant social media story in India. I want to write it with you. What are your thoughts? What would we need to do? Have you travelled with a writer before? Do you think this would be a fit? If yes, what would be our next steps? Be honest—I know you will.

A week goes by with no response. I am crushed.

Then, one day: Sorry, I just got back from doing a plane delivery to Alaska. The elephant project… ya, let me get my shit together this week and put some thought into it… the next steps. I’d love to do a project with you.

With those words, the earth shifts beneath my feet.

It is all I can think about. September turns into October, trips and new opportunities pile up for each of us. We decide to apply for a grant application to help fund the story. When we meet to write the grant, Jody mentions an article she read once about a mahout (elephant caregiver) who was a former princess.

“She’s the only female mahout in the world,” Jody says. We look her up and read the little we can find. Parbati Barua, elephant whisperer, caught her first wild elephant with a lasso at the age of fourteen. She lives in Assam. “It would be so cool if we could find her. Maybe we can do a side story about her.” Jody says what I am thinking.

“Definitely. How can we find her?”

“I have a friend, the photographer who showed me the elephants, Avijan. I can ask if he knows how to get a meeting with her.”

Later that night, scouring the internet for clues to Parbati Barua, I discover Mark Shand, the British travel writer and conservationist, who traveled by elephant across the northern migration route with Parbati while she trained him in the art of mahout. The Discovery Channel made a documentary of the journey in 1993, and Shand authored a companion book, both with the goal to raise awareness and support for Asian elephants in India. I order the book and an old DVD of the documentary. Shand is dashing and free in his lungi washing his elephant. Every bit the explorer/writer as he rides astride a decorated elephant, wild sandy hair, pink scarf wrapped jauntily around his neck, army green T-shirt drenched with sweat. He laughs with both hands on his knees at something Parbati must have said. She sits on her elephant as if it is an extension of her body, or the other way around. Wearing a big camouflage jacket and a pair of jeans—male attire, taboo at the time for women in India. A cowboy hat of sorts is perched on her head and she holds a stick with two hands behind her shoulder blades. Smiling, but like the Mona Lisa, controlled, her posture erect and proud. In the book, Shand writes about Parbati with a sense of intimidation and slight mocking. She comes off as stern and impersonal, vague, and one-dimensional. There must be more to her than this? Now I imagine meeting and spending time with Parbati Barua; becoming a female Mark Shand, doing justice to her story by telling it from deep inside her perspective, bringing her history, personality, breadth of elephant wisdom, and current relevance to proper light.

It will be another six months before we know if we get the grant.

I text Jody: I think we should try and go sooner, so we don’t miss the story.

Ya, is her response.

That is it for now. No discussion. As more time passes, my worries mount. What if Jody goes to India without me, or pitches to National Geographic and they send a more connected and famous writer? As my insecurities escalate, they render me tentative. So much time is passing with no set plans. While I wait for the initiative of others, too timid to take the next step, I do the things I am good at: researching and fretting.
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We live our lives mostly concerned with what is right in front of us. There are so many orbits of simultaneous happenings across time, place, and cultures that our attention span can only seize on the soundbite, the small square of profound and exotic image. It is up to us to choose to learn more.

Asian elephants and Indian people have been living and working together, side by side and against one another, for thousands of years. I knew nothing of it. Now, snippets of it burst to life, through the depths of YouTube and into my office, halfway across the planet:


Mourners gather around a dead elephant in a ditch. Sprigs of jasmine and blooms of oleander and lotus have been gently placed in his/her eyes and along his/her feet, petals are scattered between sticks of lit incense placed in the cracked earth, thin trails of sacred smoke rise into the sky. A man in uniform, his face a smear of grief, tries to control the crowd. Human-made obstacles have killed this elephant, yet the mourners are crying and worshiping Ganesha. Ganesh, the elephant-headed son of Parviti and Shiva. As the Remover of Obstacles, he is among the most beloved of Hindu deities.

An elephant calf, his tail on fire from a thrown firecracker, chases his mother across a crowded highway.

“Go, go!” says the boy who is filming with his phone, encouraging in Bengali as his friend approaches a wild elephant in a meadow. The boy walks two bare feet up the trunk before the elephant flings the boy across the field. He lands like a rumpled pile of bones. Weak moans can be heard in the background as the companion continues to film, and then the phone shakes to a drop.



At first, I need to dig for information—until I find Asian Elephant Digest. This miraculous gem of a newsletter compiles every relevant news story about Asian elephants. Twice a day, in my inbox, I can read a selection of carefully curated elephant news courtesy of Save the Elephants News Service. The headlines paint a landscape of the breadth and scope of regular events:

GOVERNMENT TO PROBE LATEST POISONED ELEPHANT DEATH IN LAHAD DATU

BS YEDIYURAPPA GOVERNMENT SEEKS TO CUT ELEPHANT CORRIDOR SHORT BY 100 SQUARE KM

WOMEN SITTING ON BIKE TRAMPLED TO DEATH BY WILD ELEPHANTS IN JHARKHAND’S LATEHAR

TWO JUMBOS DIE ON TOP OF EACH OTHER (SRI LANKA)

GUDALUR: MOTHER ELEPHANT GUARDING CALF’S CARCASS

SELLING OF ANIMAL PARTS ON FACEBOOK; TWO ARRESTED IN SEEDUWA

KARIMGANJ VILLAGERS LIVE IN ELEPHANT FEAR

An entire ecosystem cracks open. Yet the articles mostly contain a scant paragraph or two with reportorial facts that tell little more than the tantalizing headline. My contextual knowledge is missing—massive gaps of geography, culture, history, and science. As compelling as the news features are, they feel as cryptic as a physics equation, and my curiosity is kicked into overdrive.

These truncated news stories are perversely encouraging. Each time the news shows up in my inbox, I anxiously scan the India-specific articles, searching for our story topics, feeling a guilty relief when the source is seemingly obscure, and information limited. While animal lovers are pouring support and resources into protecting the African elephants in the war over ivory, wild elephants in India appear as just a tiny blip on the popular cause scene. Asian elephants are moving swiftly toward extinction at an exponentially higher rate than their African cousins, and for a multifaceted panoply of altogether different issues.

“It’s too much to try and take on the entire human-elephant conflict in India,” Jody has said. “There are way too many moving parts.”

For this reason, we convince ourselves to stay focused on “Dying for Likes,” a well-packaged, universal bridge kind of a story. Almost everyone identifies with the ridiculous measures people go to for a “like” on social media. A timely focus, as current news in the US media is suddenly filled with a random rash of people falling to their deaths, thousands of feet into the Grand Canyon, as they tried to get the ideal, one-of-a-kind, selfie.

Our strategy is to travel to Northeast India to get the untold story of wild elephants and selfie deaths and take a side trip to Assam to profile Parbati Barua.



Jody is home for a week at the end of February before launching out again, and we meet for dinner. I have mustered all my courage, even practiced what to say. The goal is to sound casual, cool, and unconcerned, but leave with concrete next steps. I am budgeting three weeks for India, more time than I have ever been away from my daughters. It may be a leap of faith, but I am committed. For Jody, single and childfree, with no regular job that requires showing up to a fixed physical location, three weeks is nothing. She is often gone for months at a time, and she decides when and where in the moment.

We catch each other up: travel, inspiring podcasts, and new work, avoiding the topic of exes. Halfway through my red blend and burrata, I make my move: “Um. What time frame do you think might work for us to go India? For the elephant project. Just to make sure we can sync our schedules.”

She looks up from her salad. Calculating.

“Well, I was thinking of doing the Rickshaw Run this year. It’s a tuk tuk race across India. I think it’s the beginning of April for two weeks. Starts in Kerala and ends in Rajasthan. I’ve been wanting to do this thing forever.” She says, “If I go, we could meet up after the race.”

“A tuk tuk race?” This is a woman who, for all her adventures, is typically the one that falls out of moving vehicles and breaks bones; who gets dysentery and passes out on a city street; who disappears for days because she has a parasite causing her to vomit and have diarrhea in her shower, never thinking to call for help. A fourteen-day rickshaw run across India? I am certain that by the end Jody will be exhausted, sick, injured, or possibly dead, and I will be in India, alone.

“Yeah, it’s epic. You do it with three people. The organizers teach you how to drive, then you go—no route, goal is just to get to the finish by the last day. If I go, I should be done by the fifteenth and take a rest day on the sixteenth. Maybe we could meet on the seventeenth somewhere?”

I lock in on “somewhere.” My geography is pathetic. I know literally nothing about where we will go. Except for to Assam to find Parbati. There is a national park in Assam. If all else fails, I can always visit the park.

“Only problem,” she continues, “is that my teammates both just canceled, so I need to find two people to do it with me. Want to do a rickshaw run across India?”

March 16, 2018. I do the calculations. If I am going to meet Jody on April 17, it will be necessary for me to get over jet lag. I cannot arrive thrashed. It takes thirty hours of travel and a lost day. I should stay in Delhi for a few days and acclimate. Even the thought of this makes my hair stand on end and stomach flip. Jody has put the call out for volunteers to do the Rickshaw Run on her Instagram feed. I watch the comments and see no takers. The race is now less than two weeks away. Still, there is no update. Should I book a ticket? Cool and casual isn’t working. I text a long and desperate missive:


Hi there—any word back from your elephant friend? And are you able to make an intro moving forward—and also can we make a tentative plan for a meet up—a goal for what we want to get and a plan b—scout for social media story/create a related story somehow if the mahout falls out? I know it’s not your style to plan and this is a bit unconventional—But, it’s a great story and will be worth the prep going in. If you are losing momentum for it—let me know and we can cancel. Just don’t go without me because I’ve already invested hours and hours of my time!



Two hours pass. I must have said too much. Then comes her response:


Not yet but I should hear from him soon. Sure. I can meet next week if you’re around. I can never promise that any of it won’t fall through even if Avijan tells us we can meet her but there is a lot of stuff I do think we can cover on our proposal in that area. If we have to go to Plan B it will still be worth it. No, I don’t want to cancel and won’t go without you.



It is enough for me to book a ticket to Delhi and back at least. In less than three weeks, I will be flying to India and I have no idea what I will even need. Is this an expedition? Will I be sleeping in the jungle with Parbati and her elephants?
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