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BENJAMIN LAUGHINGHOUSE BARKS WAS CALLED BEN. By the time he was nine, he asked his friends to call him “Laugh.” Laughinghouse had been his mother’s last name before she married his father. But nobody wanted to call Ben “Laugh,” nobody but a red-haired boy named Duncan Owens, who became his second-best friend. Ben was generally friendly to young and old people, but even that early “Laugh” didn’t seem right for a serious person. His cousin Robin Drake was one year younger, and she knew Ben as well as anybody. She tried to call him “Laugher” for a while; but when Ben’s mother died the year he was ten, he finally asked Robin to call him anything except “Laugher.”

He was the only boy in school who had a girl for his best friend, and he could usually smile at Robin’s joking. After his mother died, though, Ben’s out-look changed; and he went on feeling sad for a long time. Even a whole year later, he still missed his mother at night; and the sadness would keep him awake sometimes. Then he would lie very flat in the dark, with both his arms stretched down by his sides, and think about elephants to help him sleep. Sooner or later they always helped him. Just the thought of their power and the awesome gentleness with which they treated each other most times could ease his mind and send him on into sleep like a boat on a calm dark lake.

Some people love horses or tropical fish. Some are devoted to cranky parrots that can bite off a finger. Ben knew one boy who kept a mighty boa constrictor right by his bed—a snake that could choke him to death as easily as strangling a kitten. Ben Barks loved elephants long before he’d seen one. He sometimes wondered how that love started. Since he lived in a small quiet town and had never even been to a zoo, Ben guessed his mother had been the cause.

By the time he was three years old, his mother would sit with Ben at a kitchen table and draw good pictures of elephants with a pencil. When she was a child, she’d seen an elephant in a traveling circus, and she and Ben’s father had a few books and magazines with photographs of actual elephants who lived far off in Africa and Asia. But Ben’s mother never copied those pictures. For some mysterious reason of her own, since childhood, the idea of elephants was planted in her head; and when she drew her idea on paper, the elephant always looked realer than any photograph—to her and her only child Ben at least.

Good as she was, she always asked Ben to draw along with her. At first Ben’s drawings were funny, but they managed to look more or less like elephants. When Ben and his mother each finished a drawing, she would help him color his picture with crayons. Ben colored them red or blue or yellow—impossible colors.

His mother let him do that for a while. But when he was five and the idea of elephants was safe in his own head, his mother said “Ben, in Africa and Asia, all elephants are gray or brownish gray. Let’s respect the way they really look.” From then on Ben made his drawings true to life or as true as he could since he still hadn’t seen a live elephant.

Soon after that Ben’s mother mostly let him draw alone. He was his parents’ only child; and since they lived on the edge of town with few close neighbors, he had no playmates except his cousin Robin and occasionally Duncan Owens, when Duncan’s mean father would let him play. Robin lived a mile away. On weekends she and Ben would ride their bicycles to visit each other, and then they’d act out the stories they’d read or seen in movies. Ben went to every movie that starred real elephants, and most times Robin went along with him. In a lot of their games, Ben would ride an imaginary elephant and sometimes let Robin ride behind him through the nearby woods. It could make them happy for a whole afternoon; and once Ben started school and could read, he spent many evenings reading about real elephants in his father’s books.

That way he learned a lot about them. Elephants lived in good-sized families and guarded their babies carefully. They were stronger than anything else alive on land; and they had huge brains that made them at least as smart as the smartest other creatures—whales, dolphins, pigs, gorillas, and chimpanzees. The only thing elephants did that seemed wrong to Ben was butting down whole trees just to eat the top leaves. Now and then they also tramped down the gardens of helpless people who were trying to grow their food and live in elephant country. Even one elephant could ruin a whole cornfield by just walking through it. And when they got angry occasionally, some elephant might badly hurt or kill someone. That would only happen, most times anyhow, when they felt their young were in real danger.

When Ben was seven the year after he began first grade, his parents surprised him by taking him and Robin to an actual circus that was visiting the nearest big town for two days. It was Ringling Brothers, the Greatest Show on Earth—or so it said on its red-and-blue posters. Ben knew the whole thing was his mother’s idea, and he secretly wished that he could have gone with nobody but her. He liked his father and Robin; but he and his mother had spent almost their best times together, drawing elephants and trying to imagine their lives. His mother got tickets for the whole family, though. So Ben concealed his disappointment, and off they all went. The whole way there Ben had told himself silently to concentrate on the great sights to come and not to let Robin or his joking father keep him from seeing and memorizing every good thing and of course every detail of the elephant troop.

But before the show started in the huge main tent, Ben and the others walked through a long but smaller tent where all the circus animals waited. There were lions and tigers and leopards pacing back and forth in cages, looking fierce and lonely at the same time. There was one lone gorilla crouched down in the corner of a cage with the thickest bars of all. His face was as sad as anything Ben had ever seen—and sadder still because there was nothing anybody could do to cheer him up, short of sending him back to the African mountains.

Then the last thing before Ben and his family entered the main tent was two lines of elephants. One was on Ben’s left, one on his right. By the shape of their heads, Ben knew at once they were Indian elephants, who were easier to tame than the ones from Africa, though even the smallest one was twice as tall as Ben’s father. When they came into sight, Ben stopped in his tracks. However many elephants he’d read about or seen in movies, he had never guessed at the high excitement he would feel when he first saw one, alive and nearby.

He felt as if he were flying through space with just the power of his own two arms, and the speed had emptied the air from his lungs. But that didn’t scare him. Ben had always liked a great many things in the world around him. A well-played game or an arrowhead he might find in the woods could make him happy for hours. But the sight of these elephants made him happier than he’d ever been before. Joyful as he was, soon he got his breath back and counted the elephants carefully.

There were fifteen on one side, fourteen on the other—twenty-nine live elephants in all. They looked enough alike to be a single family; but each one of them was moving a little, side to side as if dancing alone with nobody near. None of them were looking at each other but were facing straight forward, chewing mouthfuls of hay. Each one had a small chain around an ankle, and each chain was hooked to an iron post in the ground behind. Of course they all could have pulled those up with no trouble whatever and gone anywhere they wanted to go unless men with powerful elephant guns shot and killed them.

Ben even realized that, with their famous strength, any one of them could take a single step, break free completely, and kill every person in the whole crowded tent. Their family together could tear up every building in town, including the water tank, and crush all the people. But they just continued their gentle dance and seemed not to make any harmful plans. Ben could hardly believe he was in the same space with such peaceful and noble creatures. A few yards ahead of him, a human family with several children were feeding peanuts to one old-looking elephant. With excellent manners she was taking the nuts from the children’s hands with the tip of her trunk and then transferring them straight to her mouth.

Ben’s parents had moved on a few steps ahead, but now his father looked back and grinned. “Son, you want to buy a bag of peanuts?”

It turned out Robin was standing just behind him. She said “Oh yes!”

Ben mostly trusted Robin but hearing her say “Yes” made him want to say “No.” Robin was wrong. To stand here and feed little dried-up peanuts to these enormous creatures seemed l1ike a bad joke. Ben shook his head No and walked on forward, ahead of the others, toward the main tent. He knew his feelings were stingy-hearted, but all he wanted to do right now was be alone in a private place with all these elephants—or even just one. Nobody else but his mother would be near, and no other noise but the sound of her voice could be heard around them. He told himself that was crazy to hope for. And when he stopped at the main tent door and turned to smile at his family, it was one of the hardest things he’d done.

Under the main tent there were three wide rings on the ground. Ben’s father had already told him how everything that would happen in the show would happen inside those rings at the same time. It would be up to Ben to figure out which ring to watch at any moment. If he wasn’t careful he’d miss the best part. So all through the long and busy performance, Ben smiled at the clowns, felt scared for the man who went into one wide cage with lions and tigers roaring together; and he crossed his fingers for the men and women on the trapeze swings and high wires. Mainly he watched the elephants do every one of their acts.

For the first time Ben saw in person how patient they were and how respectful to the people who gave them orders with sticks and whistles. That much made him glad. He was sorry, though, that all their stunts were silly child’s play thought up by the humans that owned them. He was sorry too that he still hadn’t touched one or stood where one could see him clearly; but he wasn’t sorry about the peanuts. Handing a peanut to an elephant would be like handing a penny to a king or giving a single scrap of bread to a starving orphan, bareheaded in the snow.
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It was soon after that when Ben realized he truly loved elephants in a stronger way than anything else alive but his mother. The simplest picture of any elephant would still catch his eye. He would sit down right then, study it closely; and soon he would feel the best kind of peace inside his head. He wouldn’t have to wait till night came and then just ask them to help him sleep. So he went on drawing them better and better, and then he made models of them with clay. It gave him more pleasure than any other animal or friend, and no other kind of game could help him that much.

Ben often prayed that his father would buy him a baby elephant to raise. They had a broad field of grass and weeds behind the house. On the edge of the field was a small clear pond, and then the woods started. In the woods there were more trees than any one elephant could ever push down, or so Ben believed. He could easily imagine the pleasure of coming home from school each afternoon to find an elephant waiting and pleased to see him after such a long day. He had heard that elephants could speak with each other, over miles of distance, in sounds so low no human could hear them. Ben’s ears were keen and he told himself he would learn to hear their secrets and to share his secrets with them. He’d already had some secret talks with his family’s dog. Surely an elephant would speak with him too. Couldn’t his father place a want ad in some city paper and find a young elephant that might have outgrown its narrow home and needed more space?

But his father told him an elephant cost more money than they would ever own. It would also need more space and food than their field could provide.

Ben understood that but was badly disappointed, and he went on asking for an elephant in his prayers at night. What he mostly said in silence was “Please make me strong and gentle enough to be a good keeper for a real live elephant. Then let somebody give us one, and let it be happy in our back field.” Ben had also prayed when his mother was sick. But she died anyhow in terrible pain with Ben at her bedside, holding her hand and begging to help her. So Ben knew his prayers were probably useless. They gave him hope, though—the kind of hope that lucky people have and everybody strongly needs. It helped Ben believe he would grow up someday and find the necessary time and money to bring the things he loved closer to him where he could guard them, day and night, from enemies, sickness, and unfair punishment.
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After Ben’s mother died, leaving him and his father alone in a sad house, Ben’s cousin Robin spent even more time than usual with Ben. She also missed his mother, who had been her favorite aunt. So she and Ben began to make up serious games about death. At first they looked for dead birds or insects to bury in shallow graves with flowers on top and rocks to show where the small bodies lay. Then Ben told Robin the legend that says that elephants who live in the jungle or on the plains will go to the same secret place to die. Just the ivory tusks of all the dead elephants would be of great value to find and sell; and since the elephants’ graveyard gets bigger by the year, greedy people are always hunting for it.

Ben also told Robin that the legend was probably wrong, but that didn’t stop them from spending long days pretending to hunt for the elephants’ graveyard in the thick woods back of Ben’s home. Every now and then either Robin or Ben would find a smooth white rock that they’d pretend was a genuine piece of a tusk or a tooth. Once they even found the long white rib of a big buck deer that had died long ago. They told themselves it was ivory for sure and that they must be very near their goal—the elephants’ graveyard with all its treasure—but of course they weren’t. Deep down they knew there was no such place.

Robin was ready to go on hunting, but Ben just said “You can but I won’t.”

She understood why. Ben had given up hope of finding anything grand or rewarding. He also knew that in the real world of Africa and Asia, elephants would stop by the bones of their dead family members and turn them over very slowly with their trunks. Sometimes they’d stand and do this for hours as if they knew the bones were all that was left of some live creature that once took close care of them when they were young and could never be repaid.

After Ben gave up hope from such games, he and Robin gave up playing so seriously. She did once suggest that they ride through the human cemetery on their bikes. It was a small green place on a hillside, and at the bottom was a narrow river with a long sandbar that Ben liked to wade out to. Ben didn’t suspect that Robin had a private plan, so he readily agreed to the trip. It was too cold to wade; but once they’d stood by the river and skipped flat rocks on the surface, Robin picked some cattails—tall brown and green plants—and started back uphill alone, where they’d left their bikes. Ben eventually followed her until he saw she was squatting down by his mother’s white gravestone. He hadn’t been there since the day of her funeral, and he wasn’t going now. Deep as his mother was buried in the ground, Ben was afraid he might hear her moan. He picked up his bike and called back to Robin “You coming with me or not?”

“Did you forget what today is?”

Ben said “It’s a Wednesday sometime in January.”

Robin had finished arranging the cattails in the jar for flowers that stayed by the grave. So she stood and smiled. “It’s your mother’s birthday.”

Ben thought for a moment, then pedaled away slowly.

Robin thought he said “Don’t you think I know that?” but she couldn’t be sure. Till now she’d thought she understood Ben’s sadness, but he’d just shown her that he hurt a lot worse than she’d realized, and she never again tried to change his feelings.

From then on what kept Ben hoping to grow out of his sorrow and run his own life was not games or dreams but more and more books about elephants with more accurate pictures. He also had his father, who was kind and tired but who seemed to need Ben’s company and help—even when they seldom spoke to each other. Even after Ben and Robin had given up wandering through the woods, he enjoyed her company at the movies or playing occasional indoor games. He never had to ask her again to let him keep his sadness private.

Ben also had a few good teachers who tried to help him onward, and most of the other children in school seemed to show they liked him. So he had other reasons to live on through his days and nights, neither too sad nor happy but without much hope that he’d have a life which felt rewarding. Sometimes he felt like a single young hawk, abandoned by its parents but learning to fly and hunt on its own. Most days, though, he felt like a boy who would never be stronger or have his own safe family and a job that he liked better than school.

It was two months after his eleventh birthday that the next wide door in Ben’s life began to swing open, slowly at first. It started in school one day when Duncan Owens said to Ben “Remember that my dad knows the man that brings traveling shows to town—mostly bands and dances? Sometime this spring he’s bringing a family circus with one ring. Let’s us two go.” Everybody, including Ben, called Duncan “Dunk.” It was maybe because his red hair always looked as if he’d been dunked by his heels in water and stood up to dry with his hair in peaks.
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