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For Bradley


For Mom


For the elephants


And for all who work to save them









All things bright and beautiful,


All creatures great and small,


All things wise and wonderful,


The Lord God made them all.


Cecil Frances Alexander


1848
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CHAPTER 1






I can’t believe I’m in Thailand. That’s about as far away from Colorado as a person can get. Aunt Lizzie and I share a sticky vinyl seat in this van holding eighteen other volunteers, all on our way to an elephant sanctuary. Everyone is older than me except for one boy. I’m guessing he’s also my age, about twelve.


It’s been tough getting here, and I don’t just mean the fourteen hours in the airplane. I mean elephants? They’re big and kind of scary, but cool. Who wouldn’t be excited to work with elephants? Me. At least not now. That’s another story.


This twisty road upsets my stomach. Will we ever get there?


If Mom was here, she’d have me sitting in the front seat. And she’d be sitting behind me, rubbing the back of my neck. Mom . . . I have a big lump in my throat. And that only makes the car sickness worse.


On the side of the road, an old hunchbacked man herds ducks. His skin is wrinkled and dark brown, and he wears a round, pointed straw hat. A little farther up the road, a tiny wooden hut sits on top of stilts. Past the hut, palm trees rise tall, banana trees burst with bunches of bananas, and shrubs sport their huge colorful flowers. Mom would know their names. My eyes fill, thinking of Mom again. I’ve got to stop thinking about her. That is the whole point of being here.


“Quinn,” Aunt Lizzie says, “look at the brilliant green of those rice paddies terraced into the mountainside.”


Sure enough, the color is like new spring green leaves, or even brighter.


All these new sights are exciting but also a blur. What if it is so different that it overwhelms me and I can’t hold myself together and all of my bottled-up feelings spill out?


Another wave of nausea hits me, and I have to focus on taking deep breaths.


Up ahead I see a sign for Orawan Elephant Sanctuary. We’re almost there. Maybe I can make it without throwing up in front of all these strangers.


The van turns onto a road just past the sign. It bounces and jolts over potholes until we finally stop in front of a large wooden building, which has open-air walkways connecting the different parts of the structure.


The door opens and we pile out of the van. A wave of thick, hot air hits me. I knew it’d be hot but had no idea what humidity felt like. At eight thousand feet in the Rocky Mountains, the air is super dry. Here, my shirt clings to me in an instant. Okay, I tell myself, if you can handle below freezing temperatures in Colorado in the winter, you can get used to this, too.


A short woman with beautiful brown skin and a long black braid greets us. She looks so cool and refreshed in her loose tunic top and slacks, the exact opposite of how I’m feeling.


“Welcome to Orawan Elephant Sanctuary! I am Nok, the director. On behalf of all our staff, we are grateful you’re here to help us with our beloved elephants.”


She puts her hands together like she’s praying and bows her head.


“What’s she doing?” I whisper to Aunt Lizzie.


“She’s greeting us with a Thai sign of respect. It’s called a wai.”


I put my hands together to try it myself but pull them right back to my sides in case I’m doing it wrong.


Nok continues, “Take some time to settle into your rooms. They’re just up this walkway and to the right. You’ll see the signs and your names on the doors. We’ll gather in the conference room in thirty minutes.”


We roll our suitcases up the wooden ramp to a covered walkway. A warm breeze blows. Nearby, monkeys screech, elephants rumble, and birds chirp.


“What’s that weird clacking noise?” I ask Aunt Lizzie.


“Those are bamboo trees swaying in the wind,” she says and smiles.


There are no bamboo trees in the Colorado mountains.


I startle when a nearby elephant trumpets really loudly.


Aunt Lizzie puts her hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Quinn. Elephants trumpet for lots of reasons, and one of them is when they’re happy and greeting others.”


All my worry churns inside me. Is she sure? What if that elephant is having a really bad day and about to stampede? What if there’s a tiger lurking, looking for an easy meal? We’re in a jungle, after all. At home, I know what to do if I see a bear or a moose or a mountain lion. Here, I don’t know, and that’s scary. Was it really such a good idea to come here? If Mom was here . . . Mom. My chest squeezes tight and I wipe away a tear. Here I go again. I thought being far away would take my mind off of her. But no, she’s in my thoughts everywhere I go. I can’t get away. I don’t know why I thought I could.


We reach our room, a tiny space barely big enough for the two twin beds and one dresser. It’s hot inside and there’s no AC.


“We’ll be sharing the bathroom with the two women in the next room,” Aunt Lizzie informs me.


Oh no, even this room which I thought would be my safe place isn’t what I thought it would be.


Two whole weeks here is starting to feel like trying to cross a sandy desert without water or a camel. I’m not sure I can do it now. Not in this strange place with wild animals that might decide I’d make a tasty dinner. Not when I’m running on empty. And not when my heart is still torn apart.


Everything about my life was close to perfect. Until it wasn’t. Until the accident. Until the day my heart shattered and the sun stopped shining. After that, all I wanted to do was stay alone in my room and sleep.


It’s been six months and my heart is still broken.


At home, nothing helped—not the therapist I went to, not the nice notes the kids in my sixth-grade class sent me, not being alone in my room, and not even my best friend, Emily, even though she tried. Dad tried to get me to talk, but I closed up like a clam, which made me even sadder because we used to be able to talk about almost anything. It was one more missing thing.


I’ve been stuck in this quicksand and can’t get out of it. I’m exhausted from trying.


Somewhere in that fog, Aunt Lizzie convinced me going away would help. Away to a place where I wouldn’t see mountain peaks covered with snow, ski boots in the mudroom, or family photos on the fireplace mantle. The next thing I knew, we were on the airplane.


And now we’re here. Will it help?


We find our way to the meeting room. Volunteers fill the rows of folding chairs. Parched, I spot a water jug across the room. As I reach for a cup, somebody’s arm bumps mine. It’s the boy from the van, also taking a cup. He’s got red hair and freckles.


“Oops, sorry. You go first,” he says.


“Okay.” That was nice of him. I’m not interested in making new friends yet, but I don’t want to be rude.


“I’m Hunter,” he says and smiles. My parents are over there next to the lady with the wavy brown hair.”


“That’s my Aunt Lizzie. I’m Quinn.”


I’ve used up all my words. I turn away.


“Let’s begin,” Nok says from up front.


Saved by the director.
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CHAPTER 2






“Welcome!” Nok greets us. “We’re grateful for the gift of your time and help these next two weeks. Our volunteers make it possible for the sanctuary to function.”


I twist around in my chair and look over the other volunteers and hear some voices speaking languages I don’t know.


Nok continues, “Our lives here are simple so we’re able to care for our injured and abandoned elephants. Our goal is to provide a healing place for them to live.”


I get that. I need a healing place, too. But will this be it?


“You’ll work in teams,” Nok says. “Each day you’ll have a different assignment. If you don’t want to perform a particular job, let us know and we’ll find a different task.” She gives a slight nod of her head.


An older man in front of me nudges his wife. “See, honey, it won’t be too much for you.”


Nok goes on, “After dinner, we’ll gather here to talk about the elephants and your jobs. For now, let’s meet some of the elephants you’ve traveled so far to help. Please follow me.”


Nok leads us along an outside boardwalk where noises like oo-oo-ooo-aaa-aaa-aaa come from the trees. I’m pretty sure they are monkeys. At least they don’t scare me. I’ve heard them before at the zoo. Mom would laugh at the sounds.


“Quinn, wait up!”


It’s Hunter again. We’re the only two kids. He must have noticed too. Will he always want to be with me? I’m not sure that’s what I want.


“Did you know what you were getting into coming here?” he asks.


“Not really. My aunt did the planning.”


I look away, hoping he’ll get the hint that I do not want to talk about this because he might find out the real reason I’m here . . . I had to get away. And if I talk about it, I’ll start crying all over again and be embarrassed and feel even worse.


But he’s oblivious.


“My parents visited this sanctuary a year ago,” Hunter says. “It’s all they ever talk about.”


He shrugs his shoulders and says, “It was kind of annoying, but now that I’m here, I think it’s cool seeing unchained elephants and getting a chance to help them.”


I hope I can feel the same way.


Nok stops at a landing surrounded by a railing about ten feet above a grassy field with some dry patches where elephants have walked.


“This is Sumana. She came to us five years ago. Her name means ‘good-hearted.’”


An elephant approaches us with its handler. I’m not expecting to see anything different from the elephants at the Denver Zoo.


But when this elephant comes close, my jaw drops. I’m awed by her beauty, her size, her enormous ears, her graceful trunk, and her presence. If she flapped her ears, she’d fly away like Dumbo. Sumana must be about ten feet tall at her shoulder. Her handler’s head only reaches her mouth, and her feet are as big as large tree trunks, like the blue spruce trees at home. But it’s not just Sumana’s size. It’s the power of her presence, like a queen sitting on her throne, taking in who’s before her and figuring out what they’re like. And it’s in her eyes, the way she gazes into mine, like she already knows me.


I flinch. I don’t want anybody to see inside me.


Of course, that’s impossible. The elephant can’t read my soul.


“You stay here,” Nok says to us as she steps down the outer stairs. Three ratty dogs appear and sit at her feet. Matted fur covers their scrawny bodies. Nok speaks to the dogs in Thai. I could swear they understand every word. Nok pets them and they run off. I wish I could speak to dogs like her. And I really wish I could have a dog. Mom always wanted one, but Dad didn’t. Now, I think having a dog would help me, but Dad still won’t budge. It’s one more reminder of what I lost and what I can’t have.


Nok turns to Sumana and her handler.


“This is Kiet, Sumana’s mahout. ‘Mahout’ means caretaker.”


Nok strokes the elephant’s trunk. Sumana winds her trunk around Nok like she’s giving her a big hug.


That’s amazing. Can elephants be friends with people, like dogs? Maybe they do understand humans. That would be incredible.


I catch myself. No, it can’t be true. She’s an elephant and can’t save me from my misery.


Still, I keep staring at her.


Sumana’s eyelashes are thick and coarse like a paintbrush. Her leathery back is covered with short hairs and mud, and beautiful bands circle her trunk from her head to the tip. Her right eye is cloudy. I gaze into her other eye, and she’s staring at me.


“Sumana was rescued from street begging in Bangkok. Her previous owner blinded her right eye.” Nok’s eyes turn flinty.


A shiver runs through my entire body. How cruel.


A woman asks, “Why would someone do that?”


“What happened to Sumana is tragic, yet all too common. Some mahouts blind their elephants to break their spirits so they will obey them. There’s no excuse for it.” Nok’s face hardens. “But don’t forget, Sumana is safe here. When you approach her, remember to stay on her left side so she can see you.”


How could anybody hurt such a beautiful creature on purpose? Red hot anger burns inside me. Yeah, my heart is broken, but not because anybody mistreated me. It’s so cruel.


“Were all the elephants here injured by their mahouts before they arrived?” Hunter asks. I hear anger in his voice. Maybe the abuse bothers him, too. Guess we’re alike that way. I’m not so alone.


“There are a lot of reasons why the elephants come to us. Sometimes, like with Sumana, they are abused and we buy the elephant’s safety. Other times, the elephants’ owners can’t afford to feed them anymore. Or an elephant may be abandoned or need medical attention. Another reason is that the owner can’t prevent their elephant from trampling nearby farmers’ lands. It’s difficult to have elephants when you live near human populations.”


These sound like hard problems. The elephants need to eat and the farmers need to grow crops. I’m thinking it through when another elephant approaches with her handler. She’s dragging her hind leg with each step.


“You can do it, girl,” the handler says, stroking her side with his hand. “Good job, I know this is hard for you.”


“This elephant is Waan.” Nok points with an open hand. “She came here after her leg was broken hauling heavy logs. Her mahout didn’t want her after that.”


Something inside me snaps, just like Waan’s leg. This poor elephant’s body and spirit were broken. It’s too much to take in. I put my hands over my ears and try to block it out. It doesn’t work. I turn and leave, not knowing where I’m headed. Any place where I won’t hear more sadness.


“Quinn, wait,” my aunt pleads.


I walk on, kicking rocks and fighting back tears, and she doesn’t follow.


Now I’m positive it’s impossible for me to stay here. Hearing about elephant abuse is too painful. I didn’t know we’d learn so much about it. I don’t have the energy to care about them. Not while I’m still drowning in my own life. How can I handle any more? Aunt Lizzie was crazy to bring me here.


Like a turtle, I want to pull back inside my shell and shut it all out.
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CHAPTER 3






There’s nowhere to be alone except our sweltering hot room, and I can barely breathe in there. Instead, I choose a bench under a tree a ways down the path and out of sight. The white flowers on the bush behind me smell sweet, like one of Mom’s plants. She always had a garden full of flowers in the spring and summer. I remember her humming and her happy look when she worked the soil. I choke up again. Everything I think about, even the flowers in Thailand, make me cry. I don’t know how to stop it.


I try to calm down, breathing slowly and relaxing my muscles, but it doesn’t stop me from thinking about the injured elephants. Why would anyone hurt them? I want to believe the elephants only feel physical pain, but something about the way Sumana’s good eye stared at me made me think she has feelings, just like me. Like she understood pain. Some horrible person terrified her and blinded her. Sumana and I are both hurting and trying to survive. Did Sumana pick up on that? Is such a thing even possible?


Aunt Lizzie walks over. “Are you okay, sweetie?”


I glare at her. “Are you kidding? After seeing those injured elephants?”


I’m so upset with her for bringing me here. I know she’s trying to help, but being here is making me feel worse.


Aunt Lizzie sits beside me on the bench, twisting the turquoise ring Mom gave her on my aunt’s birthday last year. Now the ring is only another sorry reminder of the accident I caused.


“I know it’s hard to see the elephant’s pain, Quinn,” she says, almost whispering.


“Then why did you bring me here?” I ask. “These elephants have been abused! People have hurt them on purpose. How is this supposed to be good for me?” I stare at the ground.


When I look back up, Aunt Lizzie’s lips are glued into a tight line. She doesn’t say anything for the longest time. Maybe she doesn’t have an answer. Maybe she’s realizing she and Dad made a huge mistake with this whole “take Quinn to the elephant sanctuary and she’ll feel better” trip. The only problem is that I agreed to come here, so it’s partly my own fault.


“Quinn.” Aunt Lizzie touches my shoulder. “I understand how hard it is to hear about the harm done to these elephants. I tried to explain it to you when we planned this trip. But here’s the thing. There’s a lot more to the elephants than their pain. I think you’ll find them inspiring and joyous.” She takes a deep breath and exhales. “Let’s take it one day at a time. If it’s too much for you, we can talk about an alternative. What do you think?”


“Okay.” It’s nice of her. I can’t argue with it, but I’m still frustrated. Aunt Lizzie’s not going to take me away from here. Not yet. I’m ready to leave right now.


Aunt Lizzie gets up and walks away. I don’t blame her. I don’t like me very much these days, either.


After spending the rest of the morning alone staring into the trees, I’m so hungry that I force myself to rejoin the group in the cafeteria. A long buffet table is loaded with dishes of strange food. I smell chicken and new spices and my stomach growls. A humongous bowl of white rice is placed next to the plates and silverware. This is a whole lot different than peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. I hope I like it.


“Oh good, green curry with vegetables, and red curry with chicken. I can’t wait to try them,” a woman behind me comments to her friend. “And look at the fruit down at the end! We’re in for a treat.”


“What is that?” I ask her, pointing at a scary round fruit covered with green and red hairy spikes. It’s about the size of a mandarin orange and very weird. Why would anyone pick one up, or worse, eat it?


“Oh, that’s rambutan.” She steps out of line, takes one from the bowl, and brings it back to show me how to peel the outer skin. Then she hands me a section of the remaining white fleshy part. “Try it.”


“Uh, okay.” Wow! Am I surprised. It tastes like a combination of grapes and strawberries. “Thanks,” I say to her and grab one for dessert.


“I think I’ll try one of those, too,” I hear Aunt Lizzie from down the line.


The dining room has long picnic tables with benches. The room hums with the chatter of happy volunteers. I sit alone, still not ready to talk to anyone. But I’ve got to eat.


I plow into my food. Turns out the meal is amazing. It’s spicy, sweet, and delicious. Perfect on the rice. I’ve never tried Thai food. There aren’t any Thai restaurants in our mountain town. Maybe there are some in Denver, two hours away from home.


But even though lunch is tasty, it’s not good enough to make me want to stay for two whole weeks. I can’t take knowing these animals have been hurting when I can’t even handle my own loss.


Aunt Lizzie sits next to me. We eat in silence.


A few minutes later, I hear Hunter ask from behind me, “Can I join you?”


“Sure.” I hope he doesn’t ask me questions. He’s friendly, but I still don’t want to talk about myself or my life.


“Aunt Lizzie, this is Hunter. Hunter, meet Aunt Lizzie.”


Hunter smiles and stretches out his hand to shake hers.


“I saw you sitting together in the van and hoped I’d get to meet you.”


Aunt Lizzie smiles and slides over to make room. “It’s nice to meet you, Hunter. Did I hear that you’re from Seattle?”


“Yep. Home of the Space Needle, Starbucks, Amazon, and lots of rain. Oh, and Microsoft. They make great Xbox games.”


My ears perk up. “Do you have an Xbox?” I ask.


“Yeah, sure. Don’t you?” Hunter asks.


“No. I wish I did. All my friends have one.”


“Why don’t you?”


“Because my parents—my dad won’t let me. He’s really into outdoor sports. It’s why we live in the Rocky Mountains.” My words sound so lame I want to hide under the table.


“That’s cool. Do you ski or snowboard?” Hunter asks, moving on to a new topic.


“Ski.” I swallow, remembering my last day of skiing with Mom and Dad. How we whooped and hollered at the sight of fresh, unbroken powder snow.


“I mean, I used to ski.”


“Why not now?”


I get a lump in my throat. How did we get here so fast? What do I do now? Will I ever be my happy and whole self again?


Nok interrupts our conversation, saving me once again.


“Attention!” she calls. “After you finish eating, you can rest in your rooms or explore the visitor’s center. There’s a gift shop by the main entrance where you came in. At three o’clock we’ll meet back here and head to the river to watch the elephants bathe. Be sure to wear a hat and sunscreen.”
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