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Martin racked his brain for something clever
to say. Isabel was finally in Chicago, sitting right next to him in
the car, and his mind had dissolved into a black hole. When she
arrived an hour earlier from Spain, his stomach did this funny flip
thing. Weird. After all, it was only Isabel, and only three months
since they’d been together in Peru. But she seemed different, older
somehow, with her honey-colored hair pulled up on top of her head
instead of the usual braid down her back.

“You brought your scooter, right?” Martin
asked.

“No. My dad surprised me with rollerblades
for my birthday last week. They’re way more fun.”

“Cool,” Martin said. “I have a present for
you at home.” He hoped she would like the Chicago Red Sox ball cap
he bought her.

“Thanks.” Isabel’s face filled with
excitement. “My mom gave me a digital camera.” She pulled it from
her backpack. “It zooms in close, and if I push this button, it’s a
wide angle lens. And it makes videos. We can film each other
skating.”

“Awesome.” He took the camera from her. “I
know this really great skate spot downtown, and we can go to the
Navy Pier and Shedd Aquarium. Fourth of July they have huge
fireworks over Lake Michigan.” He moved the camera around until
Isabel came into focus on the tiny screen. Click.

“Don’t forget your birthday,” Dr.
Hobbs, Martin’s mom, chimed in from the driver’s seat. “One more
week and you’ll be a teenager too. We’ll have a big party.”

“Mom. It’s not like I’m five and want
a party.”

“I guess you don’t want any presents,” Isabel
said. “Or cake.”

Martin grinned. “Well, maybe a couple of big,
expensive presents.”

Isabel shrugged. “I was going to give you a
Ferrari, but now it’s too late. Oh, I almost forgot, I got my ears
pierced for my birthday too.” She put a hand up to show off the
tiny gold hoops hanging from her lobes.

Martin winced. “Didn’t it hurt?”

“Only this much.” Isabel reached over and
pinched his arm.

“Ouch!” Martin rubbed the spot. “That’s what
I mean.”

Isabel laughed. “You can’t be a baby about
it.”

Dr. Hobbs parked the car in the staff lot at
the Field Museum of Natural History. “I hope you don’t mind,
Isabel, but we promised Dr. McMillan we’d bring you by to say
hello, then we’ll head home.”

“That’s great,” Isabel said.

Martin jumped out and grabbed his skateboard
and helmet from the trunk. “Wait ‘til you see my new tricks.”

Isabel grinned. “Show me.”

He threw down his board and gathered speed
along the walkway, twisting into a front side 180, jumping over a
cement bicycle rack, and manualing on his back wheels for a good
five feet—every trick perfectly executed. He spun around ready to
bask in Isabel’s admiration, but she was deep in conversation with
his mom.

“Hey, did you see?” he called out.

“Oh, sorry,” Isabel said, catching up with
him. “Your mom was telling me about your sister’s trip to Florence
next month.”

Martin raised his eyebrows up and down.
“Jenny’s still completely in love with Paolo.”

Isabel giggled. “She must be so excited. I
can’t wait to see her.”

Their parents had worked on an Inca
archaeological excavation in Jalca, Peru, the previous year where
Martin’s older sister Jenny had met Paolo, and Martin and Isabel
had become good friends. During their six months together, they had
discovered an amazing secret about the Incas and solved the mystery
of disappearing artifacts. This extraordinary time had created a
special bond. Isabel put a hand on Martin’s arm. “¿Va bien tu
Español?”

He scrunched his shoulders. “Pretty good. I
mean muy bien.” He hated speaking Spanish with her. She
always corrected his pronunciation. And he always got it wrong.

“Martin got an A in Spanish,” Dr. Hobbs said.
“We’re so proud of him.”

Martin raced up the museum stairs to the
first landing of the entrance. “Hey, watch this.”

“Be careful,” Dr. Hobbs said.

“Don’t worry. I’ve done it a million times.”
Actually, he could only remember twice, but he’d made it both
times—sort of. He hadn’t fallen anyway. Only four little steps to
clear.

He waited for the area to empty, drumming his
fingers on the end of his skateboard. A woman frowned at him and
hurried up the stairs, holding the hands of two small children. An
elderly couple slowly negotiated their way down the steps. He
stared across the Lake Michigan shoreline to the Navy Pier and the
huge Ferris wheel’s slow revolution. The hot, humid air closed
around him. He hated contemplating a jump. The distance suddenly
appeared farther than he remembered.

At last the stairs and walkway cleared.
Martin threw down his board, pushed off across the landing, and
lifted into an ollie that sent him airborne over the stairs. Out of
his left eye, he glimpsed a figure running up the path from the
lakefront trail. For one crucial second, he lost his concentration.
His board scraped the edge of the last step and tipped forward,
throwing him to the ground. A sharp pain wrenched his right ankle
as his foot twisted sideways and under. Flat on his back, he stared
up at the hazy sky.

“Do you need help?” a man asked, his words
clipped. He leaned over Martin, his intense blue eyes squinting
through skinny, black-framed glasses. A blond ponytail hung down
one shoulder. Before Martin could muster an answer, the man glanced
at his watch and took off, sprinting up the stairs.

Isabel squatted down, “Are you okay?”

“Thank heavens you had on your helmet.” Dr.
Hobbs stooped to help him sit up.

“Mom, I’m fine.” He shook her hand off his
shoulder. Why did she treat him like a little kid? It was too
embarrassing. He rubbed his ankle and grinned at Isabel. “I always
land that jump. That guy threw me off.”

“It was a great jump,” Isabel said. “Except
for the fall.”

Martin stood and stepped gingerly on his
foot, cringing with pain. He took off his helmet and handed it to
his mom, running a hand through his damp tangle of hair.

“Wait a minute,” Isabel said, placing a hand
gently on his arm, “I’ll help.”

He rolled his foot in circles. “It’ll be
okay.” But he let Isabel support his arm as he hobbled up the long
stairway.

He limped into the museum and pointed to the
enormous dinosaur skeleton in the center of the main hall. “That’s
Sue, a Tyrannosaurus Rex, the largest, best preserved anywhere,” he
said. “And down that way are Egyptian mummies. I can show you
later.”

“Let’s not wear Isabel out her first day,”
Dr. Hobbs said as she pushed the elevator button. “Dr. McMillan is
so thrilled about the Treasures of Thailand exhibit. It
opens Friday.”

Martin stepped into the elevator, relieved to
find the burning in his ankle easing. “My dad organized it with
this guy, Dr. Sommat, who owns a lot of the stuff. My parents met
him when we lived in Thailand.”

His stomach tightened as the doors closed.
For the past few months since they’d returned from Peru, he’d been
having a recurring dream. It started with him trapped in an
elevator, punching buttons, then without warning, the elevator
plummeted into oblivion. He would wake covered in sweat, calling
out for his dad. But it was stupid to worry about a crazy
dream.

“The exhibit includes pieces from Mr.
Sommat’s private collection and the National Museum in Bangkok,”
Dr. Hobbs explained. “Dr. McMillan has wanted…” She stopped short
as the overhead lights flickered twice and extinguished. The
elevator lurched to a halt, the motor letting out a low, creaking
groan. Then silence.

“What the heck?” Martin’s voice came out
sounding like their dog Max’s squeaky toy.

“It must be the hot weather,” Dr. Hobbs said.
“Push the emergency button.”

In the dim glow of the tiny emergency lights,
Martin studied the control panel. “There’s an alarm and a call
button.” He punched both of them twice. Nothing happened.

“One time my friend Marina and I got trapped
in the elevator at my apartment in Madrid, and it took over an hour
for the fire department to get us out,” Isabel said, slightly
breathless. “Marina was crying and…”

“The museum has a backup generator,” Dr.
Hobbs interrupted. “We’ll be out in a few minutes.”

Martin pushed the emergency buttons three
more times. The faint echoes of muffled voices and shuffling steps
drifted from the museum halls. Martin thought his heart might
explode from pounding so hard. He pushed the button again. Why
wasn’t the alarm going off? Who was supposed to be monitoring it?
He punched again and again, calling into the small speaker, “Hello.
We’re stuck in the elevator.” Nothing. When would someone realize
what had happened and rescue them? How much oxygen did they have
left? He grew warm and slightly dizzy.

“Dr. McMillan was so happy to get back from
Peru in time for the exhibit opening,” Dr. Hobbs continued, as if
their earlier conversation had never been interrupted. Although,
Martin noticed her voice was an octave higher than normal.

“Is this man from Thailand famous?” Isabel
asked.

“He’s a successful businessman and related to
the royal family.”

“Mom, do you have to talk about this right
now?” Martin clenched his hands at his sides. “Don’t you understand
we’re stuck in an elevator?”

Isabel’s hand rested on his arm. “It will be
fine, Martin. Nothing is going to happen to us.”

The lights sputtered on and off, and a low
pitched whine rose. The elevator car jerked up and down, stopped,
and jerked again. And again. Each time Isabel let out a short,
gasping, oof! An eerie screeching sound came from overhead.
And the elevator began to fall.
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Martin wanted to scream, but couldn’t gather
enough air in his lungs. Isabel grabbed his arm and dug her nails
into his skin. The elevator jolted to a stop, throwing them off
balance and falling against the walls. Lights flashed on, off, and
on. The car began to climb. After what seemed like hours to Martin,
but probably only took ten seconds, the elevator arrived on the
upper floor. The doors opened, and they spilled out.

Martin took several deep breaths. “I’m never
going on another elevator as long as I live!” He wiped beads of
sweat from his forehead onto his shirt sleeve.

“We are fine, yes?” Isabel said, but her
hands were trembling.

Dr. Hobb’s face had drained of color. “That
was very frightening. I don’t understand what could have happened.”
She smoothed her skirt and took a deep breath.

They walked around a temporary barricade into
the special exhibit room. Dr. McMillan stood next to a display
case. One of the contractors, hired to deliver and set up the
exhibit pieces, was placing a delicate piece of buff colored
earthenware, with swirling, burnished-red designs, onto a stand
between three metal guides.

“Dad, we got stuck in the elevator and almost
crashed,” Martin yelled, then mumbled, “and I think I might be
psychic.”

Dr. McMillan spun around and hurried toward
them. “Are you all right? The lights went out briefly, but I had no
idea.”

“Hi, Dr. McMillan,” Isabel said.

“How wonderful you’re here, Isabel.” He took
her hand and patted it. “This is not a good beginning.”

“Except for when the elevator started
falling, it wasn’t so bad,” she said, shrugging.

An involuntary shiver shook Martin’s
shoulders. “I’m taking the stairs from now on.”

“I’ll talk to maintenance right away. But
take a quick look at this jar from Ban Chiang.” Dr. McMillan turned
to the display case. “Amazing isn’t it? One of the original pieces
found in the 1960’s.” Martin’s parents had worked at the Ban Chiang
archeological site in northern Thailand seven years ago and talked
about it often as one of their favorite projects.

“There are many beautiful things,” Isabel
said, gazing around the room. “What was this jar used for?”

“Don’t get my dad started or he’ll never
quit,” Martin whispered in Isabel’s ear. He knew his dad would tell
them every last detail about every piece in the exhibit, given the
chance.

“So, Dad, only two more days before the big
opening, better get a move on it.”

Dr. McMillan’s mouth scrunched up to one
side. “Thanks for the advice. Customs held up the delivery of the
exhibit until yesterday--some confusion over a bronze elephant that
wasn’t on the list of contents. It’s not a valuable piece, and no
one knows how it got in the shipping crate.”

Martin shrugged. “What’s the big deal?”

Before Dr. McMillan could answer, an older
Asian man and a girl entered the room.

Dr. Hobbs’ face lit up. She stepped forward,
pressing her hands together under her chin, fingertips pointed
toward the ceiling. She bowed her head. “Mr. Sommat, sàwàtdi
kah.”

Mr. Sommat returned the gesture. “Sàwàtdi
krap.”

The sounds rang familiar to Martin, like when
he recognized a song but couldn’t remember the words.

“That means hello and goodbye,” Dr. McMillan
explained to Isabel and Martin. “It is spoken with the hands
together in a wai, part of showing respect.”

“And this is my granddaughter, Junya,” Mr.
Sommat said. “Junya, this is Dr. McMillan’s wife, Dr. Hobbs, a
renowned archeologist as well.”

“Sàwàtdi kah.” Junya put her hands
together and bowed.

“Please, please, in English,” Mr. Sommat
said. “I brought Junya on the trip for a small vacation and to
improve her English.”

“How nice,” Dr. Hobbs replied. “This is my
son Martin and our guest Isabel, who arrived from Madrid today.
She’s staying with us for two weeks before going to California to
join her father.”

Martin held his breath, hoping his mom
wouldn’t tell the whole story about Isabel’s parents being
divorced, and that she alternated years living with her mother in
Madrid and her father in Berkeley, California. He never knew what
she might say.

Mr. Sommat smiled. “I met Martin in Ban
Chiang. You were only this big.” He held his hand out below his
waist and laughed. “I remember you had a great deal of energy.
Everyone in the village knew the little boy with the blond hair.
How old are you now?”

Martin felt his cheeks flush. “Twelve, well,
I’ll be thirteen next week.”

“Junya turned fourteen last month,” Mr.
Sommat said.

Junya wore a tan ankle-length skirt wrapped
around her waist and a blue blouse with a high collar like the ones
Martin’s mom had brought back from Thailand. Her shiny black hair,
pulled back in a clip, reached almost to her waist.

As the adults talked about the exhibit, Junya
smiled again at Martin and Isabel. She took a deep breath as if to
say something, but instead bit her bottom lip and stared down at
the floor.

“Your blouse is such a pretty blue,” Isabel
said finally. “The same as Martin’s eyes.”

Junya smiled. “Yes. The color of the
sky.”

Martin felt his face grow warm again. “When
did you come to Chicago?”

“Yesterday. I like very much,” Junya
said.

Another silence lapsed. Martin shifted from
one foot to the other, wondering when they would get to leave and
go home.

Just then Frank Carpenter, head of museum
security, marched into the room. With his taut, wiry frame,
closely-sheared gray hair, and tightly pursed lips, Martin thought
Carpenter looked kind of mad all the time. He wasn’t one of
Martin’s favorite people at the museum, but his dad insisted he was
perfect for the job.

“What happened to the power?” Martin
asked.

“A circuit breaker went out, but it’s fixed
now,” Carpenter answered with a distracted nod.

“We almost got killed in the elevator,”
Martin said. “I pushed the emergency call button a million times
and nothing happened.”

Carpenter frowned. “Nothing that serious I’m
sure. The circuit breaker shouldn’t have affected the elevator.
I’ll have maintenance check into it.”

“Mr. Carpenter briefed me on security
measures, and I am very satisfied,” Mr. Sommat said.

Carpenter nodded solemnly. “We’re taking
every precaution. I’ve added an extra guard for the duration of the
exhibit and held a special training class last week. The room is
under video surveillance with personnel monitoring
twenty-four/seven.” He ticked off details, sounding like he was
still a detective on the Detroit Police Force.

Martin whirled around searching for cameras
as he waved and made goofy faces. “Hey, Isabel, look up there.” He
pointed to a red light next to the air conditioning vent as she
giggled and waved.

“That’s a motion detector,” Carpenter
explained. “You wouldn’t want to do that when the alarms are
set.”

“What happens if the power goes out again?”
Martin asked.

Carpenter turned to him with a withering
look. “That won’t be a problem.” His voice became an icy winter
wind blowing off Lake Michigan.
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Martin’s ankle felt a lot better. If they
left for home now, maybe he and Isabel would have time to skate. He
tried waiving to his mom, but she paid no attention. He cleared his
throat several times.

“Are you well?” Junya asked.

“Yeah. Just thirsty,” Martin said, looking up
as a stranger appeared from around the barricade and strolled
across the room. He let out a long sigh and mumbled to Isabel,
“We’ll never get out of here. It’s getting to be a regular
convention.”

“This is Mr. Weatherby from Boyds of London,
the company insuring the exhibit,” Dr. McMillan said, introducing
the tall, spindly man. He had a bushy mustache and wore a gray,
pin-striped suit.

Weatherby loped over to Dr. Hobbs, like a
gangly giraffe, and shook her hand. “Delighted I’m sure. Quite so.
Such a fantastic exhibit. Just keeping an eye out, of course. Yes,
lovely children you have here.”

Martin lifted his eyebrows at Isabel.
Weatherby’s English accent and bright red hair, combed over in an
attempt to hide an obviously bald top, made him start to laugh. He
turned away pretending to cough.

“I’ll take Mr. Weatherby around the premises
to introduce the security guards and inspect the entrances,”
Carpenter said.

“Cheerio,” Weatherby called as they headed
for the door. “Lovely to meet you.”

“Do you know that guy?” Martin asked his
dad.

“No. Although, there is something familiar
about him that I can’t quite pinpoint,” Dr. McMillan answered a bit
distractedly. “Perhaps we met at an exhibit opening somewhere.”

Martin thought about Weatherby’s angular
face. He couldn’t remember meeting anyone like him. Yet, for some
reason the pale gray eyes and tall frame, the husky quality of
Weatherby’s voice caused an uncomfortable feeling in his
middle.

Mr. Sommat bowed slightly. “Junya and I would
be honored if your family joined us for dinner tonight at our
hotel. I know she would enjoy being with the young people.”

“How kind. We’d love to come,” Dr. Hobbs
said.

“I brought my chef,” Mr. Sommat said. “He
will cook a special Thai meal. Shall we say 7:30?”

No way, Martin thought. He was
planning to order pizza, rent movies, and hang out with Isabel.
Nobody ever consulted him.

“Maybe Junya can do some things with Martin
and Isabel while she’s here,” Dr. Hobbs suggested.

Martin looked at his mom in disbelief. When
would she stop! He didn’t want to drag along some girl from
Thailand who he’d never met before. This was Isabel’s visit.

He turned around to find Isabel and Junya
inspecting a wooden structure that was slightly smaller than the
gazebo in their backyard. Four slender pillars supported a
triple-tiered roof with turned-up corners and a tall spire in the
center. Carvings of lions and deer adorned the sides of the
foot-high platform, while elephants paraded along the panel below
the roof. Two elaborately carved chairs sat in the middle of the
platform.

Martin didn’t remember a lot about Thailand.
Mostly, what stuck in his mind were images of huge white and gold
buildings surrounded by wild, masked warriors and animal figures,
painted in vivid greens and reds and blues. At six years old, he’d
been afraid the statues might be robots that could come to life and
chase after him, like in the cartoons.

“This is beautiful,” Isabel said as she
touched the carved wood.

“It is a royal pavilion,” Junya said. “A
special gift for a prince and princess a long time ago in
Siam.”

“I thought it was from Thailand,” Martin
said.

“Thailand was called Siam long ago, now
Prathet Thai, land of Thai people,” Junya explained.

Isabel pointed to the inscriptions carved
inside the eaves in a script of curly-cue marks. “What does it
say?”

“It is for good luck on the wedding of the
prince and princess,” Junya said. “I am not sure of all the English
words.” She called to her grandfather for help.

Mr. Sommat nodded and read each panel.
“Good fortune comes to those who follow in Buddha’s footstep.
The lions protect our Buddha and roar out the dharma. The deer
listen as the master teaches the path to enlightenment. The
elephant bows to the treasure of Buddha’s wisdom. The words
have many meanings within the context of Buddhism.”

“A lovely piece,” Dr. Hobbs said. She glanced
at her watch. “We should get Isabel home for a rest before this
evening.”

“I am a little tired,” Isabel admitted. “I
got up at five this morning.”

Dr. McMillan looked at the crates and sighed.
“I’ll stay with the contractors. You can pick me up on the way to
the hotel.”

As they walked toward the exit, Martin
spotted a kneeling gold elephant, about the size of a large
shoebox, sitting on a red pedestal in the center of the room. The
trunk was lifted high in the air and held a feather-shaped fan. An
ornate filigree chair rested on the elephant’s back, and brilliant
red gems studded the harness, chair, and base of the elephant.

“Mom, is this the same elephant from that
picture in our family room?” Martin asked. Dr. Hobbs nodded.

“Ah, this is my most prized possession—the
Ruby Elephant.” Mr. Sommat gazed at the elephant and smiled. “I’m
sorry I cannot let you hold it. You would see how light and
delicate it is.”

“Do you remember the story I told you when
you were little?” Dr. Hobbs asked.

Martin shrugged. “No.”

Junya stepped forward. “It is one of my
favorite stories.”

“It is quite intriguing, a mystery as yet
unsolved. Junya can tell you the story at dinner,” Mr. Sommat said.
“Until this evening then.”
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