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			“A moving story about love and compassion arising from disaster and loss—a real page-turner!” —Rod Fujita, PhD, scientist, nature advocate, author of Heal the Ocean, Nautilus Gold Medal winner

			“I held my breath starting on page three. The story unfolds with color, drama, and most importantly, humanity. In tandem with a compelling tale are insights into the issue facing us all—climate change. I highly recommend!” —Jan Callner, author of Almost Everyone Shows: Musicals for All Ages

			“Lady of the Waves is a revelatory story of two young people from different cultures whose lives collide after a cataclysmic climate event. Sheltzer’s characters navigate grief and loss, discovering resilience to live fully in times of disruption—an unflinching and ultimately buoyant novel.” —Jennifer Elwell Comeau, award-winning author, The Inside of ME and A Moon in All Things

			“A great story that left me feeling inspired and hopeful. I loved how a worldwide issue is connected to characters readers can empathize with. It gives us hope to read about somebody who reached a happy end to their journey.” —Alana, student reader, age 14

		

	
		

		
			Copyright © 2026 Sharon D. Sheltzer

			First Edition — 2026

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information browsing, storage, or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the author and publisher.Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited.

			Map by Dan Kirchoff | www.dankirchoff.com
Interior Formatting: Mariella Travis | www.alleiram.com
eBook Conversion: Sam Sheng | linkedin.com/in/samsheng

			ISBN
978-1-961905-79-5 (Paperback)
978-1-961905-80-1 (eBook)

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			12 Willows Press
Winterport, Maine
www.12willowspress.com

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		

		
			
				[image: A book cover with the title Lady of the Waves.

Description generated by AI]
			

		

		

		
			Contents

			PART I: 2004–2006

			Aallotar: December 26, 2004

			Cos: December 26, 2004

			Aallotar: December 26, 2004

			Aallotar: December 27, 2004

			Aallotar: December 28, 2004

			Aallotar: December 29, 2004

			Aallotar: February 2005

			Aallotar: March 2005

			Aallotar: August 2005

			Aallotar: August 12, 2005

			Daniel: August 12, 2005

			Aallotar: August 15-16, 2005

			Daniel: August 2005

			Daniel: End of August 2005

			Daniel: September 2005

			Aallotar: December 26, 2005

			Aallotar: December 27, 2005

			Aallotar: December 27, 2005

			Aallotar: End of December 2005

			Daniel: End of December 2005

			Aallotar: Beginning of January 2006

			Challenges | Part II: January 2006–Mid 2009

			

			Aallotar: Early January 2006

			Aallotar: Mid-January 2006

			Aallotar: March 2006

			Daniel: January 2006

			Aallotar: August 2008

			Daniel: August 2008

			Daniel: November 2008

			Daniel: March 2009

			Daniel: March 2009

			Daniel: March 2009

			Daniel: May 2009

			PROGRESS | PART III: Mid-2009–2011

			Aallotar: June 2009

			Aallotar: Fall/Winter 2009

			Aallotar: February 2009

			Daniel: Fall/Winter 2009

			Daniel: Summer/Fall/Winter 2010

			PASSION AND PURPOSE | PART IV: 2012–2013

			Aallotar: Fall 2012

			Aallotar: Fall 2013

			Aallotar: Mid-November 2013

			Aallotar: Mid-November 2013

			Aallotar: Mid-November 2013

			Daniel: Mid-November 2013

			Aallotar: Mid-November 2013

			Daniel: End of November 2013

			

			Aallotar: Spring 2014

			Daniel: May 2014

			Aallotar: Mid-June 2014

			Daniel: July-October 2014

			Aallotar: October 2014

			PEACE | PART V: November 2014–June 2015

			Aallotar: November 2014

			Daniel: June 2015

			Aallotar: Same Day

			Author’s Notes

			About the Author

			Coming Next in the Series

		

	
		

		
			PART I

			2004–2006

		

	
		
			[image: A black and white image of a dark area.

Description generated by AI]

			Aallotar

			December 26, 2004

			Aallotar preferred talking to listening, typical for a twelve-year-old, but unusual in Finland, where silence was common. “Listen to the animals,” her papa would say, a man who spent his free time hunting for moose and doing exactly that. Today, in Thailand, he relaxed by the poolside in board shorts and shades, and Aallotar hardly recognized him. Momma always had her “listening” for other kinds of things—opportunities to learn, to excel, to help others.

			Now that she was more grown-up, she called them “Mom” and “Dad.” Mom stood behind Dad’s chaise lounge and draped her arms across his shoulders. She looked happy, waiting for Aallotar to capture the moment. The blue-tiled pagoda, with its intricate carvings and gently curving eaves, filled the background. Her older brother slid into the frame, dripping pool water. Aallotar lowered the ancient family Instamatic in disgust. “I’m waiting for Aatami to quit scowling.” Aatami laughed at her and, despite his antics, complied with a conventional camera smile.

			Snap.

			The film, still undeveloped, emerged from the camera box, appearing hazy. Aatami tried to snatch it, but a gust of wind blew the memento into the pool.

			“We’ll take another later. Let’s go to the beach,” Mom said. “We only have a week in paradise.”

			“I’ll follow you anywhere, my dear,” said her overly dramatic dad, who defied anyone’s ideas about engineers. He called them both “his girls.” Aallotar spent many evenings in his home office, building meticulous bridge models with him. On the weekends, he took her and Aatami hunting with their dogs. Dad even trained the hounds to listen. Despite the need for silence, the thrill of exploring the woods was exhilarating.

			This vacation was the first time Aallotar had ever seen the ocean, much less swam in it. The water in Thailand was warm and inviting, a stark contrast to the freezing lakes of her homeland. Snow often blanketed the forests surrounding her hometown in Finland. Especially now, with Christmas around the corner. When Mom unpacked, Aallotar saw their embroidered stuffed stockings had made the trip too.

			Yesterday, they went snorkeling, her mom’s dream since childhood. One thing she believes in—and says over and over—is: “Follow your dreams.” Aallotar intended to do just that by winning a gold medal for cross-country skiing in the Winter Youth Olympic Games.

			Dad and Aatami hoisted the chairs and towels over their shoulders and headed the hundred meters toward the shoreline.

			Their walks are exactly the same—cut and paste, Aallotar thought, laughing at her cleverness. She and her mom looked alike too—at least Grandma always said so. Mom slathered sunscreen on Aallotar’s face and insisted on braiding her hair.

			“Hurry, Mom,” Aallotar urged, “let’s catch up with Dad.”

			Mom sighed, stopped twisting midway, and quickly secured the hair band.

			Aallotar called out, “Dad, don’t leave us!” Hair streaming, she bounded through the warm ivory sands of Phuket Island on the second day of their family vacation. She squealed when a sand crab clutched her heel. Aallotar gingerly picked up the shell, being careful to avoid the wriggling legs, and placed it safely among the mangroves for protection. Recalling her father’s beliefs, she wondered if the crab had something to tell her. Judging by its quick retreat into the undergrowth, she had her answer, but didn’t know what it was.

			She headed toward the aquamarine sea, lured by its inviting waters. The palm trees near the crescent-shaped bay swayed gracefully, like hula dancers under the cloudless sky. A shimmering ripple appeared on the horizon, something she hadn’t noticed yesterday.

			The air stilled as a faint hum overcame the beach, bringing with it a sense of anticipation. Lizards hissed and scurried from the mangroves while birds flocked over the wetland trees, creating a clattering sound like hail on a metal roof. Distracted by the activity, Aallotar and Mom lagged behind Dad and Aatami, who were placing towels near the water’s edge. She halted, unsure why. Mom tilted her head like an alert dog. Their attention shifted to the sea as the lapping waves subsided.

			Beachgoers began yelling in various languages:

			“Look at that!”

			“Mitä!”

			“Putain de merde!”

			Aallotar stared in wonder as the ocean receded, her muscles tensing as she tried to keep her balance on the shifting sand. Like her, most people gazed at this strange sight, all of them glued to the beach.

			How can a wave retreat from the shoreline?

			Her only reference was the parting of the Red Sea. The ocean’s absence exposed the rippled seafloor—sand studded with flopping fish, clumps of seaweed, and a coral stand. If time was measured by breaths taken, it was absent.

			A distant wave paused, built up energy, and rose higher. Aallotar couldn’t tear herself from the scene as the colossal wall formed, growing taller and taller. Like a cavalry, it charged toward the shore. The wave carried boats, which bounced like toys over the top of the crest—the powerful swell was headed her way! Fishermen in the distance shouted. Birds squawked. The deep rumble intensified. As the avalanche approached, the shore vibrated and her teeth rattled.

			Mom’s scream startled Aallotar into action—“Voi vittu. It’s coming!”

			The flight impulse flooded her, and she twisted from the spectacle toward her mom, unsure where to go. Grabbing for Aallotar’s hand, Mom shouted, “Run fast!”

			In unison, they dashed from the fast-approaching wave, the roar of the ocean deafening in their ears. Scattered by a stampede of shocked vacationers, sand flew, pitting their skin and forcing them to squint. Water sprayed everywhere. They grounded in each other’s fierce grip as they ran.

			“Hold on,” her mom shouted as the surf crashed over their heads, crushing them with the force of the formation of heaven and earth. Their bond exploded. The sparkle from her mom’s ring flashed and 
disappeared.

			“Momma!” Aallotar called, her mouth filling with saltwater as she thrashed fruitlessly for her mom’s hand.

			The churning cauldron turned her into a missile by launching her from the shore toward the hills. The ocean took over and forced itself down her throat. It sent her to the bottom before releasing its hold. She emerged from the watery depths seconds later to gasp her first breath and retch, the sickness creating a long trail of her path. Beachfront hotels raced by. The agitated air whined and bellowed. Blinded by saltwater, she reached for the belly of an overturned car. A hard object submerged in the turbid froth struck her right foot. She cried out. Heads bobbed above the turmoil, kids screamed for their parents, and parents screamed for their kids. She joined them in their hysteria.

			“Mom!”

			

			Sucked under again into a black whirlpool, her body spun like a top before she shot up, gulped air, and opened her eyes to glimpse light. The crunch of rubble was the last sound she heard. Another tumble downward.

			She dropped deeper, below the turbulence, and pressure increased like an elephant standing on her chest.

			I can’t breathe!

			She flailed her arms and legs.

			Which way is up?

			Her lungs burned. Her kick slowed to a stop. She surrendered the physical fight, but her mind still struggled.

			I can’t die.

			Time disappeared like the light. Her lifeless limbs were spokes in the cold black vortex that continued to churn her like space debris.

			As her eyes opened without sight, her initial terror turned into peaceful acceptance. A gossamer thread of light enveloped her in a warm embrace, inviting her to succumb to the beacon. Something tugged her into the blinding whiteness. Her best friend, Elli, appeared, offering her a hand. Aallotar planted her ski pole and hoisted herself out of the deep drift.

			Once again, a weight crushed her burning chest. Adrenaline flowed through her core, bringing her back.

			Hold on. Look for light. Kick!

			Lungs in the throes of collapse, she shot to the surface, coughed out the ocean, and greedily sucked in life-giving air. She turned her face up and tried to float on her back. Still, the waves kept crashing.

			Kicking and thrashing, she fought to keep her head above the raging swell. Treetops with vines and red flowers flew by in a haze. Images flashed in a kaleidoscopic blur.

			Bam!

			Pain seared her midsection as rough bark burrowed into her side. Despite feeling as if every bone in her body was broken, she struggled to find a handhold. As the ocean lost momentum and released its strength, she grabbed a stationary branch that had just emerged from the depths. Aallotar soon discovered that she was perched high in a tree. Too terrified to budge, she struggled to catch her breath between coughing fits.

			The wave rushed back to the sea, snapping tree limbs. The forest drained, and the water’s passage shook and whined like a jet taking off. Leaves shed raindrops over her. She gripped the slippery branch with her remaining strength and pulled herself into a crevice between the branch and the trunk. Aallotar looked everywhere.

			Am I alone?

			Just above her, a pitiful cry resonated. Looking up, she met the curious brown eyes of a monkey confused as to why the ocean had invaded its forest. When the monkey’s cries subsided, she heard her own thundering heartbeat.

			“Where’s my family?” she asked the monkey. He tilted his furry head from side to side. Aallotar wanted to get down, but it was too high to jump, and she didn’t trust her trembling legs. Staring at the now-exposed muddy ground, she whimpered and draped herself over the vine-covered bough to rest. Disoriented crabs dragged their claws through the mud, moving in circles.

			Don’t fall asleep.

			She slapped her face until her vision cleared and labored to crawl into a sitting position.

			Hidden birds squawked. Her monkey tucked his chin and lifted his brow as he screeched indignantly. The faint rumble increased until it reached a roar. More water arrived; it rose to just below her bough. The crunch and groan of twisting wood and concrete sounded like a wave digesting all of human creation. She shrieked as a face-down body rushed by, purple shirt streaming behind him.

			Dad? No, not purple.

			She shuddered. Several bobbing people stretched their arms out as they passed. Aallotar reached for them but was too late; they were gone, their screams fading into the noise. Coughing, she dizzily clutched the vines.

			What’s coming?

			Color patches, then a loud crunch.

			Glancing in the direction of the sound, she saw that a faded red-and-blue boat had lodged itself against the trunk. It was only a few feet away. She took a deep breath and, grasping leaves, tiptoed across the slippery limb and jumped into the rocking vessel. Her ankle lit up with burning pain as she plopped onto the bench, trying not to get thrown overboard into the rapid current. She exhaled, not realizing she’d been holding her breath. Three dazed fish flopped around, secured on a fishing line. No fishermen. No paddles. Aallotar pushed off from the tree, and the boat accelerated into the strong current.

			This second surge pushed them farther inland, revealing a patchwork of village rooftops; some made of palm fronds, others rusted metal, with frightened families huddled atop. The shifting flow line was below the roofs. Anchoring against the bench, she yelled for help as she shot by them. Something hit the boat and threw her into the bow, landing her face-first into a pool of turbid water. The briny taste seeped through her nostrils and onto her tongue. With one eye above the puddle, she spotted the coiled fishing line on the deck. Sitting up, she grabbed it and attempted a basic lariat loop her brother had taught her, but her hammering heartbeat obstructed her muscle memory, and she threw it down. The boat crashed into a large creature floating on its back, catapulting Aallotar over its swollen black-and-white belly into the churning water.

			“Aaaah!”

			Her head plunged into the slosh and collided with a submerged object. The current slowed, paused momentarily, and then reversed. It carried Aallotar—tangled in seaweed as if in a floating coffin—semi-conscious. Her will to live seeped into the murky current.
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			Cos

			December 26, 2004

			Cos and his grandfather were headed downhill to the market in their horse-drawn cart when they heard yells and the crash of toppling trees and witnessed the last of the surf receding through the upturned jungle brush. Wide-eyed, Cos knew water should never be there.

			“Grandfather, what happened?”

			The farmer usually had a simple answer for everything, but not today. Cos surveyed the area, contemplating the source.

			It isn’t raining. Doesn’t seem like it flowed from the mountains. It must be from the sea—but how?

			Thick sediment leveled and covered the trees on the downhill side of their route. It resembled the hardened lava flow he had found while visiting Hawaii with his father. He made out a partial bedframe, a child’s bicycle, and a splintered fishing boat. Rivulets of water were still streaming across the muddy road. Most of the scrap was piled on the high side of the road, where it appeared the water had stopped just before their arrival.

			

			The fruit stands ahead had several stunned vendors squatting on their shed tops. Watermelons were busted open and scattered, mixed in with the mush of vegetables and debris. It looked like a giant stir-fry. Alarmed voices screamed from a distance. He glanced at his grandpa’s face, etched with endurance, and Cos tried to remain calm.

			“Grandpa, there’s so much mud and junk on this road, I don’t think we can get our fruit to the market.” With a flick of the old man’s wrist in response, he urged their horse on, encouraging the old bay to pull the overflowing watermelon cart through the sticky mud. The horse’s hooves made sucking sounds each time he lifted a leg.

			A row of fish next to a stranded boat grabbed the boy’s attention as one of them flopped on top of the trash. The light illuminated a pearl-colored shape.

			“Look, Grandfather, I see a hand next to that boat!”

			Cos jumped from the moving cart and trudged through several feet of mud toward the boat. He cleared away seaweed and splintered wood from around the still, small hand. Straining to move the boat aside, he gasped when he uncovered a petite girl lying in a puddle, her awkward limbs and long half-braided locks strewn about. A wisp of blonde hair, untouched by the mud and muck, caught the light—she was clearly not from this neighborhood. They were at least three kilometers from the beach. She seemed to be the same age as his younger sister, maybe eleven or twelve. The fourteen-year-old turned to his grandfather in despair.

			“Is she dead?”

			Grandfather, still seated in the cart, spoke for the first time. “I’ve seen this before. Yama has taken her and probably many others, but the ones who live still need to eat. Thank Allah, he spared our village. I’m sorry, Cos, but there is nothing to do for her.”

			Cos gently touched her face before starting toward the cart. He had shuffled only a few steps away when a groan stopped him. Turning back, he saw the girl stir—and then launch into a coughing spasm. Cos ran to her. Grandfather eased off the cart to join him. Kneeling beside her, Cos gently rolled her onto her side as water spewed from her mouth. He cradled her head, lifting it from the puddle to help.

			The girl was bleeding and delirious, her face smeared with blood and grime as she mumbled, trying to open her eyes. Cos used the water bottle slung over his shoulder to clean her face.

			“Please, let’s take her into town with us to look for a doctor. We can put her in the back.”

			Grandfather draped a cloth over the watermelons, and together they hoisted the semiconscious girl into the cart. Cos brushed hair from her eyes and touched her cheek.

			Grandpa and Cos both sat on the worn coachman’s seat and urged the horse forward. The nag had just gained momentum when a trike-riding woman crossed the road in front of them. The old man pulled back on the reins while shouting at the cyclist, “Whoa, look out where you’re going!”

			She stopped in the middle of the street, her lips pursed as she observed them. She had an ageless look—her shiny black hair pulled into a bun framed an angular face. Her eyes shared nothing, but the lean, taut muscles in her calves and forearms spoke of a life of hard work. She was so different from the memory Cos had of his round-faced mom.

			After greeting her with the traditional bow, his grandfather said, “Ma’am, we have an injured girl on our cart. She came in with the tide and needs some attention. Is there anyone in this village who could help her?”

			The woman stared at the stirring heap atop the watermelons. Cos followed her gaze. The girl’s head moved from side to side. She winced and unstuck her skewed limbs away from the fruit as if they’d been plastered there. With what looked like great effort, she raised her head to meet their gaze and mumbled in a strange language. Then, as if reconnecting with her body, she pulled her arms and legs inward. The movement surprised and delighted Cos. Beneath the mud and blood sparkled a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, impish-looking girl who threw her bloody head back as if to defy her circumstances. He sensed confusion mixed with defiance and imagined her thoughts based on her expression:

			Who are these people? Where am I? Get me out of here!

			“Alas!” the girl demanded in her language.

			No one moved. Surprising everyone, she slid off the side of the cart and flinched as she landed on her feet. A watermelon tumbled and splatted, joining the other spoiled fruit, infusing the air with a sweet aroma that partially masked the earthy smells of the horse and mud. She held onto the cart to steady herself as she stared at them. Cos sensed she was a survivor.

			“Grandfather, we can make room for her up front with us.”

			The woman’s eyes suddenly came to life. “I’ll take her,” she said. “I can clean her up, let her rest, and a doctor comes through my village once a week.”

			Tilting his head to the side, Cos asked, “How will you get her to your house? I’m not sure she can walk.”

			The woman paused for only a moment before answering. “Do you want me to take her or not?”

			The farmer climbed back onto his cart and picked up the reins. “Yes, please take care of her,” he said.

			Discouraged, Cos lowered his head and frowned. Dragging his feet, he slowly climbed aboard and sat beside his grandfather.

			With a quick snap of the reins, the farmer urged the horse forward. The young man looked back and opened his mouth to speak, but didn’t know what to say. He kept his eye on the girl until they rounded a curve.
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			Aallotar

			December 26, 2004

			Where am I? Who is this woman on a tricycle?

			Hands on her narrow hips, eyebrows furrowed, Aallotar glanced around.

			Where’s my family?

			Then it flooded back—the wave, her mom’s hand, spinning, no air—and tears ran down her cheeks, dissolving mud into small puddles on her shoulders. Her head ached, and the trees spun. She coughed up more foul-tasting water, worse than sewage. Her face twisted as she fought the urge to gag.

			Her knee pulsed.

			Darn my knee—it’s starting again.

			Last year, it had started pulsing just like this while she waited for the time trial results from her ski competition. Her mom said it looked like a Mexican jumping bean.

			The woman lifted her chiseled chin, arched her back, and waved her sinewy hand to encourage Aallotar to follow her tricycle. Using her arm to wipe her eyes and face, she peered down the road, past the empty vegetable stands and abandoned businesses beyond. The fruit cart with the farmer and the boy was no longer visible. The area was eerily quiet compared to the flood noise still echoing in her ears.

			What else can I do?

			Her throat burned with thirst, she could barely lift her wounded leg, and her other ankle throbbed, but she stumbled forward, avoiding lizards with every step. They approached a leaf-scattered jungle path, barely visible through a tangle of vines pulled back and tethered to a trunk. A dense tree canopy obstructed the sky. Dirt worked into the gashes on her feet as she trudged deeper into the shaded jungle and farther away from her family.

			Large black birds with red eyepatches swooped overhead, cawing loudly to defend their territory. She shielded her head with her hands.

			Are they telling me not to go?

			The stench of decay and the powerful perfume of velveteen purple flowers overwhelmed her queasy stomach. She tried to focus on the tricycle ahead, but gnarly roots and sharp beaks kept her eyes either down or up most of the time.

			They followed the earthen pathway through a lush tropical forest that was untouched by the flood and free from litter. The humidity caused sweat to trickle down her face, and she tasted the bitter mud. Her legs trembled, and wavy doubles of everything appeared—two tree trunks, two birds, two flowers—side by side and distorted like a fun-house mirror. Aallotar sank to her knees among the bumpy banyan roots. Her vision showed two women looking back before speeding ahead on their trikes.

			Aallotar toppled into the dirt. She dreamed of being in the hotel she had selected for their family’s Christmas vacation:

			Her parents smiling by the poolside; Mom sunning on a chaise, her wavy blonde hair pulled back with a barrette. Dad, looking hip in his shades and clipped hair, sporting colorful board shorts. Aallotar swimming with Aatami in a theme park-like pool shaped like a ship with three sails and a bar in the middle. Waterfalls everywhere. Aatami jumping from a masthead, his powerful body slamming into the water, massive waves overflowing the edges. Mom’s chaise flipping, the pool swallowing her. Dad diving in. Sickeningly sweet-smelling red flowers dropping from the sky.

			Solid arms lifted her into a wheelbarrow, and the dream disappeared in a swirl.

			Aallotar lay hunched over with closed eyes during the jostling journey, fighting nausea. Floral scents—like those in her dream—mingled with the earthy smell of rotting leaves. The wheelbarrow stopped. Her rescuer dumped most of a water pitcher over her, then offered the remainder to drink. A surge of energy rushed through Aallotar’s veins as she gulped the cool liquid. She sat up and peered first at the woman, and then at her surroundings.

			Be brave.

			Knowing a Thai person wouldn’t understand Finnish, Aallotar asked, “Do you speak any English?” The woman didn’t answer, her face puzzled as she tilted her head to the side.

			The woman parked the wheelbarrow under a lean-to before assessing her. The shed roof was attached to a palm-covered hut, just like the one in Robinson Crusoe, a story her father had read to her years ago. She hoped this, too, was a pretend adventure and that soon she’d be asleep.

			But her aches and thirst were real; she wiped beads of sweat from her lip and told herself not to panic. Wanting more water, Aallotar pointed to her mouth. Her host left, and Aallotar called after her, “Hurry back.”

			The woman returned with a peeled mango, overly ripe and fragrant. Aallotar sucked and chewed until only the pit remained, with juices dripping down her chin. The woman motioned for her to crawl out of the wheelbarrow and follow her. Aallotar became aware of her body—exposed and hurt—barely covered with the remnants of her bathing suit. Nudity was nothing back home, but here, it might be different.

			

			She limped through the lean-to and around the back, where pipes ran up the wall to a showerhead. There was even a block of soap on a nearby can and a small mirror mounted on peeling wall planks. Seeing her reflection, she cried out in surprise. Orange streaks mixed with mud rivulets made her look like a wild-eyed tiger, although she didn’t feel fierce at all. Blood trickled down her face from a gash above her cheek. Her braids were loose and tangled. The woman nodded to the soap, gave her some bandages, and left her to wash up and clean her wounds. Her mom would have insisted on fixing her up, but Aallotar wrapped the cuts on her face and foot herself, having observed first aid from her ski coach. There was nothing to do about her internal aches or raw lungs except drink more water.

			Mostly clean after a struggle with the water pressure, she stepped up to the screen door. It creaked and fluttered in the light breeze. The woman greeted her with a nod and smiled for the first time.

			Assuming she had been invited in, Aallotar limped through the doorway into a single room containing a well-worn couch, white plastic chairs, and a tattered woven rug. A kitchen cubby occupied one corner of the wood-sided hut. Although the room was basic, it was tidy, unlike her bedroom at home. There were two more doors: one was closed, and the other had an open slider. Following her host through that door, Aallotar entered a pocket-sized screened-in porch that overlooked a small clearing in the forest. A rusty lounge chair with gaping slats, a threadbare sheet, and a rolled-up towel was positioned against the screen wall. It called to her. Beyond exhausted and grateful to have a place to rest, Aallotar collapsed onto the makeshift bed, laying her head on the towel. She couldn’t bear to think about her family right then—tomorrow would be a search day.

			Aallotar laid down in what was left of her damp suit and, only slightly aware of the drone of insects, fell into a deep sleep. She dreamed of home and the family stories her mother loved to tell when they were younger, usually at bedtime, all snuggled under the blanket.

			“Aallotar, when you were four years old, you read stories to the other kindergarteners at naptime, and one day, you asked your teacher, ‘Do you have any more advanced books? These are for babies.’ You actually said ‘advanced.’” Her mom always swelled with pride when she recounted that story.

			“Aatami, when you were six years old, we learned how much you loved basketball. You asked me to bake you a basketball birthday cake. Then, you tried to throw the cake into your hoop and grinned like we should congratulate you! When I made you clean it up, you called the dog over. Remember we had to take him to the vet?”

			“Not true!” Aatami said, denying it every time.

			Her mom’s warm voice suddenly disappeared when Aallotar’s dreams jolted forward to the moment the wave ripped them apart.

			Did I see the sparkle of Mom’s wedding ring?
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			Aallotar

			December 27, 2004

			When Aallotar woke up the next day, she stared at the unfamiliar ceiling.

			Where am I?

			An internal clock reminded her that it was Christmas vacation. She was the last of her friends to abandon Santa Claus. Her parents encouraged her stubborn belief until she was ready to accept reality. She remembered her realization: no way could he get around the whole world in one night.

			Pain crept into her consciousness while slats poked her back. An earthy smell tickled her nose. Where was the scent of piney wreaths mounted on the fireplace mantle? When she squinted at the shack’s brown walls, she knew she was far from home.

			A rich aroma filled the empty room, enticing Aallotar to the small kitchen, where she noticed a sturdy wooden table tucked into a corner. The owner had laid out warm bread, cheese, and mango slices. Images of her mom baking rye bread wafted through her consciousness. She forced bits of food into her tense stomach, wondering if her family was having breakfast together without her.

			Aallotar hoped the woman would help her find her parents, but she wasn’t there. The girl limped outside the hut, whose walls seemed to tilt inward, squeezed by the dense forest. The air was ripe with decay. It was so unlike the fragrant rows of sparsely planted pine trees in Finland. There, she could stand between the pencil-thin trunks and feel the sunshine. She wished she was home in that forest, basking in those scattered rays.

			Could this place be close to the beach? Aallotar explored the junglelike edge with hesitant steps until a massive tangle of leaves and vines blocked her vision into the mysterious forest. She pulled them aside, feeling the vine’s ropy tendrils against her bare skin, and imagined them tightening around her. This tall wall of greenery dwarfed her and made her feel tiny—just like in the old movie Honey, I Shrunk the Kids. Like them, she was afraid that her family would never find her. When she skied through the wintergreen and pine-scented woods, she felt safe, but this musty forest was different—dark, humid, and full of strange sounds. Lizards clattered up tree trunks, while unidentified howls and hums sounded from deep within the greenery.

			She shivered. The shore must be kilometers away.

			Just then, bike brakes squeaked in the front clearing. She hobbled around the hut and found the woman getting off her rusty trike, her hand grasping a bulging bag. Motioning for Aallotar to come inside, she dumped the fabric bundle onto the brown couch and spread the contents out in a row. Light streamed through a single window, revealing her frayed work boots, raised chin, and measured smile. Her host admired the treasure she’d found. The clothes weren’t new, but they appeared to be the right size—two cotton tops, long jeans, a pair of shorts, and oversized sandals. Finally, Aallotar could change out of her torn bathing suit.

			She brought the garments to her chest and hugged the woman, not expecting the stiff response. Stepping back, she tried instead to express her gratitude to the benefactor with a smile and a bow. Aallotar went into the porch with her clothes and emerged wearing shorts and a top, but barefoot. The woman glanced at her feet, raised her eyebrows, and sniffed. Aallotar wished she could explain that the shoes were too big. She grabbed the large sandals and placed them next to her small feet. The woman nodded and seemed to understand but still pursed her lips.

			Aallotar put the misunderstanding aside because her focus was on one thing only: returning to the beach to search for her family. Remembering family game time, she pantomimed her wishes—swimming motions, pointing fingers, hands cupped around her eyes while peering side to side.

			The woman didn’t respond.

			Aallotar glanced around the room for paper and found a notepad in the kitchen cubby. Her host gave her a pencil, and she drew a stick-figure family—mom, dad, and two kids holding hands—beneath a giant ocean wave. Aallotar wished she had the photo she’d taken by the poolside. She pointed to the girl in the drawing, then to herself, and moved toward the front door, waving for the woman to come.

			Her attempt at communication made the woman frown.

			Aallotar squinted at her.

			Are there rules here I don’t understand?

			When she played charades at home, no one ever got mad.

			To her amazement, though, the odd lady strode toward the door, encouraging Aallotar to follow.
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			Like yesterday, she limped with her bandaged leg and foot, and the woman led the way, perched upright on her trike. Aallotar wondered why the adult didn’t seem to care about her wounds and how difficult it was for her to keep up.

			At least she’s waiting for me at the intersection.

			Aallotar didn’t remember the path at first—until the smell of the dark earth brought it back to her. She recalled collapsing here yesterday, delirious and exhausted, her face pressed against the ground.

			They emerged from the jungle onto a narrow road, where the farmer had handed her to the trike-riding woman. They stopped in front of a pile of brush because the bike couldn’t go farther, and from there, they had a wide view down the street. In the distance, she saw a larger town with buildings. This was the waterline’s high point, still littered with evidence of the previous day’s devastation.

			Yesterday, she hadn’t noticed how the road seemed to divide chaos and calm. Across the street were bicycles, beach chairs, lumber, tangled wires, and roof tiles—mangled and scattered among unrecognizable fragments of fruit stands and lives. A sinister mist hovered over the jungle.

			Aallotar gasped when she spotted a blue tennis shoe, no bigger than toddler-sized. Nearby, a small hand protruded from the mud. She screamed and stumbled backward. Bodies caught in the brush were being loaded into the back of a pickup truck. Shuddering, she clutched the woman beside her, only now beginning to understand the scope of the tragedy.

			I need to help.

			The noise of the marketplace tore her away from the tragic scene. The still-standing but rickety food stands on the dry side of the road overflowed with vibrantly colored vegetables and fruits. Customers stood in long lines, clutching large bundles against their bodies, waiting patiently.

			How can these people act like nothing has happened?

			She looked back and saw another cart approaching the market, loaded with watermelons, long beans, and more that she didn’t recognize. She wanted to yell, “Not yet!” but realized no one would understand her.

			The villagers had cleared a narrow path downhill, making it passable for only carts and pedestrians. The locals passed each other with barely a wai greeting—the quick nod with palms pressed together in a prayerlike fashion that Aallotar had noticed her first day in Thailand. She sensed a nervousness in the air—people stared straight ahead to avoid seeing the destruction. Everyone held cloths over their noses, and she clenched her nostrils too. The air reeked with death, and sirens wailed in the distance.

			Aallotar pointed to a beach sign—a wave carved into a post and painted blue. She took the woman’s hand and urged her on. Her host hesitated, pointing to the glass shards littering the path, and glanced back as if considering turning around. But Aallotar pushed forward, prompting the reluctant woman to tuck her trike under some roadside brush before proceeding on foot.

			Closer to the beach, townspeople and government equipment were clearing the road for emergency vehicles delivering first aid, food, and water. A frantic driver waved Aallotar and her host off the road, so they continued along the narrow shoulder.

			“Oww!” Aallotar exclaimed. Glancing down at her foot, she saw that blood was seeping through the bandage. She stopped, bent over, and carefully unwrapped it. Sharp fragments clung to the wound. Wincing, she removed them one by one, then looked for a rag to stop the bleeding. A few steps off the road, she found a T-shirt suspended in a bush—once pink, now caked with grime, and still bearing a faded unicorn. As she used the least filthy part to dab at the blood, she wondered what had happened to the little girl who used to wear it.

			Others scurried along the roadside, in both directions, looking bewildered and wild-eyed. She lowered her head, realizing she probably looked the same.

			What if I can’t find them?

			With the awkwardly tied shirt serving as a makeshift bandage, she trudged on, heading toward a lower elevation where debris had been pushed to the side of the road.

			Is that a refrigerator?

			A shape under the mud had a human form, or was her mind playing tricks on her? Sweat trickled under her shirt, soaking the shorts’ waistband. She had no idea where she was and doubted she could walk much farther.

			I want Dad.

			They pressed on, the woman ahead of her.

			Her host stopped suddenly and peered over the embankment, stretching her neck. Aallotar pulled back to avoid bumping into her. From their slightly elevated position, they had a clear view of what looked like a still snapshot of the beach. Something was wrong. The people weren’t moving; they were lying in strange positions. Beach chairs were missing, and no one was in the water.

			They’re dead!

			Workers placed bodies onto stretchers. Aallotar shrank back and dismissed any possibility that her family was still near the shoreline. The wave had pushed her far inland and must have done the same to them.

			Aallotar looked for an emergency vehicle driven by someone who spoke English, the language she began learning in second grade. Mom was an English teacher and made it fun to learn. Aallotar had watched a lot of Hollywood films and was more fluent than any of her friends.

			A flashing vehicle stopped to push some clutter aside. Running toward it, she called out, “Understand English?”

			The driver turned to her—a grizzled, exhausted-looking man with kind eyes and a faint smile.

			“A little,” he answered.

			Keeping her sentences simple, she said, “My parents are missing. We were at the beach. Where should I look?”

			He pointed up the street and invited her to sit in his van, which was filled with Thai survivors of the disaster. Forgetting about her first rescuer and host, she climbed into the empty front passenger seat.

			“How old are you?” he asked.

			“Twelve. You saved me. I couldn’t walk anymore.”

			Just then, the woman ran up, jumped onto the side rails, and held on as the vehicle accelerated. Embarrassed, Aallotar stuck her head out the window and stammered, “Sorry.”
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			The driver came to a stop in front of a temple that was surrounded by dozens of unkempt people milling around in muddy rags. A man dressed in somewhat cleaner clothes opened the back door of the vehicle and extended his hand to its passengers. The van emptied as they walked toward the building’s entrance.

			Rows of white sheets lined the outside walls, covering something. Aallotar dismissed the curious sight as the crowd pulled her toward the front doors, where throngs of Thais had gathered. Some wept, and others were silent, their expressions a mix of shock and confusion. Their quietness struck Aallotar. She took a deep breath and peeked through the door. Her host caught up and gently guided her into the temple, where people were desperately searching for their loved ones among the bodies.

			Jerking her head from side to side, Aallotar said, “Oh, no. This is the wrong place! My parents and brother aren’t dead!”

			She ran out sobbing, lost her balance, and crashed into the crowd. Someone lifted her. Her host caught up and grumbled something Aallotar couldn’t understand, causing her to wind up her cries with short, gasping breaths.

			Is she surprised the driver brought me here?

			Aallotar gazed more closely at her host’s face and noticed something different.

			Could it be impatience? Frustration?

			Uncertain, she pushed that thought aside to concentrate on her 
search.

			Where is the place that helps people find each other?

			While watching news reports after 9/11 in America, she recalled seeing poles, fences, and walls plastered with photos and notes. Her mom used to complain that she watched too much television, but that’s how she had learned about places like New York and big events. As she paced, she bumped into a woman in a red jacket and cap with a white plus sign, standing beside boxes of supplies.

			“I’m searching for my family. How can I find them?”

			The corner of the woman’s mouth strained upward, and she patted Aallotar’s hand before answering. “See those boards over by the water tables? Under the sign that says ‘Tsunami Missing Persons’? Look for a note with your name, or post a message for your family to tell them you’re alive and where to find you.”

			Despite not knowing what a tsunami was, she breathed deeply as her chest expanded with hope. Finally, there was something she could do that might bring her closer to finding them. For the first time, it occurred to her to ask for her host’s name and address. Energized, she hurried back to the wiry woman.

			Facing her, she carefully pronounced her name, “Aallotar Mäki,” while pointing to herself. Then she pointed to the woman and opened her palm.

			The strange host shook her head.

			Aallotar lowered her gaze, wondering what she had done wrong—again. Anger rose from her gut, and she wanted to scream. Aallotar clenched her fists and pursed her lips. The woman drew her chin back, looking surprised.

			Without her information, how can my parents find me?

			“You can do it, Aallotar,” her dad had said when she’d competed against an older skier during her last competition. She’d drawn strength from somewhere deep inside—a strength she hadn’t known she possessed—and won. She wouldn’t give up now. A long, slow exhale released her anger.

			First thing to do: check the missing persons boards to see if her name had been posted, and if anyone knew where her family was. She approached the boards, eyes darting as she scanned hundreds of missing persons.

			So many people have been lost.

			She didn’t see her name, so she surveyed more carefully, reading every single note, lingering especially on those that began with an “A.”

			No one was looking for her. Her shoulders slumped.

			She grabbed a pen to write a note of her own: “Aallotar Mäki is alive! Where are you, Karoliina, Erno, and Aatami?”

			She placed her message at their eye level, so they could easily see it. In case they answered, she would recheck her posting tomorrow.

			She thought about where they might be; her brain was jumbled, but she forced herself to concentrate. Dad and Aatami had crossed the beach, carrying towels and snorkeling gear ahead of Mom and her. They claimed a spot among the holiday crowds and settled in. Dad waved at them. Strange lizards scuttled out of the mangroves, distracting her. Then the crab latched onto her foot, and Mom ran back to help. Or at least to laugh. They both watched the ocean disappear. That’s when the screams started. It was the only time she had ever heard her mom say “voi vittu.” That was an off-limits word, even though she knew what it meant.

			Concentrate, Aallotar. Dad and Aatami were closer to the wave. What happened to them? And why didn’t Mom end up in the same place as me? So much for a dream vacation on Phuket Island.

			Her stomach ached; if only she hadn’t selected this place.

			She approached the odd woman, who sat on a nearby rock, observing the grief-stricken people leaving the temple. Her hardened expression was something that Aallotar had never seen on her mom’s face. The lady seemed strangely unmoved by the people’s tragedies.

			What’s wrong with this person who won’t share her name?

			The hair stood up on her skin. Wrapping her arms around her chest, Aallotar reassured herself that she would find them soon, but for now, she was exhausted.

			The woman motioned toward a setting sun that glowed radiantly as it cast tangerine and magenta hues across the sky. After a moment, Aallotar realized she was not admiring nature’s beauty but warning of coming darkness.

			Her host strode away from the temple, and Aallotar followed. The lady slowed at an intersection, waiting for her to catch up, and together they dodged obstructions as they headed back home. They approached the brambles where they had hidden the tricycle, and she waited for her host to uncover it, relieved they were closer to the shack. Dirt had worked its way under the makeshift rag, and the gash on her foot stung. The air was thick with haze.

			Next to the fruit stands, at the intersection of the road and the trail, sat two young barefoot children, enshrouded in the gloom of dusk, each holding a rusted can. The woman pedaled by, keeping her eyes straight ahead, but Aallotar paused, staring—she had never seen beggars in Finland.

			Oh, they’re so skinny.

			Burlap patches covered their threadbare T-shirts. They reached out to her, but she had nothing to give. Her heart tugged. She wanted to help them, but realized she was in the new position of needing help herself. They looked disappointed. She tried to keep up with the tricycle, but pain shot up from her foot and ankle, slowing her down. By the time she reached the hut, she was drained—her body and her mind.
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			Absent a name, Aallotar came up with her own: Cat-Woman. But then she felt ashamed when her host brought a steaming meal to the simple table. The woman placed a skillet full of crisp vegetables and strips of glistening beef in the center and walked away.

			The aroma of exotic spices differed from anything fixed at home, which was mainly meat and potatoes with little seasoning except salt. Aallotar salivated and, unable to control herself, devoured more than half of the stir-fry from the pan. Sauce dripping down her chin, she felt a penetrating gaze and realized she had done something wrong—again.

			The cook had probably meant the food for both of them, and she had only gone to the pantry closet for plates. Aallotar cringed and slunk down in her chair, wishing she could apologize.

			Pulling the pan away with a flourish, her host assumed a catlike stance to protect the remaining food. Aallotar’s mouth dropped open, and she moved her chair back, afraid of angering the woman further.

			That night, Aallotar tossed and turned on the sheet that did little to separate her from the stiff lounge-chair slats she had been too tired to feel the night before. She imagined the animals in the surrounding jungle ripping through the screens to get her. The insects screeched in the yard, and she wondered if the screens would keep them out. As if to answer her question, a giant cicada’s wings buzzed noisily against the transparent barrier.

			She scrunched under the towel, covered her head, and tried to recall her own comfortable—and safe—bedroom. She imagined her soft blankets, fluffy pillows, blue-and-yellow-checkered curtains, and her entire collection of stuffed animals; a place where she was loved and never alone.

			Exhaustion overtook her, and she drifted into an unsettled sleep.

			Terrifying creatures. Animals transforming into dead bodies covered in sheets, and the beggar children keeping her from the missing persons boards.

			She startled awake, clawed at the dark, and restlessly waited for dawn to renew her search.
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			Aallotar

			December 28, 2004

			Sunlight nudged her eyelids. Aallotar’s porch corner was less threatening in the bright daylight, but as she woke, dreadful memories surfaced. Her listless body ached. The house was silent, except for the jungle’s ever-present drone of insects. She would never forget the sound of the roaring ocean as it ripped her mother’s hand from hers. Her head spun, and tears slid down her cheeks. The slats dug into her back. She pushed the terror back, but it crept up like a silent wolf, again and again.

			The unnamed woman intruded on her thoughts. The forest hum was so loud that it required her to listen carefully to be sure she was gone.

			Why is she always angry with me?

			Aallotar forced herself to rise, stepping over a pair of white tennis shoes placed beside her cot.

			Are they for me? I hope so.

			She tried them on and felt a surge of gratitude as they fit perfectly. But what if they both had the same size of foot?

			Her stomach led the way into the kitchen. There was no breakfast laid out like yesterday.

			

			Is she still mad at me?

			Aallotar snuck over to the small pantry closet to glance inside. The emptiness shocked her as she scanned the shelves for anything besides white rice, a bottle of oil, an unknown dark liquid, and a few spices.

			Perhaps she shops daily.

			She backed out, looked right and left to make sure she was still alone, then tip-toed to the bedroom door. Opening it, she was immediately struck by the room—it looked preserved, like a museum.

			In the corner sat a rocking chair, roped off as if on display. It was noticeably more luxurious than any of the other furniture in the hut. The bed was draped with a mosquito net, protecting a silky coverlet. A matching mirror reflected the room’s remaining contents, including several black-and-white framed photos on a carved wooden dresser.

			In the largest frame, a handsome young man smiled, his arm around a beautiful woman dressed in gauzy white. Her veil appeared tossed back from her proud face. There was something familiar about her stance. Yes—Aallotar recognized her eyes. It was her host on her wedding day. Her stance radiated the energy of a lioness about to pounce on its prey, just like Nala in The Lion King. Another photo, faded and smudged with fingerprints, showed what looked like a baby floating in an unrecognizable background.

			Aallotar knew she shouldn’t be in the bedroom, but curiosity overpowered her fear of discovery.

			An open gilded box sat on the dresser filled with neat stacks of correspondence. Aallotar began shuffling through the papers to see if she could learn the name and address of this mysterious woman. One official-looking envelope bore a government seal that featured the image of a banyan tree. It was addressed to Ratana Zhang.

			There were also numbers, which she assumed were part of the hut’s address, but the rest of the writing was made up of strange squiggles she couldn’t read. Some of the ink was smeared, as if by water or tears. She fetched the pad of paper from the kitchen and carefully copied this information, hoping it was the address. To avoid detection, she replaced all the papers.

			“Ratan-ah? Rah-tana?” she said aloud, rolling the name over her tongue and wondering how to pronounce it. Perhaps she could start thinking of her as someone other than the Cat-Woman. She took a sharp breath.

			“Now I can go to the missing persons boards!”

			The shoes have to be for me.

			She put them on and rushed out of the house, hoping this would be the day to find her family. The trek to the Red Cross missing persons station was only about a kilometer away, she reasoned, and shouldn’t be hard to find. The forest was blooming with red and purple flowers, and she couldn’t suppress a smile. Her foot was healing. The sun strained its way through the leaves and dappled the path.
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			After arriving at the missing persons boards, she spotted her note—“Aallotar Mäki is alive!” It was untouched. The silent wolf threatened her. At first, she bit her lip, but then she placed her hands on her hips. Armed with an address, she had more hope. She pinned the new information next to her message.

			Please let them find me.

			Running her fingers through her tangled hair, she
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