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Dedication 

For my first elephant, Elly— 

the papier-mâché baby elephant my mother and I made 

when I was eight years old— 

and for the many Birdy-Boys 

who gather outside my house each day 

and fill the air with small songs. 
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Chapter One — The Storm in the Grass 

On the afternoon the storm found her, Elly had wandered only a little 

farther than she should have. 

The herd was still close enough that she could hear the older 

elephants calling now and then. But they were far enough away, 

too, that sometimes they disappeared behind the tall grass. Elly did 

not mean to lose sight of them. She had only stopped for a few 

interesting things along the way. A dragonfly rested on a reed. A 

feather had caught in the stems. The wind made a soft brushing 

sound when it moved low across the plain. Elly was still young 

enough to think that one more step could not matter very much. 

It was a wide grassland, open and bright. Elly liked days like this best. 

The older elephants walked in a calm, steady way, as if they always 

knew where they were going. Elly liked to look around. She liked the 

little things the others did not stop for. A line of ants crossing a stone. 

A lizard darting through the grass. Seedheads nodding in the breeze. 

The world seemed full of small secrets. 

Ahead of her, one of the older elephants gave a low call. 

Elly paused and listened. 

The sound was deep and familiar. It told her that the herd was still 

there, still moving, still together. Satisfied, Elly walked on. But she did 

not walk straight. She drifted a little to one side, following a pair of 

pale butterflies that rose and settled just beyond her reach. 

The day might have gone on that way if the sky had not changed 

first. 

The light grew thinner. The warmth on Elly’s back began to fade. The 

green of the grass turned darker. Far away, the edge of the sky 

looked heavy. 

Elly stopped again. 
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The wind came back, but it did not feel playful now. It moved 

through the reeds in long, uneasy breaths. It bent the grass one way, 

then another. It slipped past Elly’s ears and under her belly and 

made the whole plain sound restless. 

Ahead of her, the herd changed too. The older elephants drew 

closer together. Their steps became quicker. Another call sounded. 

This one was firmer. Come along. 

Elly began to hurry. 

She no longer cared about butterflies or feathers or dragonflies. The 

sky had become strange. Clouds were gathering in great dark folds. 

The open plain, which had felt friendly only moments before, now 

felt too large. 

A flash of light broke far off. 

Then came the thunder. 

Elly jumped. 

A second thunderclap followed sooner than the first. Then a third. 

And then the rain came down all at once. 

It fell hard. 

Within moments the grass was dark and shining. Rain struck Elly’s 

back, her head, and the tender places behind her ears. It beat the 

reeds low and turned the ground slippery beneath her feet. The 

world blurred. The herd ahead became only moving gray shapes, 

and even those were hard to see. 

Another call came through the rain. 

Hurry. 

Elly hurried. 
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She pushed through the tall grass, trying to keep the herd in sight. But 

the storm had changed everything. The reeds slapped against her 

legs. The rain filled her ears. Thunder rolled through the sky and down 

through the ground beneath her feet. Elly lowered her head and 

tried to walk faster. 

That was when she heard it. 

At first she thought it was part of the storm. A reed rubbing against 

another reed, perhaps. Or water shaking in the grass. 

Then she heard it again. 

A chirp. 

Elly stopped so suddenly that mud splashed around her feet. 

The rain swept across the plain. The herd kept moving. One gray 

shape vanished completely behind the curtain of weather. 

Then came the sound again. 

A tiny cry. Thin and frightened. Almost too small to hear beneath the 

thunder. 

Elly turned her head and listened as hard as she could. 

The storm was full of large sounds. Wind in the reeds. Rain striking 

leaves. Thunder rolling overhead. But there, under all of it, was the 

small sound again. 

A chirp. 

Far ahead, one of the older elephants called once more. 

Elly did not move toward the herd. 

Instead, she took one step toward the sound. 

Then another. 
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The wet grass brushed her legs and belly. Rain ran into her eyes. She 

blinked and listened again. 

There. 

She lowered her head and searched through the bent stems. 

At first she saw nothing but mud, flattened grass, and water shaking 

from the leaves. Then, tucked beneath a clump of reeds, she saw a 

little patch of brown down. 

The bird was so small that Elly stared for a moment before she 

understood what she was looking at. 

It was a skylark chick. 

He lay crooked in the grass, soaked through and trembling. One tiny 

wing stuck out awkwardly. His beak was open, but only the faintest 

sound came out. His dark eyes blinked against the rain. 

He chirped again. 

Elly stood over him, breathing hard. Water streamed down her face 

and off the edges of her ears. The chick shivered at her shadow, but 

he did not try to run. He could not. There was no nest above him. No 

shelter around him. No mother bird came flying back through the 

storm. 

A crack of thunder broke over the plain. 

The chick made a sound so small that Elly felt her heart tighten. 

For one frightened moment, she looked back the way she had 

come. The herd was nearly gone from sight now, only a dim line in 

the rain. Safety lay ahead. The tiny bird lay here, alone in the storm. 

Elly looked down at him again. 
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She did not think about being brave. She did not think about what 

she ought to do. She only knew that she could not leave something 

so small alone in something so large. 

Carefully, because she was young and not yet graceful, Elly lowered 

herself into the grass. She folded her legs beneath her and curved 

her body around the chick as best she could. Then she bent her 

trunk low, making a wall against the wind and a roof against the 

rain. 

The storm went on. 

Rain drummed on Elly’s back. Water ran down her sides. Wind 

pushed against her. Thunder rolled and cracked above the plain. 

But inside the little shelter she had made, the storm sounded 

different. Softer. Farther away. 

The chick pressed closer to the hollow of her front legs. 

Elly stayed still. 

After a while she could feel that his trembling had changed. He still 

shook, but not in the same wild way. His fear had eased a little. 

Elly lowered the tip of her trunk just enough to see him. 

He looked impossibly small there beneath her, like something made 

of grass and breath. A drop of water hung at the tip of his beak and 

fell soundlessly into the mud. 

Elly stayed. 

The storm did not end quickly. But little by little the thunder moved 

farther away. The rain grew less fierce. The wind, though still uneasy, 

no longer struck so hard. Here and there the grass began to lift 

again. 

At last Elly unfolded herself and stood. 
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The world after rain looked like the same world and a different one 

too. Water slid from the reeds. Mud shone dark on the ground. The 

air smelled fresh and broken open. 

The chick blinked up at the gray light. 

Elly looked around for what should have been there. She searched 

for a nest, for a hollow, for some safe place to return him. She lifted 

her head and listened. But the sky had gone quiet now. No mother 

bird called. No wings crossed above them. 

She searched a little farther. 

There was nothing. 

Only broken stems, flattened grass, and the marks the storm had left 

behind. The hollow where his nest had been was gone too, pressed 

flat into the mud by the weight of the rain. 

The chick gave a faint peep. 

Elly looked down at him. 

He was too small to leave there. That much was plain. The storm had 

not only frightened him. It had taken away the place where he 

belonged. 

Far ahead, thin through the wet distance, came the low call of the 

herd. 

Elly answered at once. Her voice was younger and softer than the 

older elephants’ voices, but it was enough. A moment later, a call 

came back. The herd had heard her. They were still there. 

Relief moved through Elly. But the little bird was still at her feet. 

She reached down carefully with her trunk. The chick flinched, then 

went still. Elly touched him as gently as she could. He was warmer 
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than the rain, lighter than a twig, and more delicate than anything 

she had ever tried to lift. 

Slowly, very slowly, she curled her trunk around him and raised him 

from the grass. 

For a moment he hung in the gray air, no bigger than a fallen leaf. 

Then Elly lifted him higher and set him on the broadest place she 

knew: the gentle slope of her back. 

The chick wobbled once. Then his tiny feet found their hold. He 

crouched low, frightened still, but he did not fall. Elly stood as steady 

as she could. 

When the rain had grown lighter and the thunder had rolled far 

away, Elly looked one last time for some safe and proper place to 

leave him. But nothing answered back except the dripping stems 

and the long wet hush after fear. So Elly turned toward the fading 

calls of the herd and began to walk. The chick weighed almost 

nothing. Yet with his small life resting between her shoulders, the 

world felt different than it had before. She was no longer walking 

through it alone. 
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Chapter Two — A Friend on My Back 

By the time Elly caught up with the herd, the storm had become only 

rain. 

It still fell from the sky in long silver threads, but the hard force had 

gone out of it. The older elephants were gathered on a rise where 

the ground held firm beneath their feet. Water ran down their sides. 

Their skins shone dark in the gray light. When Elly came into view, 

several trunks lifted at once. 

She answered with a small call of her own. 

Only then did she remember the chick on her back. 

She turned her head as far as she could. He was still there, crouched 

low between her shoulders, soaked and frightened, no bigger than a 

handful of grass. One of the older elephants stepped toward Elly 

and looked at him for a long, quiet moment. 

Elly did not move. 

The chick trembled. Elly could feel it through her skin. 

At last the older elephant touched Elly’s cheek with the tip of her 

trunk, as if to say that she had seen, and understood enough. Then 

she turned and led the herd onward. 

So the little bird came with them. 

That night the rain stopped. The clouds broke apart. A pale moon 

rose over the wet plain, and the grass shone as though each blade 

had been rubbed with silver. The herd rested in a shallow circle. Elly 

stood close among them, where the warmth of their bodies made 

the dark feel less wide. 

The chick stayed on her back for a long time. He did not sleep at 

first. Every small sound made him stir. Every change in the wind 
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seemed to trouble him. Once, Elly felt him slip a little, and she froze 

until his tiny feet found their place again. 

At last he gave one soft peep and settled. 

Elly stayed very still after that. 

By the second morning the world smelled washed and new. 

The storm had left beads of water on the reeds and filled the low 

places with shining pools. Birds were beginning to call again from far 

off, as if the sky were slowly remembering its own voice. 

The chick woke hungry. 

Elly did not know at first that this was what his sharp little sounds 

meant. She only knew that the peeps were different now. They were 

not the broken cries of the storm. They were quicker, brighter, and full 

of need. 

She turned her head to look at him. 

He looked back at her with dark, shining eyes and opened his beak 

as wide as it would go. 

Elly blinked. 

One of the older elephants saw this and gave a soft rumble low in 

her chest. She could not feed a bird, of course. But she seemed 

amused by the size of the request coming from such a tiny creature. 

Elly watched as small insects stirred where the grass was drying in the 

new sun. She lowered her trunk, nudged the stems, and sent a 

scatter of little moving things into the open. 

The chick noticed at once. 

He gave a sudden burst of energy, hopped once on Elly’s back, and 

half-fell, half-fluttered down to the grass. He was not much to look at 

yet. His feathers were still uneven, his wings still uncertain. But hunger 
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had given him courage. He pecked clumsily, missed, tried again, 

and this time caught what he was after. 

Elly watched him with great attention. 

He ate three more insects before he seemed to remember that the 

world was large and he was small. Then he froze, looked around, 

and hurried back toward Elly’s feet. 

Elly lowered her trunk at once. 

The chick stepped onto it without knowing what it was, then clung in 

alarm as she lifted him. Gently, very gently, she set him back on the 

slope of her back. 

He gave a peep that sounded offended. 

Elly thought it was the nicest sound she had heard all morning. 

The days that followed were bright ones. 

The storm had moved on, leaving the grassland warm and open 

again. Pools shrank. Seedheads dried. Sunlight spread across the 

plain from morning until evening. Under that growing warmth, the 

little bird began to change. 

His trembling grew less. His peeps grew stronger. The small wing that 

had stuck out so oddly in the storm had only been pinned by wet 

feathers, cramped by cold; in the growing warmth, it settled back 

where it belonged. The wet scraps of down gave way, little by little, 

to neater feathers. He learned to stand without wobbling every time 

Elly took a step. He learned how to lower himself when she walked 

downhill and how to steady himself when she climbed. 

Most of all, he learned that Elly’s back was the safest place he knew. 

He rode there in the morning when the herd moved out. He rode 

there at noon when the sun stood white overhead. He rode there at 

dusk when the plain turned gold and the wind softened again. 
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Sometimes he hopped a few steps behind her, pecking busily at the 

ground. Sometimes he fluttered up in a frightened burst, rose no 

higher than Elly’s head, and came down again in a hurry. Each day 

he managed a little more. 

Each day Elly watched. 

She learned the difference between his sounds. There was a hungry 

peep, and a sleepy peep, and a sharp peep that meant he had 

seen something interesting. There was a small pleased trill he made 

when the morning was mild and the insects were plentiful. There was 

a different sound altogether when he was startled, a quick thin note 

that made Elly stop at once and look around. 

In return, the bird began to learn Elly too. 

He learned that when her ears lifted high, she had heard something 

far away. He learned that when her walk became very slow, she was 

thinking. He learned that she liked the cool shade of broad trees in 

the hot part of the day and that she always paused at clear water 

long enough to watch the sky shake in it. 

Before long, they had small habits of their own. 

In the mornings, when the herd first began to move, the bird would 

give three quick peeps from Elly’s back, as if announcing that the 

day had begun and he intended to be part of it. At midday, Elly 

would stand near a patch of taller reeds so he could hop down and 

search the stems for insects where the sun had brought them out. In 

the evenings, when the air turned softer, he would settle between 

her shoulders and grow quiet while she walked. 

It became hard to remember that there had ever been a time when 

he was not there. 

One afternoon Elly found a fallen feather caught in the grass. It was 

longer and neater than the soaked little scraps she had first seen on 

him during the storm. She picked it up with the tip of her trunk and 

lifted it toward him. 
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The bird cocked his head. 

Elly gave the feather a gentle wave. 

The bird pecked at it once, then twice, then chased the moving tip 

of it with ridiculous seriousness. He fluttered, missed, landed sideways, 

and peeped at Elly as though the feather had tricked him on 

purpose. 

Elly made a low soft sound in her throat, the sort of sound young 

elephants make when they are pleased and do not need anyone 

else to know why. 

The bird answered with a bright little trill. 

After that, the feather became a game. Elly would find one when 

she could and lift it or drag it lightly through the grass. The bird would 

chase, hop, pounce, and sometimes end by standing on it as 

though he had conquered something important. 

These were little things. The grassland was full of little things. But to 

Elly, they seemed to matter. 

One evening, as the sky turned the color of warm dust and honey, 

the little bird climbed from her back onto the top curve of her head. 

He stood there for a moment, swaying lightly with her breathing. 

Elly crossed her eyes upward as far as she could, trying to see him. 

He peeped. 

“You need a name,” Elly might have said, if elephants and birds had 

spoken the same kind of words. 

She could not say it, of course. But she thought it in the quiet way a 

young creature thinks. He was not just bird anymore. He was her bird, 

and also very much his own. Small, lively, and full of sudden sound. 

Birdy-Boy, she decided. 
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The name pleased her at once. 

Perhaps it pleased him too, for at that very moment he opened his 

beak and let out the clearest little run of notes she had heard from 

him yet. It was not a full song. Not yet. But it was more than a peep. It 

rose into the evening air bright as a thread of light. 

Elly stopped walking to listen. 

Birdy-Boy sang again, if three or four brave notes can be called a 

song. 

The sound was so small against the wide plain that another creature 

might not have noticed it at all. But Elly noticed. She felt it like a tiny 

lamp being lit. 

From then on, when he made one of his brighter sounds, she thought 

of him as Birdy-Boy. 

And whether or not he knew his name, he seemed to know that he 

belonged when she thought it. 

Days passed. The grassland returned fully to itself. Far-off birds 

crossed the sky in groups. The low places dried. Flowers no bigger 

than raindrops opened between stones. The herd moved with its old 

calm rhythm again. 

Yet something had changed for Elly. 

Before the storm, she had looked outward all the time. She had 

noticed dragonflies, feathers, lizards, seedheads, shadows, clouds. 

She still noticed them. But now she also noticed whether Birdy-Boy 

had gone quiet. Whether he was warm. Whether he had eaten. 

Whether he was peering at something over her right shoulder or 

leaning into the wind on her left. 

The world had not become smaller because she had someone to 

care for. 
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It had become fuller. 

Birdy-Boy changed too. 

He grew bolder in short, shining bursts. He would hop down from Elly’s 

back, search the grass, then flutter up to her again before she had 

taken more than a few steps. He began to perch with more 

confidence, standing taller, letting the wind move through his small 

feathers without crouching at once. Once he even flew from Elly’s 

back to a low branch and back again, arriving so proudly that he 

nearly slipped when he landed. 

Elly was more impressed than she let on. 

At the end of that same day, the herd came to rest near a grove of 

trees at the edge of the plain. The light was leaving. Above them, 

the first evening stars had begun to show in the deepening blue. 

Birdy-Boy had spent the whole afternoon trying new wings and new 

distances. He had peeped, trilled, fluttered, and hopped until at last 

he seemed to remember how small he still was. 

Without fuss, and without any sign that he meant to do anything 

important, he returned to Elly’s back and settled into the familiar 

place between her shoulders. 

Then he tucked himself low and gave a long, soft sigh of a sound. 

Elly stood very still. 

Around them, the herd shifted and quieted. Grass whispered in the 

evening breeze. Somewhere far off, another bird sang to the coming 

night. Birdy-Boy did not answer. He only rested where he had chosen 

to be. 

What had begun in storm and accident was becoming something 

gentler now, and stronger too. By day he ventured farther. By night 

he came back. And as the last of the gold faded from the plain, Elly 

felt the small weight of him settle into comfort. 
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It no longer felt as though she were carrying a stranger she had 

rescued from the rain. 

It felt as though her back had remembered what it was for. 
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Chapter Three — The Song That Warns 

A few days later, Birdy-Boy began to forget that he had once fallen 

from the sky. 

He still rode on Elly’s back in the mornings, and he still tucked himself 

low between her shoulders when the wind grew strange or the 

ground felt too wide. But now there was a new restlessness in him. It 

showed in the way he lifted himself taller when the day began. It 

showed in the way his head turned at every passing sound. It 

showed most of all in his wings. 

They were stronger now. 

Not large, of course. Birdy-Boy was still a small bird, and the world 

around him was still full of spaces bigger than he was. But his feathers 

had come in neatly, and his fluttering had begun to look less like 

falling and more like flight. He no longer sprang from Elly’s back only 

to land in a hurry. Now he could rise above her head, circle once, 

and come down where he pleased. Sometimes he landed on a 

branch. Sometimes on a stone. Sometimes on Elly again, with a 

proud little peep as if to say that he had meant every bit of it. 

Elly watched all of this with quiet attention. 

When Birdy-Boy flew, even for a short while, she felt the place 

between her shoulders grow oddly empty. It did not make her sad. 

Not exactly. It only made her aware of how used she had become 

to his small weight and small sounds. She would keep walking with 

the herd, but one ear would stay turned upward, listening for the 

bright notes that told her where he was. 

Birdy-Boy seemed to like this arrangement very much. 

Some mornings he would rise from her back almost as soon as the 

herd began to move. He would circle above her in a quick shining 

loop, then dart ahead, then come back again. The sun caught his 

feathers when he turned. His shadow flickered over the grass. Once 

he flew so high that Elly could not see him for three whole breaths, 
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and when he finally dropped back into view, he seemed delighted 

by her alarm. 

He landed on her head and gave a small trill that sounded 

suspiciously pleased with himself. 

Elly rumbled low in her throat. 

Birdy-Boy answered with another trill and hopped back to his usual 

place. 

As the days passed, he began to spend more time above her than 

on her. 

He was not leaving her. Elly understood that, though only little by 

little. He was learning the sky the way she knew the ground. He 

learned where the warm winds lifted him with hardly any effort. He 

learned which low branches could hold him and which bent too 

easily beneath his weight. He learned that the world looked different 

from above. 

From above, the herd was not a line of large gray bodies moving 

through tall grass. It was a shape. A pattern. From above, the paths 

between stones were easy to see. So were the shallow pools left in 

low places, and the dark patches where the ground still held too 

much water beneath the green cover. From above, the plain had 

lines and openings Elly could never have noticed from where she 

walked. 

Birdy-Boy did not have words for these things. 

He had songs. 

At first they were only happy sounds, bright little runs of notes that 

spilled out of him because the air was there and his wings were 

working and the wide blue world had begun, at last, to feel like 

something that belonged to him again. Elly liked those songs. They 

danced around her ears like sunlight on water. 
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But then, one afternoon, Birdy-Boy made a sound she had never 

heard from him before. 

The herd had been walking since morning. The sun was high. Heat 

shimmered low over the plain, and even the grass seemed to move 

more slowly. Elly’s steps had grown steady and drowsy. Birdy-Boy had 

flown ahead, then back, then up again in widening circles. 

Suddenly he stopped singing. 

Elly noticed at once. 

She lifted her head. 

Birdy-Boy was no longer wheeling in happy loops above the herd. He 

was flying in one tight circle not far ahead, his wings beating hard. 

Then came the sound: a quick sharp cry, thin but urgent. 

Elly slowed. 

Birdy-Boy cried again. 

It was not like his morning trills or his pleased evening notes. This 

sound cut through the warm still air. It did not wander. It pointed. 

One of the older elephants ahead kept moving. The grass looked 

ordinary enough. Green. Thick. Sunlit. Nothing in it seemed wrong. 

Birdy-Boy gave the cry a third time and dropped lower, almost 

skimming the tops of the reeds. 

Elly stopped. 

The older elephant in front of her took two more steps before 

noticing that Elly had halted. She turned her great head slightly, as if 

to ask why. 

Elly was not sure. 
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Birdy-Boy flew back toward her, then turned again at once and 

cried out once more, sharper this time than before. 

Elly took one careful step forward. 

The ground gave under her foot. 

Not much. Only a sudden sinking at the edge of what had looked 

like solid earth. But it was enough. Mud opened beneath the grass 

cover with a thick wet sigh. Elly jerked her foot back at once. 

Before her lay a hollow the storm had left behind, hidden under 

reeds and a skin of green. From where she had stood, it had looked 

like part of the plain. From above, Birdy-Boy must have seen the 

darker shape of it, the place where the earth had not yet hardened. 

The older elephant stopped fully now. For a moment she lifted her 

great head and turned one slow eye upward toward where Birdy-

Boy still circled, as though she had understood what the small bird’s 

cry had meant. Then she bent to test the ground with her trunk, and 

turned the herd wide around the hidden patch. 

Birdy-Boy landed on a stalk near Elly and puffed himself up, 

breathing fast. 

Elly looked at him. 

He looked back at her with bright, fierce eyes, as if he could not 

believe she had taken so long. 

Elly touched the ground once more with the tip of her trunk. The mud 

beneath the grass shifted softly, ready to take weight it should not 

have taken. Had she walked straight on without stopping, one front 

leg might have plunged deep into it. She would have struggled. She 

might have fallen. The thought made her skin twitch. 

Birdy-Boy gave one last sharp note. 

This time Elly understood. 
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That evening, when the air cooled and the herd came to rest, Birdy-

Boy stayed close. He did not chase feathers or practice bold little 

leaps. He sat between Elly’s shoulders and grew quiet while the sky 

turned gold, then rose, then deepened toward blue. 

Elly did not mind his silence. 

She had nearly stepped into danger that day because she had not 

known how to hear him yet. The idea stayed with her. So did the 

hidden mud, waiting beneath a harmless cover of green. 

The next morning, Birdy-Boy flew earlier than usual. 

He rose from Elly’s back in one neat motion and circled above her. 

Then he sang a bright little tumble of notes, light and easy. Elly 

listened. A few moments later he dropped lower and gave a single 

sharp cry. Elly stopped at once. 

Birdy-Boy came down to her back and peeped in what sounded 

very much like satisfaction. 

Elly rumbled softly. 

All that day they practiced without planning to. 

A happy song overhead meant only that Birdy-Boy was flying for the 

joy of it. A sharper sound meant look up. A short repeated cry meant 

stop. By afternoon Elly had begun to hear the differences the way 

she heard the moods of wind. Not perfectly. Not yet. But enough. 

Birdy-Boy seemed delighted by her progress. 

He flew above her and ahead of her. He called when the herd 

drifted too near a thorny patch. He circled and cried out when a 

snake slid through the grass up ahead, leaving only a narrow line of 

movement where its body passed. Elly stopped before she reached 

it, and by the time the herd changed course, the snake was gone. 
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Another day Birdy-Boy gave a bright chattering warning from a low 

branch while Elly walked toward a tree whose fallen fruit had drawn 

bees in a thick humming cloud. She would have gone right beneath 

it. Instead she paused, lifted her head, and heard the dangerous 

humming before she entered it. 

Each time Birdy-Boy warned her, he seemed to stand a little taller 

afterward. 

Each time Elly listened, she felt the plain change around them. 

It did not become harmless. Grasslands were never harmless. There 

were holes, thorns, snakes, weather, heat, and all the many things 

that belonged to open country whether one wished them there or 

not. But the world seemed less lonely in its dangers now. What one 

missed, the other might catch. 

Birdy-Boy could see what Elly could not. 

Elly could carry what Birdy-Boy never could. 

One late afternoon, when the day was beginning to lean toward 

evening, the herd crossed a part of the plain where the grass grew 

shorter and the view opened wide in every direction. The sky was 

pale and high. Wind moved in long silver lines across the tops of the 

reeds farther off. Birdy-Boy rose into it gladly. 

He climbed higher than Elly had ever seen him go. 

At first she could follow him easily. Then he became only a small 

brown flicker against the light. Then only a shape. Then almost 

nothing at all. 

Elly stopped walking. 

One of the older elephants beside her gave a patient rumble, but 

Elly kept her eyes on the sky. 

For a long moment there was no sound. 
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Then it came: not the sharp warning cry, not the quick repeated call 

to stop, but Birdy-Boy’s clear bright song, carried down from high 

above. It floated through the open air like a thread dropped from 

the sky to the earth below. 

Elly began to walk again. 

She did not need to see him now. She knew where he was. 

The herd moved on through the cooling light. Shadows lengthened. 

The plain lost its hard white noon colors and became gold, green, 

and blue again. Overhead, Birdy-Boy circled and sang, circled and 

sang, keeping pace with Elly’s steady steps below. 

And Elly, listening, understood something new. 

When he had first come to her, Birdy-Boy had been a small life she 

could shelter. 

Now he was also a small life keeping watch. 

By the time the evening star showed itself above the far edge of the 

grassland, Birdy-Boy had come down again and settled on Elly’s 

back. He folded his wings, gave one soft tired peep, and tucked 

himself into the familiar hollow between her shoulders. 

Elly walked on beneath the darkening sky. 

The world was still large. It was still full of hidden things. But now there 

was a song above her when danger lay ahead, and a place below 

him when danger came too near. Between them, the plain had 

become less frightening than it had once been. 

And as the last light thinned over the grass, Elly felt the small weight 

of Birdy-Boy resting where it belonged, and knew that one day she 

would hear his warning voice even before she was afraid. 
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Chapter Four — The Place to Hide 

Morning came warm and clear, with only a thin line of cloud far off 

where the plain met the sky. 

The herd had been walking since first light. Dew had dried from the 

grass. The sun had climbed high enough to lay a pale shine across 

the reeds. Birdy-Boy flew often that morning. He rose from Elly’s back, 

circled above her, sang a bright little song, and then landed again 

as if he liked proving that he could belong to the air and still return to 

her. 

Elly liked those mornings. 

She liked the sound of the herd moving steadily through the grass. 

She liked the soft brushing of reeds against her legs. She liked 

knowing that if Birdy-Boy was not between her shoulders, he was 

somewhere above, tracing small brown circles in the light. 

By now they understood many things about each other. 

Birdy-Boy knew the difference between Elly’s curious pause and her 

cautious one. He knew when she was growing thirsty, because her 

trunk would drift more often toward the wind as if already searching 

for water. He knew that she disliked thorny ground and that she 

loved broad shade in the hot part of the day. Elly knew Birdy-Boy’s 

morning trill, his pleased little chatter, and the sharper warning cry 

that meant stop at once. 

Because of this, both of them had begun to feel very brave. 

That, perhaps, was why the day caught them by surprise. 

The herd had turned toward a stretch of open country where the 

grass grew lower and the sky seemed especially wide. Here and 

there stood small trees, thin and scattered, with flat tops and twisting 

branches. Their shadows lay dark and narrow on the ground. The air 

felt still. Even the insects seemed quieter than usual. 
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Birdy-Boy flew ahead of Elly and settled on a branch. 

He was about to sing when he stopped. 

Elly noticed at once. 

Birdy-Boy did not give a warning cry. He gave no sound at all. He 

stood very still on the branch, his body drawn tight, his head turned 

toward the sky. 

Elly lifted her own head. 

At first she saw only light. 

Then something moved across it. 

A shadow slid over the grass, swift and silent. It crossed the ground 

between the trees and passed over Elly’s back so quickly that, for 

one strange instant, it felt as if a cloud had rushed over the sun. But 

there were no clouds above her now. Only blue sky—and, high in it, 

a dark shape circling. 

Birdy-Boy let out one thin note. 

It was not his warning cry for mud or snakes or bees. This note was 

smaller, sharper, and full of fear. 

The dark shape turned. 

Birdy-Boy flung himself from the branch. 

He did not fly with joy now. He flew low and fast, dropping toward 

Elly so quickly that he nearly struck her head before he swerved. His 

wings beat in a wild blur. He gave another frightened cry and 

darted down toward the curve of Elly’s face. 

Elly froze. 

She had seen large birds before, far off and harmless in the distance. 

This one was different. This one was hunting. 
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The hawk circled once more, lower now. 

The older elephants in the herd tightened together at once. Their 

bodies shifted. Their steps shortened. One great cow lifted her trunk 

and gave a deep warning rumble. Elly felt it through the ground 

more than heard it. 

Birdy-Boy flew at Elly again, desperate now, too frightened even to 

perch properly. He beat against the side of her head, then veered 

away, then back again. 

Elly understood only one thing: he needed a place the sky could not 

reach. 

She lifted her trunk. 

Birdy-Boy saw the movement and came to it at once. He did not 

hesitate. He darted straight toward the curled shape of it, wings still 

beating wildly. Elly bent her trunk inward, making a small dark shelter 

of living muscle and breath. 

Birdy-Boy vanished inside. 

At that very moment the hawk dropped. 

It came down in a blur of wings and hunger, so fast that Elly saw only 

the wide sweep of feathers and the flash of hooked beak. The bird 

struck not Birdy-Boy, but empty air above Elly’s head, then swerved 

upward again when the chance was gone. 

Elly gave a startled cry and stumbled backward. 

The herd moved around her. 

One of the older elephants stepped to Elly’s side. Another came 

behind her. They did not run. They grew solid. Their great bodies 

formed a wall of moving gray strength under the open sky. The hawk 

circled once more, but lower now and less certain. It could not 
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reach into the ring of elephants, and it could not see the small thing 

it had wanted. 

Inside Elly’s trunk, Birdy-Boy trembled. 

Elly could feel it. 

It was the strangest feeling she had ever known. Her trunk had 

always been part of her for smelling, touching, lifting, and calling. 

Now it held a frightened heartbeat not her own. She could feel Birdy-

Boy’s wings shaking against the warm inner curve. She could feel his 

breath, quick and tiny. She kept her trunk curled close, not too tight, 

not too loose, sheltering him from light, from air, from sky. 

The hawk made three more circles. 

Each time it passed overhead, Elly stood as still as she could. Each 

time, the older elephants remained close around her. At last the 

dark shape rose higher. It drifted once toward the far side of the 

plain, then turned and flew away until it was no more than a moving 

speck against the bright day. 

Still Elly did not uncurl her trunk. 

She waited. 

The herd waited too. 

At last one of the older cows touched Elly’s shoulder gently with her 

trunk, a quiet sign that the danger had passed. 

Only then did Elly lower her trunk a little. 

At first Birdy-Boy did not come out. 

The space inside was warm and dim and smelled of grass, rain 

memory, and Elly herself. Outside lay the huge open world and the 

place where the shadow had fallen. Birdy-Boy stayed hidden so long 

that Elly began to worry he had forgotten how to leave. 
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She gave the smallest breath through her trunk that she could 

manage. 

Inside, something shifted. 

Then Birdy-Boy’s head appeared. 

His feathers were rumpled. His eyes were wide. For a moment he 

clung to the inner curve of Elly’s trunk as if he were not yet certain 

that the sky had changed back into ordinary sky. Then he stepped, 

shakily, onto the edge of her trunk and looked all around. 

The plain was bright again. Grass moved gently. The herd stood 

near. No shadow crossed the ground. 

Birdy-Boy gave one faint peep. 

Elly lifted him slowly and set him, as carefully as she had done on the 

day of the storm, upon the broad safe place between her shoulders. 

Birdy-Boy crouched there at once. 

He did not sing. 

The herd began to walk again, and Elly went with them. But she 

moved more slowly than before. Every now and then she tilted one 

eye upward, half expecting the shadow to return. Birdy-Boy 

remained low against her back. Now and then Elly felt a small tremor 

pass through him. 

She wished, in her young elephant way, that she could tell him 

something comforting. She wished she could say that the hawk was 

gone, that the sky would not always come rushing down, that he 

was safe. But elephants and skylarks do not speak in the same words. 

So Elly said it the only way she could. 

She carried him steadily. 
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By midday the herd came to a stand of trees with wider shade. The 

older elephants spread out beneath them, resting in the cool 

patchwork of moving leaves. Elly stopped in the deepest shade she 

could find and waited. 

Birdy-Boy still did not move. 

At last Elly bent her trunk and touched the edge of her own shoulder, 

very lightly, where he was crouched. 

Birdy-Boy raised his head. 

His eyes met hers. 

Then, with a hesitation that made Elly’s heart tighten, he hopped 

from her back onto her trunk. 

Elly held it steady. 

Birdy-Boy looked at the open grass, then back at the dark curved 

hollow where he had hidden. He took two tiny steps along Elly’s 

trunk, then turned and settled against it, as if he had discovered that 

the place he had feared entering was also the place that had kept 

him alive. 

Elly stood without moving. 

After a while Birdy-Boy gave a small sound—not a frightened peep 

this time, and not a full song either. It was a soft, uncertain note, 

almost a question. 

Elly answered with a deep quiet rumble in her chest. 

Birdy-Boy closed his eyes for one brief moment. 

That afternoon he did not fly much. Once or twice he rose from Elly’s 

back, circled only a little way, and returned at once. Elly did not 

mind. She had no wish to see him far from her. The open sky, which 

had seemed friendly before, now looked different to them both. Not 
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cruel, perhaps. But not careless either. It could hold sunlight and 

singing and danger all at once. 

As the day cooled, Birdy-Boy grew less tense. 

He began to peep at small things again: a beetle moving through 

dry grass, a floating seed, the flash of another bird crossing far away. 

Near evening he even gave a brief little trill when Elly found a patch 

of feathery grass heads and brushed them just so, making them sway 

in a way he liked to watch. 

Elly was glad to hear it. 

The sun drifted lower. Gold gathered over the plain. Long shadows 

stretched between the trees. The herd turned toward a gentle rise 

where they would rest for the night. 

Birdy-Boy sat quietly between Elly’s shoulders for most of the climb. 

Then, just as they reached the top, he rose. 

Elly stopped at once, but Birdy-Boy did not fly high. He flew only a 

short distance above her head and circled once in the reddening 

light. Then twice. Then he came down and landed on the top of her 

trunk. 

He stood there, light as a leaf. 

Elly held her trunk lifted, surprised but pleased. 

Birdy-Boy looked at her with one bright eye, then at the sky, then 

back at her. And there, on the very edge of evening, he gave a 

new sound. 

It was not his morning song. 

It was not his warning cry. 

It was not the small fearful note he had made beneath the hawk’s 

shadow. 
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This sound was softer than the warning cry and fuller than a peep. It 

rose in three small notes, paused, and rose again. It was a quiet 

sound, but steady. It seemed to say, in the only way Birdy-Boy could 

say such a thing, that he remembered. 

Elly listened without moving. 

Birdy-Boy sang the little pattern once more from her trunk, then 

stepped up to her forehead and from there back to the safe place 

on her shoulders. 

As the last light faded, Elly understood something she had not fully 

known before. 

In the storm, she had sheltered a creature too small to save himself. 

In the days after, she had carried a friend who was growing brave in 

the sun. 

But now she had become something more. 

She had become the place he would go when the world rushed at 

him too fast. 

That night the stars came out one by one above the plain. The herd 

rested close together. The wind moved gently. Birdy-Boy slept early, 

tucked low in his usual place. Once, in his sleep, he stirred and 

pressed more firmly against Elly’s back. 

Elly stayed awake a little longer. 

She listened to the breathing of the herd, to the insects in the grass, 

to the quiet sky overhead. Then, when she was sure all was well, she 

lowered her head and rested too, while Birdy-Boy slept above her 

heart and the memory of his small hidden trembling remained in her 

trunk like a secret she would always know. 
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Chapter Five — The Day We Didn’t Listen 

The trouble began on a bright morning when everything seemed too 

easy. 

The rain days were well behind them now. The grassland had dried 

into its late-summer colors—green in the deeper places, gold at the 

tips, silver where the wind brushed it one way and then another. The 

herd moved in a calm, unhurried line. Birdy-Boy flew above Elly in 

wide happy loops. He sang one light song after another, and 

because the day was fair and the air was mild, Elly felt no reason to 

worry. 

That was the first mistake. 

The second came when the wind changed. 

At first it was only a little stronger than before. It came in playful gusts 

that lifted loose seeds into the air and sent them turning like tiny 

white feathers. Birdy-Boy loved this. He darted through them, chasing 

one drifting seed, then another, as if the whole sky had become a 

game made just for him. 

Elly watched him and gave a low rumble. 

It was not a sharp warning. It was only the sound she used when she 

wanted him near. The wind was changing. She could feel it on the 

thin skin behind her ears. She could smell dryness coming with it. 

Ahead, the plain dipped into a broad stretch of tall reeds where old 

storm-water had once run and then gone away again. Elly did not 

like places where sound became confused. 

Birdy-Boy heard her. 

He looked down. For one moment Elly thought he would come back 

to his place between her shoulders. 

Instead he gave a bright trill, as if to say that the day was much too 

lovely for caution, and flew farther ahead. 
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Elly stopped. 

Birdy-Boy circled once above the reeds and then twice. Seeds spun 

around him in the gusts. He seemed to think the wind belonged to 

him. 

Elly rumbled again, a little more firmly. 

Birdy-Boy dipped low in answer, but still he did not return. He 

skimmed the tops of the reeds, turned in the light, and vanished for a 

moment behind a stand of taller grass before rising again. 

Elly felt a small hard knot of displeasure in her chest. 

She had listened when Birdy-Boy warned her of hidden mud, of 

bees, of snakes sliding in the grass. She had learned his sounds. She 

had trusted him. Now he was hearing her call and treating it like part 

of his morning play. 

The herd moved on. 

Elly went with them, but more slowly than before. One ear stayed 

turned toward the place where Birdy-Boy flew. She did not like being 

out of step with him. She liked even less the feeling that he had 

chosen not to hear what she meant. 

Ahead, the ground sloped gently into the reeds. 

Here the wind changed again. It did not strike in one steady 

direction. It twisted. One gust rushed from the right, another from the 

left. The reeds whispered and hissed all around. Their tall tops leaned 

together and sprang apart. The air no longer carried sound cleanly. 

It broke it and tossed it. 

Birdy-Boy came back at last. 

He flew low over Elly’s head, singing a quick bright stream of notes. 

Seeds still clung to his feathers. He looked pleased with himself. 
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Elly did not lift her trunk to greet him. 

Birdy-Boy circled around her once, then landed on a reed nearby. 

He gave a small note, waiting. 

Elly kept walking. 

It was not anger exactly. Elly was too young and too gentle for 

anger to sit in her very long. It was hurt, perhaps, and something like 

pride. She had called. He had not come. Now he was back, light as 

ever, as though nothing had happened. 

Birdy-Boy hopped from the reed and flew ahead again. 

This time his voice changed. 

The happy notes stopped. In their place came one short, sharp cry. 

Elly heard it. 

But because he had been playing only a moment before, and 

because the wind was tossing every sound into pieces, she thought it 

might only be another burst of excitement. There was something else 

too, something small and stubborn that she did not quite admit to 

herself: her hurt had not fully gone. And hurt, she was finding, could 

make even a known sound seem less certain than it was. A seed. A 

grasshopper. Some bright small thing that lived in the reeds and 

delighted him for reasons she could not always understand. 

So she did not stop. 

Birdy-Boy cried out again, sharper now. 

Elly kept walking. 

Then Birdy-Boy dropped low in front of her face, wings beating hard. 

He swerved so suddenly that one wingtip brushed her cheek. 

Elly halted at once—but only for a breath. 
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There, just beyond him, the reeds parted and swayed. The ground 

looked firm enough. Birdy-Boy had just been playing. The wind was 

confusing everything. Perhaps he was only overexcited. 

Elly took one more step. 

The earth crumbled under her front foot. 

It did not open like mud. It simply gave way. 

What had looked like solid ground was the edge of an old dry wash, 

its sides hidden by reeds and long grass. The bank had been worn 

thin by past water and covered over by roots and stems. Elly’s foot 

broke through the crust, and the ground beneath it slid. 

She cried out and stumbled forward. 

Birdy-Boy shrieked. 

So did the reeds, it seemed, as the whole edge of the bank gave a 

dry rushing sigh and slipped away beneath Elly’s weight. She slid 

down one side of the wash in a shower of loose dirt and broken 

stems. Not far—only a little way—but enough to make her knees 

buckle and her heart leap with fear. 

Dust rose all around her. 

The herd stopped above. 

Deep rumbles moved through the ground, but they sounded muffled 

and far away. Birdy-Boy wheeled in panic overhead. Elly could hear 

him, but only in broken pieces. The wash was narrow and shallow, 

yet its sides were steep enough, and the reeds above leaned thick 

enough, that the sky seemed cut into strips. 

Elly struggled to stand. 
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Her legs were not hurt. She had been frightened more than harmed. 

But the loose dirt slid beneath her feet, and every time she tried to 

climb too quickly, the bank crumbled and carried her back a little. 

Above her, Birdy-Boy gave one sharp cry after another. 

Elly heard those clearly now. 

Too clearly. 

A great ache of regret went through her. 

He had been warning her. He had been right. And she had not 

listened. 

At last she found a firmer place with her feet and stood still, 

breathing hard. 

“Birdy-Boy!” she might have called, if elephants and skylarks had 

spoken the same words. 

What came out instead was a young elephant’s low frightened 

rumble, roughened by dust and shame. 

Birdy-Boy answered at once. 

His cry sounded close. Then far. Then close again. The wind caught it 

and threw it across the reeds. Elly turned one way, then another, 

trying to fix where he was. Dust still hung in the narrow wash. The light 

above was broken by grass and stems. Nothing felt simple anymore. 

Then Birdy-Boy made his own mistake. 

He was frightened for Elly and full of the need to reach her at once. 

Instead of climbing high where he might have seen the shape of the 

wash clearly, he plunged down among the reeds, darting through 

the stems in short desperate flights. He wanted to get close. He 

wanted to be near her right away. 

But the reeds were too thick. 
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The wind pushed against him and turned him aside. Dry leaves 

slapped his wings. Loose stems crossed his path. He popped out 

above the wash once, lost sight of Elly in the dust, and dived into the 

grass on the other side. 

For the first time since the storm, Elly could not see him at all. 

“Birdy-Boy,” she would have said if she could. 

Nothing answered except the hiss of the reeds. 

The loneliness of it struck her with sudden force. 

She had known the plain before she knew Birdy-Boy. She had walked 

in open grass under wide sky. She had heard the herd and the wind 

and her own thoughts, and that had been enough. But now, 

standing in the hidden wash with dust on her legs and loose earth 

under her feet, the missing sound of him felt bigger than all the noises 

around her. 

Above, one of the older elephants called deeply from the safer 

ground. 

Elly answered, but she did not try to climb yet. The bank was too 

crumbly where she stood, and fear still made her clumsy. If she 

rushed, she might slide again. 

So she did the hardest thing. 

She grew still. 

The wind moved over the reeds. Seeds drifted down. A grass stem 

brushed her shoulder and stayed there. Elly closed her eyes for a 

moment, not to hide, but to listen better. 

The herd’s rumble came from the left. 

The sliding scratch of loose dirt came from behind. 
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And then—faint, almost lost in the wind—came one small note from 

high above. 

Birdy-Boy. 

Elly lifted her head. 

He was not in the reeds anymore. He had remembered the sky. And 

in the high, clear air above the confusion of stems and wind, 

something settled through him as simply as a feather coming to rest. 

He had not listened when Elly called him back. He understood that 

now, in the way a small creature understands when the 

consequence of a mistake arrives before the lesson does. 

Birdy-Boy rose above the blowing grass, higher and higher until the 

wind steadied beneath his wings instead of fighting them. From there 

the plain began to make sense again. The reeds no longer looked 

like one endless confusion. The wash showed itself as a pale winding 

cut in the earth. The herd stood clustered near one broken edge of 

it. And below, half hidden by reeds and shadow, stood Elly. 

Birdy-Boy gave a cry of relief so strong it broke halfway into a song. 

Elly answered with a low call, lifting her trunk as high as she could. 

This time both of them listened properly. 

Birdy-Boy did not dive at once. He circled once above the wash, 

seeing where the bank rose in a gentler slope farther ahead. Then 

he flew there and gave two sharp cries. Stop and listen, the sound 

seemed to say. Here. 

Elly turned toward it. 

The wash floor was uneven, but firmer than the place where she had 

slipped. She walked carefully now, one step at a time, through the 

dry bed of old water. Above her, Birdy-Boy flew from one point to 

the next, not in panic anymore but in purpose. A cry from ahead. A 

pause. Another cry. Elly followed the sound. 



42 | P a g e  
 

At last she reached the lower slope Birdy-Boy had found. 

She tested it first. 

The dirt held. 

Elly climbed slowly. Loose stones shifted beneath her, but the bank 

did not crumble. Roots crossed the slope in tough brown lines, 

holding the earth together. Above, the herd waited, their great 

bodies dark against the bright sky. 

Birdy-Boy landed on the very edge just as Elly pulled herself over. 

For one moment neither of them moved. 

Elly stood breathing hard, dust along her legs and chest. Birdy-Boy’s 

feathers were blown crooked by wind and worry. His small body 

looked tired all the way through. 

Then Birdy-Boy flew to her at once. 

He landed not proudly, not lightly, but in a tumble against the place 

between her shoulders where he belonged. He crouched there, 

breathing fast. 

Elly lifted her trunk and curled it back over herself as far as she could, 

touching him gently. 

Birdy-Boy gave one soft note. 

It was not exactly an apology. Not exactly relief. It was both. 

Elly answered with the quietest rumble she knew. 

Around them, the older elephants began to move again, slow and 

steady, giving Elly time to fall back into the line. No one scolded. No 

one hurried her. The plain itself seemed to have learned caution with 

them. 

For a while Birdy-Boy did not fly. 
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For a while Elly did not need him to. 

They went on together through the reeds and out again into the 

open grass where the wind, though still lively, no longer confused 

every sound. The sun moved westward. The hard brightness of noon 

softened. Shadows began to lengthen. 

At last Birdy-Boy rose from Elly’s back. 

He flew only a little way above her, then circled once and came 

down again. A few moments later he did it again, a little higher this 

time. He was testing the day, testing the air, testing himself. Elly 

watched, but she did not call him back. 

Birdy-Boy, for his part, did not chase the drifting seeds anymore. 

When the wind lifted them in little white swirls, he noticed them but 

let them go. He kept nearer. He watched Elly more carefully than 

before. 

By evening the herd reached a broad quiet place where the grass 

grew short and soft. They stopped there to rest. The sky turned 

honey-colored above the plain. Far off, a line of birds crossed the 

light. 

Birdy-Boy sat on Elly’s back, quiet for a long while. 

Then he stepped onto her head. 

Elly stood still. 

From there he gave three notes: one bright, one low, one bright 

again. It was not a warning cry, and not his morning song. Elly had 

never heard exactly that little pattern before. 

After a moment she understood what it meant, or thought she did. 

I hear you now. 
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Elly lifted her trunk and answered with a soft rumble that seemed to 

come from all the warm, tired, grateful places inside her. 

And I hear you. 

Birdy-Boy fluttered back to the hollow between her shoulders. As the 

last light thinned over the grass, he settled there with a deeper 

weariness than usual, as though being frightened had made him 

older for a few hours. Elly did not mind the weight of him. She 

welcomed it. 

After that day, they listened to one another more carefully. 

Not only because the world could hide danger under grass or 

behind wind, though it could. Not only because a cry mistaken for 

play or a call treated too lightly could bring trouble, though that was 

true too. 

They listened because being unheard had frightened them almost 

as much as being alone. 

And that evening, under a sky growing soft with stars, Birdy-Boy 

rested on Elly’s back while Elly stood among the herd, and each felt, 

more clearly than before, how much the world depended on the 

other one answering. Somewhere ahead, carried faintly on the night 

air, was the clean cool scent of water moving over stones, and 

beneath it something sweeter still, the smell of a place the wind had 

not yet named for them. 
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Chapter Six — The Meadow of Many Songs 

The morning they found the meadow began like any other. 

The herd moved at first light through tall grass silvered with dew. The 

air was cool enough to feel fresh inside Elly’s trunk. Birdy-Boy rode 

quietly between her shoulders while the sky brightened from pale 

gray to pearl, and from pearl to the soft gold that comes before the 

sun fully lifts itself over the plain. 

Nothing in the morning announced that this day would be different. 

And yet Elly felt it almost at once. 

Not because of danger. Not because of wind changing or sky 

darkening or some sharp hidden thing waiting under the grass. The 

feeling was quieter than that. It was a sense of opening. The land 

ahead seemed less crowded with reeds than before, less tangled, 

less full of places where sound could be lost. Even the air seemed to 

travel more easily. 

Birdy-Boy felt it too. 

He rose from Elly’s back earlier than usual and flew ahead in a clean 

bright arc. He did not go far. He circled once above the herd, then 

twice, and then he gave a quick morning trill as if to tell the day he 

had arrived in it. 

Elly listened and walked on. 

The plain had been changing for several days now. The grasses had 

grown shorter. The earth beneath them felt firmer. There were more 

flowers than before, tiny ones hidden close to the ground—yellow, 

white, and violet-blue. Small insects rose in flickering clouds when the 

herd passed. Overhead the sky looked wider, not because it truly 

was, but because the land no longer seemed to press upward 

against it. 

Birdy-Boy flew higher. 
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His shadow crossed Elly’s face and went on over the grass. He turned 

in the light, then glided down again and landed on her head for just 

a moment. 

Elly stopped. 

Birdy-Boy gave three bright notes. 

Not a warning. Not the small grateful pattern he had sung after 

hiding in her trunk. This was something lighter and quicker, almost too 

pleased with itself to be called a song. Then he lifted off again and 

flew on ahead. 

Elly went after him with a slow, patient walk. 

The herd moved in its old calm line, but even the older elephants 

seemed easier that day. Their steps were unhurried. Their trunks 

drifted now and then toward the breeze, as if there were a new 

scent on it, faint but good. 

By midday the scent had grown stronger. 

It was the smell of water—not standing water dark under reeds, but 

clear water moving somewhere out of sight. It was the smell of fresh 

growth. It was the smell of flowers warmed by sun. 

Birdy-Boy vanished briefly above a low rise. 

Then Elly heard him cry out. 

She stopped at once. 

But his cry was not alarm. It was too bright for that, too full. It came 

once, then again, and then broke apart into something like laughter 

if birds can be said to laugh. A moment later he appeared again 

above the rise, flying in quick delighted loops. 

Elly climbed the slope. 
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At the top she stopped so suddenly that the grass brushed forward 

around her legs. 

Below her, the land opened. 

The meadow lay wide beneath the noon light, cupped by gently 

rising ground and crossed by a narrow stream that flashed silver 

wherever the sun struck it. The grass there was softer and greener 

than the plain behind them. Flowers spread through it in drifting 

colors—yellow like bits of dropped sun, pale blue like pieces of sky, 

and white flowers that looked from a distance like small stars 

scattered low across the earth. 

And there were birds. 

Not one or two. Many. 

They rose from the meadow grass in little bursts and settled again. 

Some skimmed low over the stream. Some perched on reeds and 

gave quick shining songs. Others climbed almost straight upward 

into the light and sang from so high that they seemed no larger than 

drifting seeds. 

Birdy-Boy circled over them all. 

Elly had heard other birds before, of course. The plain was never truly 

silent. But this was different. Here the air itself seemed stitched 

together with song. One call rose and another answered it. A trill 

spilled from the stream bank. A brighter run of notes came back 

from the grass. The meadow did not belong to any one voice, and 

yet none of the voices seemed lost. 

Elly stood listening. 

Birdy-Boy let out a cry so full of wonder that it made her heart swell 

inside her chest. 

The herd began to move down the slope. 
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The older elephants spread out slowly at the meadow’s edge, 

testing the grass, the ground, the water. One by one they stepped 

into the green opening. The stream bent around stones and made 

small talking sounds. Dragonflies flashed above it. The air was cooler 

near the water, and softer too. 

Birdy-Boy did not come back to Elly at once. 

He flew lower and then higher. He darted toward one skylark rising 

from the grass, then veered away, then followed another for a few 

breaths before losing himself in pure delight and climbing almost 

straight upward. He sang as he flew, not always in full order, 

sometimes tumbling out of one tune into another, as if his whole 

small body had become too glad to choose only one. 

Elly watched until she could no longer tell which one was him. 

For the first time in many days, she felt the old small ache of not 

seeing him clearly. 

It came so suddenly that she stood still in the grass. 

Around her the meadow shone. Water slipped over stones. The herd 

spread calmly beneath the sky. Songs rose from every side. It was a 

beautiful place, perhaps the loveliest place Elly had ever seen. Yet 

beauty did not stop the feeling that came next. 

What if Birdy-Boy belonged here in a way he had never belonged 

anywhere else since the storm? 

What if the many songs around them were calling him toward his 

own kind, his own air, his own life among wings and reeds and 

meadow-singing birds? 

Elly lowered her head and drank from the stream. 

The water was cool and sweet. It should have pleased her. It did 

please her. But the little ache remained. 
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She lifted her head and listened for him. 

At first she heard only the meadow itself. The quick calls in the grass. 

The thinner notes from high above. The stream speaking to stones. 

Wind moving through flower heads. 

Then, very faintly, she heard a pattern she knew. 

Three bright notes. 

Elly raised her head at once. 

There he was—not high now, but halfway between sky and grass, 

circling toward her. He came down in a sweep of brown and gold 

and landed on her back with such joyful force that he nearly 

slipped. 

Elly stood very still. 

Birdy-Boy shook himself, peeped, and gave another tumble of notes, 

all bright edges and breathless excitement. He looked from Elly to 

the meadow, from the meadow to the sky, and back to Elly again, 

as if he could not decide which wonder to tell her first. 

Elly rumbled softly. 

Birdy-Boy answered with a sound that needed no translation. He was 

happy. Happier than she had ever heard him. 

That should have been enough. 

But the question stayed in Elly’s heart all the same. 

All that afternoon the meadow unfolded around them. 

The herd grazed in the greener patches and stood knee-deep in the 

stream where the water ran broad and shallow. Butterflies crossed 

the flowers in drifting pairs. Tiny frogs slipped from the banks when 

shadows passed over them. The wind no longer came in troubled 
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twists. It moved openly, carrying sweetness and sound without 

tearing them apart. 

Birdy-Boy made full use of the place. 

He flew beside the stream and over it. He chased insects in the tall 

grass and sang from low branches that bent under almost no weight 

at all. Once he climbed so high above the meadow that Elly had to 

squint to find him, and when she did, he was singing—truly singing 

now, not just peeping or trilling or giving sharp little cries. His song 

rose pure and silver into the warm blue sky. 

Other skylarks answered. 

Not in unison, not as one chorus, but here and there around the 

meadow. One from the far bank. One from the flowers near a stand 

of reeds. One from somewhere almost straight above. Birdy-Boy’s 

song moved among them and was moved by them in turn. 

Elly listened. 

The sound was beautiful. 

It was also the loneliest sound she had heard in a long while. 

Not because Birdy-Boy’s song was sad. It was full of life. But because 

it showed Elly something she had always known and had never 

needed to think about very hard until now. Birdy-Boy was hers in 

friendship. He was not hers in ownership. His wings had their own 

meaning. His voice had a place in the sky that did not begin with 

her. 

Late in the day the herd rested in the gentlest part of the meadow, 

where the grass was short and soft and the stream widened into a 

shallow curve. Elly stood there among them but kept lifting her head 

whenever another bird rose singing. 

Birdy-Boy did not return for a little while. 
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The sun moved westward. Light gathered warm and golden over the 

flowers. The meadow songs changed with it. Some grew gentler. 

Some brighter. A few quieted altogether. 

Still Elly waited. 

At last she saw him on a thin reed near the far side of the stream. 

He was not alone. 

Two other skylarks perched near him—one a little darker, one paler. 

They shifted and sang in turn, not always at once, as though they 

were trying out the afternoon together. Birdy-Boy hopped from one 

reed to another. The other birds answered him. He rose, dropped, 

rose again. 

Elly watched without moving. 

The ache in her heart deepened. 

She did not call to him. She did not rumble for him to come back. 

Love, she was slowly learning, was not the same thing as asking the 

world to remain exactly as it had been yesterday. 

So she stood in the meadow light and let Birdy-Boy be where he was. 

A long time passed. 

Then the two other skylarks lifted suddenly and flew together toward 

the far grasses. Birdy-Boy remained where he was. 

He stood alone on the reed for several breaths. One small bird, one 

narrow stem, one wide meadow full of evening. 

Then he turned. 

From across the stream and the flowers and the wind-bright grass, he 

looked straight toward Elly. 

Even at that distance she knew it was her he had chosen to look for. 
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Birdy-Boy rose from the reed. 

He did not hurry. He flew in a clear easy arc across the meadow. 

Once he passed over the stream, then over the flowers, then over 

the still heads of the older elephants. At last he came to Elly and 

landed in the place between her shoulders as neatly as if he had 

never left it. 

Elly let out a breath she had not known she was holding. 

Birdy-Boy stood very tall there. 

Then, to her surprise, he did something he had not done since he 

was much smaller. He climbed forward onto the curve of her head 

and from there onto the raised line of her trunk. Elly lifted it gently to 

meet him. 

Birdy-Boy balanced there above her face while the evening 

meadow sang all around them. 

Then he began. 

What came from him now was not his warning cry, nor the delighted 

untidy music of the first moment he had seen the meadow. It was a 

true song, fuller and steadier than any he had sung before. It rose in 

clear little phrases, paused, and rose again. Some notes were bright 

enough to seem almost white in the evening air. Others turned softer 

and deeper, carrying a warmth that felt new. 

He sang toward the meadow. 

He sang toward the sky. 

And then, though Elly would not have thought such a thing possible, 

it seemed to her that he sang toward her too. 

Around them, other birds answered. Not all of them. Only some. But 

enough. A skylark rose from the far grass with a ribbon of notes. 
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Another answered from near the stream. One high above sent down 

a thread of song that crossed Birdy-Boy’s and drifted on. 

Birdy-Boy did not leave with them. 

He stayed on Elly’s trunk and sang his own place into the evening. 

Elly listened until the small ache in her heart changed shape. 

It did not vanish. It opened. 

She understood then that Birdy-Boy had not returned because he 

lacked a place among the meadow birds. He had returned 

because he had more than one place now. The meadow called to 

his wings and voice. Elly called to something else in him, something 

no less true for being quieter. 

He could belong to the sky and still belong with her. 

When Birdy-Boy’s song ended, the light had turned honey-deep over 

the stream. He stepped slowly back along Elly’s trunk, then onto her 

head, then to the safe broad hollow between her shoulders. 

Elly rumbled low and long. 

Birdy-Boy answered with the softest of peeps, almost hidden in the 

fading songs around them. 

The herd stayed in the meadow that night. 

As sunset thinned into dusk, the air cooled and the flowers closed 

one by one. The stream went on talking in its low silver voice. Birds 

settled. The many songs of the afternoon grew fewer, then fewer still, 

until only the last thin evening calls remained, hanging lightly over 

the grass before the stars appeared. 

Birdy-Boy stayed close. 

Now and then he lifted his head, listening to some distant note. 

Once he gave a little answer, quiet and brief, and then settled 
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again. He seemed neither torn nor uncertain now. The meadow had 

given him joy, and the joy had not taken him away. 

Elly rested with the herd in the soft grass beside the stream. 

Above her, Birdy-Boy’s weight was familiar and dear. Around her, the 

meadow breathed in all its newness. The place was not the plain 

they had crossed. It was not the stormgrass where they had first 

found one another. It was not the hidden wash, nor the open 

country where the hawk had cast its shadow. 

It was a place wide enough for song to travel and still be heard. 

As the first stars came out, Elly thought—not in words, but in the deep 

sure feeling that lives beneath them—that perhaps home was not 

only the place where one begins. Perhaps it was also the place 

where one is recognized, answered, and allowed to become more 

fully oneself. 

Birdy-Boy tucked himself low between her shoulders. 

Elly lowered her head into the meadow grass. 

The stream moved. The herd breathed. Somewhere far off, one last 

bird offered a single bright note to the dark. 

Then even that quieted. 

They had begun as two small creatures caught in the same storm. 

Now, in the meadow of many songs, with water nearby and stars 

above and the long grass lying soft around them, each knew what 

the other had become: not only companion, not only shelter, but 

home. 
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Author’s Note 

Elly and Birdy-Boy began as a small story of friendship, listening, 

shelter, and home. As it grew, its world of wind, grass, footsteps, 

birdsong, and quiet devotion also began to suggest music. This 

novella has inspired a companion soundtrack, created as a musical 

reflection of the story’s emotional journey. 

 

 

 


