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In the living room of his Lido Beach home yesterday, 13-year-old Rohan Sahai shrugged off questions about his brush with a horrible death, eager to return to the solitude of his bedroom and strum his guitar rather than tell of escaping the water just moments before last week's massive tsunami hit Phuket Island in Thailand.

His 26-year-old brother, Achal, napped downstairs, exhausted from the family's ordeal outrunning the deadly wave and from their odyssey home from a ruined vacation. Their father, Anil, had returned to his job as an investment banker.

But for their mother, Sudha, nothing will ever be quite normal again. "I keep having this vision," she said. "It's like this film replaying in my head - the tsunami coming at us and coming at us." 

She shuddered. "It was like the whole ocean coming at you. If someone had described it to me, I could never have imagined it. Not the way I saw it."

The Sahai family was at the end of a vacation through Asia when they arrived at Phuket on Christmas Day. After two weeks of sightseeing in Cambodia and Myanmar, Sudha said, "Thailand was going to be our beach vacation. It was going to be the chilling-out part."

In the brilliant sunshine of the morning of Dec. 26, Anil suggested the family sit by their hotel's pool, about 60 feet from the shore. Rohan decided to take a dip in the ocean.

"I was walking into the ocean, and the water was being sucked out," Rohan, an eighth-grader at Long Beach Middle School, recalled. "The water was kind of walking with me, like, receding. I saw a few fish flopping out that couldn't keep up with the water."

Rohan assumed it was low tide and turned to rejoin his family. "As I was walking back, I saw the ocean get really choppy, and then it just rose."

The first wave hit, flooding the beach and the lobby of the hotel. Sudha, who was in the lobby, waded out to join her husband and two sons on the raised pavilion of the pool. They ran back toward the main building of the hotel, reaching it just as a second wave flooded the ground floor. As the water receded, they ran upstairs to their rooms and watched with horror from their balcony.

"The third wave was the real tsunami," Rohan said. "It came and it stayed. When it receded, it took everything with it."

"Hundreds of chairs, tables, cabanas, everything just fell like matchsticks," said his mother. "Everyone was screaming, shrieking. If there were people on the beach, they were wiped out."

The Sahais grabbed their bags and ran downstairs. They encountered a woman covered in blood. The ground floor was flooded. "First it was knee level, then waist level," Sudha said. "At one point, I was holding my bag above my head because I couldn't hold it at my chest, even. We were just running for our lives."

The family made it up a hill, where they joined other tourists and hotel workers, many of them sobbing. One woman told of a frantic mother whose babies were swept away before her eyes.

Sudha used her husband's cell phone to call her third son, 21-year-old Anuj, who was home on Long Island. Then she sprang into action, calling a hotel in mainland Thailand and convincing a taxi driver to take them on the 3 1/2-hour drive. They were gone within 45 minutes of the wave hitting Phuket.

Sudha, a Hindu, said she thanks God for saving her family and for reuniting them with Anuj on Dec. 29. "The way I look at it is my life was spared and my sons' lives were spared," she said. "I have to go out and help other people. I have a new lease on life."

Sudha took the first step yesterday, deciding to treat patients in her nutritionist practice regardless of their ability to pay. She's planning to raise money to help a tsunami-ravaged village in her native India.

For his part, Rohan said he counts himself lucky he and his family are safe, and that they avoided seeing the worst of the horrors. But, he said, "I still see the picture of the tsunami in my head a lot."

GRAPHIC: Newsday Photos/Thomas A. Ferrara - 1) Rohan Sahai, 13, listens as his 2) mother tells of their experience escaping the tsunami in Thailand.
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