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To my Thula Thula wild and human family,


thank you for your love and support,


and for giving me the strength


to never give up.
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The only walls between humans and elephants are the ones we put up ourselves


Violent weather always unsettled our elephants, and the predicted gale-force winds meant there was a danger of trees blowing over and causing breaches in Thula Thula’s perimeter fence. The cyclone had threatened for days, and while we desperately needed water after a scorching summer, we definitely didn’t need a tropical storm. We were worried about the herd, but my husband Lawrence and I were confident that, somewhere in the vast expanse of our game reserve, they had been led to safety by their new matriarch, and my namesake, Frankie.


We hadn’t seen them near the house in a while and I missed them.


Whenever they visited, their trunks immediately curled up to ‘read’ our house. Were we home? Where were the dogs? Was that a whiff of new bougainvillea?


Bijou, my Maltese poodle and sovereign princess of the reserve, hated losing her spot centre stage and always yapped indignantly at them. The adult elephants ignored her, but the babies were as cocky as she was, and would gleefully charge her along the length of the wire fence that bordered our garden, their bodies a gangly bundle of flapping ears and tiny swinging trunks.


No matter how much we treasured their visits, we knew it wasn’t safe for them to be this comfortable around humans. The risk of poachers taking advantage of their trust was too high so we planned to slowly wean them off us, or to be more accurate, wean ourselves off them. Not that Lawrence would dream of giving up his beloved Nana, the herd’s original matriarch; theirs was a two-way love affair because Nana had no intention of giving him up either.


They met in secret. Lawrence would park his battered Land Rover a good half kilometre away from the herd and wait. Nana would catch his scent in the air, quietly separate from the others and amble towards him through the dense scrubland, trunk high in delighted greeting. He would tell her about his day and she no doubt told him about hers with soft throaty rumbles and trunk-tip touches.


What a difference to the distressed creature that had arrived at Thula Thula back in 1999! We had only just bought the game reserve – a beautiful mix of river, savannah and forest sprawled over the rolling hills of Zululand, KwaZulu-Natal, with an abundance of Cape buffalo, hyena, giraffe, zebra, wildebeest and antelope, as well as birds and snakes of every kind, four rhinos, one very shy leopard and three crocodiles.


We were very disappointed when we discovered afterwards that the owner had sold off the rhinos. At that point, there weren’t any elephants either and they certainly weren’t part of our plan. Not yet; definitely not so soon.


So when a representative of an animal welfare organization asked us to adopt a rogue herd of elephants, we were flabbergasted. We knew nothing about keeping elephants, nor did we have the required boma – secure enclosure – within the reserve where they could stay until they adjusted to their new life with us.


‘The woman must know we don’t have any experience,’ I said to Lawrence. ‘Why us?’


‘Probably because no one else is stupid enough; but Frankie, if we say no, they’re going to be shot, even the babies.’


I was horrified. ‘Phone her and say yes. We’ll make a plan somehow. We always do.’


Two weeks later, in the middle of a night of torrential rain, three huge articulated trucks brought them to us. When I saw the size of the vehicles, I was hit by the full impact of what was arriving. Two breeding adult females, two teenagers, and three little ones under the age of ten. We knew enough about elephants by then to know that if there were going to be problems, they’d come from the older ones. Lawrence and I exchanged glances. Let the boma hold.


Just as the trucks pulled up at the game reserve, a tyre exploded and the vehicle tilted dangerously in the mud. My heart froze at the elephants’ terrified trumpeting and screeching. It was only at dawn that we managed to get them into the safety of the new enclosure.


They weren’t there for long.


By the next day, they had figured out a way to avoid the electric fence’s brutal 8,000 volts by pushing a nine-metre-high tambotie tree onto it. The wires shorted and off they went, heading northwards in the direction of their previous home. Hundreds of villages dot the hills and valleys around our game reserve so it was a code-red disaster.


We struggled to find them. You’d think it would be easy to find a herd of elephants, but it isn’t. Animals big and small instinctively know how to make themselves disappear in the bush, and disappear they did. Trackers on foot, 4×4s and helicopters couldn’t find them. Frustrated with doing nothing, I jumped into my little Tazz and hit the dirt roads to look for them, with Penny, our feisty bull terrier, as my assistant.


‘Sawubona, have you seen seven elephants?’ I asked everyone I passed in my best Zulu.


But with a French accent that butchered their language, they just stared at the gesticulating blonde in front of them and politely shook their heads.


It took ten days to get the herd back to Thula Thula. Ten long, exhausting days. We survived on adrenalin, coffee and very little sleep. How Lawrence managed to prevent them from being shot was a miracle. The local wildlife authority had every right to demand that the elephants be put down. They had human safety issues to consider, and besides, they knew only too well that the chances of rehabilitating the group were close to zero. We were warned that if they escaped again, they would definitely be shot.


The pressure to settle them down was terrible and my life changed overnight from worrying about cobras or scorpions in my bedroom to lying awake, waiting for Lawrence to come home, scared stiff he was being trampled to death in his desperation to persuade the elephants to accept their new home. Night after night, he stayed as close to the boma as he dared, singing to them, talking to them and telling them stories until he was hoarse. With tender determination and no shortage of madness, Lawrence breached Nana’s terror of man and gained her trust.


One hot afternoon, he came home and literally bounced up the steps towards me.


‘You won’t believe what happened,’ he said, still awestruck. ‘Nana put her trunk through the fence and touched my hand.’


My eyes widened in shock. Nana could have slung her trunk around his body and yanked him through the wires.


‘How did you know she wouldn’t hurt you?’


‘You know when you can sense someone’s mood without a word being spoken? That’s what it was like. She isn’t angry any more and she isn’t frightened. In fact, I think she’s telling me they’re ready to explore their new home.’


‘Please get out of this alive,’ I begged.


‘We’re over the worst. I’m going to open the boma at daybreak.’


That night, Lawrence and I sat on our veranda under a star-flung sky and clinked champagne glasses.


‘To Nana,’ I sighed.


‘To my baba,’ Lawrence grinned.


The herd had become family over the past thirteen years, so we were extremely worried when the storm warnings worsened and the risk of the cyclone smashing into us increased with every passing hour.


Lawrence was away on business and I was on my own. He called me non-stop. How bad are the winds now? Has it started raining yet? Are the rangers patrolling the fence? It was the worst possible time for him to be away. Cyclones are rare in Zululand but when they strike, their devastation can be catastrophic. I found out afterwards that he’d called our insurance company from Johannesburg to double our weather-damage cover. That’s how alarmed he was. I couldn’t wait for him to get back.


In the middle of this chaos, at seven o’clock on Friday morning, 2 March 2012, I received a call telling me that my indestructible husband had died of a heart attack during the night. I didn’t believe it. Lawrence had survived war-torn Baghdad and savage Congolese violence, and now I wouldn’t be fetching him from Durban International Airport and bringing him home. I sank onto the bed, numb with shock.


The game reserve fell silent in disbelief.


‘It was as if somebody switched off the plugs of life,’ said Mabona, our lodge manageress.


Like a robot, I kept going. The storm was still raging and the KwaZulu-Natal emergency services had warned us that it was heading our way. I made sure the guests were safe and instructed the rangers to secure the tented camp with extra ropes and wire. Then Mother Nature gave us an incredible reprieve and Cyclone Irena veered offshore. The crisis was over. We let out a collective groan of relief and prepared to stare grief in the face.


How was I going to survive without Lawrence at Thula Thula? It felt impossible, for me and for our staff. Many thought I would take refuge in my native France. He and I had run the game reserve as a rock-solid team. Lawrence, or Lolo, as I called him, took on everything to do with the animals and their safety, and I handled hospitality, marketing and finance. We learned on the hop, adapted to things we knew nothing about and simply tackled each out-of-the-blue challenge that flew our way. Like adopting a herd of emotionally deranged elephants. What were we thinking?


But we managed, more than managed, with courage and craziness and plenty of laughter. We loved each other and we loved the oasis we had built in the African bush. Protecting animals, especially elephant and rhino, was the focus of our life together.


And now, from one day to the next, my partner in everything was gone. It was unthinkable, and because he’d been away when it happened, his death didn’t feel real. Word spread like bush fire, and emails, calls and messages poured in from around the world. It wasn’t just my grief, it was everyone’s grief. Still it didn’t sink in. I kept expecting a call from him.


‘Frankie, I’m at the airport! Where are you?’


I stumbled through that first weekend in a daze. Very early on Sunday morning, I received a call informing me that the herd had surfaced and were on the move.


‘They’re heading south,’ crackled the radio. ‘Direction main house.’


That was a surprise. The last sighting of them had been during the worst of the storm alerts, when they had been a good twelve hours’ walk from us – and remember, that’s twelve hours powered by mammoth muscles. Now they were a mere fifteen minutes away. But to be honest, I really didn’t give it any more thought. Life was a blur and I could hardly breathe for the things I had to do. Our guests didn’t know what had happened and somehow I had to keep the lodge running for them.


Promise, a good-looking game ranger as skilled at rustling up a cocktail as tracking an elusive animal, was the first to see the herd and almost drove into them. They were right at the gate to the main house and reception compound, making it impossible for him to drive through. He immediately noticed something odd.


‘Even the bulls are here,’ he reported.


Bachelor elephants tend to stay away from the others, or, if they are close by, they stay out of sight. But that morning, all twenty-one members of the herd jostled about at the gate, clearly agitated. This was highly unusual because their visits were normally so serene.


Sometimes, if Lawrence had returned from being away, they would pop by, mill about and graze patiently while they waited for him to come out and say hello. Or if there was a baby to introduce, they would stand along the fence, radiating peace, and gently nudge the new arrival forward to meet him.


The Sunday after he died was completely different. They were restless and pacing. They walked in a disorganized jumble to the front of the house, stayed there for a few minutes then shouldered their way to the back of the house again, never grazing, always moving.


‘They were disturbed but I had no idea why. I thought maybe they had had a run-in with poachers. When I got closer, I saw the telltale streaks of stress on the sides of their faces, even the babies’,’ Promise said afterwards, rubbing his own cheek in amazement.


An elephant’s temporal gland sits between its eye and ear, and secretes liquid when the animal is stressed, which can create the mistaken impression that it is crying. The elephants at our entrance weren’t crying, but the dark moist lines running down their massive cheeks showed that something had deeply affected them. After about forty minutes, they lined up at the fence separating our home from the bush and their gentle communication started.


Solemn rumbles rolled through the air, the same low-frequency language they always used with Lawrence. Mabula, the herd’s dominant bull, paced up and down with the others; just Nana stood by silently, as if waiting for Lawrence to appear but knowing he wasn’t going to.


We hadn’t seen them in months. Why now? Why this exact weekend? And why were they so anxious? No science book can explain why our herd came to the house that weekend. But to me, it makes perfect sense. When my husband’s heart stopped, something stirred in theirs, and they crossed the miles and miles of wilderness to mourn with us, to pay their respects, just as they do when one of their own has died.


I grew up a city girl, a Parisian through and through, who could tell you the quickest way to Saint-Germain-des-Prés but who knew nothing at all about animals. Our family never kept pets, although we did once have a tortoise in our garden. Living and working in a city, even a beautiful one like Paris, there’s no time to notice nature as you do in the bush. It’s metro, boulot, dodo, as they say in France, when life is a relentless treadmill of commute, work, sleep. Yet even as I pounded the Parisian treadmill, somewhere deep inside me I always knew I would end up in a foreign country.


But living in the sticks in Africa? Not that foreign.


And yet there I was, in the sticks, alone, and burying my husband. I didn’t know where to begin. I asked Vusi and Promise, Lawrence’s trusted right-hand men, to come to the house to talk about the scattering of his ashes.


‘We should move Mnumzane’s bones to the dam. I want Lawrence and him to be together,’ I murmured.


Mkhulu Dam was Lawrence’s favourite spot at Thula Thula. He and Vusi had built it themselves and it’s where he went to clear his mind, fill his soul. Mnumzane had been his favourite boy elephant who had come to us as part of the original group, a distraught youngster whose mother and sister had been shot before his eyes. Even though he was only a teenager when he arrived, just a kid really, and a troubled one too, he understood the responsibility of being the oldest male, and the very first thing he did was charge Lawrence to stop him from getting too close to his family. Lawrence admired his gutsiness so much, he named him Mnumzane, Zulu for ‘Sir’, and it became one of his favourite stories.


‘He must have been terrified,’ Lawrence loved to recount. ‘He’d just travelled eighteen hours in a rattling iron prison on wheels and, once out of it, everything was foreign. No familiar smells, no safe hiding place to run to, just a bunch of exhausted human beings who would have represented extreme danger to him, but he still bloody well charged us. If I’d been wearing a hat, I would have raised it to him.’


Some months afterwards, Mnumzane was ousted from the herd. It’s how elephants bring up their boys – they separate them and their growing testosterone levels from the teenage girls. It stops inbreeding and makes sure genes are spread far and wide. In Mnumzane’s case, that didn’t apply because he was an orphan with no family links to any of the female youngsters, but rules are rules in the elephant kingdom and Nana was a strict matriarch who wouldn’t tolerate hanky-panky on her watch. It was heartbreaking how he suffered. He had already lost his mother and sister, and now he was losing his foster mum and siblings too. He barely ate and the only way to stop him from wasting away in misery was by tempting him with special snacks of alfalfa and thorny acacia branches, which he guzzled with the same relish a human teenager guzzles burgers.


I’ll never forget the day Mnumzane decided to let Lawrence know exactly how he felt about him. This great big four-ton elephant lumbered up to his Land Rover and stood in front of him, stopping him from going further.


‘I got the fright of my life,’ Lawrence told me later, ‘but then he fixed me with those old-soul eyes of his and lolled his giant head from side to side, as if to say no need to be so jumpy, old man, and I just knew he was telling me that he loved being with me.’


‘He’s looking for a new papa,’ I teased.


‘You’re probably right, and it’s something we have to think about. He’s getting to the age where he’ll need to be kept in line by someone who can pack a bigger punch than me!’


From then on, Mnumzane regularly sought out Lawrence for father–son bush chats. I don’t know who loved those get-togethers more. Lawrence, the proud foster father, watching his boy grow up, or Mnumzane, the rejected teenager, flourishing under Lawrence’s love and acceptance.


So it was devastating for Lawrence when this gentle giant suddenly turned violent. Unbeknown to anyone, mind-blowing pain from an abscess was literally driving Mnumzane crazy, and when he killed a rhino then utterly wrecked a broken-down 4×4, Lawrence knew it was time. Putting him down was one of the most traumatic decisions he ever faced. He withdrew with grief and I didn’t know how to console him. He even stopped joining guests at the bar, something he loved to do. Often he disappeared for hours on end and I knew he was visiting the site where his boy had fallen. We went for long drives in the bush. We sat on the edge of Mkhulu Dam and reminisced about all the things Mnumzane had done in his short time with us.


‘A bloody abscess. A jab of antibiotics would have fixed it. I should have known.’


‘You couldn’t have. Not even you, Lolo,’ I said countless times.


They were kindred spirits, those two – brave, unpredictable, funny and tender. I knew with all my heart that reuniting them in death was exactly what Lawrence would have wanted.


Only snatches of memory remain of the day we scattered his ashes. I remember the convoy of cars that seemed as long as the road itself. I remember the clouds of dust from the dirt track when we headed north to where the dam was. I remember we stood in a half-moon at the water’s edge. I remember anecdotes and stories. I remember tears and laughter. I remember dark ripples in the water.


By then, I had been in South Africa for twenty-five years and I loved and embraced its melting pot of traditions and cultures, but for a few moments that day I yearned for the busy familiarity of Montparnasse where I had lived in Paris. It was the one and only time I longed for France because my life was in South Africa, and like Nana, my family were now the animals and people at Thula Thula.


Living in the bush teaches you that life is a magnificent cycle of birth and death, and nothing showed me that more powerfully than when Nana gave birth to a beautiful baby boy around the time of Lawrence’s passing.


Of course, I named him Lolo.
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Falling in love with Thabo


I stood in front of the kitchen fan, twisted my hair out of my neck and tried to focus on what my chef Winnie was saying. It was the third sweltering day of 40-degree temperatures and I was dead on my feet. We all were. But the lodge was full and we were doing our damnedest to soldier on.


‘I think mango and avocado salad would be a good starter in this heat,’ she suggested in her gentle way.


I nodded vaguely. Lawrence had loved mangoes. I looked up towards the noise coming from the office. Someone was broadcasting the same message over and over on the two-way radio.


‘Elephant Safari Lodge, do you copy?’


Silence.


‘Vusi? Mabona? Do you copy? Nikuphi nina?!’


The radio is a crucial bush survival tool and everyone knows how to use it. I couldn’t make out who the ranger was but he sounded panicked. I was about to answer when my mobile rang.


‘Is that you on the radio, Promise?’ I asked.


‘Françoise, poachers. Thabo took a bullet.’


I gripped the phone. Thabo, our rhino calf. ‘And Ntombi?’


‘She’s fine but won’t let us near him. We can’t tell how badly he’s hurt. We need Mike here urgently.’


I heard him but it didn’t sink in. The two weeks since Lawrence’s death had been a blind scramble of decisions and new situations but nothing had been as scary as this. I sat down, fighting off a wave of nausea.


‘You still there, Françoise?’


‘Just trying to figure out how to get hold of Mike,’ I said softly.


Lawrence had always used Dr Mike Toft for animal emergencies. He was three hours away by car, or thirty minutes and 30,000 rands by helicopter. I hoped to God that he wasn’t tied up in another crisis.


‘Does Alyson know what’s happened?’ I asked.


‘She’s on her way.’


‘Good. If anyone can get close to Thabo, it’s her. Stay with them and call me if anything changes. Leave Mike to me.’


Alyson was our rhino calves’ stand-in mum and primary carer and they trusted her completely, but that didn’t mean they would let her check his wounds. Injured wild animals are unpredictable and dangerous and I hoped she wouldn’t take any risks. She was a lioness when it came to her charges.


‘If poachers ever hurt my little babies, I’ll hunt them down and feed them to hyenas,’ she threatened every time we heard about another poaching.


Little babies isn’t how everyone would describe our one-ton rhino calves, but I knew exactly how she felt. I had fallen in love with Thabo at the wonderful Moholoholo Rehabilitation Centre in Hoedspruit when he was just a couple of months old. He was now a strapping three-year-old, but in my heart he was still the same lovable little calf.


Rhino calves have no horns and their soft faces look so vulnerable. They are vulnerable. A young rhino can’t survive alone in the bush. Thabo had been found as a terrified newborn with his umbilical cord still dragging below him in the dust. How he survived even a day on his own was a miracle and no one ever knew what had happened to his family. Fortunately, when they’re that tiny they haven’t yet learned to be scared of humans, and that makes it easier to help them because they’ll trust anyone who feeds and comforts them.


They need round-the-clock attention from caregivers who share a room with them at night, monitor their moods and body condition, feed them every few hours, and give them all the cuddles and love they’re missing out on from their real mothers.


When I first met Thabo, he was already a confident little thing with perky ears and inquisitive eyes. I was invited into his boma to see him play by his first stand-in mum, Elaine.


‘Thabo, come and say hello,’ Elaine called.


Baby rhinos don’t run, they half bounce, half fly. He hurtled towards her, nuzzled her, then looked up and studied me.


‘Bonjour, little one,’ I smiled.


He nestled his snout against my leg in reply. My heart melted. He was so trusting and gentle. I realized then that, although I lived on a game reserve, I had little contact with our animals. The business side of Thula Thula, managing the lodge and dealing with guests, was my domain, along with any admin to do with our animals.


When we rescued Nana and her herd, for example, I made the phone calls, ploughed through mountains of paperwork and struggled with the maddening logistics to get them to us, but it was Lawrence who was out at the boma night after night, desperately convincing Nana that she was safe with us.


The minute Thabo nuzzled me with so much trust, I longed to protect him and to do more for other orphans like him. I tickled his face and stared into his innocent eyes and it dawned on me that Thula Thula was the ideal place to do exactly that. I returned home, bursting with ideas.


‘I think we should build an animal orphanage,’ I announced to Lawrence.


‘Fantastic. Let’s do it.’


But rescuing young animals is entirely different to rescuing older ones. We had experience of saving elephants but none in rescuing orphaned or abandoned baby animals. Our herd had needed Lawrence’s presence and reassurance to settle them down, but little orphans need far more than just reassurance. They need hands-on love and intensive nursing, and we weren’t set up for that yet. But the seed was sown and it always stayed at the back of my mind that, as soon as we had time and money, we should build our own orphanage.


A few months later, I received a phone call that set the ball rolling much sooner than we’d planned.


‘We’re looking for a home for Thabo,’ said Moholoholo’s general manager. ‘Ideally a reserve that can care for him until he’s old enough to be released into the bush.’


‘We’re perfect for him,’ I said.


We weren’t. Far from it. But life’s like that. Sometimes it takes a push to make dreams come true. Lawrence didn’t bat an eyelid when I told him.


‘We only had a few weeks to prepare for seven elephants; getting ready for one rhino calf will be a piece of cake,’ he said. ‘The timing couldn’t be better. I’ve been thinking about getting more rhinos after what happened to Heidi.’


Poachers had broken into our reserve during a storm – knowing that the noise and rain would muffle their gunshots and wash away their tracks – and killed our last rhino. Full-moon nights are usually when we’re on red-alert because the moonlight makes it easy for poachers to move about without flashlights, so the attack on Heidi in the middle of a storm had caught us totally off guard. They shot her without killing her but that didn’t stop them from hacking off her horn while she was alive. The horror of seeing what they did to her gentle expressive face will live with me forever. It also made us all the more determined to do everything we could to save her species.


I gave Lawrence a printout of what had to be in place before Thabo would be allowed to relocate to Thula Thula. He scanned the page and nodded.


‘Easy,’ he grinned.


Not that easy. Moving endangered wildlife in South Africa is strictly controlled and requires a special permit and a healthy bank account. We had neither. But the impossible had never put us off before.


‘I’ll handle the permit. You do what you can to raise money,’ Lawrence said.


Within a week, we received the permit and raised R100,000 to pay for Thabo’s transportation. Most of the money came from friends and clients who knew us and who wanted to be part of helping Thabo get to his new home.


The next hurdle was a visit from the wildlife inspectors. An hour before they were due to arrive I was a bundle of nerves.


‘Have we done everything they asked?’ I said to Lawrence.


‘Relax, Frankie. They gave us the okay for our elephants; they’re not going to turn us down now.’


He was absolutely right. The inspectors approved Thabo’s new accommodation and outdoor area, and sanctioned the transport crate that we had specially made in Durban to their strict specifications. His adoption papers came through the same day. I was over the moon. After all the bureaucracy and waiting, little Thabo was coming at last.


Until then, the only home he had known was Moholoholo and we were worried what effect the long drive would have on him.


‘Elaine would be the best person to look after him on the trip,’ said the rehab centre’s manager. ‘She was his carer when he was a baby and he trusts her.’


‘That’s perfect,’ I said. ‘We’ll pay all her costs.’


‘It’s a bit more complicated than that. Her internship ended a few months ago and she’s gone back to England.’


I fell silent. There wasn’t enough money for an international flight.


‘I’ll email her anyway,’ I said quietly.


Elaine replied within the hour, on board to help, but she had used up her savings to join the programme in the first place and couldn’t pay for the air ticket.


‘I’ll try and find someone else to accompany Thabo, but it’s not ideal,’ said the manager. ‘It’s a long journey for him to take without a carer he knows and trusts.’


With every day that passed, I became more terrified that Moholoholo would decide Thabo was too young to undertake such a stressful journey with a stranger. A week went by without news. I prepared myself for the worst.


‘They must have found another reserve for him by now,’ I said to Lawrence.


‘How much money have we raised?’


‘Only half of what we need.’


At four o’clock the next morning I was up, restless and unable to sleep, so I sat down at my computer with a cup of hot tea to check for news from Moholoholo. Nothing. I didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried. Up popped an email from Elaine. I scanned it, stunned. Her granny had offered to pay for her flight. Our little boy had an angel watching over him. I ran to the bedroom to tell Lawrence, my little poodle Gypsy scampering at my heels.


‘She’s coming! She’s coming!’


He sat up and looked at me with bleary eyes. ‘Who?’


Gypsy leapt onto the bed and licked his face, sharing my excitement.


‘Elaine! She’s coming to help with Thabo,’ I grinned. ‘She can’t be away from home for months on end but she said she’ll stay as long as it takes to settle him in.’


Off I went to Moholoholo with Pieter, our baby-faced ranger who didn’t look old enough for a driver’s licence, let alone the responsibility of bringing back our precious rhino calf, but he was the perfect man for the job, with a gentle soul and a natural flair with animals. The plan was that he would drive the truck up to the Lowveld with me, and then help Elaine and me look after Thabo on the 700-kilometre trip back home.


We arrived at Moholoholo late on Thursday night, slept for six hours and got up at the crack of dawn to start three days of intensive training in rhino calf nursing.


I fetched Elaine from Hoedspruit airport that afternoon. She was a tall, dark-haired young woman, and despite the rings of exhaustion under her eyes after twenty-four hours of travelling, she insisted I take her to Thabo straight away.


‘I hope he remembers me,’ she murmured.


She slipped into his boma while I stood at the fence and watched.


‘Thabo! Hello, boy,’ she called.


His head shot up and he bolted towards her, squealing in delight, little legs motoring like pistons. He crashed into her and knocked her off her feet.


‘Thabo, Thabo,’ she laughed. ‘You’ve grown, you thuglet. Get off me!’


They say humans never forget their first love. Neither do little rhinos.


Two days later, we were up at daybreak to start the long trek home. Elaine prepared Thabo’s favourite milk formula and placed it in a bowl inside his travel crate. He scampered inside without any fuss and off we went. His first human family waved us goodbye, in tears even though they knew this was his best chance of becoming a true bush rhino. The responsibility of helping him become the wild animal he was born to be was now ours.


A violent storm thundered around us as we crept along in the slow lane, barely able to see the road ahead in the rain. We stopped under cover of a garage to feed him after four hours. Elaine shook her head when she saw that the only way into the crate was through a hatch in the roof.


‘I’ll never be able to pull myself out again,’ she protested.


‘It’s okay. I’ll go,’ offered Pieter.


‘But he doesn’t know you. What if he won’t take the bottle from you?’ she fretted.


‘You’ll be right there to talk to him through the bars and reassure him,’ I said.


Pieter lowered himself into the crate and Elaine passed him Thabo’s milk bottle. Food was food for this rhino calf, and he slurped the bottle dry then banged his head against Pieter’s leg for more.


‘Just look at him. He’s not the slightest bit bothered,’ Elaine said proudly.


Just before the second feed, gale-force winds ripped the tarpaulin off Thabo’s crate. We stopped as soon as we found a safe turn-off and ran to the back of the vehicle to see how he was. He looked at us quizzically. What’s all the fuss? He was such a little trooper.


Every time we stopped for petrol, Thabo drew a crowd. People expect deep grunts from an animal his size, not toylike sounds, and they were astounded when they saw the noises weren’t coming from a puppy or a piglet but from a rather large rhino calf.


The rain was so bad that it became dangerous to negotiate the potholes and roadworks, so we reset the GPS to take us a different way. Bad mistake. Two hundred kilometres later, we realized it was routing us via Swaziland. No problem for us but a big problem for Thabo, who didn’t have a wildlife passport that authorized an endangered species to leave the country.


‘But we only want to drive through,’ I pleaded with the border police.


‘No permit, no entry.’


Bureaucracy is bureaucracy and we had no choice but to backtrack. Sixteen exhausting hours later, we arrived at Thula Thula to a welcome committee of rangers, curious guests and a very worried Lawrence. I collapsed into his arms.


‘We made it.’


He held me tight. ‘Well done. I knew you’d do it.’


Next challenge was getting Thabo out of the crate. His bum faced the door and he had no intention of doing a U-turn or walking out backwards. Food to the rescue. Elaine rustled up another bottle and used it to coax him down the ramp.


‘Dinner time,’ she cajoled. ‘Come and see your new home.’


He followed his bottle out of the crate and stared dozily at the crowd of smiling but unfamiliar faces around him. Elaine knelt next to him and plopped the teat in his mouth. He closed his eyes and drank.


Tears of fatigue and relief rolled down my cheeks. Our first rescue calf was home.


Thabo chose that moment to shrug off his wooziness and run off, heading straight for the dangerously high bank of the Nseleni River. Elaine dashed after him.


‘Thabo, no!’ she yelled.


‘Stop him!’ I screamed.


Pieter and a second ranger sprinted after them. The great thing about South African men is that they know how to rugby tackle. They almost caught him but he was also South African, and in the mood for a game with the boys, because he wriggled free, dragging them through the mud behind him. Elaine darted off to fetch his bottle.


‘Thabo, look what I’ve got,’ she called, waving it in the air.


He stopped dead in his tracks, left the rangers sprawled in the mud, and trotted back to her, happily following his bottle into his new sleeping quarters, a room attached to the lodge’s conference centre.


A young calf needs night-time feeds and comfort from his caregiver, so I had made arrangements for them to share a room. There were soft blankets on the floor for him and a comfy bed with the same white cotton sheets our guests used for Elaine. Not very practical of me. I had a lot to learn about looking after baby rhinos.


The first night, Thabo and Elaine were so exhausted that they fell asleep instantly. It was a good sign, and from that night, as long as Elaine was close by, he was a happy little camper. She knew from experience that he always woke up at 5 a.m., and he was so reliable that she never set an alarm. If she didn’t wake up, he squealed and squealed until she did. If she pretended to be asleep, he nudged her with his snout, and if that didn’t work, he balanced his front legs on the bed and rested his head on her stomach.


‘Nothing like a heavy rhino head to force me out of bed,’ she grinned. ‘And he knows it’ll get me up.’


On a particularly chilly morning, Elaine was still buried under her duvet and Thabo decided enough was enough. His mum was right there, so why wasn’t he getting a cuddle? He heaved himself up on the bed with her. Elaine woke with a jolt on a broken bed with a very happy rhino calf snuffling his face into hers. He curled up next to her and, for once, allowed her an extra long lie-in.


Elaine never bothered with the bed again and slept on the mattress on the ground, even though she knew that uninterrupted sleep would become a thing of the past. They fought for bed space and blankets most nights and I eventually replaced her white cotton sheets with ones that didn’t show the dirt quite as easily.


Looking after Thabo was better than a gym workout. He hated anything to move while he was being fed, not even a twitching toe, and Elaine quickly perfected the leap-on-table manoeuvre to get out of his way. Two hundred kilos of irritable rhino calf packs a punch. The only way to get rid of some of his exuberant toddler energy was to take him for a run. He gambolled after her like a puppy, and whenever they passed a cluster of trees he hurtled towards the closest one and hid behind it. I can’t see you so you can’t see me. Of course, she ignored the huge rump sticking out from behind the tree and played along.


His favourite place in the world – after her bed – was his wallow pool.


One minute he would be grazing quietly, the next he would zoom across the enclosure and throw himself into the mud, back legs kicking to churn up the sludge. The muckier the better. Up he scrambled and over he keeled, splashing and cavorting and peering at us through happy mud-caked eyes. You didn’t have to be an animal expert to know that rhino boy loved his mud – something we encouraged because mud is crucial for a rhino’s health. It’s a natural sunblock, stops them from overheating and helps prevent insect bites.


Like human kids, Thabo did the opposite of what Elaine wanted him to do, and going up onto the lodge deck to say hello to guests eating breakfast was one of her big no-nos. One bump of his clumsy rump and a table would be on its side, scattering scrambled eggs and toast everywhere.


Most mornings, the two of them walked past the veranda without a hitch, but if his ears perked up and there was a spring in his step, Elaine knew trouble was brewing in Thaboland.


‘Don’t even think about it,’ she warned.


He pretended to be on his best behaviour and ignored the deck steps but she spotted his ears turning into mini satellite dishes and jumped in front of him to distract him. He flew into a U-turn and bolted up the steps. It was too late for her to stop him. You can’t negotiate with a determined little rhino in full flight.


The last time he ducked behind her and up the deck steps, he tried to headbutt his reflection in the glass doors and shattered them into a million pieces. Broken chairs and tables are one thing, but broken glass was too dangerous, and from that day a gate went up and ended his escapades on the deck.


‘I think he’s bored,’ Elaine said. ‘He needs a buddy.’


Bush play dates aren’t a phone call away, so we were thrilled when Moholoholo Rehabilitation Centre said they had a female orphan ready to be rehomed.


‘They’re about the same age so it should be easy to introduce them to each other. She’s not quite ready for release yet, but if all goes well, we can relocate her by the end of the year,’ promised the manager.


My French romantic streak went into overdrive. I saw Thabo falling in love. I saw babies. I was going to be a rhino granny!


Christmas 2012, Thabo received the best present of his life – little Ntombi. Alyson, her main caregiver, had no intention of letting her young charge leave without her, so she packed her bags and came along too. Not only did Thabo get a new friend for Christmas, he also got a new mum to take over from Elaine, who had returned to England.


Ntombi had been a victim of poaching when she was only five months old. Her mother was butchered in the Kruger National Park and the poor little thing saw everything. I hate to think of the horrific memories she carried with her. When she first arrived at Moholoholo she was petrified of the humans who were trying to save her life and charged everyone who came close. She was so aggressive that she had to be fed through gaps in the fence, but with love and patience she slowly learned to trust her new two-legged family.


This is why rehabilitation centres are so important. They are safe havens where distressed and injured orphans can overcome their poaching trauma and grow into well-balanced rhinos.


The day Ntombi came to Thula Thula, we put her into the enclosure next to Thabo, with only a strong picket fence between them. I held my breath to see what he would do. He ignored her! Monsieur grazed, wallowed and snoozed, and completely ignored the young demoiselle next door. My matchmaking dream had failed.


But he didn’t play hard to get for very long, or maybe curiosity got the better of him, because he sidled up to her boma and studied her with great interest.


‘Go, my boy,’ I urged. ‘Start with a little hello.’


Ntombi eyed him for a few seconds then turned her back on him, clearly giving him the cold shoulder. Intrigued, Thabo trotted along the fence and rested his face against it. Ntombi looked at him over her shoulder and kept eating. After a few coquettish glances, she relented and scampered towards him. He pushed his nose between the poles. She walked right up to him and snuffled his snout.


‘They’re kissing!’ I laughed triumphantly.
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Poaching is war


Thabo and Ntombi became an inseparable couple over the years, so it didn’t surprise me in the least when Promise radioed that Ntombi wasn’t allowing anyone near Thabo. She knew he was injured and she was keeping him safe.


‘How will the vet treat his gunshot wounds if she’s chasing everyone away from him?’ I asked Alyson and Promise.


‘He may have to dart both of them,’ Alyson replied. ‘You’ll have to decide with Mike when he gets here.’


Lawrence had always handled animal emergencies and I had no clue what to do. I glanced at my phone. Still no call from Mike. In a couple of hours it would be dark and too late to attempt treatment. I was shocked that the poachers had the gall to breach our electric fence in broad daylight. They hadn’t even bothered to use silencers. Ever since Thabo and Ntombi were old enough to leave the safety of the orphanage to be free rhinos in the reserve, they had been protected by armed guards. Perhaps the poachers knew that Lawrence had just died and assumed that security would have dropped? I felt helpless and completely out of my depth.


‘Please take me to see Thabo,’ I said to Promise.


‘Not a good idea, Françoise. Ntombi’s too stressed and another vehicle will make it worse,’ he warned. ‘Alyson’s doing her best to calm her from the safety of the 4×4.’


‘How is he? Can you see how badly hurt he is?’


‘There’s a lot of blood but Ntombi still won’t let us close, not even with Alyson here. The problem is that the damn hyenas have smelled blood and are pestering him. Here, speak to Alyson,’ he said, passing the phone to her.


She was in a state. ‘I shouldn’t have left them.’


‘Protecting them isn’t your job, and anyway, you can’t be with them all the time,’ I said firmly. ‘Poachers don’t give a damn, and if they weren’t put off by the guards, you being there would have made no difference.’


‘I should have been more alert,’ she agonized. ‘Just before I left, they both stopped eating and looked out into the distance as if they’d heard something. I bet those bastards were already there, watching us. How could I have missed that?’


‘There were two armed men looking after them,’ I repeated. ‘If they couldn’t stop the attack, you couldn’t have either. How is he?’


Her voice broke. ‘Just standing there, not moving. Spooked and in shock.’


‘Let me get off the phone in case Mike’s trying to get through. I’ll call you as soon as I hear from him.’


I sank back into my chair in despair. Thabo and Ntombi had been doing so well on their own. About a year ago, Alyson and the rangers had started the long process of familiarizing them with the bush. They took them out on daytime walks to teach them where the watering holes were and to help them discover bush smells, vegetation and animals that they would encounter. Every night they were brought back to the safety of the boma, until one evening they didn’t want to return. Nerve-wracking for us, but we knew it was a healthy sign and time to let them roam free. Alyson still spent a lot of time with them in the bush to make sure they were okay, and I shuddered at the danger she had been in.


I paced about the room. How would I pay the vet fees? What if Thabo died? First Lawrence, now Thabo. I’m usually good in a crisis, but I couldn’t get my thoughts straight and still couldn’t get my head around the fact that armed men had come into the reserve to kill Thabo and Ntombi. I only realized much later how naive that was. You can’t patrol forty-five kilometres of fencing every minute of the day and night. When Lawrence was alive, security took up a huge chunk of his time. He had been closely involved with patrols, snare and fence monitoring, and dealing with all the poaching incidents. Connie, my security manager at the time, was a retired policeman who had been excellent at following instructions from Lawrence but who crumbled under the pressure of coordinating security on his own.


I’ve never felt more insecure and uncertain in my life. I didn’t know where to start or even how to direct Connie and his security team on what to do.


Gypsy, my tiny poodle, was at my feet, panting in the heat. I felt her big black eyes on me and stroked her absentmindedly, checking my phone. Still nothing from Mike. Gypsy didn’t give up. She has a way of staring at me without making a sound that always reaches me. I looked up, gazed into her eyes. Her love touched my soul. My girl knew something was wrong.


‘Ah, my Gypsy,’ I sighed. ‘What are we going to do?’


She had taken over as lodge princess after Bijou died of old age in 2010, but she was a gentler and humbler little poodle, a real people’s princess. I had fallen in love with her when she was nothing more than a tiny ball of fur with huge black eyes that followed me around as I walked amongst the cages of our local SPCA. She shows me her gratitude every single day for having chosen her over her brothers and sisters.


I picked her up and held her against me. She licked my face to tell me I wasn’t alone and that she was there for me. I buried my face in her fur, fighting back tears. She snuggled deeper into my neck. I felt her warm breath on my skin and wished I could stay in her sweet embrace forever.


But I couldn’t. I had an animal in trouble and I couldn’t sit back and do nothing.


‘Let’s get to work,’ I whispered and carried her with me to the office.


She sat on the chair at the other side of my desk and kept a watchful eye on me while I drowned my anguish about Thabo in being busy.


Top priority was bolstering security in case the poachers returned. I couldn’t run the risk of pulling our existing guards away from their patrol areas, so I phoned the security company Lawrence used for emergencies and they promised to dispatch two extra armed men in the morning. We weren’t off the hook by a long shot because I had only enough money for them to stay for one month, but it was a start. I would protect Thabo and Ntombi even if it bankrupted me. They would not be killed on my watch.
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