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      1999, Botswana
      

      
      Moments after receiving the worst news of my life, I drive into the middle of a massacre.

      
      The five elephants lie on their sides, dusty hills, aberrations in the landscape.
         Flies swarm around the black blood that has seeped into the dirt, and overhead spins
         a pinwheel of vultures.
      

      
      I park the Land Rover beneath a mopane tree and walk toward the bodies. I am looking
         for signs of life, although I know I won’t find them. I’m not sure how the poachers
         took this herd down. They use guns and spears, sometimes arrows poisoned with acokanthera.
         I’ve heard of watering holes being contaminated, of the elephants dropping like boulders
         after they drink.
      

      
      The largest elephant is one I recognize. Karabo has a half-moon torn from her right
         ear, which is now draped over her face like a shroud. I fold back the skin as I would
         smooth clean sheets on a bed, revealing the gash in her flesh. Her face is a blunt
         cliff of brow where her trunk and the tusks have been sheared away.
      

      
      I lean over and get sick in the brush, bracing my hands on my knees. Pull yourself together, Alice, I tell myself. You have a job to do.
      

      
      I have seen death in the bush before, and there is always a protocol. When an elephant
         dies, we researchers dutifully record the place and time of death in the data we keep
         on the herds. We contact a ranger, so that the tusks can be removed before villagers
         can come at night to cut them away, to sell them on the black market. We leave the
         carcass to the vultures and the jackals and the hyenas. But what are we supposed to
         do when the tusks are already missing? When they were the reason for the slaughter?
      

      
      I’ve been told that the Chinese believe elephants shed their tusks like deer shed
         their antlers, that they have no idea that the ivory pendants and carvings they covet
         come at so great a cost. They also don’t realize the collateral damage: In addition
         to the five elephants from this herd who were slaughtered, there are more who ran
         frantically from the poachers—and who no longer have a matriarch to lead them to food
         and water, to steer them away from danger. When the matriarch is gone, so is the herd’s
         collective memory.
      

      
      In this moment, it’s too much for me, and I start to cry. Because bad things happen
         all the time. Because I am too late. Because yesterday these elephants were part of
         a family, and today they are not.
      

      
      Maybe it is the noise I’m making, maybe it is just a shift in the wind that carries
         the scent of me—too human—across the bush. But suddenly there is a rustling sound
         that draws my attention. I look up and see an elephant calf, so young that her trunk
         still dangles like a broken comma, peeking from behind the mountain of her dead mother’s
         spine.
      

      
      She can’t be much older than a week or two; she’s less than three feet tall at the
         shoulder. The calf pushes against the body, trying to rouse her mother. She stretches
         her trunk toward her mother’s mouth, which is how she would normally check in for
         comfort, but there is no mouth anymore.
      

      
      There is no mother.

      
      “Hey, sweetheart,” I soothe, keeping my voice low, which is what elephants like. “Hey,
         now, you’re all right.”
      

      
      I move forward before I can think better of it. She may not be a full-grown elephant,
         but she still easily outweighs me by more than 150 pounds. I do not want her to startle
         and run—and yet I know she won’t. She will stand by her mother’s body until she wastes
         away.
      

      
      I’ve seen it with my own eyes.

      
      Until a few months ago, I worked in South Africa, at Madikwe Game Reserve. The elephants
         there were juveniles, survivors of the massive culls in the Kruger Park that were
         meant to control the elephant population through the mid-1990s. From a helicopter,
         government hunters would dart the matriarch with scoline, which is prohibited for
         human use because it causes total paralysis while conscious. When the matriarch fell,
         the members of her herd would bunch around her, confused and frantic. Without the
         matriarch telling them where and when to run, the rest were easy to kill. The calves
         were spared, and because they would not leave their mothers’ bodies, they were rounded
         up with no difficulty. They were sent to zoos and circuses overseas, or put together
         in forced herds on reserves, like the one in Madikwe. The hope had been that these
         orphans could form new family units, together. But that wasn’t how it worked out,
         in the long run. They became abnormally aggressive in the absence of the social guidance they would have
         been given by a matriarch in the wild.
      

      
      There had never been culling here in Botswana, so there are no reserves for orphans
         here. If I let my new boss, Grant, know that I’ve found this calf, I will be told
         to let nature take its course.
      

      
      I get close enough to the calf to see the hairs that sprout from her head, the dark
         smudges of her eyes.
      

      
      The job of scientists is to study wildlife but not to interfere with it. That’s why
         we are called naturalists. Yet there have been too many times in the past year when
         I’ve wondered if that might just be an excuse for not having to be held responsible
         when something goes terribly wrong.
      

      
      The calf and I both startle as one of the vultures dives like a missile, landing on
         the body of the elephant, pecking at the raw flesh. I turn, flailing my arms and shouting
         until the bird rises into the sky again, momentarily eclipsing the sun.
      

      
      When I look back at the calf, she takes two steps closer, and that’s when I know that
         I’m going to break all the rules. Again.
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      I was ten years old, standing on an overturned crate behind a podium, trying desperately
         not to throw up. My hands were sweaty and my knees were banging together, and through
         the sea of faces in the audience, I was searching for the only one who mattered. She
         knew that our presentations were today. She’d promised me she would be there.
      

      
      “The life of an elephant and the life of a human,” I said, barely audible, “are not
         so different.” My fingers clutched the watercolor painting I’d done of an African
         elephant; I had to make a conscious effort to relax my grip. I knew that my face was
         red and that everyone was staring at me because of it, which only made me blush even
         more. Speaking in public had never been easy for me, but today, having to present
         my animal research project to a packed gymnasium, was terrifying.
      

      
      I swallowed hard. “Over the course of a lifetime, elephants both affect and are affected
         by their environment. Elephants live in female herds. The matriarch—the oldest in the family—makes all the decisions.”
      

      
      I glanced at my teacher, who gave me a smile of encouragement, and just then I saw
         a movement at the rear door of the gym. She didn’t look like anyone else’s mother.
         Even in her parking patrolwoman uniform, there was not a hair out of place and her
         makeup was impeccable. She might have been a movie star, playing the role of a public
         servant. “Elephants communicate, not just with rumbles and roars and gestures but
         also with sounds too low for us to hear.”
      

      
      Suddenly, my mind went blank. I could not remember a single word; I couldn’t find
         the familiar landmark of the next sentence. My breathing became the heartbeat of the
         world.
      

      
      I had practiced this presentation in the shower, while brushing my teeth, while riding
         on the bus. I had practiced this presentation until it was the first thing to pop
         into my head when I woke up in the morning. As it turned out, there was something worse than public speaking: forgetting the speech.
      

      
      Then my mother cleared her throat.

      
      My chin jerked up, and our eyes locked. For a moment there was no one else there with
         us—just me with my flaming cheeks, and her, with disappointment tugging at the corners
         of her mouth. Then, gradually, I started to hear sounds. My heart thudding. The tick
         of my teacher’s watch. The creak of chairs, as other parents shifted uncomfortably
         in the silence.
      

      
      Just like that all the words were back, pushing at the gate of my teeth. I raced to
         the end of my speech. There was a pause as everyone waited to see if there was more.
         But then I bowed stiffly and ran off the stage, and Eddie Raheed began to talk about
         the orangutan as easily as if he were reciting the alphabet.
      

      
      Later, juice and cookies were served. Kids ran to their parents, whose arms folded
         tight around them like the wings of giant birds. I found my mother leaning against
         a gym mat hanging from the wall, and I handed her the telescope tube of my elephant
         painting.
      

      
      My mother unrolled the watercolor as if she were about to read from an ancient scroll.
         She stared at it for a moment before curling it into a cylinder again. “Well,” she
         said. “That could have gone better.”
      

      
      In all the years since then, I have never forgotten a single fact about elephants.
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      I keep waiting for the punch line to the joke: How do you get a 250-pound calf to
         follow you home?
      

      
      Very carefully.

      
      The calf doesn’t react when I take a length of rope I’ve found in the back of my vehicle
         and loop it around her belly, under her arms, knotting it at her back to create a
         makeshift leash. I grab the rifle that is on the hood of my Land Rover, standard equipment
         in the bush, just in case. But the minute I try to walk with her, she digs in her
         feet and will not budge.
      

      
      I don’t really have a game plan here. I cannot load the calf into the back of my vehicle
         by myself. And I can’t radio a colleague and call in a favor, because that means putting
         another researcher at risk for punishment. Which means that if I want to transport
         this elephant anywhere, she’s going to have to be a cooperative partner.
      

      
      “Listen,” I say, “I’m doing this to help you.”

      
      If I do not take the calf with me, she will die—it’s really that simple. She needs
         her mother’s milk, and her mother can no longer provide it. Even if her aunts and
         sisters return—although there’s every reason to believe they won’t, since they now
         associate this spot with violence at the hands of humans—they won’t feed the calf.
         If they share their milk with this newborn, there won’t be enough to sustain their
         own babies. Eventually, the calf will fall behind the herd, weak and dehydrated, and
         putting the interests of the whole herd over the individual calf will cause them to
         leave her.
      

      
      I tug on the rope again. She is less than three feet tall; surely I can make her budge.
         “Please?”
      

      
      The calf shakes her head, flapping her ears. They are still pink, undercooked, translucent.
         She sticks her trunk straight out and trumpets feebly.
      

      
      I know of other countries in Africa that have elephant orphanages—as well as staff
         and planes and medicine and everything needed to mount a rescue operation. Me, I have
         a length of rope, and my sheer stubbornness.
      

      
      Even if, by some miracle, I am able to sneak the calf into camp—then what? I don’t
         know what to feed her. I can’t keep her hidden without Grant finding out what I’ve
         done. But I also can’t leave her behind and get up tomorrow morning and pretend it
         is just another day.
      

      
      The little elephant turns her back on me and hurries toward her mother. She fusses
         near the dead elephant’s armpit, searching for a teat. When she can’t reach one, she
         pats her mother’s hide with her trunk.
      

      
      When I was a child, I was terrified of thunderstorms. Even after my mother came into
         my bedroom and explained the mechanics of rising and falling air currents and friction
         and electrical charges, I’d cry until she pulled me into her arms and rocked me. I’d
         pat her back, as if she were the one who needed comfort, but really, it was just to
         make sure she was still there.
      

      
      We know that elephants grieve. We know they will return for years to the site where
         a family member has died. I can only imagine, then, that when an elephant sees her
         mother murdered, she will relive that moment for the rest of her life. She will mourn,
         just like I would.
      

      
      “I know you don’t want to let her go,” I say to the calf.

      
      The elephant is no longer looking at me. She is staring at the rifle I hold in my
         other hand, the one I’ve pried from its latches on the hood of the Land Rover.
      

      
      I feel a sharp pain in my chest as I realize that this calf does not differentiate
         me from any of the humans who killed her family while she watched. I realize she expects
         to be next.
      

      
      As stupid as it is to try to single-handedly transport an orphaned elephant the distance
         back to base camp, it is even more stupid to do it on foot. There are predators in
         the wild who could easily make a meal of a 125-pound woman and a newborn elephant.
         They could track us by scent, move in stealth, and kill me before I even understood
         what was happening. This is why, of course, even in the safety of our vehicles, we
         always carry rifles.
      

      
      Yet I now place my rifle back into the Land Rover, leaving me completely unarmed and
         at the mercy of the bush. That same rifle—in my hands—will make it impossible for
         me to convince the baby to move.
      

      
      Yes, I am being reckless.

      
      Yes, I know the stories of even highly skilled native rangers who’ve been killed in
         the wild.
      

      
      Yes, I know better.

      
      But that baby elephant, she starts to follow me.
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      To say elephants have been around forever is not really an exaggeration. There are
         examples of elephants in art since the Paleolithic era. Romans included elephants
         in mosaics in Tunisia and Sicily. The Mbuti people of Africa believed that the souls
         of their ancestors returned as elephants; chiefs from other tribes were buried with
         elephant tusks. The Airavata—mythological father of all elephants in Hinduism—is associated
         with lightning and thunder. Ganesha, with his elephant head, is one of the most important
         Hindu deities, and it is he who removes obstacles. According to Buddhist lore, Buddha
         was a white elephant reborn as a human. The year 570, to Muslims, is when Mohammed
         was born … and it is also called the Year of the Elephant.
      

      
      Elephants have been around forever—but they have not been ubiquitous. When James Stevenson-Hamilton
         came to the Sabi Nature Reserve in South Africa a hundred years ago to be its first
         warden, he couldn’t find a single one. Through conservation, the numbers slowly grew,
         but then from 1979 to 1989, the population of elephants in Africa plummeted again,
         from 1.3 million to 600,000, mostly due to illegal poaching for ivory. In 1989 the
         trade of ivory was banned, allowing their population to rebuild. Then in 1997 Botswana,
         Namibia, and Zimbabwe were allowed to downlist their elephants to a less endangered
         status, and the taste of ivory led to a surge in the hunger for it again. It was like
         trying to hold back a tide. But poaching was no longer a trickle; it had become a
         flood.
      

      
      The first sign of poaching is a disparity of gender in an elephant population—too
         few males, who are being picked off for their ivory. When the big males are gone,
         poachers turn to the matriarchs, whose tusks are next largest in size. But in killing
         the dominant female in a herd, they destroy the collective knowledge of the entire
         family. They sentence to death the young calves still being nursed. They leave the
         surviving elephants with long-term deficits in communication, decision making, and
         transfer of knowledge. The matriarch is a knot that holds together a rope made of many strings.
         Cut the rope below the knot, and it unravels.
      

      
      I wonder, when women who buy beautiful ivory jewelry fasten those elaborate pendants
         around their throats, if they are choked by sadness.
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      There is a part of the game reserve that is set apart for tourists who pay exorbitant
         amounts of money to come on safari, to photograph the Big Five, and to stay in lovely
         thatched huts with luxurious furnishings. And then there is the place where the rest
         of us live: small, spartan buildings with kitchenettes and box fans, and toilets that
         work about half the time you need them to.
      

      
      My cottage is at the end of a long row, set apart from the other huts inhabited by
         researchers, as if it were an afterthought. This is due to seniority—I was the last
         to arrive, and thus am the farthest from our communal office space. It is not usually
         something I complain about, except for the times I’ve had to walk home alone on a
         moonless night and have been scared out of my wits by a warthog running across the
         path. Tonight, though, I’m grateful, because my cottage’s location will make it easier
         to hide what I’ve brought back to camp.
      

      
      I’m grateful, too, for the darkness. Walking through the bush as the day bled out,
         tethered only to the umbilical leash of the calf, I felt like I had a target on my
         back. The bright neon eyes of the jackals and bush babies became a lion’s or a leopard’s
         in my imagination; every flutter of a bird’s wing and crack of a branch made my heart
         skip a beat. But now night’s a veil, a curtain that lets us slip past the watering
         hole, past the boma where the paying guests are enjoying their dinner, toward the residences.
      

      
      The only buildings even farther down the road than my cottage belong to the rangers.
         The local Tswana men who are lucky enough to have those jobs sleep there in barracks.
         They are often four or five hours’ drive from their home villages, and get only a
         few days off a month. Sometimes, their families will come to visit, staying overnight
         in the rangers’ village. We all know and like the rangers and get on easily with them,
         but when the sun goes down, they amiably go their way and we go ours. The other researchers and I will convene in the office to open a bottle of wine or play cards
         while the rangers’ lights are all out before 9:00 P.M. They will be up at 3:30 A.M. servicing the vehicles and sweeping the reserve to assess what’s happened overnight—a
         hyena that has finally given birth, a dead giraffe, the tracks of a leopard stalking
         its prey.
      

      
      When I get to my cottage, I tie the elephant to the wooden post of the porch. My door
         faces the bush (another stroke of luck), so someone walking by will not immediately
         be faced with the reality of a calf hitched up like a horse at a saloon. I dash inside,
         making a quick inventory of the food I have in my small pantry. Stale crackers, processed
         cheese, a bag of almonds, a ginger beer. Nothing that would help the calf. I can hear
         her stomping around, knocking against the post. I stick my head out, and she stops.
         “You need to be quiet,” I whisper. I put my finger up to my lips.
      

      
      She lifts her trunk and blows a raspberry.

      
      “Stay here,” I say, and I slip silently down the path to the office we researchers
         share. In addition to our computers and research logs, there is a ratty couch and
         a few armchairs that have coughed out their stuffing.
      

      
      I hesitate at the door, peeking to see Anya, another researcher, dealing cards to
         Lou, who has been here longer than anyone. Taking a deep breath, I step inside.
      

      
      Anya looks up first. “Where have you been?”

      
      “Battery died on the Land Rover,” I say.

      
      “So you walked back?” She whistles. “You’re either very brave or very stupid.”

      
      You have no idea, I think. I was traveling with what any big cat would consider an appetizer.
      

      
      “You want to be dealt in?” Paul asks.

      
      “No, I’m wiped out,” I say. I start rummaging through the cabinets where we keep our
         coffee supplies. There are sugar packets, which have caked into tiny bricks in the
         humidity, and pods of instant coffee. But the tin that contains our powdered milk
         is empty. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter.
      

      
      Anya glances at me. “I know, it sucks. The shipment was due in two days ago. I’d tell
         you the coffee’s not so bad black, but I’d be totally lying.”
      

      
      “Son-of-a-bitch,” I say, smacking my hands on the counter.

      
      Anya and Paul exchange a glance. “Maybe you should switch to herbal tea,” Anya suggests.
      

      
      I don’t respond, just grab the wine bottle where it sits on the table between them.
         Back at my cottage, I leave the door open so that the elephant can watch me as I dump
         the remaining liquid into the sink and rinse the bottle as best I can. She bleats,
         loud enough for me to freeze to see if anyone else has heard her. When no one comes
         running, I fill the empty bottle with water and add a few drops of corn syrup two
         years past its expiration date that was left in the pantry of the hut by my predecessor.
         Glucose would have been better, but this is a decent substitute.
      

      
      The calf stares at me as I lift the bottle and try to tilt it into her mouth. She
         turns her head and knocks me down sideways, so that the bottle goes spinning and half
         its contents spill.
      

      
      This time I try lifting her trunk to mimic the way she would be standing if she were
         nursing from her mother. Her mouth opens, but when I attempt to pour the sweetened
         water into her mouth, she chokes and backs away. Then she arches her trunk beneath
         my arm, jerking her head, as if I could nurse her.
      

      
      With my hands on my hips, I survey my tiny living space. I soak one of my T-shirts
         with the water and wring it into the calf’s mouth, which works—but she knocks me over
         in an effort to get more, faster. Determined, I tear apart my dresser drawers and
         my closet. I find a hot water bottle and a funnel. Then I spy the rubber gloves beneath
         my sink. I slip them onto my hands and scrub like I am a surgeon, trying to wash away
         any residue of cleaning fluid. I slip the neck of a glove over the wine bottle.
      

      
      I need a rubber band, but I don’t have one. All of the secretarial supplies are in
         the office. I reach into my pocket, looking for a hair elastic, and instead touch
         the telegram from this morning.
      

      
      Just like that, I can’t breathe.

      
      The calf bellows loud enough for the lights to come on in the cabin beside mine. I
         freeze.
      

      
      But no one comes forward from the darkness, and the only sound is the monkeys in the
         trees, passing judgment. I reach into my other pocket for the hair tie and wrap it
         tight around the glove to form a makeshift nipple. With a pocketknife, I punch a hole
         into the tip of one of the fingers. Then I tilt the bottle upside down, so that the
         calf can suckle.
      

      
      She does. The sweetened water runs down her chin and her chest as she draws on the
         teat of the rubber glove. I refill the bottle three times. My hands grow sticky; my
         arm aches as I hold the bottle in place. The calf drinks like there’s no tomorrow.
         Like I’m all she’s got.
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      My mother could have been a truly brilliant scientist, and she never passed up the
         opportunity to tell me so. But she was also unusually beautiful, which undercut her
         chances of being taken seriously as a college student in her day. Her white shoulders,
         her jet-black hair, and her violet eyes called to mind a young Elizabeth Taylor, and
         left her single and pregnant with the child of her very married biology professor.
         She did not finish at Mount Holyoke but dropped out to have me.
      

      
      I did not know this as a child, of course. When I started asking about my father,
         she came home one day from work with a photograph. The man in the frame was young,
         smiling, and looked nothing like me. The photo had been in her locker, she said, but
         now she kept it on a shelf in the living room. It wasn’t until I was thirteen and
         desperate for any clue written on the back that I slid the picture from beneath the
         glass and realized it was just a head shot of a model that had come with the frame.
         I confronted my mother, and that’s when she told me the truth: If not for me, her
         life would have been considerably different.
      

      
      For a few years, I had an almost-stepfather named Isaac. He cooked me pancakes in
         the morning in the shapes of my initials, and he sat beside me at the kitchen table
         when I was struggling through long division. It’s funny; in all my memories of Isaac,
         it’s just the two of us, and my mother isn’t around. When he moved away to live with
         his best friend, Frank, I didn’t realize it was because he’d fallen for someone my
         mother could never be. But if I even hinted at missing Isaac, my mother would walk
         out of the room.
      

      
      After Isaac, I never saw my mother date—not in all the years I was growing up—although
         there were plenty of men who flirted with her. There was Louie, who ran the meat counter
         at the grocery store. There was my middle school principal, who kept suggesting I
         was having adjustment issues, although I got straight A’s, simply so that my mother would have to schedule appointments with him. I even had a high school boyfriend
         who broke up with me because he said he found it too distracting that I had a hot
         mom. My mother, however, never showed an iota of interest. I assume she felt betrayed
         by my father, by Isaac. I would have felt sorry for her, being alone for so long,
         if she hadn’t used this as yet another cross she had to bear in the long litany of
         Things She Had Given Up for Me.
      

      
      She took jobs far beneath her intellectual level, because she had no college degree.
         She was a receptionist at a dental office, a telemarketer, a meter maid. On the other
         hand, she pushed me to be the academic she had wanted to be. She was militaristic
         in her overseeing of my studying. She bought me SAT prep books as Christmas gifts.
         She visited colleges for me and summarily crossed them off my list if she didn’t feel
         they would turn me into the groundbreaking scientist she wanted me to become. When
         I was a high school junior and a local college gave me a book award for my academic
         excellence, she dismissed it. She scoffed, They’re just trying to get you to apply. They’d kill to have someone like you. I reveled in the attention and her backhanded compliments—because for my mother,
         that passed for affection. She claimed to only want the best for me, but what I did
         was never good enough. She had not gotten the chance to live her life the way she
         wanted, and so she was apparently going to live mine.
      

      
      Vassar was one school that met her stringent requirements for excellence in academia
         and my requirements for an energized, engaged student body. My mother agreed it was
         a good match. I’m sure it also helped that although the school was now coed, it had
         a long-standing reputation of producing powerful women graduates in the deafening
         absence of men. I spent four years studying biopsychology, got perfect scores on my
         GREs, and was already admitted to Harvard for a doctoral program before my graduation
         day.
      

      
      On the night following the ceremony, my mother came to my senior off-campus apartment
         with a bottle of Dom Pérignon Oenothèque Rosé. “Do you know what this is?” she asked.
      

      
      “Champagne?”

      
      “A thousand-dollar bottle of champagne,” she corrected.

      
      I thought of all that could be bought with a thousand dollars. “Can you return it?”
         I asked.
      

      
      She shook her head. “It’s priceless. Like my daughter.”

      
      Her words were like sun on a patch of ice; I could immediately feel myself softening
         at the edges. I watched her twist the wire cage at the neck of the bottle and pop
         the cork, so that the pink bubbles frothed over her hand.
      

      
      She poured two glasses—into juice cups, because that was all I had—and toasted me.
         “You know what they say—you can always tell a Vassar girl … but you can’t tell her
         much.”
      

      
      I didn’t want to speak. I was afraid I’d break the spell, whatever this magic might
         be. So I sipped from my glass as my mother drained hers. I could feel her eyes settling
         on me, not with pride but as if she were checking me over for quality control.
      

      
      “What?” I said, uncomfortable.

      
      “I’m just wondering,” my mother said. “Why don’t you wear any makeup?”

      
      I had seen my mother without her “face” only once—the day after Isaac left. It was
         terrifying—the pale palette of her cheeks, the red gash of her mouth, the streaks
         of mascara.
      

      
      “Is it because you think you’re so pretty you don’t need it?” she mused. “Or is it
         some kind of statement?”
      

      
      I blinked at her. I didn’t wear makeup because usually I rolled out of bed ten minutes
         before class, after having stayed up studying till 4:00 A.M. I didn’t wear makeup because I’d been trained my whole life to focus on my brains
         and not my looks. But maybe that had been a trap laid by my mother.
      

      
      “It doesn’t matter how I look to my research subjects,” I said. At Harvard, I would
         be working with monkeys. I was pretty sure I’d be the best-looking one in the lab
         no matter how grungy I got.
      

      
      My mother didn’t say anything. She just raised her brows, sniffed, and took another
         sip of champagne.
      

      
      Her criticism boiled at the back of my throat, bitter and hot, and I threw my verbal
         punch blindly: “Maybe I should start wearing some makeup. Maybe I should have tried harder to attract some guy who
         could get me knocked up,” I said. “Just like you.”
      

      
      My mother stared at me for a long moment. Then she got up, carried the bottle to the kitchen sink, and spilled the remainder down the drain. “You know,” she said,
         her back to me, “this wasn’t as good as I’d hoped.”
      

      
      We both knew she was not talking about the wine.
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      After making a nest for the elephant with one blanket and wrapping her in another,
         I fall into a deep, exhausted sleep. I dream that Anya comes looking for me, to warn
         me that Grant has found out about the calf and is on a rampage. He is going to tell
         me that I’ve crossed a line, that I can no longer do my work here. Childishly, I close
         the door and lock it, thinking that if he cannot get in to deliver the bad news, it
         won’t be real.
      

      
      In my dream, I hear Grant’s footsteps, heavy on the porch.

      
      I hear him bang at the door. Alice, he says, don’t be ridiculous.
      

      
      It is something my mother would say.

      
      My eyes fly open, and I am suddenly awake. It is still pitch dark out, the moon high.
         And I realize that Grant is not the source of the steady thump against my door.
      

      
      I open it to find the calf on the threshold, getting ready to smack the wood with
         her trunk again.
      

      
      “You can’t come inside,” I say out loud. “I’m already in enough trouble.”

      
      The calf rumbles.

      
      “I know you’re hungry. But I can’t do anything else until it’s morning.” I lead the
         baby elephant back to her nest of blankets. “Sleep tight,” I say.
      

      
      I close the door softly and have not even pulled back the covers on my bed before
         I hear her pounding again.
      

      
      It gets cold in the bush when the sun goes down. It’s about 40 degrees Fahrenheit
         right now. That’s why I’ve given the calf blankets. It’s also why I’m sleeping with
         my door closed. But now I prop it open with one of my kitchen chairs. “Is that better?”
         I ask. “I’m right here. You can see me.”
      

      
      She tries to walk inside, but the rope keeps her from getting very far.

      
      “Go to sleep,” I mutter.

      
      I lie back down, shivering. For a few moments, it’s quiet. But then the calf starts
         to rumble again. Louder.
      

      
      I stare up at the ceiling, count to ten, and throw back the quilt. I untie the rope
         and lead her inside.
      

      
      Insert your own joke here, about the elephant in the room. She may be less than three
         feet tall, but she does manage to knock over a lamp and a side table and to crush
         a magazine rack beneath her foot as she follows me inside. I rearrange her blankets
         beside my bed and let her root around in them. She tosses one into the air like a
         pizza crust as I lie down again; it lands over her head and she squeals.
      

      
      I pull the blanket off her, and she stares at me with what could only be seen as wonder.
         I think of the concept of object permanence, how even human babies think a thing no
         longer exists when they can’t see it. “There,” I say. “Better?”
      

      
      She lifts her trunk and hoovers along the edge of the bed, over my ankle.

      
      At some point, I do fall asleep again. I wake when the sun comes up, when the hornbills
         start their morning gossip. For one blissful moment, I remember none of yesterday.
         And then I feel it: a tug, a tickle. The calf is half-sprawled across the mattress,
         sucking on my foot.
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      You cannot force a family. I learned this firsthand when I was doing research with
         the elephants at Madikwe. The translocated youngsters were all roughly the same age.
         Without a matriarch—a mother figure—they developed behavioral issues that we researchers
         had never seen.
      

      
      In the wild, the older cows chase bulls out of the herd when they get to be about
         thirteen or fourteen years old. Normally, those teenage bulls then roam in small herds
         of male elephants, learning from their elders, until they are ready to mate. In Madikwe,
         however, without older cows to set limits, the young bulls remained in the herd, acting
         aggressively and forcing themselves on the juvenile females. In normal conditions,
         a young cow won’t mate till she’s around twelve years old, and she will give birth
         at age fourteen. She will spend years being a good auntie or sister to the newborn
         calves, so that when it is her turn to have a baby, she knows what to do. She will
         have all the guidance and structure she needs to learn how to become a mother.
      

      
      In this dysfunctional herd, though, cows were getting pregnant at age eight. Two cows gave
         birth at age ten. They didn’t know what to do with newborn calves. They didn’t act
         protectively, like mothers. They didn’t nurture; they didn’t react when the babies
         cried out. Not long after their birth, a slightly larger female killed both calves,
         and the mothers didn’t even try to intervene.
      

      
      I had initially come to Madikwe to study elephant memory. My postdoctoral research
         was full of experiments that proved elephants could use smell to differentiate between
         individuals, to recognize those they had not seen in a long time, and to track those
         who had traveled a distance away. But I was becoming less interested in the reunions
         of separated elephants and getting more curious about the forces that prevented them
         from staying together as a family unit in the first place. I studied the aberrant
         behavior of the young mothers and wondered if there was more to it than just stress
         or the lack of a proper hierarchy. They had all seen their own mothers murdered by
         government hunters during the culls. Could that incident have scarred these young
         elephants so deeply that they were unable to form meaningful relationships—with others,
         or with their own offspring?
      

      
      By suggesting some sort of pachydermal post-traumatic stress disorder, I knew I was
         straddling a very fine line between science and anthropomorphism. Science was about
         magnification—examining an organism in such detail that you understood it on a cellular,
         biological, evolutionary level. Although it was widely accepted in the field that
         elephants exhibited signs of cognition—studies had proven their mental acuity and
         memory time and time again—no scientist would go on record to say that these great
         gray animals felt as deeply as we did. Emotions were not quantifiable—not in humans, and not in elephants.
         For science to say something was true, it had to be measurable.
      

      
      And yet.

      
      The bond between a mother and a child weighed nothing on a scale; it took up no room
         in a test tube. But most of us would have a hard time saying it didn’t exist.
      

      
      I kept my hunch to myself but put aside my notes on herd migration and instead began
         filling fresh notebooks with the research I wasn’t supposed to be doing: cataloging
         the behaviors of elephants in as scientific a way as possible. I was able to record
         aggressions between elephants. I marked down incidents where juvenile cows turned
         to an older one for security or comfort and were roundly ignored. And then one day,
         another unnaturally young female delivered a calf and deliberately stepped on top
         of him.
      

      
      This time, a bush vet intervened, and I volunteered to accompany him as he treated
         the calf’s injuries. The newborn’s hind leg was broken; even in a wild herd with an
         attentive mother, he would probably not survive. The decision to patch him up as best
         as possible and return him to the wild was made, and two hours later I accompanied
         the vet when we reunited the calf with his mother. I wanted to see whether this young
         cow would again reject her newborn.
      

      
      From the safety of our vehicle, we watched the cow approach. Instead of reaching out
         to touch him the way a mother in the wild would—checking her calf from tip to toe
         to make sure he was all right—the elephant charged. Immediately I revved up the engine
         and lurched forward, driving her away from the frightened calf.
      

      
      “Alice,” the vet said to me, “if the calf dies, it dies. And if you can’t handle that,
         you’re in the wrong business.”
      

      
      I drove him back to camp in silence. But once he’d been dropped off, I loaded blankets
         into the Land Rover and returned to the spot where we had left the calf. I covered
         him in black fleece as he lay on his side, weak and bleating, and that’s when I saw
         something I had never seen in all the years I had been studying elephants.
      

      
      This baby was crying.

      
      The jury was still out on whether or not elephants could shed tears. Charles Darwin
         believed that humans wept as a result of grief, and animals largely did not. But he
         did cite a report of an Indian elephant that had tears flowing from its eyes after
         its capture. Elephant researcher Iain Douglas-Hamilton had reported injured elephants
         that cried. There were anecdotal accounts from circus trainers saying elephants shed
         tears when reprimanded, from hunters who saw a bull they’d shot weep as it fell to
         the ground, from naturalists claiming they’d seen female elephants cry while in labor.
      

      
      I knelt beside the calf, staring at the moisture that dripped down his face, trying
         to come up with a scientific explanation. Elephants routinely had temporal secretions—wetness that ran not from the corners of the eyes but from the sides of
         the head. They secreted in times of stress, excitement, sexual attraction, fear—any
         emotionally charged situation. But I touched my finger to the calf’s temple, and it came away dry. I touched
         my finger to the inside corner of his eye, and it came away wet.
      

      
      It was possible that the calf’s eyes were watering due to heat or dust. After all,
         there was no doubt that elephants could produce tears. The problem was in suggesting that those tears were a result of sadness.
      

      
      It has been shown that when humans cry, the chemical makeup of “sad” tears is different
         from that of tears shed in happiness or anger. I wished for a way to conduct such
         an experiment on elephants.
      

      
      That whole night, I kept a vigil over the newborn. Shortly after dawn, because he
         could no longer nurse from his mother, the calf died.
      

      
      I was with him when he passed. And yes, I cried.
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      Calling in sick the next morning is really not a lie. It is just that the inhabitant
         of my cottage who is suffering from severe gastrointestinal issues is not me but the
         elephant.
      

      
      Granted, I am not firing on all pistons myself. I had not realized that the calf would
         get up at regular intervals for more sweetened water, which didn’t sate her in the
         least. There is a reason people say being a mother is the hardest job in the world:
         You do not sleep and you do not get vacation time. You do not leave your work on your
         desk at the end of the day. Your briefcase is your heart, and you are rifling through
         it constantly. Your office is as wide as the world, and your punch card is measured
         not in hours but in a lifetime.
      

      
      I would trade just about anything right now for an academic library that could offer
         me resources on what to feed an elephant calf. But all I have is the experience from
         my years in the field: that this orphan won’t survive for very long unless I find
         her some milk.
      

      
      I slip down the road to the rangers’ village, leaving the calf inside my hut. The
         door to their small communal kitchen facility is ajar, and I duck inside to raid their
         cupboards. Like us, they use powdered milk, because nothing keeps for very long in
         the bush. But unlike ours, their tin is half full.
      

      
      I look around the space, which is scrubbed and clean—not at all what I’d expect for
         the living quarters of six men. In the corner is a small blue bucket filled with wooden
         pull toys and stuffed animals; these must be for the children who come to visit their
         fathers. The men who become rangers lead lives like those of soldiers—going off to
         do their tours of duty for weeks at a time; working long, intense, dangerous hours;
         enjoying rare conjugal visits from their wives. But there is rarely turnover among
         the rangers; the job is steady and pays well. In Botswana, such occupations are difficult
         to come by.
      

      
      I arrange the pile of toys as neatly as I can and wash the bucket in the sink with
         soap and water. Then I dump the contents of the powdered milk tin inside, adding warm
         water. I mix it up with my hand, trying to get the powder to dissolve.
      

      
      When I hear a voice behind me, I startle and nearly upend the bucket. “I can’t wait
         to see the size of the bowl of cereal.”
      

      
      The ranger is smiling, his teeth blindingly white against his dark skin. His hair
         is shaved close to the scalp, and he wears the tan khaki uniform that all our rangers
         wear. His voice sounds like music, the mark of a man who has spoken Setswana his whole
         life and learned English only because he had to.
      

      
      He also has a bloody bandage wrapped around his right hand.

      
      “What are you doing here?” I say.

      
      “I live here,” he replies. “What is your excuse?”
      

      
      I have seen him around but have not been at camp long enough yet to be assigned to
         ride with him into the bush. I do not remember his name. “The researchers ran out
         of milk for our coffee.”
      

      
      He looks at the bucket, amused. “I am guessing you take it very light?” He smells
         of cloves, of soap. “Excuse me,” he says, and his shoulder bumps against my arm as
         he reaches into the cabinet above me. He pulls down a roll of gauze and some tape,
         and begins to patch up his wound. After watching a few failed one-handed attempts,
         I offer to hold the gauze in place so that he can secure it. “Damn lions,” he mutters.
      

      
      My eyes fly to his face. “You were mauled?”
      

      
      There it is again, that smile. “Yes. By only a piece of barbed wire that was cutting
         into a baobab tree.” He holds out his uninjured hand. “I am Neo.”
      

      
      “Alice,” I say, giving a perfunctory shake. My arms circle the bucket, and I think
         of all the damage a baby elephant can do in five minutes. “I need to go.”
      

      
      “I can give you a ride into the bush, if you like.”

      
      “No. I’m … sick today.”

      
      He inclines his head and crosses to the pantry on the other side of the room. For
         a moment he rummages, only to emerge with another tin. “This was left behind by the
         wife of one of the other rangers. It should work for … indigestion.”
      

      
      As he opens the door, I squint into the sunlight. It swallows him whole.

      
      It takes my eyes a minute to adjust, so that I can read the label more carefully.

      
      SMA Gold Cap. Neo has handed me a tin of powdered baby formula.
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      I did not always work with elephants. In fact, when I started my doctorate in neuroscience,
         I experimented on primates. My research involved running behavioral protocols on adolescent
         macaques. Each of the subjects wore a plastic collar, which allowed us to affix a
         straight pole to jump them from cage to cage without having to fear the piercing canine
         teeth that grew in as they became adults.
      

      
      There were two types of scientists in the lab, I realized. First were the ones who
         used the pole, but only to put it near the collar, gently tap the macaque, and open
         the cage so that the monkey could leap inside. The second kind yanked the macaque
         to the floor and pinned it until the monkey stopped resisting, at which point the
         researcher released it to take refuge in the cage. Monkeys that had been treated that
         way required extra caution, because they were more likely to swat at any human who
         came close. They had long ago stopped differentiating between those of us who might
         be kind and those of us who weren’t.
      

      
      In the four years I worked with primates, I was only mildly hurt once or twice. I
         slapped my monkey’s hand accidentally, and he decked me; I turned my back and was
         scratched on my shoulder. And then there was the day I turned down the offer of a
         tenure-track position in neurobiology at Harvard.
      

      
      I remember because it was the only time my mother ever visited me in the lab. She
         came in white-faced and shaking at the end of the day, when I was the only person
         in in the room with a group of cages filled with tiny preadolescent macaques. One, which
         I’d named Hawkeye because of his inadvertent Mohawk hairdo, had a reputation as a
         difficult animal because he’d struck out at other scientists, who in turn would be
         more punishing when they worked with him to keep him under control. I took another
         approach—rewarding good behavior with food instead of penalizing him for an infraction
         he hadn’t yet committed. Hawkeye and I got along just fine.
      

      
      I saw my mother enter the lab just as I opened the door of Hawkeye’s home cage to
         jump him into it. I nodded at her, trying to mime that I’d be able to talk in a minute,
         but she was having none of it. She walked into the room, where no one but research
         personnel was supposed to be.
      

      
      “I could get fired if someone sees you in here!” I hissed, locking the latch on Hawkeye’s
         home cage.
      

      
      “That’s an empty threat,” my mother said, “given that you’ve already quit.”

      
      The little monkey rattled the metal bars. Home cage meant food, and I was being delinquent.
         “Who called?”
      

      
      “Dr. Yunque. She couldn’t reach you at your apartment so she tried my house. She asked
         me to try to convince you to change your mind.” My mother was staring at the macaques
         with a strange expression, as if she were seeing a scene from what should have been
         her own life. “How come this is the first I’m hearing about your consuming passion
         for studying elephants?”
      

      
      “I’ve always wanted to study elephants, Mom. Since I was a kid. You know that. And I can’t study
         them at Harvard.”
      

      
      “But you could be a professor at the most prestigious Ivy League university in this country, Alice.
         And it’s not like you can’t keep doing research.”
      

      
      “With monkeys,” I sighed. I didn’t tell her that I had hit a wall last week, when
         I had to euthanize yet another infant macaque just to examine its brain at a certain
         stage. I couldn’t tell her that monkeys were selfish and petty, that for all the DNA
         we shared with rhesus macaques, I believed our brains had more in common with those
         of elephants, who exhibited communication, problem-solving skills, and empathy—all
         clear signs of cognition.
      

      
      What I truly wanted to study was the memory of elephants. That old adage about an elephant never forgetting was not a myth, but it was only just beginning to get
         traction as a scientific fact. I’d read a paper recently published by scientists from
         Amboseli that proved elephants could identify and differentiate between over a hundred
         voices—including those of elephants they had not heard for decades. I had devoured
         research from a 1981 drought in Namibia, during which 85 percent of herbivores in
         the area succumbed to starvation, but not a single elephant did—because the matriarchs
         led their herds to distant watering holes they had not visited in years.
      

      
      I believed there was a biological basis to this skill that lay somewhere in an elephant’s
         enlarged hippocampus and cerebral cortex. We already knew that animals with relatively
         larger brain-to-body ratios had a greater ability to learn, and a stronger memory.
         The question was: Did those parts of the brain grow large because they were exercised
         frequently, or were they exercised frequently because they were so relatively large?
         What did elephants choose to remember, and why? In science, we called these sorts
         of queries low-hanging fruit. When so little work had been done on a question or a
         species (although there was compelling reason to do so), the scientist was bound to
         learn something meaningful just by putting in the time and effort.
      

      
      Exploring that question excited me in a way I had not been excited for years studying
         macaques. And wasn’t that what science was supposed to be? Not just preparing slides
         for the sake of getting the next research grant but pushing the envelope and broadening
         one’s own leading edge? It was even possible that the research I would do in Africa
         would be transferable, offering critical information about memory that could be applied
         to Alzheimer’s or traumatic brain injury in humans.
      

      
      My mother was still in the room, exuding palpable waves of disappointment. The macaques
         jumped nervously in their cages, as if the tension between us was a fire being stoked
         beneath their feet. “I have a PhD from Harvard. Isn’t that good enough?”
      

      
      Through the bars of his cage, Hawkeye pulled my hair, and I plucked him away from
         my ponytail.
      

      
      “Exactly. No one goes from Harvard to the University of KwaZulu-Natal.”

      
      “I’m going to South Africa. But the program in KwaZulu-Natal is willing to sponsor my research.” By now the
         animals were rattling their cages, jumping up and down, doing head threats—jutting
         their faces forward with their teeth bared. “You’re getting the monkeys agitated. Can’t we discuss this later?” Hawkeye swatted the top
         of my head. “Stop,” I said, wheeling around to smack the macaque’s hand away.
      

      
      My mother stood her ground. “You shouldn’t go.”

      
      I met her gaze for only a breath, a heartbeat. But it was enough time for Hawkeye
         to grab the leather of the glove I wore and twist hard enough to pull it off. Ignoring
         the sting of pain, I rounded on my mother. “How can you, of all people, tell me not to study what I want to study? After you made sure that lesson
         was drilled into me every fucking day?”
      

      
      My mother blanched, her lips pressed tight together, and I felt a surge of triumph
         that I had finally rendered her speechless.
      

      
      Then she swallowed. “Alice,” she said, “you’re bleeding.”

      
      I looked down. There was blood on the floor, on my lab coat, on my jeans. It had been
         spraying in an arc as I gestured to hammer home my point. When Hawkeye twisted my
         leather glove, he’d managed to grab a good chunk of my skin with it.
      

      
      The macaques were howling, slamming against the bars of their cages. “Get out,” I
         yelled at her. “Just get out!’
      

      
      My mother slipped into the anteroom of the lab. I stripped off my lab coat and wrapped
         it around my hand, a makeshift bandage.
      

      
      One of the first things I was taught when I came to the lab was that if I got hurt,
         it was my mistake—never the monkey’s. Most humans treat animals the way too many tourists treat
         the rest of the world—uninterested in learning the local language and culture. Like
         those travelers, they usually end up the worse for it. As a scientist, I was responsible
         for understanding the animal’s communication, not the other way around. If I didn’t
         pay attention, something about my own behavior might trigger the monkey to act out,
         fearful of being injured.
      

      
      To Hawkeye, I was now just another asshole who had mistreated him.

      
      I stepped into the anteroom, closing the door behind me, cleanly cutting off the chatter
         and screams of the monkeys. My mother was sitting on a chair, her hands folded in
         her lap. I noticed for the first time how narrow her shoulders were. How deep lines
         bracketed her mouth, like parenthetical whispers.
      

      
      “I’m going to Africa,” I told her. “Whether or not you think it’s a good idea.”

      
      She glanced up. “Alice, it’s a mistake.”
      

      
      I thought of Hawkeye ripping off the skin from the back of my hand when I let down
         my guard. If you get hurt, it’s always your own fault. “Maybe. But it’s still mine to make.”
      

      
      My mother took a step forward, firmly putting one hand on my elbow and unwrapping
         the cotton of my lab coat from my hand to get a closer look. “You need stitches,”
         she said. Her fingers were cool and efficient as she probed the flap of hanging skin
         and blotted the pool of blood.
      

      
      Suddenly I felt dizzy, and the room buzzed. I swayed forward and found myself caught
         in her arms. “You’re fine,” she said, as if that was all it would take to heal me.
         She pivoted so I could sit down before I fell.
      

      
      I thought of skinned knees, of tipped bicycles. Of being hoisted onto the kitchen
         counter for a spray of Bactine and a Band-Aid.
      

      
      Over my mother’s shoulder, I looked at the macaques.

      
      A mistreated monkey was biologically programmed to avoid situations where he might
         be put in danger again, or to lash out before it could happen. That was the whole
         point of encoded memory. We could literally see the places in the brain where the
         past was etched, to encourage caution in a similar circumstance.
      

      
      And yet, 99 percent of the time, the monkey did not lash out. Somehow, although he did not forget the last time he was hurt, he still
         managed to forgive.
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      The elephant calf drank liters and liters of the powdered milk I’d mixed up. She drank
         until she fell asleep from the effort of sucking, the rubber glove nipple slipping
         out of her mouth. But then she woke, tossing and turning, and everything she’d eaten
         passed through her in a green liquid stool.
      

      
      My clothes are spattered. I am covered in shit.

      
      I’ve tried to clean it up. I’ve poured so much bleach on the floor and walls of my
         cottage that I am afraid of asphyxiating from the fumes. There is a knock on my door
         just after 7:00 P.M., when the vehicles come back from their day in the field. “Alice?” Anya calls softly. “I brought you some soup.”
      

      
      The elephant picks that moment to squeal.

      
      “What the hell?” Anya says.

      
      “I’m listening to audiotapes!” I lie. “Trying to get at least a little work done.”
         Glaring at the calf, I will her to be quiet.
      

      
      “Do I smell bleach …?”
      

      
      The knob turns, and my heart hammers. We don’t have locks here; there is no way for
         me to keep Anya out. “Don’t come in,” I moan. “You don’t want to catch this, believe
         me. I’m sterilizing every surface I touch.”
      

      
      “But you have to eat …”

      
      “Honestly, I still can’t keep anything down.”

      
      There is a silence as Anya weighs the responsibilities of friendship against the symptoms
         of this plague. “Well,” she says. “You’ll yell if you need anything, right?”
      

      
      I listen for her retreating footsteps as she leaves my porch. She will join the other
         researchers for cards and wine, and she’ll tell them I feel like hell. The tourists
         will be getting ready for dinner in the boma. The rangers will go to sleep. My secret is safe, for the moment.
      

      
      I lie down beside the calf on the floor. I look at the smooth slope of her forehead,
         the long lashes framing her eyes. Her cheeks are sunken, her skin the color of ash.
         As I trace the road map of blue veins in her ear, she lifts her trunk and tries to
         curl it around my wrist like a bracelet.
      

      
      She’s getting weaker. I have spent the day mixing up the powdered milk in various
         strengths, trying to find the magic recipe that will settle in the calf’s stomach.
         But so far, any type of nutrition I attempt to provide runs through her like water.
         I can see the light dimming in her eyes just as surely as she can see the hope fading
         in mine.
      

      
      I won’t let myself think about what will happen after she dies. How I’ll remove a
         250-hundred-pound carcass from the floor of my cottage without anyone knowing.
      

      
      I reach for a stack of research papers beside my bed that I haven’t had time to read.
         I’m looking for something—anything—that might give me the answer to saving her life.
         I find a mention about the similarities between human breast milk and elephant milk—how
         they both contain high concentrations of oligosaccharides, which may have something to do with infant brain development and resistance to infection. The authors
         make the claim that this is why breast-fed babies have an edge in IQ and immune system
         health, and why elephants have such extraordinary memories. After I read this, I realize
         that Neo had not handed me that baby formula as a joke, or to make fun of me. In fact,
         I am convinced he knows exactly what I’ve been hiding in my cottage.
      

      
      I am just opening the formula he gave me when there is a soft knock at the door again.
         “Anya,” I say. “I’m trying to sleep.”
      

      
      But the door opens and Neo steps inside. He takes one look at the tin of powdered
         milk on the counter and shakes his head. “Why didn’t you feed her what I gave you?
         A newborn can’t drink cow’s milk,” he mutters. “Don’t you know anything?”
      

      
      Anger flares in my belly. He’s not a bush vet or a zoologist; who is he to judge me?
         “I know a lot,” I fire back. “But I guess I was absent the day my Harvard neurobiology prof covered
         how to raise a goddamned baby elephant.”
      

      
      Ignoring me, Neo kneels to stroke the calf’s brow. “Where did you find her?”

      
      “Near the mopane tree, past the bend in the river where the wildebeest cross.”

      
      “She was with the five that were poached?”

      
      I nod. “I couldn’t leave her behind.”

      
      He doesn’t comment, just scrutinizes the calf. “She’s dehydrated,” Neo pronounces.
         “Her cheeks should be plump, like a toddler’s.” He reaches for the bottle I’ve improvised.
         I can tell he is impressed by the engineering as he pulls the rubber glove off the
         top and rinses out the glass container. “Please tell me you didn’t give her the cabernet.”
      

      
      I shake my head. “Just the milk.”

      
      “How much has she drunk?”

      
      “Gallons,” I say. “But it passes right through.” I hesitate. “Does anyone else … do
         the others …?”
      

      
      “Know about her? No.” He glances up and sees the question in my eyes. “I saw you walking
         into camp with her, like she was a pet on a leash. I watched you tie her to the porch
         last night.” He grins. “How’d that work out for you?”
      

      
      Neo slips a jar from the pocket of his jacket: The label reads “Coconut Oil.” “This
         should help with the diarrhea. Different animals need different fat and protein to
         survive. The coconut oil, it’s a substitute for the fat that would be in her mother’s milk,
         and it won’t upset her stomach.”
      

      
      “How do you know all this?”

      
      He shrugs. “I grew up in the bush, and my grandmother was a healer. She knew to use
         resin from the corkwood tree to treat a wound; she boiled roots from the bush willow
         to cure infertility; she knew that chewing the root of the mothakolana tree helped
         with a toothache. Once, when an elephant calf wandered into our village, she kept
         him alive for two weeks. Milk went right through him, so she tried adding banana,
         and rice, and butter, but the calf got sicker. She experimented with everything and
         finally figured out that if she added coconut oil to fat-free baby formula, he would
         keep it down.”
      

      
      “What happened to the calf?”

      
      “His herd came back for him,” Neo said. “But he would return to our village every
         year at least once, looking for my grandmother.”
      

      
      “That’s amazing!”

      
      “It was amazing when he was tiny. It was terrifying when he was a ten-thousand-pound
         bull.”
      

      
      I watch him open the jar. “You just happened to have coconut oil lying around?”

      
      “No. One of the other rangers, his wife uses it in her hair. He keeps a jar here for
         her.”
      

      
      The elephant struggles to her feet, bumping against Neo as he stands at the sink.
         He dips his fingers into the coconut oil and slips them into her mouth; I hear her
         slurping. I realize that he is no longer wearing his bandage. The scrapes on his hand
         are red and raw, but they are already healing.
      

      
      “If you want to help,” he suggests, “you can clean up a bit. No offense, but this
         place looks like a sty.”
      

      
      I open my mouth to argue but realize he is joking. Neo’s strong hand supports the
         elephant as she greedily devours this new cocktail. “Don’t worry, little miss,” he
         croons. “We’ll figure this out.”
      

      
      Suddenly, my eyes are swimming with tears. I think of Anya, whispering about me to
         the other researchers. Of my former boss, yelling as he said there was no place for
         me at Madikwe. Of the injured calf I sat with all night there, whose last breath rattled
         through me like a shiver. Of his mother, who abandoned him.
      

      
      Neo tilts his head, a silent question.

      
      “We,” I repeat. My voice breaks on the rocks of relief. “You said we.”
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      When the door of my cottage flies open at 5:00 A.M. the calf is sleeping on Neo’s lap and I am sprawled facedown on the bed.
      

      
      My eyes are gritty from lack of sleep, and my mouth is dry as bone. I squint at the
         doorway, at the silhouette framed by the blaze of the early sun, but it isn’t until
         Grant starts yelling at me that I realize the figure standing before me is my boss.
         “Good God,” he says, staring at the calf. “I thought Anya was crazy when she told
         me what she’d heard. What the hell are you thinking, Alice?”
      

      
      His booming accusation wakes the calf, who pulls on the hem of my shirt as I scramble
         upright. “Grant, hear me out. She’s a newborn. Her mother was slaughtered by poachers.
         She was going to die if I didn’t do something.”
      

      
      “Exactly. You’re here to observe nature, not to change it.”

      
      As Grant’s voice escalates in volume, the calf leans against my hip as if she is giving
         moral support, or maybe because she needs it. “If she’d been shot and was suffering,
         we’d be allowed to call in someone from the wildlife department to put her out of
         her misery. So why shouldn’t we be allowed to intervene to save her if the opportunity
         presents itself?”
      

      
      But Grant is hardly listening to my impassioned rant. He has folded his arms and is
         frowning at Neo, who looks like he’s trying to sink through the floorboards.
      

      
      For a man who came here unannounced last night and took charge—briskly mixing up a
         concoction that actually nourished the calf, rolling up the soiled blankets and sheets
         and setting them out back to be washed—Neo seems to be suddenly, surprisingly timid.
         Like he could make himself invisible if he tried hard enough.
      

      
      Then I realize why: Neo knows he doesn’t belong in the cottage of a researcher. Fraternization
         between the rangers and the researchers simply doesn’t occur. It is why the rangers
         have their own village; it is why we never invite Neo or the others to join us for
         cards or a bottle of wine. It is why they are expected to get up and scout the reserve
         at 3:30 A.M. while we sleep in till 5:00. We are the foreigners, and they are locals.
         We have PhDs and book knowledge; they have grown up tracking animals from remarkable
         distances and surviving in the bush. True, we are all part of the same team, but there
         are invisible lines between us, and they are not meant to be crossed.
      

      
      “Neo,” Grant says tightly. “I expected more from you.”

      
      I bite my lip. It is one thing for Grant to reprimand me, but I can’t stand the thought
         that I might have cost Neo his job.
      

      
      I step forward, blocking Grant’s view of Neo. “With all due respect, Grant, I came
         to Botswana to study elephant cognition as it is affected by trauma. This calf certainly
         qualifies as a subject. In fact, given the money that’s been provided to me by the
         university for my research, it would have been negligent for me to leave this calf
         to die in the field without first examining the behavioral effects of having her mother
         and aunts killed in front of her.”
      

      
      I am blowing smoke. Obviously, if I’d truly been doing what I described, I would have
         been observing the calf in the field, not bringing her to my cottage. And the truth
         is, I would have rescued this baby even if my field of study had been migratory patterns
         and watering holes. But Grant doesn’t have to know that. “I’m the one who asked Neo
         for assistance,” I lie. “I wasn’t trying to break the rules, honestly. I was just
         doing my job.”
      

      
      Grant narrows his eyes. “The folks down in Madikwe warned me that you aren’t a team
         player. You’re not going to get three strikes here before you’re out. Just two. Consider
         this the first.”
      

      
      As he speaks, the calf wobbles toward him. Her trunk pinches at the air, as if she’s
         trying to catch a mosquito. She rifles through the front pocket of Grant’s khaki shirt
         and pulls out his reading glasses.
      

      
      Whatever vitriol Grant was about to hurl at me dissipates in a sigh. It is a fact
         universally acknowledged that it’s impossible to stay furious in close proximity to
         a newborn elephant.
      

      
      Grant points at me. “You are solely responsible for this elephant.”

      
      “Yes, sir,” I murmur.

      
      “And you will release her into the wild to join a herd at some point in the next month. If the herd rejects the calf, you will not intervene.”
      

      
      I nod.

      
      When Grant leaves, I collapse onto the bed. The calf begins to root beneath the covers.
         “My mother was right. I should have studied primates,” I murmur.
      

      
      “I doubt Lesego would agree with you,” Neo says.

      
      “Lesego?”

      
      “Don’t you think it’s time she had a name?” He walks toward the calf and brushes his
         hand over her brow, a benediction. “In Tswana, it means ‘lucky.’ ”
      

      
      He walks toward the door. The moment he puts his hand on the knob, I feel a jolt of
         panic at the thought of handling this calf alone again.
      

      
      “I’m assigned to take one of the trucks to Gaborone today for service. While I’m there,
         I will pick up more formula and coconut oil. Cases. Because otherwise I fear there
         might be a mutiny.”
      

      
      “But you’re coming back,” I clarify—a statement, not a question.

      
      He smiles, and the knot inside my chest unravels. “If that’s what you want, Alice.”

      
      He is leaning against the door. His palm, pressed against the wood, is as pink as
         mine. Last night, Neo had rubbed some of the coconut oil into his skin. I had watched
         him flex his long fingers, lace them together, massage. I had wondered, for a fleeting
         moment, if his skin was as warm as it looked.
      

      
      Neo doesn’t wait for me to answer. Instead he opens the door, letting in a slice of
         sunlight that cuts across the wooden floor. The calf, entranced, tries to stomp on
         it.
      

      
      “Neo,” I call out.

      
      His grandmother was a healer, so maybe it is natural that such a talent would run
         in the family. In his presence, it is easy for me to forget that this is a world where
         horrible things can happen, when we least expect them.
      

      
      He turns, but I cannot remember what I wanted to say. “Your name,” I improvise quickly.
         “What does it mean in Tswana?”
      

      
      He glances away, suddenly shy. “How would you say it …? Something to be given,” he
         answers.
      

      
      A gift, I think, as Neo closes the door behind him.
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      We experience weeks full of firsts: the first time Lesego sleeps through the night.
         The first time she eats a cookie. The first time she gets a bath. The first time she
         sees a crested franklin and chases it into the rangers’ village before I can catch
         up to her. The world is new to her, and as she gets stronger and bigger and the feedings
         stretch further apart, her skin grows smoother and softer, and she gets the round
         apple cheeks that Neo had said were a sign of good health.
      

      
      For all intents and purposes, I am Lesego’s mother now, until I can provide her with
         a surrogate. Grant assigns Neo to help me until Lesego is released. We are a tiny
         herd, but we are all Lesego has.
      

      
      I am a proud parent. I diligently mark her growth every few days, celebrating by feeding
         Lesego a small prepackaged sponge cake when she crosses the three-foot mark. Neo and
         I find toys for her—a broom, the inner tube from a bike tire, a spool of rope that
         she manages to unravel and weave through the posts of each cottage porch, so that
         the researchers’ village looks like a spiderweb.
      

      
      The other scientists may not want to admit it, but they like having her around. Anya
         takes pictures of Lesego to send home to her little sister. Paul, who has a fondness
         for chocolate olivers and never misses a teatime, offers a biscuit to Lesego, and
         now, whenever she sees him she breaks into a run and tries to search his pockets for
         the treat. Even Grant comes around more than usual on the pretense of checking logbooks,
         but he never leaves without seeing what Lesego is up to.
      

      
      However, I am Lesego’s favorite. She follows me up and down the main road that leads
         to our research office, waiting patiently outside and rumbling when I appear with
         whatever book I’ve come for. When she walks behind me, she hitches her trunk to the
         tail of my shirt. She knows she is not allowed inside the cottage, but she will sleep
         outside only if she can see me directly. I wind up rearranging my bed in the center
         of the room, and even then half the time I have to sleep beneath the stars with her
         so she will not bellow and wake the entire camp. When she awakens, the first thing
         I do is touch her around the mouth, like an elephant mother would, and let her reach
         her trunk toward my own face to check in, too.
      

      
      During these weeks, I try to call my own mother—twice. The first time she does not
         answer; the second time, the circuits in Botswana are jammed and the call will not
         go through. I take these failed attempts as a cosmic sign, and then I go back to my
         cottage, where Neo is sitting on the porch wrapped in a blanket from my bed, with
         Lesego by his side. The blanket trick is the only way I can leave to shower or go
         to the bathroom or run an errand without her following me. I toss the fabric over
         Lesego’s head, and by the time she extricates herself, I’m gone, and she settles down
         with Neo and my scent on the blanket. Yet even then, Lesego keeps one ear out listening
         for me to return.
      

      
      One morning, when Lesego and I are outside kicking a soccer ball back and forth, she
         punts it over my head, toward the rangers’ village. Groaning, I jog to the rolling
         ball and scoop it into my arms, and then I see Grant. “Telegram,” he announces, handing
         me the envelope before he walks back to the guest camp.
      

      
      I stare at the Western Union logo, the folded yellow paper. Crumpling it up, I stuff
         it into my pocket.
      

      
      The entire encounter with Grant takes less than thirty seconds, but that is all the
         time Lesego needs to disappear.
      

      
      It is not as hard as you’d think to lose an elephant. I am panicked. How fast could
         she wander away? We don’t have an actual fence separating us from the wildlife; and
         even if she doesn’t encounter a predator, there are ravines and water holes that she
         can easily tumble into. I am paralyzed, unsure which way to run first. “Lesego,” I
         yell, as if she might come when called.
      

      
      I am about to sprint to the far end of our village, to see if she’s stormed her way
         into the office, when I hear the crash inside my hut. I push open the door, my terror
         congealing into a hot nugget of fury. Lesego is buried in the closet, draped in half
         the clothing I own. The remainder has been flung around the room. “You’ve got to be
         kidding,” I cry, and her head snaps up, dislodging a ripped gypsy skirt that is tangled around
         her neck like an Elizabethan ruff. “You know better!”
      

      
      The tone of my voice stops Lesego in her tracks. She is so soft-shelled that even
         a harsh reprimand is enough to make her back away with her ears drooping, or go hide
         behind the cottage for a few moments before she gets the courage to peek out at me
         again. If I don’t follow up with a cuddle, she will sulk, her trunk hanging slack,
         until I remind her that she is loved.
      

      
      Neo bursts through the door, his obsidian skin gleaming with sweat, his eyes wild.
         “I heard the yelling. What’s the matter?” he asks, looking from me to the calf. “Is
         she hurt?”
      

      
      Suddenly I feel silly and small. “She ripped my only skirt,” I mutter.

      
      He laughs, in the way that I have come to admire—as if there are no fences holding
         him back, as if pure glee could paint all the walls of the world in a single coat.
         “I think maybe you both need a little cooling off,” he says. “Come with me.”
      

      
      We have settled into a routine, Neo and I. Although we are Lesego’s de facto family,
         and although Grant has cleared Neo to take care of the calf with me, when the moon
         rises at night he bids us both a polite farewell before returning to his own bed to
         sleep. When I awaken in the morning, he is already outside with Lesego, feeding her
         a bottle—a proper one that we have borrowed from a bush vet. It is as if we are playing
         house, but we both know our boundaries.
      

      
      I get nervous when Neo leads us through the rangers’ village, into the bush beyond.
         I have intentionally not taken Lesego for walks out here yet. She’s still so tiny.
         Part of me is afraid we might run into an elephant herd that rejects her. Part of
         me is afraid we won’t. But Neo doesn’t walk very far before making an abrupt turn
         toward the bank of the tributary that feeds into the man-made watering hole in the
         tourist part of camp, where guests on safari can take their breakfast and lunch while
         watching giraffes and impalas and even elephants stop for a drink. He has hacked away
         the tall reeds on the edge of the bank with a machete, and has stabbed a shovel into
         the soft earth. In the center, in what had been marsh ground, is his man-made mud
         pit.
      

      
      “It is … how do you call it?” Neo asks. “A playpen?”

      
      “Yes, I can see that.” I turn to Lesego, who stands beside me, unsure of what to make
         of this. “Go on, then.”
      

      
      The elephant uproots a cattail with her trunk. She delicately dips it into the mud
         like a paintbrush and waves it in the air.
      

      
      “I don’t think she knows what to do,” I say.

      
      “Well, in the wild she would have playmates to imitate.” He grins. “I do remember the boss saying she was your responsibility.”
      

      
      Rolling my eyes, I strip off my boots and socks. In my cargo shorts, I wade knee deep
         in the mud, and scoop some up with my hand. I rub it on Lesego’s back. “See?” I say.
         “Fun.”
      

      
      She shakes her head, her ears standing out like great pink radar dishes.

      
      “Wallow like you mean it,” Neo suggests, smiling broadly.
      

      
      “Oh, like this?” I ask, and I grab a handful of mud and throw it squarely at his chest.

      
      He’s so surprised that he staggers backward, losing his footing. He lands on his bottom
         as mud splashes up, splattering his face.
      

      
      Lesego, watching, trumpets with delight before splashing into the puddle beside him.
         She sucks muddy water into her trunk and sprays it at Neo’s back.
      

      
      Our calf is having a grand old time now that she has a friend to play with. I give
         up trying to hide my snickering as Neo scowls. “Give me a hand,” he says, reaching
         out so that I can help him up.
      

      
      His fingers curl around my wrist. But instead of using me for leverage, Neo kicks
         out with his foot so that I trip and fall forward, facedown into the mud.
      

      
      I come up sputtering, wiping my eyes, dirt gritted between my teeth. Immediately I
         think of the telegram in my pocket that I haven’t read yet, that I won’t read now. Maybe it is better that way.
      

      
      “You’re going to pay for that.” I dive, trying to push Neo under. We wrestle as the
         mud plasters our clothes to our bodies and Lesego splashes behind us.
      

      
      Neo is stronger than I am, but I am determined. I struggle and push against him until
         he is lying beneath me, my arm braced over his chest, my weight pinning him. In my
         free hand I hold a heaping scoop of sludge, which I let drip slowly onto his forehead.
         I realize that my skin is as brown as his is now. That we match.
      

      
      “Say uncle,” I urge.

      
      He grins. “You wouldn’t.”

      
      “Try me,” I suggest.

      
      And he does. His arms come around my waist and he knocks me completely off balance,
         not with brute strength or sheer force but with a kiss.
      

      
      His hands are in my matted hair and his mouth presses against mine, a validation as sacred as the seal of a king. And then suddenly a wall of water sprays me in the
         face. We spring away from each other, guilty. Lesego’s fountain separates us like
         a river that carves through a continent, leaving the landscape irrevocably changed.
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      One day when I was seven I came home from school to find that my mother had redecorated
         my bedroom. My shelf of stuffed animals was gone, replaced with all the books on math
         and science she had used in college. The small table where I had tea parties for my
         dolls had likewise been cleared, and was now a laboratory—covered with a broken toaster,
         the guts of an old desk phone, a screwdriver, a wrench. But the jewel in the crown
         was a microscope, complete with preprepared slides. There was fiber and blood and
         cork. Salt crystals.
      

      
      “Take a look,” my mother said, showing me how to peer into the microscope. She slipped
         a slide into place—the small brown fleck that was onion skin, stained with iodine.
      

      
      I gasped and jumped back from the eyepiece. Up close, that little sliver of nothing
         became a wall, each brick a cell surrounded by others. “What do you see?” my mother
         asked, her voice falling like a secret into my ear.
      

      
      “It looks like cars,” I told her. “Stuck in traffic.”

      
      She laughed. “Does each car have a driver?”

      
      “Yes, a brown dot.”

      
      “That’s the nucleus,” she told me. “It’s like the command center for the cell. And
         it’s floating in fluid called cytoplasm. And the cell membrane, that’s the brown circle
         around each one.” She watched me marvel over each slide and then, abruptly, said it
         was time to set the table for dinner. “Make sure you put everything away neatly,”
         she told me. “That way it will last.”
      

      
      But I didn’t, because I was using the microscope every free moment I had. Magnification
         was a miracle to me. I wondered what I was missing with my eyes, just going about
         my day; I couldn’t believe that some scientist or doctor hadn’t invented contact lenses
         or glasses that allowed us to look at our surroundings as if they were underneath
         a microscope at all times. I began to regard the world differently. Simply because I couldn’t see something didn’t mean it wasn’t there. I had dreams where I
         opened my eyes and saw everything larger than life—magnified ten times, a hundred
         times, a thousand times. I could look at any organism and know what made it behave
         the way it did, because I could scrutinize what lay hidden to ordinary people. I imagined
         this was what it felt like to be psychic.
      

      
      About a week after I got my microscope, I was itching to see more than the slides
         that had come with it. I ran into my bedroom after school to find my mother reshelving
         all the books I’d left open specifically to the pages of organisms that I hadn’t yet
         seen under a microscope—mold and strawberries and hair cells. “This room is a disaster,”
         she said, frowning. “Didn’t I tell you to clean up?”
      

      
      “Please,” I begged, taking the books out of her arms, hoping to tamp down her anger.
         “Can you teach me how to make more slides?”
      

      
      I thought for a moment she was going to walk away. But then she rolled up the sleeves
         of her meter maid uniform and knelt on the carpet beside me. She reached into the
         back of the little hinged wooden box that held the prepared slides for a blank slice
         of glass. “How would you like to see,” she said, “what you look like under a microscope?”
      

      
      My mother began to organize her surroundings, making order of my chaos, with the same
         practiced efficiency I saw when she diced vegetables or made hospital corners while
         changing the bedsheets. She handed me a tiny bottle of sodium chloride solution. “Just
         a drop,” she said, gesturing to the slide. She told me that we had to use the saline
         because pure water would make the cells we were going to study burst from pressure.
      

      
      She gave me a toothpick and demonstrated how to rub the inside of my cheek to gather
         epithelial cells. These were swirled into the drop of solution on the slide and then—because
         the cells were transparent—she had me add two drops of methylene blue stain.
      

      
      My mother came up behind me, guiding my hand with her own. “Hold the cover slip at
         a right angle,” she whispered. “And let it … just … drop.”
      

      
      The slide looked like a little rectangular Band-Aid with a blue center; it was disappointing.
         Unlike the preprepared slides, which had at least a tiny chunk or nugget or sliver
         visible to the naked eye that blossomed into a universe under magnification, this
         was nothing more than a blue blot. But as soon as my mother slipped it under the microscope clips, I was mesmerized.
      

      
      The cells of my cheek were small, uneven circles, fried eggs with cerulean yolks.
         They moved and wiggled. They clumped together like the cool girls at school, as if
         they couldn’t bear to stand alone.
      

      
      My mother was not particularly affectionate; she tucked me in without kissing me good
         night; when we watched TV at night, we did not cuddle but instead sat on opposite
         sides of the couch. But in this moment, with her body so near that I could feel the
         warmth from her skin and this beautiful bubble of science surrounding us, I slipped
         my arm through hers, burrowing closer. “Do you want a turn?” I asked shyly.
      

      
      She bent her head over the scope so that her hair became a curtain, screening her
         face. “It’s so easy to forget,” she murmured, “how underneath, we’re all exactly the
         same.”
      

      
      Two weeks later, I came home from school to find all of it missing: the books, the
         slides, the microscope. Back were my stuffed animals and my dolls, although I didn’t
         want to play with them anymore. I felt like the scientific samples that had been stained,
         that couldn’t go back to being transparent.
      

      
      I looked up to find my mother leaning against the frame of the door, her features
         impassive. “I told you if you didn’t clean up this mess, then I would.” She walked away, leaving me hungry for a knowledge I couldn’t name.
      

      
      As I grew older I learned that not being able to observe a magnified world was not
         an evolutionary design flaw after all. In fact, it was a means of protection. What
         we could not see clearly, we didn’t have to pretend to understand.
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      As Lesego gets bigger and bolder, she begins to test her limits. In the wild, this
         would lead to a sharp rebuke from her mother or the matriarch. In the wild there would
         be so many aunties and older sisters around taking care of her that no matter what
         mischief she wanted to get into, she would never get very far. But because there is
         only one of me, there’s nothing for me to do but run after Lesego one afternoon when
         she bolts away from the porch and toward the tourists’ camp.
      

      
      The guests who come on safari are warned that this is not Disneyland; that we do not
         cue the lions and that the hippos are not animatronic. For this reason they are escorted
         to and from their plush accommodations after dark, and they are told to keep an eye
         out for an errant bushbuck that may bolt across the path. But I am pretty sure that
         the last thing the Dutch businessman and his family expect to encounter on their way
         back to their rooms after tea is a small, determined charging elephant calf.
      

      
      Lesego stumbles when she first sees them, which gives me enough time to catch up to
         her. The Dutch family is delighted, their little girl clapping her hands at the baby
         elephant’s arrival. “Don’t move,” I warn. Lesego is too small to do much damage, but
         she is nearly three hundred pounds and curious.
      

      
      Lesego shakes her head in a weak display of intimidation. She tries to roar, but it
         sounds more like the toot of a clown’s horn. She rushes forward, skidding to a stop,
         a mock charge.
      

      
      The family thinks it’s hilarious. “Picture?” the businessman asks in broken English,
         holding up his camera.
      

      
      I hesitate. The reason Neo and I have avoided bringing Lesego here is that the more
         domesticated she becomes, the harder it will be to return her to the wild. It is already
         unorthodox for her to be almost exclusively in the company of two humans.
      

      
      Before I can tell him no, the wife and daughter scoot into place beside me and the
         man takes a photograph. As I return to the researchers’ camp with Lesego in tow, I
         mull how much trouble I will be in when Grant hears from the guests that she was the
         star attraction today. If word gets out—if that photo gets out—our whole research operation could be compromised, and punished by the wildlife
         department.
      

      
      I am so deep in thought that I do not hear Neo calling my name until he is virtually
         standing in front of me. Lesego, delighted to see him, trumpets and reaches for his
         hat. “Karabo’s herd,” Neo says, breathless—only then do I realize he’s been running
         to find me. “It’s being led by Mpho now.”
      

      
      Karabo was the matriarch who was killed by poachers, along with four other females
         in her herd—one of which was Lesego’s mother. But herds had ten or fifteen members;
         presumably the other cows and juvenile bulls had run off at the gunshots. They had
         not been seen for weeks, probably because they were avoiding the site of previous
         danger. Now, according to Neo, they are nearby, and they have a new leader.
      

      
      He stares at me, his chest still heaving, and I know what he’s saying: It’s time.
      

      
      If Lesego were in the wild, she’d have a herd to protect her. Her mother would teach
         her how to use her trunk to eat, how to threaten a predator. She’d learn from her
         grandmother where to find water and food, and which places are dangerous because of
         poachers. She’d have an aunt to show her how to practice her mothering skills, and
         younger cousins and siblings to test them on. I may have helped Lesego survive, but
         I am not equipped to teach her how to truly live. If Lesego has any chance of being
         reintroduced to the wild, this is her best shot: to be among those who are biologically
         related. Neo is right.
      

      
      We head into the bush to the spot where he’s seen Mpho and her herd. Three weeks of
         memories swell in my throat, making it hard to breathe: Lesego overturning the card
         table where Neo and I are playing Spit; Lesego’s ear fluttering over me like a butterfly
         wing as she leans close to my face; the urgent tug of her suckling on my elbow, my
         foot, the tail of my shirt; the designs she traces with a stick in the dirt outside
         the cottage, symbols in a secret code I haven’t yet deciphered.
      

      
      I walk with Lesego, my hand riding lightly on her spine. Behind us Neo drives the
         four-by-four, puttering along at a safe distance. It takes us an hour to cover the
         two miles of terrain between the camp and Mpho’s herd, and it is Lesego who senses
         them first.
      

      
      Her trunk rises into the air, and she wrinkles it, sniffing. She lifts her rear foot
         so that it hovers over the dusty ground.
      

      
      Suddenly, there is a rumble in the distance that I would guess was thunder if not
         for the drought.
      

      
      Lesego breaks into a run. I start after her, but Neo pulls up beside me in the vehicle.
         “Jump in,” he says, and we bounce up the hill after her.
      

      
      When we see the herd, they are in a valley, all pointed in the direction of the crest
         where Lesego waits and watches them, every fiber of her body vibrating with excitement.
         Loose-limbed and light-footed, she races toward the giants. From our position on the
         hill, we watch the other elephants immediately form a circle around her. “I can’t
         see her anymore,” I say, panicking.
      

      
      Neo points. “There. See the one with the single tusk? That’s Mpho. She’s got Lesego under her belly.”
      

      
      Another elephant shifts, and then I see it—the matriarch using her trunk to pull Lesego
         close.
      

      
      I have heard of elephants who think kindly of humans, who will come to the camp for
         help if they are tangled in a snare or barbed wire. Maybe it will be that way for
         Lesego. Maybe she won’t forget me.
      

      
      I don’t realize I am crying until I feel Neo’s warm hand cover mine where it rests
         on my lap. “Let’s just go,” I force out, because I don’t think I can stand to watch
         Lesego walk away.
      

      
      “Not yet,” Neo murmurs.

      
      Mpho suddenly takes her trunk and shoves Lesego away. The matriarch rumbles, Let’s go, and the herd begins to walk north. When Lesego scampers to follow, one of the other
         large females roughly pushes her back.
      

      
      “They won’t take her,” I say, realizing what I am seeing.

      
      “Maybe,” Neo says. “She stinks of human.”

      
      Suddenly I realize the great disservice I’ve done to Lesego. I might have always planned
         to set her back in the wild, but I have tainted her with salvation. Lesego smells
         of cookies and soaps and laundry detergent and the hundred other man-made items with
         which she’s been in contact. A herd that is terrified of humans—that associates those
         smells with death—will naturally reject her.
      

      
      Confused, Lesego turns to the only elephants that haven’t moved off with the matriarch
         yet—the young bulls that are too juvenile to live apart from the herd but too old
         to hang out with their mothers. They begin to charge Lesego, who is so surprised she
         doesn’t even feint to avoid the blow. They knock her over, and she struggles to her
         feet again. One bull crunches into Lesego with an audible crack; I see blood well
         up where his tusk has sliced open her forehead. Lesego lets out a distress call, but
         in this social experiment of my own creation, none of the mature females come to her
         aid as they would have in the wild.
      

      
      I stand up in the Land Rover. “Stop them,” I shriek. “They’re hurting her!”

      
      “Alice—”

      
      “I said stop them!” Without a second thought, I leap out of the vehicle and start running into the pack of juvenile bulls—a stupid move, but all I want to do is help
         Lesego. Neo immediately revs the engine, flying by me in the Land Rover to drive the
         bulls away. It takes him three tries before they jog off up the hill, a delinquent
         pack of teenagers, rumbling as if they are already embellishing the story for the
         telling.
      

      
      Dazed and stumbling, Lesego tries to join them.

      
      It’s not that she’s a glutton for punishment. It’s not that she’s not terrified. It’s
         that she wants a family, even if they don’t want her.
      

      
      With strength I didn’t know I had, I run after Lesego, rugby-tackling her with all
         my weight so that she tumbles to the ground. She trumpets, another cry for help, as
         I pull her ears over her eyes so that she cannot watch her cousins leave her behind.
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      I don’t know what Neo says to convince Grant to call the bush vet, but he is summoned.
         Lesego is given two milligrams of etorphine and twenty milligrams of azaperone—sedatives
         to calm her while the gash on her forehead is treated. Neo and I stand shoulder to
         shoulder behind the vet and Grant, watching in silent misery. At one point our hands
         brush. My pinkie hooks tight to his, hidden in the folds of my cargo shirt, where
         no one will see.
      

      
      “I suggest,” the vet says to me when he finishes, “that you get some rest.” He is
         tight-lipped about the very obvious fact that we are harboring a baby elephant in
         the game reserve, which leads me to believe Grant has made an excuse for me. The two
         men leave so that Grant can take the vet to the airstrip.
      

      
      Although I should be exhausted after the day, I am coiled tight as a spring. I can’t
         imagine sleeping anytime soon. I start pacing in my hut, peeking out the door to make
         sure Lesego is still unconscious. “She’ll be out all night,” Neo says.
      

      
      “I know.”

      
      He sticks his hands in his pockets. “I ought to go.”

      
      I should nod, but I don’t. He should leave, but he doesn’t.

      
      I take a deep breath and confess the fear I’ve buried inside for the past three hours,
         ever since the debacle of watching Lesego be rejected by her herd. “Neo,” I whisper. “I made things worse.”
      

      
      I am thinking of what sort of life might be possible for an elephant in captivity:
         a circus, where she would be forever on display. A zoo, where her world would shrink
         to the size of a cage and enclosure. Was it really worth saving her from starvation
         for that limited existence?
      

      
      “You didn’t know,” Neo says.

      
      I round on him. “But I should have. The last time I—” I break off, realizing what I am about to reveal.
      

      
      Neo stands on the ground, and I am one step up on the porch, so our faces are level.
         “Tell me why you left Madikwe.”
      

      
      I glance away. “I was strongly encouraged to transfer to a new game reserve.”
      

      
      “Did you try to save an orphan there, too?”

      
      I think about the trampled calf that died on my watch, because I had played by the
         rules. “No,” I say, swallowing.
      

      
      Neo strides past me into the hut, to the cupboard where I keep my laundry supplies
         and—in the far reaches—my emergency alcohol. It’s a bottle of tequila I have cracked
         open only twice. Once when the calf died at Madikwe. And once just before I found
         Lesego and her slaughtered family.
      

      
      I don’t ask Neo how he found my stash; he knows this cottage as well as I do after
         nearly a month of practically living here. He takes juice glasses from the dish rack
         and pours two fingers of alcohol in each one. When he sits down at the table with
         the drinks, I join him. “Ever had tequila?” I ask.
      

      
      He shakes his head, lifts the glass, and downs it in one swallow.

      
      I do the same, wincing at the fire that races along my throat and makes my teeth ache.
         “There was a calf,” I confess, as Neo pours us each another shot. “He was attacked by his own
         mother.”
      

      
      Neo’s eyebrows raise. “I’ve never seen that happen.”

      
      “Well, Madikwe wasn’t like here. The South African government thought they could manage
         the elephant population by killing entire herds and putting the babies together on
         reserves like Madikwe. But those juveniles, they didn’t behave the way they would
         have if the older matriarchs had been there to keep them in line. And this one elephant, she trampled her newborn.” I look up at Neo. “It wasn’t her fault that there
         was no one around to teach her how to be a mother.” My voice gets hard, bitter. “It
         was ours. That calf was just collateral damage.”
      

      
      “You left because you couldn’t save him?”

      
      I shake my head and toss back my second drink. By now, the room is starting to swim
         at the edges. “I wasn’t the same, after he died. I hated not being allowed to intervene.
         Then about a month later, a group of rangers driving to check on a water pump found
         themselves surrounded by a herd of young bulls. One of the juveniles attacked the
         four-by-four, charging it over and over, spearing the doors with his tusks. Well,
         the rangers knew they had to get out and run. One of them was tusked by the elephant.”
         I watch Neo finish his drink, rattled by the reality of the dangers of his work. “The
         rule in the reserve was that if an elephant was an instigator or had killed a person,
         it had to be shot. During the attack, that particular elephant had opened up a cut
         on his forehead, so he was very recognizable within the bull herd. But every time
         the game warden went out with a gun to kill the elephant, the bull herd would surround
         him and move off. It was as if they realized he was in trouble, and they were protecting
         him.”
      

      
      I lean forward, my head resting on my hand. “This went on for months. The wound healed,
         and no one could recognize the bull anymore. No one except me, that is, because I
         had cataloged all the elephants at Madikwe as part of my doctoral research. The head
         of the reserve ordered me to locate that bull, so that he could be shot,” I say. “And
         I refused.”
      

      
      “Did you know which bull they wanted to find?” Neo asks.

      
      “Yes. He had a sprinkling of freckles behind his right ear. That’s how I had identified
         him, before the scar on his forehead, anyway.” I shrug. “But that bull might not have
         been so aggressive if there had been older males in his herd to teach him how to behave.
         He didn’t deserve to die because humans had fucked up in the first place.” I tuck
         my hair behind my ear. “I broke the rules. The game warden knew it. My colleagues
         knew it. The rangers, hell, they refused to drive into the bush with me, since to
         them it looked like I was standing up for an animal that had killed one of their own.
         And a month later that same bull killed a bush vet and was shot by the ranger who’d
         been driving him. After that, my boss suggested—firmly—that I might be more welcome
         at a different reserve.” I finish my third drink, and set the glass down so hard it rings against
         the table. “So yes, Neo, I should have known better.”
      

      
      He stares at me, but his eyes are unreadable. I do not know if he thinks that at Madikwe,
         by taking a stand, I was wearing the white hat of a hero or the black one of the villain.
         “Do you know of Pilanesberg?” he asks.
      

      
      Of course I do. I even did some of my doctoral research there. It is—like Madikwe—a
         reserve for the juvenile elephants that were spared in the South African culls to
         control the overpopulation of elephants, which was threatening biodiversity. And just
         like at Madikwe, they have had their fair share of behavioral problems at Pilanesberg.
         “I heard a story about the young bulls that were sent there after the culls,” Neo
         says. “They were herded into a boma, one surrounded by a fence with fifty-nine electrified poles. The sixtieth pole,
         that’s where the wires were joined, so that one wasn’t electrified. The idea was to
         keep the elephants overnight, so that they could be released into the reserve officially
         with the press watching. That way the government would look heroic, for successfully
         dealing with the elephant population problem. But the next morning, the bulls went
         straight to the one pole that wasn’t hot-wired, and in three minutes knocked it over
         and disappeared into the reserve before the press even had a chance to arrive.”
      

      
      “The moral of this story is that male elephants don’t like photo ops?”

      
      “No. The moral of the story is that if a rule is flimsy enough to be broken, perhaps
         it was meant to be.” Neo reaches across the table, lifts my hand, turns it over. I
         think of those electrified poles, of the shocks that the elephants would have received
         that long night when they tested each one. Neo keeps his eyes on mine as he presses
         a kiss into the center of my palm.
      

      
      My fingers curl, as if I might be able to hold on to it.

      
      I straddle Neo’s lap and touch the planes of his face, the muscles of his shoulders,
         the question on his lips. We tumble hard onto the floor, skinning my knee as he rolls
         me beneath him. His shirt comes off and then mine; my legs tangle with his as we push
         away the stiff canvas of our shorts. We are a family, and this is what has been missing.
      

      
      I cannot stop staring at the seam between our skin, silhouette and shadow. As Neo
         moves in me, I look out the window, at the stars sewn like sequins on velvet. I think
         about the moon, which is always in the sky, but only comes to life when she is wrapped
         in the arms of the night.
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      The Hindi word for intoxicated is musth. This is also the term used to describe the heightened sexual state a bull elephant
         comes into once a year for an average of three months. During this period, the bull
         is driving by hormones, not brains. He doesn’t think. He acts—and then reacts—when
         he realizes what he’s done.
      

      
      When I was working on my doctorate in South Africa, there was an elephant-back safari
         at a game reserve not far from Madikwe. Each of the elephants was trained and ridden
         by a mahout, a person who had grown up with and worked with that particular animal
         for years. They had one young bull in the group who came into premature musth. During
         one of the bush walks with the elephants, the mahout must have done something to set
         the animal off. The previously placid bull went wild, grabbing the mahout with his
         trunk and smacking the man against the ground as if he weighed no more than a twig.
         He did not stop until the mahout’s spine was shattered. The female elephants knew
         immediately that something was grievously wrong. By the time the bull could control
         himself, and looked down to see the dead body at his feet, the females were dusting
         the mahout. They covered him with broken branches. They stood guard over him till
         the owners of the elephant-back safari arrived to find the mahout who had never returned
         to camp.
      

      
      When it comes to musth behavior, a male elephant is like a guy who wakes up in Vegas
         with no recollection of the previous night, looking down at the lipstick on his collar
         and the tattoo on his arm and the Mardi Gras beads around his neck as if to say, What the hell happened?

      
      The female elephants would never find themselves in that situation—they know better,
         all along.
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      I wake up to the sound of scratching.

      
      Leaping out of bed, I throw open the door to find Lesego shuffling on the porch. The
         gash on her forehead is still raw and red, but it is no longer bleeding. And as she
         reaches out her trunk to touch my face, I stroke her trunk. “I won’t leave you behind,”
         I promise, thinking of the wide hips of Mpho as she swayed over the hill, her herd
         in tow. From what I have gleaned of the memory of elephants, I know that Lesego can
         recall those bulls charging her. The question is: Will it make her shy away from attempting
         to blend with any other herd, or will it be buried so deep that she forgets it ever
         happened?
      

      
      “Neo,” I say over my shoulder. “She’s up.” Just the taste of his name in my throat
         feels like I have swallowed sunlight. I turn when he doesn’t respond and realize that
         the narrow bed is empty. At some point, while I slept, he abandoned me.
      

      
      Better get used to it.
      

      
      The thought hits me like a sucker punch, and then another bursts into my mind: He thinks this was a mistake.
      

      
      A third fear blooms, like a Hydra: He is afraid he will lose his job.
      

      
      And a fourth: He thinks I’ll be embarrassed.
      

      
      Shaking my head to clear it, I force myself to focus like a scientist would, instead
         of relying on gut instinct. It is possible that Neo did not leave me. That perhaps
         he only went to get coffee or to shower and is returning. It is possible that Neo
         is waiting for me to make the first move, out of courtesy.
      

      
      When I weigh all these other possibilities, I feel much less threatened. I look at
         Lesego and smile. “Come on,” I say. “Let’s go find him.”
      

      
      The calf lags behind me, dragging a stick through the dirt as if she is leaving a
         trail to find our way back home. It is a truly beautiful day—warm without being too
         humid, the sky a startling electric blue. Walking toward the rangers’ village, I feel
         the way I did the first time I looked at a slide beneath a microscope—as if I had
         been blind, until now.
      

      
      I will find Neo and tell him that I have no regrets. That if it makes him more comfortable
         I will tell Grant I instigated this relationship. I will repeat to Neo the secrets
         he whispered against my throat and my belly last night, passwords in a language no
         one else can speak. I will slip my hand into his and I will not let go.
      

      
      But all of my plans scatter when I hear children playing in the courtyard. This is
         startling, because it’s so rare. Then I realize it is Saturday, the day when the families
         of the rangers may come to visit. One of the boys—all angles and arms and legs—kicks
         a soccer ball that smacks me in the thigh. “Tshwarelo,” he says. Sorry.
      

      
      He looks terrified, as if he expects me to punish him. I smile instead. “Dumêla,” I say. Hello.
      

      
      I don’t know a lot of the Setswana language yet, but you have to pick up some words
         here and there when you spend all day with rangers. The boy’s little brother is staring
         at Lesego, his mouth a perfect O, the soccer game forgotten. “O mang?” I ask his name, crouching down to his level, as Lesego curls her trunk over my shoulder.
      

      
      “Leina la me ke Khumo,” the toddler says. My name is Khumo.
      

      
      Suddenly there is a flurry of activity, and a woman comes out of one of the huts,
         balancing a baby on her hip. Like many other Tswana women, she is beautiful—tall and
         willowy, with bone structure usually found on the pages of fashion magazines. Her
         hair is wrapped in a colorful scarf that makes me think of a sunset. I wonder if she
         is the woman who left behind the coconut oil that saved Lesego from starving.
      

      
      She rattles off a stream of Tswana so fast and furious that I cannot follow along,
         but I can tell from the slope of the boys’ shoulders and the way they are drawn to
         her, as if to a magnetic pole, that they are being reprimanded for hitting the white
         woman with the soccer ball. “No,” I say, trying to make her understand that the boys
         have done nothing wrong. “Go siame,” I tell her. It’s fine. Then I point to the little girl she is holding. “Bontle,” I say, the only word I know in her language for beautiful.
      

      
      The little boys peek from behind their mother, chattering about Lesego—or so I assume
         from the way they are pantomiming her trunk and her ears. “Do you speak English?”
         I ask. “I am trying to find Neo.”
      

      
      Before she can respond, Neo steps through the doorway and freezes.

      
      I am trying to make sense of the picture in front of my eyes when the littlest boy
         wraps his arms around Neo’s leg, as if it is a tree to climb.
      

      
      It is family visiting day in the rangers’ village, and this is Neo’s family.

      
      My body feels like a block of ice. “I … I have to go,” I force out, and I run down
         the path that leads from the rangers’ village, with the calf hurrying behind me.
      

      
      Neo catches up to me when I can just see the open door of my cottage, the bed inside where we made love the night before, when I did not know that he was married.
         “Alice,” he calls out. “Stop.”
      

      
      I turn on him, shoving so hard at his shoulders that he stumbles backward. “You didn’t
         tell me,” I yell. I am angry at him for hiding this. I am angrier at myself for not
         asking.
      

      
      The truth is, I didn’t look closely enough. Neo had been there when I needed him;
         he had told me what I wanted to hear; he had touched me like a match strikes wood.
         I was the fool for burning.
      

      
      Sensing that something isn’t right, Lesego roars. Neo grasps me by the wrist, a shackle.
         “You don’t understand,” he says softly.
      

      
      But he is wrong. I hadn’t wanted to. There’s a difference.
      

      
      As I pull away from Neo, as I walk to my hut, I can feel his eyes on me. I start counting
         the steps. Fifty, and I will be okay. Forty-nine, until I close the door behind me.
         Forty-eight. Forty-seven.
      

      
      “Alice.”

      
      The sound of my name being called cracks the shell of my composure. I look up to find
         Grant waiting on the front steps of my hut. Seeing Lesego, he purses his lips. “She’s
         bounced back fast.”
      

      
      I nod, and he hands me a piece of paper. I hesitate, expecting another yellow slip
         from Western Union, but this is a piece of camp stationery with a name scrawled across
         it. “Who’s Karen Trendler?” I ask.
      

      
      “She runs a sanctuary in South Africa. She’s very active in the fight against poaching
         elephants and rhinos.” He hesitates. “Your girl isn’t ever going back to the bush,”
         Grant says. “I think you and I both know that.”
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      I had expected my mother to come to the party Dr. Yunque threw for me at Harvard to
         wish me well as I left for South Africa, but she didn’t show up. I thought maybe she
         would call instead and wish me a bon voyage. Yet in the month that had passed since
         our fight in the lab, my mother had not reached out to me. Apparently, if I was going
         to ruin my life, I was going to do it alone.
      

      
      I packed up my apartment in Cambridge without her help. I rented a storage unit instead
         of asking for space in her garage. And I tried to think like a scientist, not a daughter—making
         lists of all the times she had slighted me, all the things she had never said. Objectively—biologically—I
         knew I was an adult, that I could survive without her approval or attention. There
         was no reason she had to be part of my life, now that I was grown and independent.
         But love, you know, isn’t science. My mother was prickly, mercurial, maddening, demanding,
         infuriating—but she was still my mother. Somewhere behind the mask of dissatisfaction
         was the woman who had built a laboratory in my bedroom when I was seven. And so in
         one last-ditch attempt at reconciliation, the day before I flew to South Africa, I
         left my mother a voice mail, telling her what flight I was on, and when it was departing.
      

      
      I got to the airport early, lugging my one big suitcase to the ticket counter and
         checking in hours before my flight. But I didn’t go through the security checkpoint.
         I sat at a chair near the British Airways counter, scanning the features of every
         person who stepped through the sliding glass doors.
      

      
      Here was the great paradox that Darwin himself could not explain away: In spite of
         the fact that excising my mother’s negative influence from my life would probably
         make me happier, healthier, and therefore more evolutionarily viable, I couldn’t.
         True, my mother could make me feel smaller than a mustard seed; a single glance from
         her could make me question my every action and thought; and I could spend my entire
         life running and never catch up to her grand expectations for what I should have been
         or could have been—but she also had the power to make me feel like everything was
         going to work out, simply by breathing the words. She was a part of me, and if you
         carved away a part of yourself, you bled to death.
      

      
      I waited in the ticket lounge for British Airways until my name was called over the
         loudspeaker, a warning that the flight was going to leave without me.
      

      
      My mother did not come to say goodbye.
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      In order to find Lesego a new home, I have to sneak out of the one we share. Grant
         has given me leave for a week to travel to Karin Trendler’s sanctuary to see if she
         will take the calf, and then to the necessary government departments to obtain the
         permits to make it happen. But Lesego cannot go with me, which means that the last
         person I have to encounter before leaving camp is Neo.
      

      
      He knocks on the door, and when I open it, I am careful not to make eye contact. “The
         bottle’s on the counter,” I instruct, as if I am giving orders to a nanny. “She was
         a little gassy last night, but I think it’s just the aftereffects of the sedatives.
         And feel free to eat the mangoes. They’re just going to go bad in this heat—”
      

      
      “Alice,” he interrupts. “Are we going to talk?”

      
      I look him in the eye. “We are talking,” I say evenly.
      

      
      “I didn’t plan to love you. And by the time I knew I did, I couldn’t tell you what
         you deserved to know.” He hesitates, his face shuttered. “I never wanted to hurt you.”
      

      
      I gather the blanket from my bed. “There’s a lot of that going around, lately.”

      
      Neo steps in front of me, blocking my path. “Sethunye grew up in my village. I’ve
         known her my whole life. She’s what was expected of me.”
      

      
      “Then what am I?”

      
      His voice breaks. “You’re everything I dreamed,” he says. He reaches for me, and my
         body sways into his. Neo’s eyes are closed, his forehead pressed to mine. “Please.
         If you have any feelings for me, you’ll tell me what to say. What to do.”
      

      
      “If you have any feelings for me,” I whisper, “you’ll let me go.”
      

      
      As if my words are a key, his grasp on me unlocks. I push the blanket at Neo so that
         he will not see the tears in my eyes. Then I step onto the porch, where Lesego is
         dozing under the canopy. She gets up, logy, when she sees me.
      

      
      “On three,” I say, the shorthand we’ve developed for this process where we cover the
         calf with a blanket so I can make a clean getaway. “One, two …” I turn, to make sure
         Neo is ready, but he is not holding out the blanket like a matador’s red flag. He
         has buried his face in the cotton, surrounding himself with my scent, the same way
         Lesego does when I disappear.
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      When I was four years old and was asked what I wanted to be when I grew up, I repeatedly
         said I wanted to be either a doctor or one of Charlie’s Angels. My mother, in her
         infinite wisdom, somehow crossed these two careers and came up with scientist. She
         bought Dixie cups and marigold seeds and brought a bucket of dirt from the backyard.
         “What do plants need to grow, Alice?” she asked me.
      

      
      The way she tells the story, which she does—often—I was a genius, because even at
         that young age I came up with the answer of water and light. I’m pretty sure, in retrospect,
         she coaxed the answer out of me. Then she asked how we could prove it.
      

      
      We planted three seeds. One, which I watered daily, went on the windowsill in front
         of the kitchen sink, which had sunlight for ten hours every day. Another, which I
         also watered, went into the back of the hall closet, where there was no light. The
         third I set on the windowsill in my bedroom, which had tons of sunlight streaming
         through the glass—but I left this one dry.
      

      
      Every day at 4:00 P.M. my mother had me report my observations, and she recorded what I said in a small
         black journal. The plant in the closet did grow—but it never flowered. It looked like
         a creepy jungle vine. Nothing at all happened to the cup on my bedroom windowsill.
         The seed in the kitchen, however, grew and flowered. It had a gorgeous, bright yellow
         blossom that craved the attention of the sun. Each day it craned its stalk toward
         the light, much like the way I’d looked up to my mother when her hands pressed that
         seed into damp soil for the first time.
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      My first stop is at the Department of Wildlife and National Parks in Gaborone, asking
         for permission to translocate an orphaned calf to Karen Trendler’s reserve in South
         Africa. As it turns out, however, even getting across the border between Botswana
         and South Africa is a nightmare, thanks to the 1985 raid by the South African military
         on the ANC offices in Gaborone that killed twelve people. I manage to score an appointment
         with the director of the wildlife department, a man named Wilhelm Otto with a distractingly
         thin mustache that looks like a residue of chocolate milk floating above his upper
         lip. Otto assures me this isn’t like taking a puppy on vacation. Elephants in Botswana,
         he says, belong to the state, and to move one across the border, international permission has
         to be obtained.
      

      
      I travel to Trendler’s reserve and explain the situation, hoping she will agree to
         take in another stray. The moment I mention that Lesego is a survivor of poaching
         I know I have her sympathy, since Trendler has spoken out publicly and forcefully
         against the killing of rhinos and elephants for ivory. On a handshake, she agrees
         to house Lesego, and then she introduces me to the other orphans—several rhinos and
         a vervet monkey and a hawk, even another elephant calf.
      

      
      She leaves the details, however, to me. So from the sanctuary I travel to Pretoria,
         chasing down a CITES wildlife export permit, and an import permit to South Africa,
         until I finally have a thick file stuffed with all the necessary paperwork to set
         Lesego’s transfer into motion. My final destination, seven days later, is the first
         place I’d gone—the Department of Wildlife in Gaborone. Wilhelm Otto calls me the Orphan
         Calf Lady and invites me into his office. As I wilt in the heat on the far side of
         his desk, he sifts through the stack of papers for ten minutes. At this rate, Lesego will be fully grown before she’s translocated, I think. Finally, Otto glances up at me. “T’s crossed and i’s dotted,” he pronounces.
         “Well done, Ms. Metcalf.”
      

      
      “Doctor,” I correct.

      
      His eyes narrow. “Yes. Well.”

      
      I’m not going to get into a pissing contest with the man who controls Lesego’s fate.
         “What happens next?”
      

      
      “We’ll get a bush vet dispatched as soon as we can, maybe by the end of the week.
         Your calf will be darted and flown to the facility in South Africa.”
      

      
      He offers me a ride to a local hotel, but I am itching to get back to the game reserve
         to see Lesego. And, I suppose, to give Neo the good news.
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      We know, at the reserve, when visitors arrive. They have to be radioed through the
         gate, even though it is another forty minutes of driving through the bush to reach
         the camp itself. So it is not a surprise to find Grant waiting for me when I pull
         in. “I did it,” I say, triumphant. “It wasn’t easy—it was the opposite of easy—but the vet will be here by
         Sunday, and Karen Trendler agreed to take her and—” When I see his expression, my
         sentence falls away, one syllable at a time, pebbles from the edge of a cliff. “Grant,”
         I whisper. “What’s wrong?”
      

      
      I am thinking of those little yellow telegrams.

      
      But Grant walks me to my hut, explaining on the way. Once she realized I had left,
         Lesego had stopped eating. No matter what Neo did to encourage her otherwise, she
         had refused. The calf had not eaten or drunk since I’d gone away—a full week now.
      

      
      “It’s my fault,” I murmur.

      
      “I called Dame Sheldrick’s orphanage in Kenya,” Grant says. “She started taking in
         orphaned calves in the nineteen seventies, when poaching became widespread in Tsavo.
         I figured if anyone could help us, it would be her. Alice … her keepers rotate. No one person watches an elephant, because the calves get too attached.” Grant stops
         walking and looks at me. “Before, if a keeper left for even a single day, the calf
         stopped eating. It started to mourn. Those first calves of hers,” he says, “they died.”
      

      
      At that, I break into a run. I fly down the path of the researchers’ village toward
         my hut. A flashlight has been rigged to hang over the porch, where Neo sits with Lesego.
         His hand strokes the stark planes of her brow, the sunken cheeks. I can see the knobs
         of her spine. She has deteriorated so far, so fast.
      

      
      I’ve left her before, but for minutes at a time. How long had she waited for me before
         beginning to give up?
      

      
      Neo looks up at me, his face ravaged.

      
      “I’m back, Lesego,” I croon to the calf. She struggles to get up, but she is too weak.
         Her eyes are dull, flat. Her skin sags, sallow, under her chin. I try to lift her
         head, but it is too heavy; instead, I curl my body around hers, as if I could will
         her my strength.
      

      
      As it turns out, you can love someone too much.
      

      
      Then, when they leave, your heart goes missing. And no one can survive that great
         a loss.
      

      
      “You’re going to get better,” I say fiercely. “You’re going to a new home in South
         Africa.” But even as I make this promise, I realize it’s one I can’t keep, unless
         I stay there with her. Be careful what you wish for, I think. When I’d walked her to Mpho’s herd, I’d thought I could not live without her … when all along, she was the one who
         could not live without me.
      

      
      I try to feed Lesego, but she is too weak to take any sustenance. And so, it happens
         just after 3:00 A.M. My cheek is pressed against Lesego’s belly. One minute, I can feel life thrumming
         beneath her skin. And the next, it’s gone.
      

      
      In Tswana, there are two ways to say goodbye. Tsamaya sentle means “go well.” Sala sentle means “stay well.” It depends on whether you are the one leaving or the one being
         left behind.
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      Once, I came across an elephant herd grazing near a river. There was a calf that was
         testing its independence, that had wandered off maybe twenty or thirty yards. I was
         certain every female in that herd still knew his whereabouts, as surely as if he were
         emitting a radio signal. Suddenly, a crocodile popped out of the water, its jaws wide,
         its tongue a pink sponge. The calf’s mother could not see this, because she was around
         the river bend. But somehow she knew that calf was in trouble, and she bolted—all
         nine thousand pounds of her—moving faster than an animal a fraction of her size. She
         was at the calf’s side before I could even turn the ignition in my vehicle to try
         to scare off the crocodile. The elephant charged, shoving the baby out of the way
         so that it tumbled like a stone being skipped over the surface of the river. Then
         she grabbed the crocodile by the tail with her trunk, swung it over her head, and
         flung it so that it struck a tree and fell down dead.
      

      
      The calf scrambled beneath the safe haven of his mother.

      
      When you are truly, deeply scared, that’s the only place you want to be.
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      I am there when my mother opens her eyes for the first time, postsurgery. “These drugs,”
         she said. “I’m seeing things.”
      

      
      She looks small, wrapped in the hospital gown, with a bandage binding her chest. Two drains filled with pink fluid hang from the metal rungs of the bed; the tubes
         snake under the gauze. It is strange, seeing her like this, no longer strong or in
         control. But her face, without makeup, is still so beautiful that I find myself pushing
         my hair back from my own face, trying to make myself presentable.
      

      
      “Mom,” I say, reaching for her hand. One finger glows red, pinched by a pulse-ox meter.

      
      “You look like hell,” my mother says, and a laugh fizzes out of me, the carbonation
         of fear.
      

      
      “I could say the same about you,” I tell her.

      
      I’ve been traveling for twenty-eight straight hours. It seems like ages since I marched
         into Grant’s cramped office and told him that I was going home. You can ask me to leave the program, I said, or you can give me a leave of absence.
      

      
      How long? he asked.
      

      
      I don’t know yet. And then I finally said it out loud: My mother is sick.
      

      
      You’re a fixer, Grant mused. You’re also a colossal pain in the ass. The thing is,
            it’s the pains in the ass that change the world.
      

      
      The doctor told me it was a bilateral modified radical mastectomy. He said the tumor
         was large, and had spread to the muscles of the chest wall. After this would come
         more treatment—chemo or radiation—to kill the cancer cells that were still undetected
         and swimming through her bloodstream.
      

      
      My mother is silent for so long that I think she has drifted to sleep again. But when
         I look at her, I realize she is crying—and that it’s something I’ve never seen her
         do. “I thought you wouldn’t come,” she says. “I thought I was getting what I deserved.”
      

      
      I look down at her bandages, at the brown stain of Betadine creeping above the throat
         of the gauze, at the IV in the crook of her arm. “This is not what anyone deserves,” I say.
      

      
      The first Western Union telegram had struck me like lightning. AM SICK. CANCER. COME HOME. XO MOM. It was the first contact I’d had from my mother in two years, with the exception
         of a card that contained a fifty-dollar bill for Christmas and another for my birthday.
         Of course, I had not called her, either; it was easy to fight the urge to call someone
         you thought had no desire to hear from you.
      

      
      Until she had no choice, that is.
      

      
      I think about the shot of tequila I took after reading the telegram, which still did
         not render the words invisible. How I’d driven like a maniac through the bush, with
         the wind in my face and the branches scratching my arms, desperately trying to feel
         anything except guilt.
      

      
      And then I had found Lesego.

      
      I think some part of my brain believed that if I could unread the words, if I could
         pretend that telegram had never arrived, then it would not be true. If I didn’t talk
         about it, it wouldn’t exist. I knew how science worked. If you did not look too closely
         you’d never see the malignant cells. After I got the telegram I did not respond to
         my mother or fly home because then I would have had to admit to myself that this was
         real. That my mother, whose disappointment I had feared and whose love I had chased,
         was not invincible.
      

      
      Maybe it is the jet lag, maybe it is remorse. I press my cheek to the scratchy white
         sheet and sob. I am crying for my mother. I am crying for Lesego. I’m crying for Neo.
         I’m crying for all the things we lose that we cannot get back. “You were right,” I
         confess. “I never should have left Cambridge. I should have stayed at Harvard and
         studied those stupid monkeys and then you wouldn’t have been mad at me for two years.”
      

      
      “You thought I was mad at you?” she said. “I thought you were mad at me. You never called or wrote.”
      

      
      “You never said goodbye,” I blurt out.
      

      
      In the long silence, I feel minuscule, petty.

      
      “I couldn’t go to that airport, Alice,” my mother sighs. “Not because I was angry.
         Because I didn’t trust myself to let you go.”
      

      
      Her hand rises from the bed and comes to rest heavy on my head. She strokes my hair.
         “For someone who knows so much about the brain,” my mother says, “you know absolutely
         nothing about the heart.”
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      In the wild, a mother elephant and her daughter will stay together until one or the
         other dies. But there is one exception: In a year when there are limited resources—a drought,
         say, or a herd that has grown too big to sustain feeding all its members in a given
         area—the matriarch may make the decision to split the group. She will lead some of
         the elephants off in one direction, and her daughter will lead the rest on another
         route. They are still family, but they know that being together will bring about high
         mortality for the herd, that there is a better chance of survival when they aren’t
         competing for the same resources.
      

      
      But things change. When the land blossoms and the rivers run flush again, the mother
         and daughter reunite. It’s a celebration, a fanfare. There is trumpeting, roaring,
         touching, stroking. It’s like they have never been apart.
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      Sometimes, when I sit in my mother’s hospital room, watching her do the spider crawling
         exercises along the wall to build her range of motion—or weeks later, when I drive
         her to her chemo treatments, I look out the window and see Africa. Gone are the dismal
         gray slush of mud season in New England and shivering fingers of the naked trees.
         Instead I picture the sun, squatting wide on the horizon just before it bursts on
         the pinprick of night. I watch the silhouettes of giraffes lope across the clearing,
         and I hear the giddy delight of the hyenas. I feel Lesego bumping up behind me, and
         I listen to the song of Neo’s voice.
      

      
      I had to learn how to be a mother before I realized how lucky I am to be a child.
         And since the doctors don’t know for sure how long that opportunity will last, I only
         let Africa breathe beneath my skin and on the backs of my eyelids. I don’t let myself
         pine for it. One day, I’ll go back. Today is not that day.
      

      
      Today, I will take care of her.

      
      And maybe, in the window boxes, plant marigolds.

      
      THE END

      
      If you enjoyed meeting Alice in Larger Than Life …

      
      You won’t want to miss Jodi Picoult’s new novel, Leaving Time.
      

      
      Coming in hardcover and eBook in October 2014.

      
      For more than a decade, Jenna Metcalf has never stopped thinking about her mother,
         Alice, who mysteriously disappeared in the wake of a tragic accident. Refusing to
         believe that she would have been abandoned as a young child, Jenna searches for her
         mother regularly online and pores over the pages of Alice’s old journals. A scientist
         who studied grief among elephants, Alice wrote mostly of her research among the animals
         she loved, yet Jenna hopes the entries will provide a clue to her mother’s whereabouts.
         As Jenna’s memories dovetail with the events in her mother’s journals, the story races
         to a mesmerizing finish. A deeply moving, gripping, and intelligent page-turner, Leaving Time is Jodi Picoult at the height of her powers.
      

      
      Read on for an excerpt …

      
   
      
      Jenna
      

      
      Some people used to believe that there was an elephant graveyard—a place that sick
         and old elephants would travel to die. They’d slip away from their herds and would
         lumber across the dusty landscape, like the titans we read about in seventh grade
         in Greek Mythology. Legend said the spot was in Saudi Arabia, that it was the source
         of a supernatural force, that it contained a book of spells to bring about world peace.
      

      
      Explorers who went in search of the graveyard would follow dying elephants for weeks,
         only to realize they’d been led in circles. Some of these voyagers disappeared completely.
         Some could not remember what they had seen, and not a single explorer who claimed
         to have found the graveyard could ever locate it again.
      

      
      Here’s why: The elephant graveyard is a myth.

      
      True, researchers have found groups of elephants that died in the same vicinity, many
         over a short period of time. My mother, Alice, would have said there’s a perfectly
         logical reason for a mass burial site: a group of elephants who died all at once due
         to lack of food or water, a slaughter by ivory hunters. It’s even possible that the
         strong winds in Africa could blow a scattering of bones into a concentrated pile.
         Jenna, she would have told me, there’s an explanation for everything you see.
      

      
      There is plenty of information about elephants and death that is not fable but instead
         cold, hard science. My mother would have been able to tell me that, too. We would
         have sat, shoulder to shoulder, beneath the massive oak where Maura liked to shade
         herself, watching the elephant pick up acorns with her trunk and pitch them. My mother
         would rate each toss like an Olympic judge: 8.5 … 7.9. Ooh! A perfect 10.
      

      
      Maybe I would have listened. But maybe, too, I would have just closed my eyes. Maybe
         I would have tried to memorize the smell of bug spray on my mother’s skin, or the
         way she absentmindedly braided my hair, tying it off on the end with a stalk of green
         grass.
      

      
      Maybe the whole time I would have been wishing there really was an elephant graveyard, except not just for elephants. Because then I’d be able to
         find her.
      

      
   
      
      Alice
      

      
      When I was nine—before I grew up and became a scientist—I thought I knew everything,
         or at least I wanted to know everything, and in my mind there was no difference between
         the two. At that age, I was obsessed with animals. I knew that a group of tigers was
         called a streak. I knew that dolphins were carnivores. I knew that giraffes had four
         stomachs and that the leg muscles of a locust were a thousand times more powerful
         than the same weight of human muscle. I knew that white polar bears had black skin
         beneath their fur, and that jellyfish had no brains. I knew all these facts from the
         Time-Life monthly animal fact cards that I had received as a birthday gift from my
         pseudo-stepfather, who had moved out a year ago and now lived in San Francisco with
         his best friend, Frank, whom my mother called the other woman when she thought I wasn’t
         listening.
      

      
      Every month new cards arrived in the mail, and then one day, in October 1977, the
         best card of all arrived: the one about elephants. I cannot tell you why they were
         my favorite animals. Maybe it was my bedroom, with its green shag jungle carpet and
         the wallpaper border of cartoon pachyderms dancing across the walls. Maybe it was
         the fact that the first movie I’d ever seen, as a toddler, was Dumbo. Maybe it was because the silk lining inside my mother’s fur coat, the one she had
         inherited from her own mother, was made from an Indian sari and printed with elephants.
      

      
      From that Time-Life card, I learned the basics about elephants. They were the largest
         land animals on the planet, sometimes weighing more than six tons. They ate three
         to four hundred pounds of food each day. They had the longest pregnancy of any land
         mammal—twenty-two months. They lived in breeding herds, led by a female matriarch,
         often the oldest member of the group. She was the one who decided where the group
         went every day, when they took a rest, where they ate and where they drank. Babies
         were raised and protected by all the female relatives in the herd, and traveled with
         them, but when males were about thirteen years old, they left—sometimes preferring
         to wander on their own and sometimes gathering with other males in a bull group.
      

      
      But those were facts that everyone knew. I, on the other hand, became obsessed and dug a little deeper, trying to find
         out everything I could at the school library and from my teachers and books. So I
         also could tell you that elephants got sunburned, which is why they would toss dirt
         on their backs and roll in the mud. Their closest living relative was the rock hyrax,
         a tiny, furry thing that looked like a guinea pig. I knew that just like a human baby
         sucks its thumb to calm itself down, an elephant calf might sometimes suck its trunk.
         I knew that in 1916, in Erwin, Tennessee, an elephant named Mary was tried and hanged
         for murder.
      

      
      In retrospect I am sure my mother got tired of hearing about elephants. Maybe that
         is why, one Saturday morning, she woke me before the sun came up and told me we were
         going on an adventure. There were no zoos near where we lived in Connecticut, but
         the Forest Park Zoo in Springfield, Massachusetts, had a real, live elephant—and we
         were going to see her.
      

      
      To say I was excited would be an understatement. I peppered my mother with elephant
         jokes for hours:
      

      
      What’s beautiful, gray, and wears glass slippers? Cinderelephant.
      

      
      Why are elephants wrinkled? They don’t fit on the ironing board.
      

      
      How do you get down from an elephant? You don’t. You get down from a goose.
      

      
      Why do elephants have trunks? Because they’d look funny with glove compartments.
      

      
      When we got to the zoo, I raced along the paths until I found myself standing in front
         of Morganetta the elephant.
      

      
      Who looked nothing like what I had imagined.

      
      This was not the majestic animal featured on my Time-Life card, or in the books I
         had studied. For one thing, she was chained to a giant cement block in the center
         of her enclosure, so that she couldn’t walk very far in any direction. There were
         sores on her hind legs from the shackles. She was missing one eye, and she wouldn’t
         look at me with the other. I was just another person who had come to stare at her,
         in her prison.
      

      
      My mother was stunned by her condition, too. She flagged down a zookeeper, who said
         that Morganetta had once been in local parades, and had done stunts like competing
         against undergrads in a tug-o-war at a nearby school, but that she had gotten unpredictable and violent in her old age. She’d lashed out at visitors with her trunk
         if they came too close to her cage. She had broken a caretaker’s wrist.
      

      
      I started to cry.

      
      My mother bundled me back to the car for the four-hour drive home, although we had
         been at the zoo for only ten minutes.
      

      
      “Can’t we help her?” I asked.

      
      This is how, at age nine, I became an elephant advocate. After a trip to the library,
         I sat down at my kitchen table, and I wrote to the mayor of Springfield, Massachusetts,
         asking him to give Morganetta more space, and more freedom.
      

      
      He didn’t just write me back. He sent his response to The Boston Globe, which published it, and then a reporter called to do a story on the nine-year-old
         who had convinced the mayor to move Morganetta into the much larger buffalo enclosure
         at the zoo. I was given a special Concerned Citizen award at my elementary school
         assembly. I was invited back to the zoo for the grand opening to cut the red ribbon
         with the mayor. Flashbulbs went off in my face, blinding me, as Morganetta roamed
         behind us. This time, she looked at me with her good eye. And I knew, I just knew, she was still miserable. The things that had happened to her—the chains and the
         shackles, the cage and the beatings, maybe even the memory of the moment she was taken
         out of Africa—all that was still with her in that buffalo enclosure, and it took up
         all the extra space.
      

      
      For the record, Mayor Dimauro did continue to try to make life better for Morganetta.
         In 1979, after the demise of Forest Park’s resident polar bear, the facility closed
         and Morganetta was moved to the Los Angeles Zoo. Her home there was much bigger. It
         had a pool, and toys, and two older elephants.
      

      
      If I knew back then what I know now, I could have told the mayor that just sticking
         elephants in proximity with others does not mean they will form friendships. Elephants
         are as unique in their personalities as humans are, and just as you would not assume
         that two random humans would become close friends, you should not assume that two
         elephants will bond simply because they are both elephants. Morganetta continued to
         spiral deeper into depression, losing weight and deteriorating. Approximately one
         year after she arrived in L.A., she was found dead in the bottom of the enclosure’s
         pool.
      

      
      The moral of this story is that sometimes, you can attempt to make all the difference in the world, and it still is like trying to stem the tide with a sieve.
      

      
      The moral of this story is that no matter how much we try, no matter how much we want
         it … some stories just don’t have a happy ending.
      

      
   
      
      Jenna
      

      
      When it comes to memory, I’m kind of a pro. I may be only thirteen, but I’ve studied
         it the way other kids my age devour fashion magazines. There’s the kind of memory
         you have about the world, like knowing that stoves are hot and that if you don’t wear
         shoes outside in the winter you’ll get frostbite. There’s the kind you get from your
         senses—that staring at the sun makes you squint and that worms aren’t the best choice
         of meal. There are the dates you can recall from history class and spew back on your
         final exam, because they matter (or so I’m told) in the grand scheme of the universe.
         And there are personal details you remember, like the high spikes on a graph of your
         own life, which matter to nobody but yourself. Last year at school, my science teacher
         let me do a whole independent study on memory. Most of my teachers let me do independent
         studies, because they know I get bored in class and, frankly, I think they’re a little
         scared that I know more than they do and they don’t want to have to admit it.
      

      
      My first memory is white at the edges, like a photo with too bright a flash. My mother
         is holding spun sugar on a cone, cotton candy. She raises her finger to her lips—This is our secret—and then tears off a tiny piece. When she touches it to my lips, the sugar dissolves.
         My tongue curls around her finger and sucks hard. Iswidi, she tells me. Sweet. This is not my bottle; it’s not a taste I know, but it’s a
         good one. Then she leans down and kisses my forehead. Uswidi, she says. Sweetheart.
      

      
      I can’t be more than nine months old.

      
      This is pretty amazing, really, because most kids trace their first memories to somewhere
         between the ages of two and five. That doesn’t mean that babies are little amnesiacs—they
         have memories long before they have language but, weirdly, can’t access them once
         they start talking. Maybe the reason I remember the cotton candy episode is because
         my mother was speaking Xhosa, which isn’t our language but one she picked up when
         she was working on her doctorate in South Africa. Or maybe the reason I have this
         random memory is as a trade-off my brain made—because I can’t remember what I desperately wish I could: details of the night my mother disappeared.
      

      
      My mother was a scientist, and for a span of time, she even studied memory. It was
         part of her work on post-traumatic stress and elephants. You know the old adage that
         elephants never forget? Well, it’s fact. I could give you all my mother’s data, if
         you want the proof. I’ve practically got it memorized, no pun intended. Her official
         published findings were that memory is linked to strong emotion, and that negative
         moments are like scribbling with permanent marker on the wall of the brain. But there’s
         a fine line between a negative moment and a traumatic one. Negative moments get remembered.
         Traumatic ones get forgotten, or so warped that they are unrecognizable, or else they
         turn into the big, bleak, white nothing I get in my head when I try to focus on that night.
      

      
      Here’s what I know:

      
      
         
         1.    I was three.

         
         2.    My mother was found on the sanctuary property, unconscious, about a mile south
            of a dead body. This was in the police reports. She was taken to the hospital.
         

         
         3.    I am not mentioned in the police reports. Afterward, my grandmother took me
            to stay at her place, because my father was frantically dealing with a dead elephant
            caregiver and a wife who had been knocked out cold.
         

         
         4.    Sometime before dawn, my mother regained consciousness and vanished from the
            hospital without any staff seeing her go.
         

         
         5.    I never saw her again.

         
      

      
      Sometimes I think of my life as two train cars hitched together at the moment of my
         mom’s disappearance—but when I try to see how they connect there’s a jarring on the
         track that jerks my head back around. I know that I used to be a girl whose hair was
         strawberry blond, who ran around like a wild thing while my mother took endless notes
         about the elephants. Now I’m a kid who is too serious for her age and too smart for
         her own good. And yet as impressive as I am with scientific statistics, I fail miserably
         when it comes to real-life facts, like knowing that Wanelo is a website and not a
         hot new band. If eighth grade is a microcosm of the social hierarchy of the human
         adolescent (and to my mother, it certainly would have been), then reciting fifty named elephant herds in
         the Tuli Block of Botswana cannot compete with identifying all the members of One
         Direction.
      

      
      It’s not like I don’t fit in at school because I’m the only kid without a mother.
         There are lots of kids missing parents, or kids who don’t talk about their parents,
         or kids whose parents are now living with new spouses and new kids. Still, I don’t
         really have friends at school. I sit at the lunch table on the far end, eating whatever
         my grandmother’s packed me, while the cool girls—who, I swear to God, call themselves
         the Icicles—chatter about how they are going to grow up and work for OPI and make
         up nail-polish color names based on famous movies: Magent-lemen Prefer Blondes; A
         Fuchsia Good Men. Maybe I’ve tried to join the conversation once or twice, but when
         I do, they usually look at me as if they’ve smelled something bad coming from my direction,
         their little button noses wrinkled, and then go back to whatever they were talking
         about. I can’t say I’m devastated by the way I’m ignored. I guess I have more important
         things on my mind.
      

      
      The memories on the other side of my mother’s disappearance are just as spotty. I
         can tell you about my new bedroom at my grandma’s place, which had a big-girl bed—my
         first. There was a little woven basket on the nightstand, which was inexplicably filled
         with pink packets of Sweet’N Low, although there was no coffeemaker around. Every
         night, even before I could count, I’d peek inside to make sure they were still there.
         I still do.
      

      
      I can tell you about visiting my father, at the beginning. The halls at Hartwick House
         smelled like ammonia and pee, and even when my grandma urged me to talk to him and
         I climbed up on the bed, shivering at the thought of being so close to someone I recognized
         and didn’t know at all, he didn’t speak or move. I can describe how tears leaked out
         of his eyes as if it was a natural and expected phenomenon, the way a cold can of
         soda sweats on a summer day.
      

      
      I remember the nightmares I had, which weren’t really nightmares but just me being
         awakened from a dead sleep by Maura’s loud trumpeting. Even after my grandma came
         running into my room and explained to me that the matriarch elephant lived hundreds
         of miles away now, in a new sanctuary in Tennessee, I had this nagging sense that
         Maura was trying to tell me something, and that if I only spoke her language as well
         as my mother had, I’d understand.
      

      
      All I have left of my mother is her research. I pore over her journals, because I
         know one day the words will rearrange themselves on a page and point me toward her.
         She taught me, even in absentia, that all good science starts with a hypothesis, which
         is just a hunch dressed up in fancy vocabulary. And my hunch is this: She would never
         have left me behind, not willingly.
      

      
      If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to prove it.
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