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Dedication

This is dedicated to the many wonderful people I have met in the streets during my twelve-year journey. Your perseverance and dedication to your companions is unmatched.

No one will ever touch you so lightly they won’t leave a trace.

—Anonymous
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Introduction

The sun was bright overhead as my fiancée, Amber, and I walked along Mission Beach. But then again, the sun was almost always bright—this was San Diego. We lived up in the hills and hadn’t yet been to Mission Beach together. We wanted to do something special to mark our engagement, just the two of us, and a walk along the beach and lunch out felt celebratory.

Behind us, kids screamed from the roller coaster at the beach’s amusement park. On the sand in front of us, surfers got their boards ready. Bodybuilders cruised around the boardwalk to see how much attention they could attract. Tourists and locals alike set up beach chairs and took selfies. Homeless teens, men, and women hung out closer to the boardwalk than the surf, but not in groups. I knew they didn’t want to attract the notice of authorities who might kick them out. They hadn’t set up tents or anything—that wasn’t allowed on Mission Beach. But some held signs asking for money, most had their belongings all bundled beside them, and they looked at once aimless and completely at home.

As we passed a concrete wall along one section of the boardwalk, Amber said something about the place where we were going to have lunch, but I wasn’t really listening. I’d been overcome by a strong wave of déjà vu. I remembered everything about that spot—the smells of fried fish and sweet ice cream, the amusement park screams and the sound of the surf, the sun beating down. Amber had no idea, but we’d just passed the spot where, nearly twenty-five years before, I had sat against that wall, staring at the ocean waves, and seriously contemplated taking my life.

I’d been in my late twenties at the time, a new veterinarian seemingly living my dream: residing in sunny San Diego; getting to work with animals all day at my dream job; finally, finally out of school. But something had gone very wrong since my first week of vet school, when I’d felt baffled to learn about a graduating senior who’d killed himself—why would someone do that when they were so close to such a massive achievement? The day I sat against that wall, I thought I knew. I thought that graduating senior might just have been on to something.

I’ve often wondered about the particular makeup of those who go into veterinary medicine. We tend to be highly sensitive, which is probably what attracted us to working with animals in the first place. And yet the field itself is grueling and often heartbreaking. Sensitive people aren’t wired for tasks like putting an animal to sleep because its owner can’t afford to pay for the treatment it needs. Sensitive people aren’t wired to treat animals that have been severely neglected. Sensitive people aren’t always cut out for the hard-edged business side of the industry: the student debt, the workplace churn, the necessity of putting a beloved pet to sleep and comforting the owner one minute, then the next minute greeting another owner with a new puppy, as if nothing has just happened. And yet those are tasks we have to do all the time.

It wasn’t just the strains of the job that led me to contemplate suicide that day, though. It was a confluence of stressors—professional, yes, but also financial, medical, and emotional. But as I’d stared at the ocean, I knew I had one of two choices: I could slam a bunch of pills I had in my pocket and walk myself into the waves, or I could walk myself to a hospital. I chose the hospital.

Twelve years later, I’d had another memorable encounter in almost exactly the same spot. I’d been in my forties, and Mission Beach had become one of my regular spots to do my “street work,” my informal practice of treating animals of the homeless. I was walking around with Genesis, the vet tech who assisted me, when we met Don and his blind dachshund, Loca. Don had had a rough go from the moment he’d been diagnosed with cancer. Medical expenses and some financial mistakes caused him to lose his home, and he and Loca had been on the streets ever since. He was still pretty sick when I encountered him that day. He had lost not just his home, but his boat and his livelihood. He didn’t talk about family, and I’m not sure he had any friends. But he wasn’t staring out at the waves wondering whether to end it all. He never would, because Loca needed him. Everything he did, every decision he made, was for that dog. She was his world, and he was hers.

I’ve heard similar stories in the years I’ve been involved in helping the homeless—stories of people who have lost everything but their animal, people who have been ignored, derided, and who have made their share of mistakes, whether they be financial, chemical, or interpersonal. Again and again I’ve heard of people living for the sake of their animal, how their animal has helped them heal. But there was something about Don and his blind pup that stayed with me more than all the others. Something memorable about the steely look in Don’s eye that said, It’s hard, but we’re survivors.

Loca saved Don. And helping animals like Loca, and people like Don, would end up saving me.





Chapter 1

Endless Rows of Cages

I just had time to close my office door before the room started spinning. I’d become familiar with what panic attacks felt like, and I had sensed one coming on moments ago while I was in the lobby surrounded by my staff. Thankfully, I made it to my office before any of them had seen. Sit. Breathe. I felt for my desk chair, slumped down, and put my head in my hands. It’s okay. You’re okay. I looked down at the scuffed linoleum floor, trying to get my eyes to focus on its many cracks and stains. The door did little to muffle the din of the shelter. The dogs barking and crying. The cats howling. The brisk, commanding voice of my right-hand vet tech, Paisley, barking orders to the other techs. Breathe. Focus. Calm.

It wasn’t my first panic attack at the shelter. Nor was it surprising, as it had been a day, and it was only 10 a.m. Mornings were always the worst. Some people start their workday with coffee and company-wide meetings. I started my workday by touring the kennels and deciding which animals had to be euthanized. So many animals. I had more than four hundred in my care at any given time. Each morning I’d go on my rounds, Paisley beside me with a clipboard, and assess where we were. How many animals had come in, how many could we save? That morning, my rounds had been brutal. I’d had to put seventy animals—many of them healthy—on the “PTS,” or “put to sleep” list.

I knew what the public around our clinic thought of us. The Stanislaus County Animal Shelter was thirty-five years old but could have been one hundred. It looked like an old, creepy sanitarium, smelled like sewage, and had one of the highest euthanasia rates in the entire country. The paint was worn and the concrete cracked. There were few windows, and it was enclosed in old barbed-wire fence, like a prison. We were a death house, and I was the death dealer in chief. Animal lovers made villains of us and gave their donations to “no kill” shelters. What they didn’t know is that those shelters had options we didn’t have. They could take in the animals they knew for certain they could adopt out. They’d never take the three-legged pit bull that had been dropped on our doorstep, because they didn’t have to. They didn’t have to take the litters and litters of kittens that needed to be bottle-fed. They didn’t have to take the mutt who’d been hit by a car in the middle of the night and picked up by animal control, or the elderly cat infested with fleas. The Stanislaus County Animal Shelter was the last stop, the last hope for animals that had nowhere else to go. We saved some of them—there were great victories, homes found and animals given second chances. But we saved far fewer than I wanted to.

Euthanizing animals had not been part of my vision when I decided to become a veterinarian. I wanted to save them, to heal them. One of my strongest childhood memories was of seeing an injured dog on the drive to school when I was seven. It was more than forty years ago, but I can still see that dog in my mind. With the expertise I now have, I can say it was a golden retriever, maybe a year and a half old, and about fifty-five pounds, likely female. The dog was running from yard to yard, and I could see that there was something wrong with her ear—it looked like half of it had been torn off, and it was bleeding.

“Stop the car!” I yelled to my mom from the backseat. “That dog’s hurt.”

“It’s okay, Kwane,” my mom said. “You’re going to be late for school. I’m sure the dog is just going home.”

“But Mom—”

“I’ll look for her after I drop you off, okay?” she said. My mom was a huge animal lover, so I was somewhat reassured.

When she picked me up that afternoon, I didn’t say hello before I asked if she’d found the dog.

“No,” she said. “I’m sorry, honey.”

All that evening, I worried about the dog. She was hurt—what if she didn’t find her family before it got dark? What if she was in pain? What if she was scared? I remember going to bed that night with an unsettled feeling. How could I be safe and warm in my bedroom when she was out there, lost? We had to find that dog. We had to find that dog and help her.

The next day on the way to and from school, I kept my eyes peeled for the flash of golden fur but didn’t see anything. I couldn’t imagine another night of not knowing if she was okay, so I went back to where I’d last seen her to look for her on my own. And sure enough, after wandering the neighborhood for what felt like hours I saw her, again running through different yards along the side of the street.

“Here, pup!” I called, but the dog ran from me. I chased her through several yards, and finally got within about twenty feet of her. I could see her ear better now. It had turned black and crusty.

“C’mon, pup,” I said in a voice that I hoped sounded calm and reassuring. “Come here, pup.” She stopped running but wouldn’t let me get any closer. I crouched down and extended a hand, hoping she’d come for it. She stared at me, measuring me up with her questioning, deep brown eyes. I tried to look as harmless as possible, but she wouldn’t come any closer. Why hadn’t I thought to bring any snacks?

I don’t know if I flinched, or shifted my weight too quickly, but something I did set her off running again. She was out of my sight within seconds.

I went home defeated. My mom tried to make me feel better, and promised me she’d drive the streets with me the next day after school to look for the dog. She kept her promise, and we searched and searched the next day, but no dog. My mom sighed and told me what I can now see was a white lie. “Kwane,” she said, her voice kind, “I’m sure she has an owner—they’ve found her by now. That’s why we haven’t seen her.”

I believed her enough to let it go, or at least not to hold on as tightly. I didn’t beg her to drive the streets around school every day anymore. And after a few weeks, I didn’t look for flashes of golden fur. But my mind kept going over the afternoon I’d gotten so close to her. Could I have done something differently? Would she have come to me if I had? What if I’d had treats with me? What if I hadn’t flinched? Could I have saved her? I vowed that I’d never have an encounter like that again, where I felt so powerless. If I saw a dog that was hurting, I’d do anything I could to help it.

Not long afterward, my mom took me to see The Black Stallion, and I was transfixed. It did for me what Star Wars had done for so many of my friends, but instead of obsessing over the Millennium Falcon racing through space, I was made speechless by images of a black horse racing through the night. As soon as the lights came up at the end of that movie, I announced to my mom that I was going to be a veterinarian.

From that day forward, I never wavered. I was a track star of sorts in high school, and given that my dad had played for the NFL, and given that I am six-three and an athletically built Black man, others looked at me and categorized me as “athlete.” Once a track coach from another team asked me, “So what do you wanna do when you get older?” And I said, “I’m going to be a veterinarian.” He chuckled and said, “I’ve never met a Black veterinarian before.”

“Well, then I’m going to be the first one you know,” I shot back. Notably, this coach was Black himself.

“I just think you’re a great athlete,” he continued. “Don’t give that up.”

It was the typical “Blacks do sports” trope. Looking back, I actually feel sorry for the guy. He couldn’t fathom a young Black kid growing up and becoming a veterinarian. He himself would never have been offered the chance.

I took his doubt as a challenge. All throughout college at the University of New Mexico, when career advisers and curious professors asked my intentions, it was always the same. I was going to be a vet, and I was going to heal animals. I was accepted into Colorado State’s veterinary school, where sure enough, I was one of only two Black students in the entire school.

I was ready. On the first day of orientation, I picked up my welcome packet and badge, and took the dean’s invitation to all of us first years to walk around the facilities and become familiar with our new home. I wandered into the anatomy lab, a cafeteria-sized room with rows of stainless-steel surgical tables. The room had a cold feel with a strong formaldehyde odor. In the far corner I saw a walk-in refrigeration unit, the door cracked as a dispassionate worker in rubber boots sprayed the floor. Behind him I caught a glimpse of large hanging carcasses: a horse, a cow, a sheep, maybe a llama.

Various organs sat in jars around the outer edge of the room. I came to a skull, just small enough to rest in the palm of my hand, perched on a shelf. I was certain it was the head of a cat, and turned it this way and that, taking it all in. Another wandering student headed in my direction. “Do you know what this is?” I asked, holding up the skull. She casually pointed her index finger to the wall where a marker read: SKULL OF 5 YEAR OLD GREYHOUND. I set it back on the shelf, embarrassed. “Wow,” I murmured to myself. “I don’t know a damn thing.” I was terrified and absolutely elated. This was where I was meant to be, and this day marked the beginning of what I was destined to do.

And now here I was, more than a decade later and well into my career as a veterinarian, mired in a den of barking dogs and endless rows of cages. Charles Darwin once wrote, “Love for all living creatures is the most noble attribute of man,” but I was so far removed from that vet student I’d once been that I wasn’t sure what love had to do with any of it.

The office around me had come back into focus, and my breathing had steadied. But I felt shaky, not at all ready to go back out to the main shelter and be the leader my staff needed me to be. Though I was in a dark place that morning, the banter among the all-female staff outside my office door was going strong. They went about their work and I could hear one say, “Where did Doc Stewy go?” They’d adopted the nickname for me for god-knows-why. But I accepted it with reasonably good humor, the same way I accepted their teasing me about my love life. The fact of the matter was, they knew when it was time to be serious, and it was important to keep things light when we could. I’d seen them lose their composure plenty of times. I could count on Bette—a vet tech and a new mom struggling with some postpartum depression—to cry a couple of times a week, at least. Paisley was made of different stuff, and while she wasn’t the sort to break down, I also felt an unspoken pact between us: I’ll be a rock if you’ll be a rock. I especially wouldn’t let her see me lose my cool. I’d take a walk instead.

I took a final steadying breath and threw open my office door. “Heading out for a few,” I said loudly, without making eye contact with anyone. I opened the main doors to the shelter and walked out onto Hacket Road. The heat hit me like a punch, as it always did when I left the air-conditioning. I’d lived in plenty of warm places—New Mexico, Texas, Southern California—but there was nothing like the dry desert heat of Modesto. So much for getting a breath of fresh air. Modesto was in California’s Central Valley, a rural farming area, and was no Disneyland. Though it had some really nice attributes—such as the endless orchards I loved to run through—the town was mostly composed of strip malls. It was hit hard by the recession, and had high illiteracy and unemployment rates. To boot, it had earned the dubious distinction of being #1 in car theft in America. I missed San Diego, where I’d lived and worked before moving to Modesto, every single day.

How the hell did you get here, Kwane? And where the hell are you going?

The first question I knew the answer to, of course. My ex-wife was from Modesto and moved home after our divorce, taking our son, Kamon, with her. I wanted to be closer to him—he was just a baby when we split up, and growing so fast that even a couple of weeks away meant huge milestones missed. I’d tried living in San Jose and Carmel, both within a couple of hours of Modesto, but with unfulfilling work options. I’d tried commuting back and forth from Los Angeles and San Diego to Modesto, but the endless drives along much of the length of California got to be too much, and even with all the travel I didn’t get to see Kamon as much as I wanted to.

It was when traveling to see Kamon that I’d come across the shelter. One afternoon while Kamon and I were out, my Doberman Belle managed to escape from the yard where I was staying and got hit by a car. She was taken to the Stanislaus County Animal Shelter, and after scanning her microchip, an employee called me to come in and retrieve her. Because I was a veterinarian, they asked if I wanted to go into the back and treat Belle, who had a fractured front leg, myself. To my amazement, the shelter did not have an in-house vet but the staff had done all they could to stabilize her. As I walked through the shelter, the curtain was pulled back and revealed a shocking scene. Dozens of poor animals were crammed into single cages, one after the other, and the decibel level was earsplitting. When I got to Belle I could tell immediately she was in pain and hadn’t received proper care. I was so glad to get her out of there and get her home to treat her myself.

I didn’t blame the staff; they were clearly doing the best they could with the resources they had. After I explained my current living situation to them, the director of the shelter practically begged me to come and run the place. I’d had years of experience in small clinics and was at one time the chief medical officer of the corporate chain Vetco, overseeing six hospitals and fifty vaccine clinics. Running a shelter was a whole other animal, though, pun intended, and definitely not my area of expertise. I turned her down but offered to help out with surgeries whenever I was in town. But in the ensuing weeks, I kept thinking about the possibility. I wanted to be closer to Kamon. I knew I could really help the shelter out. I needed to make a change, so took the job.

They’d been without a vet for two and a half years, and I’d never done anything like this in my life, so when I arrived my learning curve was steep. There were two big shocks right off the bat. One was working in a government position, which was totally new. There were so many rules and regulations I had to memorize. The other was the sound—constant dogfights I can only compare to the prison riots on Oz—and the smell—sewage, rust, mildew, and wet animal—which can only be described as a violent punch in the nose. There were animals rolling in their own feces, sickly cats screeching, and dogs barking incessantly. The inmates were definitely running the asylum.

Caring for a large group of animals was a specialty in and of itself. I pored through texts, studies, and research to get up to speed. I set my own agenda and dove in. As cardboard boxes of kittens and canines were dumped on our doorstep, I performed as many spays and neuters as possible, up to twenty-five a day. I cared for hundreds of animals on site, and in my free time wrote new policies and procedures designed to decrease euthanasia and spike adoptions. Still, each morning I had to walk from kennel to kennel and, after a quick inspection, give the order to write the acronym on their ID cards that sentenced these unwanted animals to death.

I’d gone into survival mode and hardened my emotions to stay objective and focused, but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that God was keeping track of how many animals I put down versus how many I saved. I was well aware of my unbalanced scorecard; I knew it was almost impossible to flip it, and it crushed me.

Only a couple years into the shelter job I was already feeling burned out, physically and emotionally, and had to drag myself into the office, despondent about my work and my life. I remembered my first furry shelter patient so vividly, Jasper, an affectionate green-eyed tabby given up after his owner’s home foreclosed. But as time went on, there were too many to remember. Too many without names or histories. Too many that had never felt the touch of a compassionate owner, never felt safe, had never been treated kindly.

There was so much happening beneath the surface, so much trauma, in shelter work—for the animals and the staff. Personally, I was suffering from severe compassion fatigue, and eventually my hard shell cracked into a million pieces. The panic attacks like the one I’d had that morning now came closer and closer together.

As I walked along Hacket Road, an industrial road with gas stations and a small airport, I thought about just getting into my car and leaving. I didn’t ever have to go back in there. I could get a job with a vet hospital in town, or go back to San Diego and try commuting again. I probably had that same thought on a loop almost every day, and this day was no different.

Except, somehow, it was. I still had something to offer this place—I still thought I might be able to make it better, and I hadn’t yet. I was too competitive to quit, though I wasn’t sure who exactly I was competing against. I did know that if I left, Paisley, Bette, and the rest of the staff would be right back where they’d been the day Belle was brought in. No vet on staff, too many animals, no one who would dare stay long enough to see these huge problems through to actionable next steps and true solutions. It would feel like I’d abandoned them, like I’d abandoned the animals. I couldn’t live with that. I just had to figure out how to stay while preserving my sanity. I had to find my way back to my life’s purpose and calling. I had to find the love again, somehow.

* * *

The next day started just like the one before.

“Let’s do this, Doc Stewy,” Paisley said when I got in. She was ready with her clipboard and her resolve.

I sighed. “Another day, another dolla,” I said.

“Oh, are you giving me a raise, then?”

“Sure, you know how deep these government pockets are. You’re gonna be able to buy that yacht soon.”

We walked the kennels and I started robotically giving the order to kill or not to kill—“Yes, no, no, no, no, yes, no.” When we were about halfway through, I came upon a preemie Siamese kitten crouched in the dark back corner of her cage. She could fit in the palm of my hand and weighed less than a set of keys. Her mouth was covered in mucus and her eyes were so crusted with thick discharge I couldn’t peel them open. She had clearly been starved for days and she was suffering. I immediately gave the order to euthanize her. I started to move to my right to the next cage, when out of the corner of my eye, I suddenly saw the kitten crawl blindly toward her food dish and start eating. The food dish that had been sitting there untouched since she arrived six hours earlier. It was a remarkable act. Most cats, when they are that sick and can’t smell their food, won’t go near it. There was something in this cat that wanted to survive.

That was the moment everything started to come together for me. I couldn’t bring an emotional life into work—it was too painful, too exhausting. It’s not like I’m the first veterinarian or even human being to feel this way. It’s like when you read the paper or watch the news, but by the third page or first commercial you’re numb. Refugees, mass death and illness, natural disasters—at some point you just need to turn it off, because it’s too damn much. What’s the good of caring? you think. It’s hopeless anyway, and what can I do?

But there was a tiny life before me, and no, I couldn’t save them all, but maybe I could save this one. Maybe it wasn’t so simple as turning the spigot of suffering to full blast, or turning it off completely. Maybe I was inching closer to the answer I needed to survive in this work. “This is a fighter,” I told Paisley. She looked at me and nodded. I paused. “Okay, don’t do that one.”

That night, though it was completely against my usual policy, I took the kitten home. I was worried she might be blind—her eyes were practically glued shut—so I gently massaged and held warm compresses on them. Not long after, her eyes finally popped open and pus ran out. I cleaned it up and put in some eye drops. When the infection had finally calmed enough for me to see her eyes clearly, they were swollen and blazing red. She had deep ulcers on her cornea and I thought her vision would never be normal. But within a week, the redness and cloudiness disappeared.

Kamon insisted on seeing her the second he came over. He held her and snuggled her and laughed his hilarious preschooler’s laugh.

“Don’t get attached,” I told him. “She might not make it through this illness.”

“She will,” he said. He was obsessed, much like I’d been with the golden retriever when I was a few years older than him. And now I was in my mom’s shoes.

“Well, even if she does, she needs to go back to the shelter,” I warned.

“Okay, Daddy,” he said, but even as he agreed I knew he wouldn’t be okay with letting her go. I wasn’t sure I would be, either.

Still, we had variations of this conversation every week as I nursed the kitten back to health. And each day, I grew more and more attached to her myself. Truth be told, I am not a cat person. Just like any other pet owner, vets have their favorites, too. Mine were big dogs. Plus, I’d never fostered any animals because I had created a strict rule about separating work and home life. At the shelter, when good Samaritans fostered animals, they’d often call us after a few weeks and say, “Actually, we’ve decided to keep him.” My staff and I were always thrilled, and grateful, and when we hung up the phone we’d sing out, “Suckers!” with delight. I appreciated these suckers, but I was determined not to be one myself. I had too many animals to care for as it was.

But the kitten and I had formed that unexplainable bond between animal and human. Maybe I needed to let myself be a bit of a sucker. I’d cradled her in my arms as I held warm compresses on her eyes. I was there when her eyes finally opened for the first time. I felt her first purr vibrate on my chest.

After a month, she was finally big and healthy enough to be returned to the shelter and adopted. When I gathered her things together, Kamon started to cry.

“This was the plan all along,” I explained to no avail and more tears.

“But I love her,” he said.

“Are you going to take care of her?” I asked, already knowing that I had absolutely no resolve left.

“Yes. I’ll take care of her,” Kamon insisted.

Inside I was smiling. “Fine, we’ll keep her.”

“Let’s name her Sushi!” he said. My favorite food.

Sushi became my cat, big and beautiful and brave. Every day this cat survived, every day she defied the odds, our bond grew. I gave her the unconditional love she deserved and she returned the favor. She cried for me in my absence and loved to perch on my shoulders first thing in the morning as I got ready for work. She was a true testament to survival. But also not really unique. What she taught me was that every pet that passed through our shelter was special. I couldn’t save them all, but I couldn’t make them faceless, either. It was okay to see them. I was loving them the best way I could.

Saving Sushi changed me profoundly and charged me with a new responsibility—to find as many opportunities as I could to be not a death dealer, but a healer. Once while she lay draped around my neck, soon after I had claimed her as my own, I whispered quietly to her, “Every animal I can save, I will.” I had no idea of the journey this vow would take me on.





Chapter 2

A Few Bucks, a Few Minutes

The act of bullying was an art form when I was growing up in the ’70s. It hadn’t yet entered the popular psyche that maybe parents, teachers, and other kids should intervene when someone was getting picked on, so playgrounds were a free-for-all. Insults were strategically designed to hit where you were weakest, and adults didn’t take much notice if a crowd of larger, more popular and self-assured kids gathered around one who looked different from all the others. They didn’t realize, or didn’t care, that kids can be ruthless.

I was the kid who looked different from all the others. My dad was Black, my mom white, and there weren’t a lot of biracial kids in our small town in south Texas called, ironically, Brownsville. The town is close to the Mexican border, so there were plenty of Hispanic kids, but they all hung out together. I was in a social class no one understood, which made me an easy target. In second grade, I was the favorite of a group of boys in my class who hounded me mercilessly, calling me “zebra.” To my seven-year-old brain, it seemed like everything was working against me—the fact that I was biracial, the fact that I was skinny as hell, and that I was weird-looking. Add to that that my first name—Shannon—was a common name for a girl, and it felt like I was set up to fail.

“Are you Black or are you white?” asked one of my tormentors on the playground one day.

“Yeah, and are you a boy or are you a girl? What boy is called Shannon?” piped in another.

I held it together at school, usually. I’d come home, though, and bury my face in the fur of our Siamese mix cat, Miti. Her purr calmed me, and the way she nuzzled me made me feel loved, like she was happy to see me. One afternoon my dad—a football coach at the high school—asked what was wrong. “I hate my name,” I said. “Everyone teases me. They tease me for everything.”

Later that night he told my mom, “Sandy, Shannon’s going away. We’re going to start calling him by his middle name.” I’ve been called Kwane ever since.

The bullying did not magically stop with the name change, unsurprisingly. Nor did it stop when we moved to Albuquerque, where I was still one of the few biracial kids in class and still called “zebra.” By middle school, I learned to talk back and talk shit. My mouth had learned to retaliate even if the rest of me hadn’t. That didn’t help things much, and those were the years I got beaten up the most. I vowed that one day, when I was bigger, I would get even.

By the time I got to high school, the overt bullying slowed, but something just as dark replaced it. I was often ignored
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