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PROLOGUE


You better watch yourself,” the strange voice said. “Stay out of places you don’t belong, or you might find yourself … strung up.”


The computerized voice shattered the peaceful silence of my darkened living room. Alert, I sat up, realizing that my life had just veered in a dangerous, unexpected direction. The frozen screen on my television emitted a haunting glow, while outside, a raging storm paled in comparison to the one brewing within.


The unknown number rang through to voicemail, dismissed as yet another sales call. Turns out, I was wrong. I took a deep breath to steady myself before listening to the message again.


Strung up? What the fuck does that mean? I wondered if the caller meant to say ‘strung out,’ as in relapsed since I was sixteen years sober, or ‘strung up’ as in hanging from a tree. I supposed the intent mattered little when the consequence of either was the same.


My hands trembled as I dialed the police, and the dark night closed in. I struggled with the idea that my work at the zoo was related to the threat, even though I’d been warned to keep my head down. I was told that some of the people there could be volatile. Unfortunately, the advice I was given lacked specifics.


An officer arrived and listened to the message, but due to its ambiguity, there was little he could do. His kind eyes were laced with concern. After he asked me a series of questions, I shared a recent, strange encounter I’d had with one of the elephant keepers. Though peculiar, neither of us considered it serious enough to warrant a threat.


The officer stepped outside to look around, and I watched him disappear into a swirling cloud of rain. He returned a few minutes later.


“Your apartment is awfully exposed here. It wouldn’t be difficult for someone to monitor you from anywhere in the vicinity. Perhaps you should think about moving somewhere safer,” he said.


I told him I would consider it, as water from his jacket collected in shimmering pools at his feet. Before he left, he scribbled a note and handed me a wet piece of paper.


“This is a friend of mine. Why don’t you call her in the morning. If you think this could involve the zoo, she might be worth talking to.”


And then he was gone. I paced across my living room, wondering how the name in my hand could help. I set the note on my table to dry without smudging further. Perhaps this was all a sick joke or maybe someone dialed the wrong number.


Of course, I’d heard of people who worked around elephants that had faced similar threats, but I was careful. I followed the advice of my peers and kept my head down. In the fall of 2012, I transferred to Portland State University to finish my bachelor’s degree. It was there that a fellow researcher asked me to join him in the most extensive study on captive elephant welfare ever conducted in the United States. I jumped at the chance to use my research skills, grateful that it was only temporary. Working in a zoo wasn’t something I intended to do for long.


I had always considered the possibility of future threats, but receiving one now, without knowing why, was both confusing and terrifying. I wondered how I’d made such a deadly mistake.


My mind wandered back to Kenya. What would David do? He had received numerous threats over the course of his life from both the poachers he hunted and from those wanting to sell their precious ivory. Memories of his past emerged as I searched for inspiration or a clue.


David Sheldrick was a pioneer as the first game warden of Tsavo, the largest national park in Kenya. He and his wife Daphne tirelessly rescued the youngest victims of the poaching plague in the 1950s: orphaned baby elephants that never would have survived without their help. They were also at the forefront of elephant research, in a unique position to study them like no one ever had. And the discoveries they made were astonishing.


They realized how every member of their makeshift herd relied on each other emotionally for their survival, something never observed before. Bull elephants formed strong, lifelong bonds with each other, challenging the prior belief that they lived a solitary existence. The Sheldricks sensed they were using a silent form of communication long before the scientific community identified it as infrasound. These low-frequency sound waves, below the threshold of human hearing, are vital to how they relay information.


When I was eight years old, I began documenting the life history of every elephant the Sheldricks’ rescued (and there were hundreds). But it all began with one: Eleanor. She was the first elephant I ever met—not in person, of course—we were far too poor to travel to Kenya from our rural home in Oregon. Initially, I was introduced to her in a documentary, and later, I explored her story through books, films, and research papers.


I’d witnessed Eleanor’s profound grief when she lost an orphan too far gone to save, and her elation when another, deemed hopeless by everyone else, made an unexpected recovery due her unwavering dedication. It reminded me of the way recovering alcoholics worked with each other, how we too showed up on death’s doorstep and were brought back to life by the survivors.


Eleanor transformed the idea of what elephants were capable of and played a crucial role in the Sheldricks’ operation. Soon they couldn’t imagine saving any baby elephants without her. Fortunately, for the next three decades, they didn’t have to. Just when they thought she would never return to the wild, Eleanor surprised everyone by doing exactly that. There she gave birth to three wild-born calves of her own and, apart from a few visits to introduce them to Daphne and her former keepers, remained free of all human contact for the rest of her life.


Elephant poaching spread across the country David loved, and it was there that he made his final stand, departing too soon and too young. He succumbed to a fatal heart attack at fifty-seven, just as his efforts showed the first signs of success, turning former poachers into the elephants’ most ardent protectors. Daphne and her daughters carried on his work by founding the David Sheldrick Wildlife Trust in 1977, ensuring the lasting impact of his legacy.


Inspired by figures like David, as well as women scientists and conservationists, I took a leap of faith at thirty-five. I gave up everything to pursue my own dream of sharing the stories of wild elephants like Eleanor and the discoveries being made about them. Deep down, I knew that a science degree would put me in the best position to help, but I had never learned math. It took several years longer than the average person to become the scientist of my dreams, but at forty-one, I finally achieved that goal.


Lightning flashed, illuminating my apartment. One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three-one-thousand—thunder. David and Daphne had faced worse storms, but it was the elephants who showed unparalleled bravery. When confronted with an imminent threat—guns pointed directly at them or their loved ones—they charged, protected, and defended each other in displays so shocking, so courageous, they brought grown men to their knees.


That evening, as I lay in bed, I reflected on their remarkable character. If they could confront the dangers they faced, then so could I. It was a mantra I’d recited for most of my life.


Another sheet of lightning lit up my room, followed by an immediate thunderous boom. Nightmares visited often, and I already knew the moment I closed my eyes, they would not forgive this opportunity.


The next morning, still jittery from the night before, I picked up the wrinkled piece of paper from the table where I’d left it. The rain was nothing more than a calm, wistful pitter-patter, and I hoped it was a sign. I dialed the number, and a secretary answered announcing the name of a law firm, which caught me off guard. Why would the officer refer me to an attorney?


Intrigued, I asked to speak to the person whose smudged name was barely legible. She picked up on the first ring. After I explained the reason for my call, we talked about my work on the research project and the strange behavior of the elephant keeper, but nothing seemed to raise any red flags, at least not to the level of being threatened.


“Is there anything else unusual or out of the ordinary that happened at the zoo?” she asked.


I thought about it for a moment before I remembered something. A few days earlier, I’d witnessed a heated discussion between two men in the back of the elephant barn. I recognized one as the zoo director, but the other was a stranger. They noticed me, and although I was behind a solid piece of glass and unable to hear what they said, the strange man’s piercing look left an impression. At the time, I found it disturbing and out of proportion regarding the situation. I mentioned it to the lawyer, though it felt trivial, as if I were reading too much into it. But as soon as I provided a physical description of that man, her quiet demeanor suddenly shifted.


“Debbie, we have to stop this conversation now. Anything else we say has to be in person. Do you understand? I will text you with an address. And bring five dollars.”


I automatically gave her my number. “I don’t get it. What—what just happened?”


“Not. One. More. Word. Just meet me at the location I send you.”


And then the line went dead. Somehow, I had indeed crossed paths with danger. This was no accident. It wasn’t a wrong number or a sick joke. This was fucking real. I had no idea what I’d gotten myself into, though it was clear she did.


The buzz of my phone made me jump. I placed a hand over my pounding heart as I glanced at the screen: a text with an address. My mind swirled with unanswered questions, as a growing sense of panic tightened in my chest. I fought to stay calm, inhaling deeply to steady myself, but it was no use.


Without another thought, I grabbed a coat, my keys, and then I ran.




INTRODUCTION


Thomas Jefferson once said, “For here we are not afraid to follow truth wherever it may lead.”


These words have lingered with me throughout the writing of this book. There is a certain luck I’ve come to recognize, simply by being in the right place at the right time, that leads to inspiration when I let go, get quiet, and listen. It’s how I discovered these events and the elephants who led me there.


I didn’t know just how dangerous it was to keep male elephants in captivity, had no idea how hard they fought back until I was pursued by a teenage ghost who begged me to learn his story. It was while working in a secret museum full of elephant bones that I stumbled across a legend.


At the top of a small mountain in the Pacific Northwest, surrounded by cascading hills of old-growth forests, Morgan Berry collected hundreds of exotic animals. But like me, it was elephants that changed his life. He achieved unprecedented acclaim when two of his herd produced one of the most famous babies that ever lived: Packy, the first elephant born in captivity in nearly half a century.


The birth at the Oregon Zoo, catapulted Morgan into fame and fortune, and he quickly became known as the man who cracked the breeding code. Some considered him a hero, while others—let’s just say—didn’t. Rightly or wrongly, one thing was certain: Morgan sparked a ruthless desire across the globe to replicate his success. Everyone, it seemed, wanted a baby elephant of their own.


The craving mirrored that of a powerful drug—intoxicating, unshakable, and potent enough to drive desperate men to even more desperate measures. It reminded me of my own disease of addiction. Both shared an insatiable hunger and held us by the throat in a white-knuckled grip until we learned how to break the devil’s spell.


In 1962, among the 264 elephants in U.S. zoos, just thirteen were males. Then Morgan came along and began transporting them by the hundreds, both male and female, out of every Southeast Asian country that had them. They were taken to his farm, near Woodland, Washington, where they were traded like stocks on the exchange.


The relentless capture of elephants by men like Morgan, combined with poaching for ivory, led to the collapse of the entire wild Asian population by 1976. Ironically, three years later, Morgan was killed by an elephant he had raised. Just one year earlier—nearly to the day—Eloise Berchtold, the great circus performer and his life partner, encountered a similar fate, falling victim to another elephant they had cherished since birth.


I first learned of their tragic love story while working at the Oregon Zoo. The front page of a local newspaper detailing the gruesome tragedy was tacked to a wall just outside the main research office. Although I never truly understood what happened until now. What I discovered was shocking and, in many ways, surreal. The circumstances surrounding their deaths, including those of the elephants in their care, appeared to have been altered, and I was determined to find out why.


While unraveling this mystery, I found solace in the inspiring journey of one wild bull in particular. His courage became my pillar of strength when it felt like this story would consume me whole. He challenged much of what scientists once believed about male elephants—revelations they’re only just beginning to grasp. Woven into these pages, his extraordinary life is more than mere storytelling; it documents real events.


Throughout this experience, I was forced to confront difficult truths, not only about myself, but the individuals you are about to meet. If parts of it feel challenging, as they certainly were for me, I urge you to consider: to look away is as if the lives of these elephants never existed. But this happened. It’s real. And they matter.


In my first book, The Will of Heaven, I wrote something that bears repeating here: What you are about to read is based on my experiences in life and with the elephants I have come to know. Their stories, as well as my own, are told to the best of my ability as nothing more and nothing less than an educated observer of both.


History—like the truth—is neutral by nature. It just is what it is. So I ask that you trust me as your guide down this somewhat tumultuous river. I won’t lead you anywhere that isn’t necessary for the journey to come, and I know where this story ends: calmer, peaceful waters lie ahead. The way sunlight breaks through a storm, butterflies emerge from a cocoon, or how a flower rises from the burnt ash of a forest floor—there is always hope.


For the elephants.


And for alcoholics like me.




CHAPTER 1


I traced the raggedy edge with my finger—the entry point of the bullet. It was the only elephant skull I had ever seen up close, or even touched. Although I would handle hundreds in the years to come, my first made the strongest impression. Perhaps that’s why it was so difficult to let go or the reason I was so eager to learn its story. But sometimes ghosts have a way of finding me, as if they’ve heard somehow I’m looking for them.


Violet appeared from behind a bookshelf as the museum’s curator and a biologist.


“How did you know?” I was always impressed when she had it waiting for me.


“Because even when you don’t ask,” she raised a playful eyebrow, “I know you want to see it again.”


I smiled—it was true. That skull fascinated me. She’d placed it on a stainless-steel cart, allowing me to walk around it freely, examining and admiring every intricate detail. It was also the first bone where I could see the obvious sign of death, as if someone had stood back and taken careful aim to get it just right, to lodge that bullet square between the elephant’s eyes.


A research colleague at the Oregon Zoo told me about this place: a closed-off, windowless building lined with rows of elephant bones. I called it the “secret museum” because it was off-limits to the public and known only to a select few. The large room carried a distinct aroma—a chemical bouquet laced with a hint of decay—an acquired taste, one that admirers like us grew accustomed to over time.


I don’t know why I went there as often as I did, maybe to search for clues, maybe to pay my respects, but that museum intrigued me as much as performing necropsies did. In my last year of school, I worked part time with the Marine Mammal Stranding Network, an organization that collects and studies the bodies of sea creatures to determine their cause of death.


Each necropsy (or animal autopsy) I conducted revealed secrets of the life that animal lived. I didn’t realize I could learn so much by studying death, but tiny clues left behind surprised me every time. Many shared harrowing escapes, bearing scars of old wounds that should have killed them but didn’t. There was starvation, multiple births, shiny coats indicating health, and poor ones signaling malnutrition. And more bullets than I could count, some lodged deep within, but not enough to kill. Even the smallest details provided insight into their world and that, by itself, captivated me more than if I’d simply read about it in some book.


The elephant skull before me wasn’t white like the others, but a rich, earthy brown. While I continued examining it, Violet disclosed parts of its story.


“Supposedly, some students found it buried along a riverbank, which is why it’s a darker color due to water exposure and in such poor condition.”


I imagined a group of college kids on a random nature hike when a half-submerged elephant skeleton suddenly appeared out of nowhere, dangling from the water’s edge—though that seemed unlikely.


“Rumor has it this elephant killed his trainer, so that’s why they shot him,” Violet said, sharing the last of what she knew.


My heart sank. Of course. It used to be common practice to kill elephants known as ‘man-killers’ or ‘rogues,’ and it certainly explained the marksmanship of the bullet. The elephant would have had its legs chained to the ground, therefore making it an easy shot.


She didn’t think it was one from the Oregon Zoo, but plenty of circuses had passed through the Pacific Northwest over the years. It could have been from any number of them. My hand rested on the skull. Whatever happened, its secrets were likely buried along the riverbank wherever it was found.


Violet was as passionate about bones as I was about necropsies; both of us loved unraveling a good mystery. There were two obvious bulbs on top, revealing it was an Asian elephant, and not African, whose heads were smooth. We also knew it was a male because of the large openings that once held his tusks, which are smaller and less pronounced in females. The teeth gave us our final clue—he couldn’t have been much older than thirteen when he died.


The elephant is the only mammal whose lifespan mimics our own in terms of age and understanding. The sixth and final set of teeth comes in when an elephant is around forty years old and lasts for the rest of their life, until the age of sixty or so. A thirteen-year-old elephant comprehends its surroundings in much the same way as a thirteen-year-old boy. Both were too young to have been shot point blank in the head.


It was late by the time I left. The night air embraced me, a stark contrast to the cool, sterile environment of the museum. My arm hung out the car window, skimming the warm breeze as I drove. I stared at the road ahead consumed by thoughts of my future.


Days after graduation, in June 2014, I traveled to Kenya, to pursue my childhood dream and search for any sign of the elephants I had always imagined. Since returning just weeks ago, one thing was clear: I was broke—dead broke. That trip cost me every last dime I had and with rent due, I took the first job anyone offered. I hadn’t planned on staying there for long, but I spent most nights answering phones in a darkened cubicle, sending help to stranded drivers on the freeway. In my free time, I continued to visit the secret museum and the ghosts who occupied it.


Now that I had a science degree and had been to Kenya, the next step would not materialize. I wished to find work I loved, but that also paid the bills. The secret museum was my top choice, but nobody got paid for working there. Unraveling the mystery of dead marine life was also high on my list, but no one got paid to do that either.


For weeks, I’d asked for a sign. Why would I be given a dream I couldn’t fulfill? How could I get myself into a position to help my wild friends—the same elephants who had saved me all those years ago.


Whenever my world spun out of control in my childhood, and I felt scared, overwhelmed, sad, or depressed, I read about them. Their stories quieted even my darkest thoughts. As I learned how they overcame insurmountable challenges, their resilience inspired me to do the same. Their life histories gave me hope when nothing else did. If they could heal from the wounds of their past, then so could I.


What struck me, though, now that I had finally graduated, was my sheer lack of foresight at what to do next. I had been so focused on living one day at a time that “the future,” as unbelievable as it sounds, hadn’t really crossed my mind.


The first ten years of my sobriety were consumed with simply learning how to live life sober: something incomprehensible to anyone not afflicted with addiction. But for an addict, an alcoholic in recovery like me, few things are more difficult. I had to relearn skills most people take for granted like how often to brush my teeth, pay bills, or how to ride a city bus.


Before that time, when a car was my home, my primary concern was finding the drugs and alcohol I needed to survive. Nothing else mattered. When the prospect of making it through the day felt uncertain, dreaming or looking ahead—even just to tomorrow—became a luxury I couldn’t afford.


After being expelled from multiple colleges for repeated drinking offenses, I gave it another try. Only this time I was thirty-five with nearly a decade sober. I began with a fifth-grade math education, hired a rather small seventh grader as my tutor, and was eventually allowed to enroll in classes at a local community college.


For six long years, I worked toward getting my science degree and took each challenge as it came, one class at a time, careful not to look further into the eyes of a false future. And I took a math class every single semester until I understood how numbers communicated with each other, like pretty words on a page.


Before our final showdown, I bowed to my adversaries—statistics and calculus—as a sign of respect for the warriors we both were. My sword was nothing more than the prick of a pencil, but during our last battle, I had a secret weapon. Because by then, I had finally learned the most important lesson of all: how to ask for help. I faced my foes with an army of tutors who trained me in the art of war, and I slayed those dragons.
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“You should start a nonprofit,” Jason said thoughtfully.


His gaze wandered across the cozy coffee shop we frequented on rainy afternoons. He was more than a friend; Jason was my mentor. For over an hour, he listened patiently, as I rattled off my fears about the uncertainty ahead.


“As a way to teach people about elephants,” he added with a gentle smile.


I took a deep breath. “I wouldn’t even know how to do something like that.”


“Oh, come on,” he said. “You made it through calculus, I think you can handle this. Besides, nonprofits are my specialty.”


Jason had founded one of the largest public service organizations in Oregon. He worked tirelessly for the underdog: the poor, disenfranchised, homeless, mentally ill, and the forgotten. Even though I didn’t know where or how to begin, he did, and I trusted him.


Throughout the years, he shared bits of his past with me, and each time I listened in stunned silence. His childhood was full of unspeakable torture, and one he likely wouldn’t have survived had fate not dropped the only person into his life that could save him.


While living in Queens, New York as a teenager, a stranger approached him one day in a synagogue, not far from where he grew up. The older gentleman with a long white beard recognized Jason by the pain he wore on his sleeve—not as a numbered tattoo as the man had, a remnant from the notorious Auschwitz concentration camp—but in the way one trauma survivor recognizes another. It was the first time Jason talked to anyone with a past more awful than his. And it was through their shared experience that he finally began to heal.


It was my parents who introduced us when he secretly guided them on how best to deal with me in my final months as a practicing alcoholic nightmare. He suggested they cut me off until I got sober, which they did—something I deeply resented him for. I devised various plans for all the horrible things I would say when, and if, we ever met in person. The universe, however, had other ideas.


One morning, I arrived late to a recovery-based meditation meeting. I stood outside the crowded room so as not to disrupt the gentleman’s opening comments as he led the group. My heart stopped the moment I recognized Jason’s voice. Having only heard it on the phone, his tone was unmistakable. Weeks earlier, I celebrated one year of sobriety and was determined to stay that way. I had also learned all the ways my alcoholism hurt those closest to me, and was no longer offended by his intrusion on my family, but deeply grateful. Instead of punching him, as I’d imagined a million times, I gave him a hug, and we’ve remained close friends ever since.


Jason had lived in Oregon for more than a decade by that time, celebrated over twenty years of sobriety, and embraced life as a proud gay man. If I had to guess, he’d helped hundreds if not thousands of alcoholics like me. Our friendship was a unique, transformative example of what can happen when recovery takes hold. We also shared a second passion—elephants, but that is something I take complete credit for.


Finishing his coffee, Jason stood and unzipped the main compartment of his large backpack.


“Congratulations,” he said. “You’ve made me love elephants.” He stopped for a moment and looked at me.


I could never tell with him if he was being sarcastic or serious. His straightforward New York-style bluntness made it difficult for me to decipher. Sensing my confusion, he continued.


“Don’t worry, it’s a good thing. It means, however, that it’s time to get to work.”


I stared at him with an unspoken question as he dropped a massive book onto the tiny coffee table, nearly tipping it over.


“This is considered the Bible of nonprofits. It will tell you everything you need to know. Make this your next class and read every word.” He tapped the cover with his finger. It wasn’t a suggestion.


During the night shift, between calls when it was slow, we could do whatever we pleased. While others played video games or streamed the latest hit series, I followed Jason’s direct order. Over the following months, I studied every inch of that book building something I could not yet see. When I finally reached the end, I realized his demand, pointing me in that direction, was the right one for me to follow.


Researchers around the world were uncovering groundbreaking discoveries about elephants, but that information remained largely hidden—though not intentionally, of course. It was published inside scientific journals, inaccessible to the average person, or included in long, boring books that nobody but other scientists read. I wanted to bridge that gap. My dream is to educate the public—the non-scientists. I wondered if a deeper understanding might encourage people to see them as more than just mammals, but as highly intelligent beings deserving of our respect.


Little could I have known how much my life was about to change, how daunting the task ahead would be, and how a voice I didn’t even know I had would emerge. A seed had been planted, and an idea took root. I was reminded that every beautiful flower’s story begins the same, deep underground, in a place no light can reach. Over time, its burden grows accustomed to the darkness. There is no escape, and it does not wish to be disturbed. It is a necessary process to discover who it is and what it’s made of. It cannot be rushed or forced, and although the lesson may seem arduous, it is essential. Only then is the flower able to reveal its brilliance to the world and become exactly who she was always meant to be.




CHAPTER 2


Keepers of the Ark was a daunting read. Not only did it reveal the inner workings of zoos in a way that was both surprising and new, but it was self-published and unedited, which made it all the more—a hidden gem.


In his book, R.J. Ryan, a former elephant keeper at the San Diego Wild Animal Park (now known as the Zoo Safari Park), shared his experiences from the 1980s. Though the events took place long ago, I found his perspective unique. He highlighted a dangerous combination: the lack of a formal education among zoo keepers in charge of elephants combined with the male ego. He exposed the devastating impact this had on the elephants in their care.


Most elephant keepers were recruited from other lower-paying jobs at the park or from local farms, due to the physical demands of the role. Even though several books on elephant behavior were available then, the men in charge chose to ‘learn as they go’ with a hands-on approach. Their sheer incompetence, combined with an utter lack of curiosity was a mistake for which the elephants paid dearly.


The troubling account described the events leading up to one of the largest and most significant animal welfare cases in California’s history, centered on a tragic event involving a female African elephant named Dunda. The case was so riveting and grotesque that it triggered statewide Senate hearings, lawsuits, and ultimately legislation aimed at protecting other elephants from what happened to her. Although the elephant keepers* beat Dunda within an inch of her life, she survived. That disturbing episode underscored Mr. Ryan’s point with undeniable clarity.


I devoured Keepers of the Ark in one sitting. Then I read it again. Unable to locate a copy outside of a library, I photocopied it cover to cover to remember every awful detail. When it was time to name my nonprofit, there was only one choice: the title of that book.


After multiple failed attempts to track down R.J. Ryan and ask his permission, I decided on KOTA, using the first letter of each word in the title as a hat tip to his inspiring body of work. Thanks partly to him, in February 2015, The KOTA Foundation for Elephants was born.


However, there was another aspect of R.J.’s book that struck me nearly as much as Dunda’s court case. He pointed out the ways to tell if the system had changed since then and why he doubted it ever would. Still, with all we’ve learned about elephants over the past forty years, things must have improved. But I was stunned to learn, in some respects, just how little they had.


The answers lay hidden in other court cases. In the four decades since the tragic incident involving Dunda, testimonies from various keepers supported R.J.’s claims. Their accounts illustrated the ongoing harm the lack of education continued to have on the elephants in their care.


In one case, a keeper testified that striking an elephant with a bullhook caused no harm, that it could barely feel it. The claim was absurd, considering the bullhook is essentially a long-handled tool—similar to a baseball bat—fitted with a sharp hook and spike at the tip. Yet, it was a defense I’d heard countless times, with the earliest dating back to 1912 at the Bronx Zoo in New York.


Visitors became outraged after witnessing a keeper repeatedly beating Gunda, the zoo’s only elephant. To calm the crowd, which grew larger by the day, the zoo’s director, Dr. William Hornaday, posted a sign in front of Gunda’s exhibit insisting that the public was mistaken. Even though Gunda appeared to be in pain, Hornaday explained, he wasn’t. Gunda merely thought it was suffering but, really it was all fine.


Hornaday, of all people, would know. After all, he was a “Doctor” and considered a “worldwide expert.” But the public didn’t buy his defense, as evidenced by an outpouring of letters from concerned citizens published in the New York Times.


It turned out, Hornaday was a doctor in name only—he held no academic degrees. There was, however, one area in which he could claim true expertise: taxidermy. He was also the same guy who came up with the idea of putting a Congolese slave, a man named Ota Benga, on display in the Monkey House to attract larger crowds.


It’s long been recognized that elephants can feel something as light as a fly landing on their skin. Similar to ours, it’s highly receptive and able to sense the slightest touch, although tougher and less prone to tearing. When an elephant gets hit, it also bruises, even if the discoloration isn’t always clear to the naked eye against its grayish surface. Yet, bruising on the underlayer is just as visible as it is on human tissue. It reflects trauma and trauma hurts. This information had been in the public realm for decades, so whoever was teaching those keepers clearly wasn’t keeping up.


By the early 1990s, a safer approach to elephant training called “protected contact” began gaining traction. It introduced a barrier to separate handlers from elephants, ensuring the safety of both. When the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA) officially endorsed it as an alternative training method in 1995, it seemed the tide was finally shifting.


It was especially significant since breaking elephants, I’d learned, is not so different from the traditional, yet brutal manner once used to break horses. Adopting “protected contact” required zoos to remodel their structures and enclosures. But, even among those that underwent major renovations in the following two decades—including Portland—most failed to implement the necessary changes.


Fewer than a third of all AZA-accredited facilities housing elephants had adopted it by 2011. Modern cowboys realized that positive reinforcement and kindness are far more effective than inflicting pain—even they have abandoned the idea. Why, I wondered, hadn’t zoos?


There was a knee-jerk reaction by some in the animal rights community to condemn all zoo elephant keepers, but I disagreed. They are also the last line of defense. Nearly every court case in the United States involving harm to elephants was brought forth by current or former elephant keepers wanting to do the right thing.


Across Europe and the United States, all four legitimate elephant sanctuaries—offering hundreds to thousands of acres for elephants to roam—were founded by former keepers and trainers. These were the very people who had witnessed the brutality of their professions firsthand. They are not the enemy, but part of a system-wide breakdown spanning the entire industry that was beyond their control or ability to change.


Jason and I decided that KOTA’s mission was to focus on the one thing we could: education. I believe we are Keepers of the Ark, with the power to either let elephants go extinct or to save them. In the end, that decision is up to us, and I’m also convinced that education (at every level) is the key.


Once we established the foundation, Jason and I began seeking board members with industry experience, and the response was overwhelming as scientists, scholars, and business leaders eagerly volunteered. But then we faced an obstacle we never saw coming. Each new trustee asked the same question:


“Where did KOTA stand on elephants in captivity? Were we for it or against it?”


From the outside, it seems so simple—but from where I stood, from where I had just been, I knew that answering it one way or the other would create enemies. Even worse, if not handled appropriately, it could also be … dangerous. According to everyone I spoke with, however, it was a question we needed to answer and it had to be done publicly.


“There is no middle road,” they said.


I wondered why, when our mission—KOTA’s mission—was to ‘educate’ about elephants. Besides, I’d learned in sobriety that things are seldom black and white; there were always shades of gray. I was taught to look for and find the similarities, not the differences, not the divide. But there was another reason I was not prepared to answer that question: it would require an act of faith I wasn’t sure I had.


The truth is, I was still reeling from an event I didn’t fully understand. It wasn’t just the threat … it was what happened next that shifted my entire perspective.
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The “Great Portland Elephant Watch” had begun. It was a famous tradition at the Oregon Zoo, which has seen more births than anywhere else in the world. Rose-Tu was in labor, preparing for the arrival of her second baby. The local press was full of updates as the public flocked to see the pregnant Asian elephant for themselves.


Sizable crowds of children and tourists lined up outside the small cement barn, eager for any sign of the delivery. The news caused the predicted frenzy that had become a hallmark of the city whenever one of the elephants gave birth.


Another researcher had called in sick, and I was asked to take her place. Armed with a clipboard, I sat at the back of the main observation area, waiting to record a list of specific behaviors, though there weren’t many. It always appeared the same: restless discontent. Locked in a stall smaller than my living room, Rose walked in a circular pattern for hours.


Her aunt, an elephant named Shine (originally Sung-Surin), was kept inside with her. She had taken the place of Rose’s mother, Me-Tu, after she died of severe foot disease when Rose was just two. Now, at fourteen, she was fortunate to have her closest family member by her side.


A door opened in the back of her enclosure and several men stepped through. That’s when I realized the zoo must have closed and why there were no more visitors. I’d lost track of time sitting alone in the dark. After escorting Shine out of the cramped room, the keepers, armed with bullhooks, made Rose perform what appeared to be circus tricks. I had asked one of them before why they did this, since it was so unnatural compared to wild elephant behavior.


“It’s for their own good,” he said. “It’s just exercise.”


It didn’t look like exercise. It looked like a circus trick, and it was embarrassing. This was an endangered species—pregnant, no less. If exercise were the motive, I wondered what exactly they thought labor was. Instead, Rose appeared stressed and agitated, having lost the comfort and company of Shine.


In the wild, elephant females are seldom, if ever, alone during labor. They’re surrounded by trusted members of their herd, who support and guide them through the birthing process. Removing Shine caused Rose more stress, not less—even I could see that.


No one noticed me sitting in the dark as a door to the back room opened, revealing two men in a heated conversation. I recognized the zoo director, Mike Keele, but the other was a stranger.


I was not a fan of Mr. Keele and had met him only once, on my first day when I joined the elephant conservation project, as one of the many researchers. His office walls were lined, from floor to ceiling, with plaques given to him by the AZA, the organization that grants zoo accreditation.


He began working at the zoo in 1971, fresh out of high school. Hired to clean animal cages, Mr. Keele was soon promoted to security guard. Before long, he was recruited as an elephant keeper—the most prestigious role in the city at the time. Due to the large number of elephants born at the Oregon Zoo over the years, elephant keepers were treated more like local celebrities.


Eventually, he became the zoo director, earning a salary in the hundreds of thousands—a remarkable achievement for someone without a formal education. But Mr. Keele’s most notable accomplishment was creating the first Asian Elephant North American Regional Studbook, which tracked the sperm used for impregnating captive females. The nefarious business of inbreeding Oregon’s elephants had been exposed by various reporters over the years; the studbook was a way to ensure offspring remained genetically pure and unrelated.


In 2009, Mr. Keele had drawn an onslaught of media attention when he appeared as an “expert witness” for Feld Entertainment, the largest circus corporation in the world. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who found it strange that a zoo director would testify in such a case. Local newspapers were full of opinion pieces laced with rage.


Mr. Keele explained to the Court during the ASPCA v. Feld Entertainment case that, although he was hired as an “expert,” he had no formal education beyond classes taught by his employer, the AZA. And worse, he had never even seen a wild elephant. His expertise relied solely on “practical experience and discussions with others,” which seemed to shock the courtroom as much as it did me.


Just then, one of the keepers noticed I was sitting in the viewing room. He rapped his bullhook on the window, startling me.


“Hey! What are you doing here?” Everyone stopped and stared.


“Oh, sorry,” I said, gathering my things. “I’m filling in for Lindsay … collecting data.”


It was clear he wasn’t interested, and I was not welcome, though I was confused as to why. When I tried to leave, the strap of my bag got caught on the doorknob. I struggled for a moment until I was finally able to free it. When I looked up, Mr. Keele and the man he was speaking with had stopped talking and were fixated on me. The stranger locked eyes with mine. His dark, piercing gaze cut like a knife as he stepped forward. The metal door slammed shut with such force that I jumped, my heart racing as I was left alone and shaken.


The next day I followed my usual path to the research office, located just steps from the outdoor elephant exhibit. I always took a few moments to observe whichever bull was held in the yard before heading inside.


While watching Rama, an unfamiliar sound caught my attention. I looked around and discovered a camera I hadn’t noticed before nestled in the bushes. It rotated until it was pointed directly at me before it stopped. I smiled and waved, since I was the only one there assuming that whoever was behind it was focused on something else. Then an unmarked door opened in the back of the exhibit and the same mean keeper from the day before walked into the yard. Without even looking at Rama, he squared his stance, and glared at me.


After a long uncomfortable silence, I said, “Hi, I’m Debbie.”


He stayed quiet, tapping his bullhook into his hand like a mobster with a bat.


“I’m one of the researchers—”


“Maybe you should get to work,” he interrupted in a most unfriendly tone.


I immediately turned and left. The whole ordeal felt creepy as fuck. Later, a co-worker filled me in on what she knew about him. Apparently, he’d been recruited as a keeper from a restaurant at a different zoo, a common theme mentioned in R.J.’s book. He wasn’t some educated elephant guru—some bigshot scientist with a stick up his ass. Instead, he was nothing more than a thug holding a tiny baseball bat, highly trained on how to deliver fast food.


For the next several days, each time I walked past the back elephant yard on my way to the research office, I heard the camera, and the same intimidating keeper appeared as if he knew the exact moment I would be there. None of the researchers, including myself, followed a fixed routine. We showed up between university classes whenever our schedules allowed, making his continued presence that much more unsettling.


Then I received the threat—a disguised voice on the other end of the phone—and my entire world turned upside down.





* R.J. Ryan was on disability leave due to an injury when the beating occurred, and later became a defendant for Dunda in the case against the San Diego Wild Animal Park.




CHAPTER 3


Did you bring it?” The unmarked door cracked open revealing half of a woman’s face.


I stared at her with a blank look. “Bring what?”


“The five dollars.”


“Oh … yeah. I almost forgot,” I said, as my fingers fumbled against the fabric of my coat.


After handing it to her, she swung the door open to let me in. I followed her up a steep staircase into a small office, where she gave me a document and explained nothing more could be said until I signed it. I quickly realized it was a contract. In order to speak, we needed attorney/client privilege to protect us both. The five dollars sealed the deal. Otherwise, anything we said could be held against us in the court of law—a script I had long memorized due to my countless arrests.


My lower lip throbbed, tender and swollen from the relentless gnawing. Once the document had both our signatures, she tossed it onto a desk and gave a subtle nod, motioning for me to follow. I trailed behind her like a shadow down a dark hallway, illuminated by a single light at the far end. It reminded me of a wormhole leading to another dimension.


We stepped into a back room, where two other attorneys stood and introduced themselves. Perplexed by the unfolding events, I took a seat at a modest table, its surface cluttered with reams of paper, surrounded by mismatched chairs.


I sat still and listened as they began. First one, then the next, shared parts of a story that was so shocking it hardly seemed real. It involved millionaires and billionaires, government officials at fantastically high levels, espionage, and illegal wire-tapping by ex-CIA officers who fell from grace under less-than-appealing circumstances. There was one theme, though, that stood out: a small group of very wealthy individuals appeared desperate to silence anyone from speaking out about the welfare of captive elephants. I don’t feel comfortable going into further detail, except to say that some of those who traded elephants as a commodity were among the most dangerous.


Although what they shared was deeply disturbing, I failed to make the connection between its relevance and the threat against me. It seemed impossible that the two were related. Then my lawyer sifted through a large stack of documents, scanning for something specific.


“I’m sure you’re well aware, the zoo has been under fire for the past couple of years, getting caught in multiple lies and taking hits publicly for each,” she said.


I nodded. My work on the research project had coincided with one of the biggest firestorms in the zoo’s history.


“If they thought you were in that room as an animal activist or trying to ‘catch them’ doing something wrong …” she hesitated, looking at the other lawyers, “we think that would be enough.”


Based on the description I’d provided, they believed the man I saw in the heated conversation with the zoo director was not only someone they recognized, but the most likely reason I received the threat.


“But I didn’t see anything,” I argued. “What do they possibly think I saw?”


“You saw him, and he saw you,” said another attorney.


I took a deep breath, still struggling to make sense of everything.


“Take some time and read these,” my lawyer said, pushing a sizable stack of papers across the table. “What we shared should become a lot clearer once you do.”


She stood and opened the door, signaling the end of our meeting. We retraced our footsteps down the long hallway and steep staircase until we reached the entrance. Then she turned and paused, resting her hand on the documents I was holding.


“This should give you all the information you need to know. In the meantime, keep your eyes open and call me right away if anything else happens.”


I nodded as she closed the door behind me. As I stepped onto the sidewalk, I hesitated, trying to process what had just happened. A coffee shop across the street caught my attention. Instead of going home, I went there, intent on staying for as long as it took to sort through this strange new reality.


No one could have prepared me for what those materials revealed. The articles, court transcripts, and reports were in all honesty the most sordid—most fucked up—thing I have ever read. Each source proved the attorneys’ story was true, no matter how astonishing it seemed. However, there was one part I knew better than most: the controversy that erupted at the zoo when I worked there.


In 2008, in the middle of the Great Recession, Portlanders voted to increase their own property taxes by passing a $125 million bond measure to remodel the Oregon Zoo. But what truly captured their heart—and became the emotional centerpiece for the entire campaign—was the plan to build an off-site elephant preserve, offering the seven-member herd over one hundred acres to roam. This was an astonishing upgrade from the single acre they were currently squeezed into. And it was the main reason so many people and animal rights organizations supported it.


Six years passed, and by 2014 (while I was on staff) almost nothing had changed. Construction on the promised projects had barely even begun, and the much-anticipated elephant preserve was still just a hopeful wish on paper. The public grew suspicious, wondering exactly what they had done with the taxpayer funds.


A previous audit revealed zoo personnel had provided false information to the board that governs them. And not just once. The entire operation was plagued by gross mismanagement, and there were whispers of corruption. Every major investigative reporter in the city pounced on the story as zoo officials ducked and dodged another onslaught of negative publicity.


When pressed, they finally admitted there would be no off-site preserve. They insisted voters had simply “misunderstood” the original bond measure—that the elephant range wasn’t even mentioned in the fine print of the initiative filed with the state. Technically, they were right; it wasn’t. Yet, it was the crown jewel of a relentless media blitz, dominating television commercials and campaign materials for months. The public was outraged at the egregious bait and switch.


One project, meanwhile, quietly moved forward while the rest stalled. They constructed a state-of-the-art fertility lab. It was so rare, expensive, and advanced that few like it existed anywhere. The lab’s sophisticated technology eliminated all the guesswork. It could pinpoint the moment a female elephant was fertile. And it could detect a pregnancy within weeks. This level of accuracy had never been possible before.


The original bond measure paperwork and campaign materials made no mention of that lab. Its existence remained largely overshadowed by the uproar that followed. When news of it finally broke, zoo officials insisted it would revolutionize all captive breeding programs for every zoo. And they claimed it would restore the Oregon Zoo’s reputation as the “elephant breeding capital of the world.”


A police siren wailed as two squad cars flashed by the coffee shop. I stood to stretch, rolling the tension from my shoulders, then walked to the counter to refill my cup. Suddenly, I stopped, recalling something I had just read. I returned to my table, set my coffee down, and quickly sifted through a stack of court transcripts. My finger traced the pages, scanning each witness testimony until I found it.


“Unless zoos made significant changes to their breeding strategies,” said Mike Keele, when he testified in the Feld Entertainment case, “then there would be no elephants in captivity left.”


He admitted that the long-term prognosis of captive elephants was grim unless they updated, modernized, and transformed the entire elephant breeding process. They were dying faster than they were being born.


I leaned back in my chair and looked out the window, wondering if that had always been the true mission of that bond measure in the first place—to build that lab. With so much money originally set aside for the off-site preserve and other projects that never came to fruition, I couldn’t help but question whether some of those resources found their way into the lab’s construction without anyone realizing it. The timing was certainly ironic, considering it was built shortly after Mr. Keele’s 2009 testimony, just a few months after the zoo received its first round of funding.


A fellow researcher told me that he (meaning Keele) was awarded a large cash bonus for every successful elephant birth as a result of using his studbook, but I didn’t know if that was true. I wouldn’t be surprised, though. Their new high-tech lab would have certainly increased those odds, along with the bank account of whoever was cashing in. There was no dispute, however, that nothing made a zoo more money than a baby elephant. Period. And when you have that kind of cash flowing in, there are always people willing to do whatever it takes to keep it from going out. Even if it goes against science. Even if it goes against all human decency.


With so much money involved, I couldn’t shake the attorney’s words, that just being seen in that room after the zoo had closed could be enough to make me a target.


Apparently, circuses and zoos weren’t technically supposed to be in business together anymore, at least not as they once were. Elephants could no longer be traded—quietly in the dead of night—as they had been for years. If the creep I’d seen through that half-open door at the elephant exhibit was the man my lawyers suspected, he was not only prominent in the circus world, but if his prison record was any indication, he was also dangerous. His presence at the zoo suggested that the relationship between the two was cozier than anyone cared to admit.


For reasons I still couldn’t fully grasp, my having seen him stirred controversy. However, the documents and court cases detailing the treatment of elephants in captivity—and the fates of those who spoke out against it—were both crystal clear and terrifying.


As I drove home that evening, shocked and disturbed, I tried to process everything that had happened. If the zoo wasn’t doing anything wrong, then why was I being threatened for something I didn’t even know I’d seen? That is, if they were the ones who issued the threat in the first place, though nothing made sense anymore.


For weeks after that meeting, I felt as if I was being followed. I woke at the slightest sound, and life as I knew it shrank. I grew suspicious of new people in recovery, strangers who held my gaze a second too long, and each time my phone rang with an unknown number, I froze. Even regular visits to a therapist failed to alleviate my growing anxiety. Instead, I ramped up my meetings, picked up more service commitments, and worked with women struggling to stay sober—searching for anything to distract my attention in a positive way.


My constant worry blinded me to the fact that the solution rested on a bookshelf within feet of where I made my morning coffee. As usual, the answer lay buried in those wild elephant stories, but the deafening noise surrounding me swallowed their voices whole.




CHAPTER 4


I sprang up, my eyes frantically searching for light. It took a moment to recognize my surroundings and the source of my terror: another nightmare. The clock on the bedside table revealed it was the middle of the night. I placed my hand over my heart to calm my breathing, realizing my t-shirt was soaked.


A noise off the balcony caught my attention and I reached for a hammer hidden under my pillow. I listened for any sign of an intruder, but determined it was nothing more than the usual sounds of a large apartment building. Besides, the walls were so thin, if anyone screamed, everyone could hear.


Nightmares had plagued me for most of my life. Once I learned what wild elephants had to endure to survive, they became full-blown night terrors—visions so vivid it felt like I was there witnessing their slaughter. After receiving the threat, the bad dreams intensified.


I got up to change out of my wet clothes and make some tea, since going back to sleep was no longer an option. As I waited for the water to boil, a darkness crept. Perhaps it was a remnant from the nightmare, though I remembered nothing but fear.


My therapist taught me an exercise to overcome the lingering effects of my worst dreams: to place myself inside a specific memory that brought me happiness then see if the dark feeling remained.


The scent of mint wafted through the air, reminding me of a dear friend. I got out a second mug, for old time’s sake, and placed it on the counter next to mine. Whenever I used to set my tea down, my cat (a calico named Amelia) would dip her paw in for a little taste, ruining the cup I’d prepared for myself. It wasn’t just any type she loved—mint was her favorite, too. If I wanted to have any peace, I also had to make some for her. My friends thought it was hilarious that I made Amelia her own cup of tea, but it was the only way she would leave us alone. I smiled as I thought about her strange quirks.


Amelia’s ghost faded with the rising steam, yet the shadow of dread remained. Whatever it was wouldn’t let me go. Meditation, especially if I allowed my mind to dive deep, was my sole hope for peace. For me, meditating was like exercise. It took practice to stay in the abyss of the unconscious for long stretches of time and though it had been a while since I’d reached that far; it was my last option. I wondered what would reveal itself when I focused my attention directly on it, while present and listening.


I settled into my couch, grabbed a blanket, and lit a candle. Then I began my usual routine of taking deep breaths while I waited for that sliver of peace and weightlessness, where my conscious self merged with the unknown. It didn’t take long to realize what stalked me: plain, unadulterated fear. Every move I made was motivated by that very thing. I couldn’t be present—truly present—for anyone or anything. Fear had become my master.


My breathing slowed as I dove deeper, looking for a solution. Memories floated overhead, most too high for me to reach. Then a picture appeared, like a projection on the wall right in front of me. It was a snapshot from a time when terror and anxiety controlled my every move, just as it did now. I had fallen into this hole before, but I’d forgotten how I got myself out.


The image was of someone who had taught me a valuable lesson: how to turn the fear that held me back into a powerful source of strength. She helped me not just overcome it, but use it as my own personal weapon—as a means to move forward. There was only one person who recognized how terrified I was so many years ago, and she showed me how to transform that liability into a most useful asset.
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A good catcher knows you better than you know yourself. In a fierce competition on the softball field, no one else mattered. She could read my mind, and I hers. We were the guts of the machine. If we made a mistake, then everything around us fell apart. But if we were in sync, like twins who unconsciously chose the same outfits, then we were unstoppable. The connection we shared was one that gave me a sense of being part of something I’d never experienced—a capital I that becomes a capital H—forming an unbreakable bond when both sides come together.


A few months before the beginning of my freshman year in high school, I met Deana. The varsity softball pitcher had just graduated, leaving no one to fill her place. A team without a pitcher was like a ship without a captain. The coach heard about me because I had earned a coveted spot on one of the most celebrated fast-pitch teams in Oregon and had studied pitching since I was ten.


In the summer league, fierce tryouts separated the most talented athletes. During the school season, however, we had no choice who to play with. If we were lucky, our team was good. If not, we had to wait until the break, when the competition was steep.


The varsity coach requested a private meeting—an audition—and he wanted his star catcher, Deana, to join us. I already knew who she was. She had a reputation for her tenacity, and apparently, wasn’t afraid to tell off anyone, no matter who they were. Though I’d played with tough athletes before, she was by far the most intimidating.


Once I learned about the meeting, I did my best to hold it together and understood how important it was for the two of us to get along. My dad and my pitching coach, Wayne (who was like a second father), were so excited they could hardly contain themselves. This was the break we had been waiting for and, if I played my cards right, it was also my ticket to college, which my parents had made clear they couldn’t afford.


Wayne insisted we meet him at the gym an hour before everyone else.


“You’re like a racehorse that gets jittery before the big event,” he said. “We need to work you out first to get you calm.”


I complained but did it, anyway. By the time everyone arrived, I was already dripping in sweat. The coach stepped in and caught a few pitches. With a satisfied look on his face, he handed the mitt off to Deana, who knelt in her catching position without saying a word to me.


“What do you want me to throw?” I asked.


“Throw whatever you want,” she barked.


I threw fast balls as hard as I could—heat, which she caught easily. Instead of tossing the ball gently, as I expected, she stood up and threw it like she was aiming for left field. It struck my mitt with a sharp pop, and I flinched before the sting shot through my palm. Initially, I thought it was a mistake since there was no reason to throw that hard at someone standing so close. I looked at her with a What the fuck? expression, but she simply smirked. When she threw it the second time, she stood up and paused, then reared back and zapped me again. I felt a wave of anger flush across my face.


Then I threw my specialty—junk. I pitched curve balls, rise balls, drop curves, trying every which way to throw her off. Without knowing what was coming next, she easily caught each one, which was impressive. Yet each time she threw the ball back, it hit me like a shot from a cannon. We went back and forth until I was convinced—I didn’t like her at all.


In the middle of a pitch, Deana got up and walked to the group waiting anxiously on the sidelines, as the ball slammed into the empty wall.


“Not bad,” she said to my dad and Wayne, ignoring me. “She’ll do,” she told the coach. Then she grabbed her bag and left.


I was stunned by her arrogance and didn’t see her again until our first practice, having made the team. When she called me “Barbie,” I wanted to punch her in the face but instead we played the same game as we had in the gym. I threw harder, then she threw harder—until the palms of both our hands went numb.


“You can always tell what the batter wants by looking at their feet,” she said. “That’s how you know what they can hit, so you throw the opposite.”


She was the first catcher to point this out, though I was already aware. Usually, I was doing the teaching. Batters were quite easy to read when you knew what to look for. The direction of their feet always gave their real motives away. They took the same stance each time they stepped into the box, secretly hoping I would throw the one ball they could smash out of the park.


Deana and I worked out what our “signs” would be for each type of pitch, and I was struck by her ability to call exactly what I was thinking—we were in sync.


Our team quickly climbed the ranks from the worst team in the league to the most formidable, and we became a pitching/catching duo I’d heard about but never experienced. Deana’s reputation didn’t do her justice. I found her even more daunting than the rumors suggested. She never hesitated to confront umpires, opposing players, or coaches, and her ability to throw runners out on every base was unmatched by anyone. She was an unstoppable force that nothing seemed to shake. Secretly, it was what I admired most about her.


Halfway through our first season, during a difficult game, I got flustered. My pitches weren’t working the way I wanted, and people were everywhere. A considerable crowd surrounded the softball field, drawn by our team’s impressive winning streak. Reporters and photographers were staked out behind the backstop lined up over the top of Deana’s head, with their cameras pointed at me, hoping for another great action shot. The sight of so many spectators increased my fear and frustration—not just of failing in front of a live audience, but doing so on camera for the world to see. I shook off every sign until Deana lost her patience and called a time-out.


“What the fuck is your problem?” She snapped before she’d made it halfway to the mound.


“What’s your fucking problem?” I hissed back.


Coach hated it when we cussed, but he had long given up on me. Trying to control Deana was also hopeless. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him drop his shaking head. The infield jogged in for a huddle but quickly gave a signal for everyone to fall back, as our swearing intensified.


I tried to explain that none of my pitches were working. I felt it safer, in situations like this, to just throw fast balls and hope the other team wouldn’t launch them into the stratosphere. Deana made it clear that I had no choice in the matter. If we were ever going to get out of this game, I had better pitch what she called. I rolled my eyes and went back to the mound.
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