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To my wife Karen, with love




I come down to the water to cool my eyes. But everywhere I look I see fire; that which isn't flint is tinder, and the whole world sparks and flames.


—Annie Dillard, Pilgrim at Tinker Creek




One


The hills emerged after Nate left the interstate. He drove south, hugging the dips and curves, remembering the farm’s green pastures dotted with cattle, long summer days and clear starlit nights, the wonder and agony of childhood.


At Hadlow, he turned east on Highway 17. Everett’s clinic was two miles from town, a sandy brick house nestled among twisted live oaks. Toys and bicycles cluttered a long open porch, and an Open sign hung on a door at the far end.


Nate parked next to a truck, then stepped out and approached the door slowly. On entering, he saw a woman sitting behind a desk with a tall counter, hidden by an enormous orange cat. She stood when he walked over and introduced himself.


“Hey there, Dr. Holub. I’m Jennie, and this is Chewy. He’s in charge here.” The cat purred loudly as she scratched his arched back. “Doc should be free in a minute. Can I get you some coffee?”


Nate reached down and rubbed Chewy under his chin. “No thanks. I had a cup on the drive out.”


To the right of the entrance, an open door led into a large room, the back wall lined by a sink, shelves filled with drug bottles, and a countertop with a centrifuge and microscope. As he walked over to the seating area, Nate saw Everett talking to a man in a red cap and green coveralls. He gave Nate a wave, then returned his attention to his client.


“It’s that same bunch, Doc. These calves are coughing bad. I tried that stuff you gave me, but it ain’t doing no good. I need something stronger.”


“Are they still eating, Turk?”


“A little…but they’re going downhill fast. One probably ain’t gonna make it.”


“Let me get you a different antibiotic. How many calves we talking about?”


“Well, let’s see…there’s four altogether, and another one that’s just starting. You might wanna just give me a whole bottle. Maybe two.”


Nate heard Everett opening drawers and rattling bottles as he prepared the medication. The waiting room was simple but tastefully decorated with bright walls, a potted schefflera plant by a single broad window, and a Rockwell print of a boy and his bandaged dog waiting for the vet. A shelf with flea collars, shampoos, brushes, and other pet supplies stood in the far corner.


Nate had met Everett at his uncle’s funeral, a month earlier. During the reception, while Nate was talking to one of his cousins, a stocky balding man approached and extended his hand. “Dr. Holub, I presume?”


He looked a few years older than Nate and at least thirty pounds heavier. A bushy graying mustache hid his upper lip, and a pair of round glasses sagged halfway down his nose. His hand felt as leathery as his Tony Lama boots.


“Everett Templeton, the village cow doctor. I hear you practice in Houston.”


“That’s right. The west side, just outside the Beltway.”


“I’m from the area…Tomball, back before the city swallowed it. My sympathies on Jerome.”


“Thank you.”


“I did a lot of work for him. I work for your Aunt Ruthie too. Good folks, your family…even old Viola.” He winked. “She’ll call me if the situation’s dire, if she’s exhausted every possible home remedy.”


“That sounds like her all right. Are you the only vet in town?”


Everett nodded. “Old Doc Sullivan might pull a calf for a friend, if his arthritis isn’t flaring up. Then there’s Jill Anderson and Mike Hruska over in Warrenville, but that’s it for vets in this county. I had a guy working for me recently, but he decided mixed practice wasn’t his cup of tea and moved to Austin. You know anybody wanting to work long hours for low pay?”


Nate smiled. “Not offhand, but I’ll give it some thought.”


“It is hard work, but being inside all day would have me climbing the walls. There’s never a dull moment in a practice like mine. Case in point—Wanda Kostelnik, just last week. Wanda lives down in the river bottom. Runs an animal sanctuary of sorts. I’ve had every kind of crazy call you can imagine out there, so when she called and told me her goat Merlin was on the roof, I didn’t bat an eye.


“So I get out to Wanda’s, and sure enough, there’s Merlin, prancing around like a mountain goat in the Rockies. How he got up there, I haven’t a clue. Wanda was in a tizzy, about to hyperventilate, so I put a ladder against the house and climbed up. When I reached the top, Wanda said, ‘I should probably mention…he’s got a bit of a temper.’ I looked down at her, not sure I’d heard her right. When I turned back around, I was looking right into Merlin’s yellow eyes. He lifted his front feet and turned his head, rearing back to ram me, but he slipped on a loose shingle and came sliding down. I grabbed him, lost my balance, and we came tumbling down together. After we rolled to a stop, I lay there on my back, in pain, wondering why I didn’t go to dental school like Mother wanted. Then I sat up and rubbed my head, trying to clear the cobwebs. Behind me, I heard Wanda say, ‘Are you okay? Are you okay?’ She sounded pretty emotional, so I told her not to worry. I was a little bruised up, but nothing was broken.”


Everett shook his head sadly. “You know what? I don’t think she heard a word I said. When I turned around, she had her arms wrapped around Merlin and was giving him a big kiss. She said, ‘It’s all right, baby. Mama’s here. He almost dropped you, didn’t he?’”


Everett rocked back on his boot heels and laughed. Then his phone rang. He pulled it out and checked the display. “Ah hell, it’s Gilbert Falke. He called earlier about a cow trying to calve.” Everett put the phone to his ear. “Gilbert, hold on a minute.” He pulled a business card out of his wallet and handed it to Nate. “Well, I’ve gotta run. If you get a wild hair and want to get out of the city, give me a call. Come by and visit my clinic sometime. It’s not much to look at, but it’s functional.”


Nate hadn’t taken the offer seriously, yet here he was.


Everett suddenly entered the waiting room, followed by his client. He greeted Nate and then introduced Turk Wehmeyer, who had a thin hawkish face covered with gray stubble, a lazy eye, and a habit of licking his lips. Everett later confided that Turk was the local “witch doctor,” and a few people relied on him to treat their animals for a small fee—probably only beer—using a combination of over-the-counter feed store medications and home remedies. He came to Everett only when his usual bag of tricks didn’t work.


“I give him only enough medication to treat animals that need it, and animals I’ve examined. If I gave him a whole bottle, he’d be treating half the animals in DeLeon County, proper indications be damned. I should probably run him off, but I try to keep the peace.”


Everett took Nate on a tour of the clinic, which didn’t take long. To Nate’s surprise, the large room served as exam room, surgery room, pharmacy, radiology room, and laboratory. A door led from there into a narrow office with two desks along opposite walls, a row of filing cabinets, and a large bookshelf extending from floor to ceiling. An alcove with a washer and dryer and small half bath was tucked into the far end. The office had two other doors, one leading into the kitchen and the other outside to the porch. The kennel was at the other end of the waiting room, connected by a long hallway. Separated from the house by a broad circle drive was the large animal facility—an open metal-roofed barn with a loading chute, pens, and a hydraulic squeeze chute. A horse stock with a concrete slab stood near the barn in the shade of a post oak tree.


Overall, it was an odd setup, but Everett apparently made it work.


“Working out of my home is not my first choice,” Everett said as they walked back to the house. “I tried to buy Doc Sullivan’s old clinic years ago, but it needed a lot of work, and by the time he was ready to sell, I’d put far too much money into this place. I plan to build a new clinic someday. We’ve got no privacy here. We close the gate after hours, but believe it or not, people climb over it.”


They went into the office through the side door. Everett told Nate to have a seat while he went to the kitchen and got himself a drink. Nate heard another voice in the kitchen, and when Everett returned with a glass of ice water, he was accompanied by a sturdy woman with a mop of bleach blond hair and red hoop earrings.


“Nate, this is my wife, Audrey.”


Nate stood. “Nice to meet you.”


“Sit down, sit down. The pleasure’s mine.” Audrey had a dimpled chin and a sunny smile. “So I hear you’re coming to the rescue. Everett needs help in the worst way.”


Everett sighed as he collapsed into his chair. “That’s my girl. Gets straight to the point, no fooling around. But in her defense, she deals with teenagers all day, so being direct is essential.”


Audrey smiled. “I teach at the high school here…Algebra I and Geometry. Plus I coach softball.”


“I admire you,” Nate said. “Teaching is tough work.”


“And done with minimal compensation, thanks to the erudite members of our state legislature.” Everett took a big swallow of water, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “You know, a few years ago, we were on a plane coming back from Colorado, and I started talking to this guy next to me. I mentioned I was a vet, and he said, ‘No kidding? I work with animals too. I’m a middle school teacher in Atlanta.’”


Audrey laughed. “Between this place and school, I do feel like a zookeeper sometimes.”


Everett set his glass down. “Well, I better see what Jennie’s got on tap for me this afternoon. We close at noon on Saturdays, but that doesn’t mean much.”


Nate followed him into the waiting room and up to the reception desk. Everett leaned on the counter. “Jennie, how’re we looking? Time to close her down?”


Jennie looked down at her appointment book. “Dr. Strickland has a colicky mare and wants you to come out. And Vernon Smolik has a cow with a prolapse. Sounds like it’s uterine. He said she’s in the pen. Not at his house, but at the river. Said you’d know where to go.”


“The river?” Everett furrowed his brow. “Oh yeah, now I remember. It’s a lease pasture. Why that’s just down the road from the Holub farm.” He grinned at Nate. “Jennie, tell Vernon I’ll be out there in a half hour or so. I’ll stop by Janet’s first and take a look at her horse. Dr. Holub, you got time to stick around and experience a little ambulatory practice?”


Nate hesitated. He started to answer, but Everett had turned and was halfway across the room. Over his shoulder, he said, “Jennie, order us some burgers. We’ll pick them up on the way. Nate, let me get a few things together, and we’ll hit the road!”


A few minutes later, Everett and Nate were speeding toward town in Everett’s truck, which smelled of rubbing alcohol and betadine and was littered with coffee cups, soda cans, and syringe cases. A stethoscope, a receipt book, and a yellowing dog-eared copy of The Merck Veterinary Manual sat on the seat between them. After picking up the burgers at the Dairy Queen drive-thru, they headed south through town, crossed a high bridge over the Soledad River, and then snaked up the steep bluff on the other side.


Hadlow’s bluff was a geologic oddity, a heavily wooded vein of limestone jutting above the south bank of the river for half a mile. It would have looked more at home on the Edward’s Plateau a hundred miles to the west. The earliest inhabitants of DeLeon County camped for centuries at its base, eating venison and pecans from the river bottom. Nate remembered his father showing him an arrowhead he found along that stretch of the river as a boy.


Everett slowed the truck to a crawl as they made the sharp switchbacks. About halfway up, Nate suddenly felt an odd sensation—a slight tingling that started in his legs and radiated up his spine. His hands felt clammy, and his stomach started churning. He closed his eyes and gripped the armrest with one hand, his knee with the other, and tried to take deep breaths. Once they reached the top of the bluff and left its shady canopy behind, the feeling passed as quickly as it started. He wondered if he was coming down with something.


They turned onto a winding county road, passing through open pastureland broken by wooded tracts of post oak, pecan, and live oak with a dense understory of yaupon and cedar. It was unusually hot and dry for June, the green pastures of spring baked to a russet hue.


Everett drove through a stone and wrought iron gate with the sign Lazy S Ranch. “Janet Strickland is one of the town’s physicians. You can tell when a local owns a place or somebody that’s moved in. It’s generally new folks that build the fancy entrances and give their place a cutesy name. And most of them have horses. You won’t see your average rancher putting money into a horse. Places around here are small enough that you don’t need horses to work cattle. The few that do just like to play cowboy.”


A paved lane led to an impressive home with a nice view. They pulled up near a barn where a young man with a short black beard was walking a horse. Nate had taken only a few bites of his burger, while Everett had finished not only his burger but also his fries, and he had somehow managed to do so while talking nonstop.


Everett got out of the truck, opened up one of the compartments in the back, and started getting out what he needed. “Hola, Roberto! Es malo!?”


The man stopped walking the horse. “No, Doc. But she wants to lie down.”


Everett nodded as he continued getting his supplies, then he walked over to the mare. She was a sorrel quarter horse, her neck and flanks glistening with sweat. He checked her eyes and gums, took her temperature and heart rate, and listened carefully to her abdomen with his stethoscope as she pawed at the ground with a front hoof.


He wrapped the stethoscope around his neck. “Probably just a touch of sand colic. Has she colicked before?”


“No, but this one’s been here only a few months.”


The treatment consisted of an intravenous injection of an analgesic and a gallon of mineral oil administered by nasogastric tube. Everett had Roberto twitch the mare, and then he deftly ran a thick plastic tube down her nostril and into the stomach. He first made sure no fluid refluxed up the tube, then he kneeled, connected the tube to a stomach pump, and pumped in the oil. By the time he finished cleaning off his equipment and putting it back in the truck, the mare looked more comfortable and was no longer trying to lie down.


“Roberto, we’ve got a cow to look at. I’d keep walking her. And give me a call if she’s not doing better, okay?”


As they drove back down the lane, Nate said, “Do you do a lot of horse work?”


Everett shook his head. “Mostly just colics and wire cuts, and both of those tend to occur after hours. That treatment I gave will cure most colics. The rest need IV fluids and maybe surgery, and I’ll refer those if the owner’s willing to go that far. I don’t court the equine crowd. I’ll do the basics, but the serious horse people use Jill Anderson, and that’s the way I like it. Cattle folks are more my kind of people.”


They took a right turn onto the county road and started climbing a broad hill.


“I do about sixty percent cattle, thirty percent dogs and cats, and the rest is horses, goats, pigs…you name it. I’ll look at anything.”


After a few miles, they passed through the community of New Bremen, and Nate realized they were getting close to the Holub farm. New Bremen consisted of a small general store, a Lutheran church, a couple of houses, and an old school building that was rented out for family reunions and other gatherings.


The history of South Central Texas is written in its place names. The Spanish came first in their search for gold and converts, naming the rivers but establishing only a few widely scattered settlements. Then came Anglos from the Old South, who founded most of the major towns, organized counties, named the smaller streams, and brought their slaves and cotton culture to the area. Wave after wave of central Europeans, including Nate’s ancestors from Moravia, arrived in the mid to late nineteenth century, and they soon outnumbered the old Anglo families. Most of the county roads and small farming communities bear the names of the immigrants.


They took a left onto Holzmann Road just past the church. A couple of miles later, they entered dense woods and approached an old wooden bridge. Nate caught a glimpse of an unpainted farmhouse on the right, almost completely hidden by vegetation. It looked strangely familiar.


“That’s the Alois Holub place,” Everett said, as if reading his mind. “Now there’s a different kind of cat. How’s he related? Great-uncle, maybe?”


“I believe so.” Nate turned his head, but he couldn’t see anything. “I’ve forgotten about him. He’s still alive?”


“Last I heard. Doesn’t get out much. Rumor has it he’s got a daughter living with him, but if it’s true, I’ve never seen her.”


Nate gave Everett a curious look as they crossed the bridge, the boards clattering loudly beneath their feet.


Not far from the bridge, they passed Viola’s entrance, consisting of only a rusty cattle guard. A mailbox leaned precariously nearby, Edwin Holub painted on it, faded and almost illegible. Nate’s grandfather died of a heart attack shortly after Nate was born. He went by the nickname Cap most of his life. A dirt lane leading from the cattle guard disappeared into a thick tangle of yaupons.


Nate felt a tugging inside as they passed the farm, equal parts yearning and dread. He told Everett about his frequent childhood visits with his father. After his dad died, his mother didn’t encourage any contact with his Holub kin. His first trip back wasn’t until he was in college. He made only a handful of visits after that, each more wistful than the last.


“We’ve been real happy since moving here,” Everett said. “Folks around here are good people. They’re tighter than bark on a tree, but they work hard and pay their bills…well, most of them anyway.”


A half-mile from the farm, the road forked. They took a right and made a descent into the Soledad River bottom. Before the construction of dams upstream, floods were a frequent occurrence along these lower stretches of the river. Heavy rains could still send the river raging, albeit rarely.


They pulled off the road and up to a gate. Nate got out and opened it, and after Everett had driven through, he closed it and got back in the truck.


Everett said, “Back when I was in high school, I spent a summer living with my grandparents in East Texas. I worked for this old vet, Dr. Percival Milner. What a character. Wore an old Panama hat and quoted Shakespeare. I rode with him and opened gates, fetched supplies, that kind of thing—my first experience with veterinary medicine. Every once in a while, when I got back in the truck after opening a gate, the cab just reeked of bourbon.”


Everett turned and looked at Nate over his glasses. “I guess some jobs called for a little something extra.”


An overgrown lane led to a cattle pen sitting under a towering bur oak tree. The sultry air buzzed with the sound of cicadas as they got out of the truck and approached the pen. Vernon Smolik wasn’t around, but they were clearly in the right place. A cow paced the pen with a dark red mass extending from her vulva, already attracting a cloud of flies. Something moved in the grass near her feet, and Nate made out a newborn calf, still wet and blinking at its strange new world.


Everett took his shirt off and pulled on a pair of coveralls. He explained how he preferred casting cows when a reliable squeeze chute wasn’t available. “Some vets will work with the cow just tied to a post, and I used to be one of them. But shit, I’ve been kicked one too many times.”


Wearing work gloves, he leaned over the side of the pen and tossed a rope around the base of the cow’s horns, wrapped the rope around the bottom of a post, and tied it off. Then he got into the pen and put another rope on the cow’s horns, letting the end hang over her back. Using a shepherd’s staff to retrieve the rope from between her legs, he made a couple of half hitches—one behind the forelimbs and another in front of the rear limbs—and then when he pulled hard on the end of the second rope, the cow lay down gently. Nate held the rope while Everett pulled both rear limbs straight back.


“If you get them in a frog-legged position, the uterus goes back in a lot easier.”


After putting on obstetrical sleeves, Everett gave the cow an epidural and then scrubbed the uterus with betadine and rinsed it off. Using both hands, he slowly pushed the large unwieldy organ back through the seemingly too small space of the vulva. He then used a long Buhner needle to close the vulvar opening with a single stitch, leaving a knot at the bottom. After giving tetanus antitoxin and oxytocin shots, he untied the cow and let her back up. The whole procedure, start to finish, had taken only twenty minutes. Nate was dripping with sweat and hadn’t done anything but hold the rope.


As Everett washed up, Nate tried to imagine himself doing horse and cattle work. Everett made it look easy, but he had years of experience.


They were soon on the road again, enjoying the cool blast of the truck’s air conditioner.


Audrey called in on the radio. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, honey, but your day isn’t over. A man has a sick puppy. Sounds like parvo. And Grace Lesky is bringing in a calf with a broken leg.”


“Okay, we’re on our way. Get a deposit on the puppy if it’s someone we don’t know.” He looked at Nate. “I could use an extra hand. You have time to stick around a little longer?”


“Sure, why not?”


Nate braced himself as they drove back down the bluff, but fortunately, the feeling he had earlier didn’t return. Back at the clinic, he helped Everett get an IV catheter inserted in the puppy’s leg and fluids flowing. A fecal snap test confirmed parvovirus infection.


As they were coming out of the kennel, a green truck pulled up, and a woman in dusty jeans and a white t-shirt got out. Nate followed Everett out the door.


“Grace, I’ve been seeing more of you than Audrey lately. She might start getting jealous.”


Grace took her cap off and wiped her forehead with a handkerchief. She had smoke blue eyes and tawny hair streaked with gray. “Third sick calf this year. I need to find a cheaper hobby.”


Everett introduced Nate. Then he retrieved the calf from the truck’s cab, carried her into the clinic, and placed her on the surgery table. A quick exam revealed a fractured left metacarpal bone.


“It’s not bad. A splint should do the trick.”


Everett rummaged around the room for materials. Then he had Nate extend the leg, maintaining gentle traction as he applied a layer of cast padding. He glanced at Grace.


“Nate here has ties to the area. He’s Viola Holub’s grandson.”


Grace looked at Nate. “Well, I’ll be damned. You’d be one of Ruthie’s?” She frowned. “No, that couldn’t be.”


“Not Ruthie…Dennis.” Nate said.


Grace stared at him, lips parted, then swallowed hard and looked back down at the calf. Everett was lining up a splint made of PVC pipe. Nate held the splint in place as Everett started applying strips of tape.


The room felt warm and stuffy.


Nate said, “Did you know him?”


Grace nodded, not taking her eyes off the calf. “Of course. Everybody knew Dennis.” Her voice trailed off. Nate thought she might continue, but she just leaned against the table and traced its beveled rim with a crooked finger, following the curve at its corner, and then back again.


Everett finished taping the splint and covered it all with a roll of red bandage wrap. Then he picked up the calf, carried her out to Grace’s truck, and put her on the seat as she held the door open. Everett tied the calf’s three good limbs together to keep her immobilized.


“We’ll need to keep this splint on for four to six weeks, Grace. Bring her back for a checkup in a week, or maybe I’ll stop by if I’m out your way.”


“Okay, Dr. Templeton. Thanks.”


As Nate started following Everett back toward the house, Grace grabbed his arm.


He turned and looked down at her.


Grace held his arm, seeming to pull herself up to get closer. Her eyes were narrow, her features taut. In a hushed tone, she said, “Your father was a good man. Don’t let anybody ever tell you different.” She squeezed his arm with a strength that surprised him, then turned and walked back to her truck.


Nate stood there watching as she drove down the lane, and he kept watching until the truck disappeared from view.


A few minutes later, they left for another farm call, a calf delivery far west of town. By the time they arrived, the cow had given birth unassisted. On the drive back, Everett persuaded Nate to stay for dinner.


He grilled shrimp kebabs with vegetables from their garden. They ate outdoors on the back patio in the shade of a big oak, enjoying a late afternoon breeze.


When they had finished eating, Everett said, “So what’s it gonna take to get you out of Houston?”


Nate was expecting the question, but he wasn’t prepared to answer it. He listened carefully as Everett described the job, and before leaving, he promised to give it some thought.


His head was spinning on the drive back. It had been a better day than expected. Leaving his life in the city had gone from a half-baked daydream to something closer to reality, but he still couldn’t come to grips with it. DeLeon County held so many memories and stirred up his emotions in unexpected ways. Moving there might open him up to heartbreak.


When he reached the edge of the Houston suburbs, Nate looked in the rearview mirror. The sun had almost completely dipped below the horizon, and a bank of low clouds glowed like a bed of hot embers. The sky was a canvas of the deepest blue swept with crimson and gold brush strokes. Fragments of rich luxuriant light hovered and danced on the surface of small velvety clouds, producing an ethereal effect.


It was breathtaking, and Nate turned to get a better look. He wanted to pull over and get out, lest the spell be broken upon entering the city, but traffic was heavy, a line of vehicles stretching far behind. He tightened his grip on the wheel and drove on, pulled along by the current, not looking back, not until all trace of the sun had faded into the city’s murky glow.




Two


Nate got up early the next morning after a long harrowing night. Sleep had been elusive since the divorce. He staggered into the kitchen, started a pot of coffee, and popped a bagel in the toaster. The kitchen table was littered with newspapers, junk mail, and unemptied bags of groceries. He cleared off a spot and collapsed into a chair.


Almost a year had passed since Caroline and the girls moved out. She worked in hospital administration, and Vicente Esteves, a cardiovascular surgeon with hypnotic eyes and gleaming white teeth, found her a willing target. She moved with the girls to his place in the Museum District. The girls were fourteen and reluctant to change schools, but Vicente’s posh townhouse helped make up for it. Nate chose not to fight for custody—teenage girls need their mother more than their wretched, burned-out father.


Nate was taking the girls to his mother’s house for lunch. She had been inviting him over a lot lately, believing he needed her counsel to get his life back together. She would ask where he had been all day Saturday, so he wasn’t eager to see her.


He picked up Marianne and Emma at eleven thirty. On the drive to The Heights, he tried to make conversation, but both girls seemed more interested in their phones. They pulled into his mother’s driveway a few minutes before noon. Her house was a one-story Victorian, painted yellow, with graceful gingerbread under the front eaves, gray shutters, and a broad wraparound porch, complete with porch swing. Her second husband Rudy had made a living buying, renovating, and selling old houses before his death from prostate cancer. This house was a wreck when he bought it, and Nate’s mother loved to show before and after pictures of his handiwork. She helped with the renovation herself, doing most of the interior painting.


She greeted them at the door over the barks of Gyro, her miniature schnauzer. “Make yourselves at home. I’ve almost got lunch ready.”


The girls collapsed on the living room sofa. Marianne picked up the remote and started flipping channels, while Emma played with Gyro. Nate followed his mother down the hallway to the kitchen.


She stopped, turned, and put her hand on his cheek, pulling his face toward the light. “Nate, you look terrible. Are you getting enough sleep?”


He pulled her hand away. “I’m fine, Mom.”


She squinted at him, shaking her head. Webs of fine wrinkles radiated from the corners of her eyes. She still wore her hair long, pulled into a grizzled ponytail. Nate sat down at the table and started thumbing through the Sunday Chronicle, and she returned to the salad she was preparing.


“So where were you yesterday?” she said. “I tried calling several times, both your home phone and cell.”


“Yesterday? Well…I had to work past noon, and then I had some errands to run. I must’ve had my phone off.” This explanation was entirely plausible. She knew he hadn’t fully embraced the mobile phone as a means of communication.


“Didn’t you work last weekend?”


“Yeah, but Joe and I swapped weekends. He’s off on a fishing trip.” He noisily flipped the page, pretending to read the sports section. “So what did you do yesterday?”


She studied him, then turned her attention back to the carrot she was cutting. “Oh, nothing much. Piddled around here. Worked in the yard some.” She put her hands on the counter and looked at him again, frowning. “You know you work too much. You’ll give yourself an ulcer.”


Nate leaned back in his chair and sighed. Then he walked over and put his arm around her shoulder, giving her the biggest smile he could muster. “Don’t worry about me, Mom, okay?”


She gave him a sideways glance, still frowning. “Have you seen any more of Phyllis?”


Phyllis Newberry was the niece of one of his mother’s friends. She was a part-time court reporter and full-time crazy cat lady. She had seven cats, all named after Tolkien characters. After weeks of his mother’s persistence, Nate had taken her out for dinner. He endured an hour of Phyllis detailing all of her cats’ medical issues, highlighted by Frodo’s gluten insensitivity and Arwen’s obsessive-compulsive disorder. When Nate suggested that Gandalf’s halitosis might benefit from a professional teeth cleaning, Phyllis was insulted. “His teeth are spotless. I brush them every day.”


Nate shuffled his feet. “No, Mom, I haven’t.”


“You should call her. She’s really sweet.”


Nate nodded as he slid open a drawer and pulled out place-mats. He set the table, and then, fearing more questions, he went to sit with the girls until it was time to eat.


During the meal, his mother asked the girls what they were doing for the summer. Marianne talked about her job as a swimming instructor, while Emma mumbled something about taking a summer school class. Nate tried to stay focused on the conversation, but his mind kept drifting back to his day in DeLeon County.


In describing the job to him, Everett said they would alternate weeks on after-hours duty, and both would work Saturday mornings, but Nate would have one afternoon off every week. The salary he offered was low, but the cost of living in DeLeon County was a lot less than in Houston. And as Everett put it, “The clean air alone should be worth what, $10,000 a year? Not to mention the lower crime. And you know we have only one traffic light here, right?”


He scored points with that last one, no doubt. When Nate expressed concern about his lack of large animal experience, Everett was ready. “You can ride with me for the first few weeks. I’ll teach you everything I know, which isn’t a lot, to be honest. Hell, this isn’t neurosurgery.” Nate had learned a lot in just one afternoon, so a few weeks seemed like a reasonable amount of time to get up to speed.


Nate returned to Houston thinking a new life might just be possible, but DeLeon County now seemed like a thousand miles and two time zones away. Mixed practice? Who was he kidding? The locals would see right through him in a heartbeat. He had city boy written all over him. He would inevitably do something stupid, like pumping mineral oil into a horse’s lungs, and then his misdeed would be broadcast in every feed store and watering hole in the county. Or if he somehow managed to master the technical aspects of the work, he would get permanently disabled by some crazy-ass cow.


His mother said, “You’re quieter than usual, Nate. Something on your mind?”


“I’m just in awe of this incredible salad dressing. Homemade?”


“No, it’s a mix.” She smiled, but he knew she wasn’t buying it. “Emma, you haven’t eaten any chicken.”


Emma stared gloomily at the platter of chicken parmesan.


“She’s a vegetarian now,” Marianne said, as she speared a second piece of chicken and plopped it on her plate with a flourish. “I thought you knew that Grandma.”


“Vegetarian? Since when?”


“Since we moved. She thinks eating meat is uncivilized.”


Emma glared at her. “I’ve never said that.”


“Yes you did. When Vicente told us about those pig farms in Argentina, you told him eating animals is cruel and barbaric. Don’t deny it.”


“I did not! Don’t put words in my mouth. I just said that keeping animals in crates is cruel. I didn’t say anything about eating them.”


“All right girls, let’s not argue,” his mother said. “We’ll have some brownies for dessert. I think that’s something we can all agree on.”


The girls were fraternal twins. Both had their mother’s blond hair and blue eyes, but Marianne was nearly a head taller, confident and carefree, while Emma was more reserved and moodier. Caroline had once called Emma “daddy’s girl”—not meant as a compliment, as it turned out.


Nate couldn’t believe how his little girls had changed. Sometimes when he looked at them, he wondered how these were the same human beings who had once piled onto his lap for bedtime stories. He could once help them with their problems—console Emma when she lost a spelling bee, doctor Marianne’s scraped knee when she fell off her bicycle—but now their lives were more complicated, and he wasn’t equipped to handle it. Living apart made it a lot worse. He worried about them, especially Emma, who was less adaptable and had a harder time making friends and negotiating the minefield of adolescence.


After eating, they played a couple of games of Scrabble. The game was his mother’s favorite, and she trounced them as usual. Nate could give her competition on a good day, but that afternoon he could barely put together three-letter words.


It was almost four o’clock when he took the girls back. He wanted to take them to a movie, but they had already seen the one he had in mind. Not wanting to see Caroline, he stayed in the car as the girls walked down the sidewalk and entered the townhouse. He sat there for a minute, staring at the door, his arms heavy on the steering wheel, unable to will his foot up to the gas pedal.


On the way back home, Nate felt a sudden urge to drive through his old neighborhood. He grew up on Grand Lake Street in Bellaire and hadn’t seen the old house in years. Bellaire had been all shady rows of modest bungalows back then, but the area was undergoing a transformation, the places being bought up by Medical Center doctors, torn down, and replaced by massive two-story custom homes.


Nate pulled up to the curb in front of his old house, which looked abandoned and had a For Sale sign in the yard. The light blue siding had faded to a moldy gray, and the attached one-car garage had broken windows and peeling paint. New brick homes towered on either side. Its days were clearly numbered, so he turned off the engine and got out to pay his final respects.


He walked across the front yard in the shade of a sprawling magnolia tree. His father once attached a tire swing to that tree, despite his mother’s objections, and it became a hit with the neighborhood kids. Nate spent many long summer evenings in that front yard, swinging or playing catch with his friends, chasing fireflies when it got too dark to see the ball. He looked down the street, remembering how heavy rains would flood it as high as the curb—a Grand Lake indeed—and he, his sister Sarah, and all of their friends would run around barefoot in their swimming suits.


Nate walked around the side of the house and entered the backyard through a gate in the chain-link fence. He recognized a cluster of tall pines in the far corner, but everything else looked different. The screened porch where his mother spent so many hours with her pottery had been walled in to make another room, and a wooden deck had replaced their small concrete patio. A pair of crepe myrtles hugged the side fence where their clothesline had been, and a storage shed stood over their old garden.


Nate’s parents had been ill-matched in more ways than one, but the garden was one thing they shared. His mother, like many urbanites of her generation, saw gardening as a way to get back to nature, to grow non-processed, pesticide-free food for her family. For his father, who had grown up with dirt under his fingernails, growing food wasn’t a novelty—it was all he had ever known.


A large cloud hid the sun, but the late afternoon heat was still intense. As he walked across the yard, Nate remembered an old photo his mother had of him and Sarah splashing around in a blue plastic wading pool, he spraying her with a water hose while she tried to pull it away. The pool must have been sitting between the patio and the garden, but he wasn’t sure.


Nate could picture his father sitting on the patio on summer evenings. He worked as a mechanic at an oil drilling equipment factory, and his gray work shirt—his name monogrammed above the pocket in dark blue letters—would be soaked with sweat from working in the garden. He would sit with a beer and a small radio, listening to Gene Elston call the Astros game. He would stay out there past dark, having a second beer, sometimes a third or fourth, slapping at mosquitoes as he cheered the hits and cussed the outs.


The memories hounded Nate, trailing him back out to the street. Before getting into the car, he looked back at the house one last time. He saw the garage door open, the family station wagon parked snugly inside. The tire swing hung from the magnolia, rocking gently in the wind. His mother’s azaleas bloomed in the flowerbed as she stood framed in the window above, looking out anxiously, waiting for her husband to return from yet another weekend trip to the farm. Nate closed his eyes and heard their voices, the walls reverberating with anger, echoes spilling out into the yard and down the street.


What did his mother feel on those Sunday evenings? Was it worry? Resentment? Bitterness? She must have realized that a part of Dennis Holub had never belonged to her, and that it never would. When he returned to the city, part of him stayed behind in the green grassy hills of DeLeon County.


Their marriage had reached a delicate equilibrium by that point, an unsteady truce, and it lasted until a sad Sunday one spring… the day he didn’t return at all.




Three


Two months later, Nate found himself sitting on the front porch of his farmhouse, wondering if the cows were hungry. Three mistletoe-choked hackberry trees stood just outside his yard fence, while a few Herefords milled about in the shade, lazily chewing their cuds. Bruno Gaskamp, his new landlord, had been short on details. “Just give ’em a couple of square bales and a few cubes if they start looking peaked.”


The farm was four miles northeast of Hadlow. Bruno, a used car dealer in San Antonio, had grown up on the place and couldn’t bear to part with it. He kept the cattle around for tax purposes and offered Nate a ridiculously low rent in exchange for keeping an eye on them.


Nate had agonized over Everett’s job offer for weeks. While wrestling with the decision, he took the girls to their favorite restaurant one night—Sal’s, a small family-run pizzeria on Rice Boulevard. As they sat in a booth awaiting their pizza, he explained what he was considering. Marianne nodded along, while Emma just stared.


When he finished, he said, “So…what do you think?”


They exchanged looks. Then Marianne said, “That sounds awesome, Dad. You can wear a cowboy hat and boots and drive a truck. That would be so you.” She glanced back at Emma. “What do you say, Em? Wouldn’t Dad rock as a cowboy?”


Emma smiled dimly.


The waiter arrived with their pizza, and as Marianne reached for a slice, Nate looked at Emma. “Tell me what you’re thinking, sweetie.”


She shrugged. “You’ve been really sad lately. If you think this will cheer you up, you should go for it.”


Nate didn’t realize he had been wearing his emotions on his sleeve. He stared at his glass of iced tea, stirring it slowly with a straw. “This is the kind of job I had in mind when I decided to become a vet. I wanted to be outdoors, drive around the countryside…that kind of thing.”


“So how’d you end up in Houston?” Marianne said.


Emma picked up a slice of pizza. “Think about it. Can you imagine Mom in the sticks? A hundred miles from the nearest Macy’s?”


“Good point. She wouldn’t last a week.”


Nate continued stirring his tea. “That was a big factor, for sure. But remember I’m from the city too. I couldn’t see myself fitting in.”


“And now you can?” Marianne said.


“I don’t know. This feels different. It’s not…just any job. I’ve got roots there.”


Nate wondered what the girls were thinking. Could they possibly understand? He finally leaned forward, his arms on the table. “It’s you two I’m worried about. With the distance and all.”


“How far is it?” Marianne said.


“About a two-hour drive from your place.”


“That’s nothing. We can teach you how to text. You finally have email down, so you can probably handle it. We can even video chat, but that might be pushing it.”


Nate chewed on his lip. He looked at Marianne. “Are you sure?”


“Absolutely. I can tell you really want this, Dad.” Marianne raised her glass of diet soda. “Let’s make it official. A toast…to Dad’s new job as a cowboy vet.”


Nate slowly reached for his glass. Before raising it, he looked at Emma.


She held her glass up and smiled.


This was it then—no turning back now. He was relieved, but also alarmed. He had imagined a little sorrow at the idea of him moving away. Maybe even a token sniffle or two.


“We’ll have to come visit,” Marianne said. “You’ll have a ranch with horses, right? We haven’t ridden horses since summer camp, when we were what, eight or nine?”


“I’m not sure about the ranch, or the horses, but you’ll definitely visit.” They had been too young to remember their only visit to the farm. Their conceptions of rural life were based on country music videos and the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo.
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