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Indian Wells, California, USA

March 2014

If Simon Burnside didn’t emerge from the changing room soon, his coach was going to come in after him.

She would have no qualms about it. Simon knew that very well, but in here, he was alone, at least for the moment. Out there, he would have to face people, and the media, and questions about his future. He knew the answers. He just wasn’t sure he was ready to say them aloud.

He lifted his water bottle to his lips, only to find it was empty. He tossed it aside and looked at his equipment bag, the same one he’d had since he was a junior. It was battered now, the handle fraying. Ready for retirement. Just like Simon himself.

A flurry of activity snapped Simon out of his self-indulgent reverie.

There were a lot of loud groups on the tour. The Spanish, the Americans, even the English, minus Simon himself, could be raucous when they wanted to be, but nobody held a candle to the Italians when it came to sheer exuberance. They tumbled into the changing room, laughing and joking together, arms slung around one another’s shoulders like a group of drunken mates falling out of the pub at closing time. Simon stood up quickly, pulling on his jeans and zipping up the fly. He was hoping he could pass unnoticed, but, of course, he wasn’t that lucky.

“Simon!” Luca De Marchi called out.

Simon let his eyes slide shut, just for a fraction of a moment, then looked over.

“Hello, Luca.”

He was nearly a decade younger than Simon, and it showed. He had just come off the court. Sweat glistened on his forehead and his hair was damp, but his eyes were bright, and he didn’t have the appearance of pure exhaustion Simon felt down to his bones. One more reason to call it quits, Simon thought. Luca was seeded a little below Simon for now, but he, along with a dozen other promising young players, were nipping more closely at Simon’s heels at every tournament. Better, he thought, to shut the door on them, and his career, than to let himself be slowly gnawed to death. Less embarrassing that way.

“You play good today, yes?” Luca’s accent was heavy, but his smile was sincere.

“Not well enough.” Federer had obliterated Simon in his quarter-final match. It would have been nice to go out as a winner, or at least as a finalist, but obviously, that was not to be.

Luca gave a continental shrug. “You win, you lose. Is the game, yes? Don’t mean you don’t play good.” He winked. “You get Roger next time.”

“There won’t be a next time.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Simon regretted them.

He was never the kind of guy who had a ton of friends on the tour. Not that he had enemies, but he had never been a popular guy anywhere. He wasn’t outgoing or funny or even particularly kind. He’d been planning on telling the other players about his retirement at the same time he told the world at large. He didn’t think any of them would care, but Luca stared at him like Simon had just punched his grandmother.

“No! Simon! You cannot stop!” It was loud enough to draw the attention of the other Italians. Simon felt himself reddening as he pulled on his shirt. “Is not possible,” Luca added, emphatically.

“I’m getting old.” Thirty-five next month. Ancient in professional tennis, unless you were a once-in-a-generation talent. Simon was very good, he wouldn’t still be here if he wasn’t, but there were limits.

“But we never play.” Luca frowned. “I mean, you and me. Never. On the court together, yes?”

Simon cast his mind back. “I guess not.” He couldn’t imagine why Luca would be concerned about that, but he looked so devastated, Simon had to respond somehow. “You’ll do great in the semis. Maybe end up playing Federer in the final.”

Luca didn’t seem cheered by the thought. “I no want to play Federer, Simon. I want to play you. Ever since Wimbledon 2007.”

That had been a great match. Simon took advantage of injuries and wild, dumb luck to beat Rafael Nadal in straight sets to take the tournament. It was the highlight of his career, and it was seven years ago. Definitely time to move on, Simon thought with a sigh.

“I’m sorry,” he said aloud. “Maybe we can do an exhibition sometime.” He didn’t mean it. When he was done with tennis, he was going to be done; he’d always told himself that, but it put that dazzling smile back on Luca’s face, at least. Simon never wanted to be the cause of him losing it.

“Yes. We do this. Exhibition. You no forget, yes?”

“I won’t.”

Before Simon could even feel guilty about the lie, Luca threw his arms around him. He was damp beneath Simon’s hands—damp shirt, damp hair, damp cheek against Simon’s freshly-showered one—but he smelled strangely good. Familiar. Like Plexiplave and sunshine, a scent that had come to be characteristic of Simon’s life. Not anymore, Simon told himself. I’m going to miss it.

Luca pulled back, only to smack a loud kiss onto each of Simon’s cheeks. “I wish you all the lucks, Simon.”

“Thank you.” Simon swallowed. From nowhere, tears pricked at the back of his eyes. No, he told himself firmly. It’s the right decision, and you know it. “Thanks, Luca.”

Luca patted Simon’s shoulder, then released him. With a glance over his shoulder, and a final wink, he headed for the showers. Simon zipped up his old bag for the last time.

All the lucks, he repeated to himself. It was a kind thought, from a man who had always been genuinely kind to him. To you too, Luca. He hoped he did it, that he faced Federer or whoever in the final and beat him. Simon would be watching on TV like everybody else.

* * * *
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Ten years later

The heifer huffed out a breath, visible in the chilly air of the barn, and wriggled on her bed of straw.

“That’s it, old girl.” Drawing his jacket tighter around himself, Simon pushed some of the straw up onto the cow’s heaving sides to act as a blanket of sorts. The collie, Ruby, lay on another bed of straw in the corner, watching with her head on her paws.

Giving birth in the cold predawn of late March couldn’t be comfortable, but this cow, Millie, had done it twice before. Simon trusted her to do it without too much human intervention. He was still there, watching just in case. Her enormous sides contracted again. Sure enough, two small hooves poked their way out.
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