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Praise for Driving Home Naked




“Whether you were raised on a farm or in the city, you’ll be amazed, entertained, and sometimes shocked by the extraordinary life of this tenacious doctor and single mother who works around the clock through injury, illness, and her own pregnancy to care for the animals she’s called to heal.”


—DEBORAH ANN LUCAS,author of Dance While the Fire Burns


“Melinda’s life story is inspiring. As pet owners, we enjoyed learning fascinating details about a multitude of farm animals, and we were shocked to read about the challenging animal cruelty cases she deals with. Both of us were endeared to the hardworking and smart border collies (Meg, Dot, Cap, Jessie, and Katch) that were reliable companions and copilots throughout Melinda’s life and on her adventures along country roads.”


—MAUREEN AND CHRISTOPHER HARRINGTON,authors of Ivy the Very Determined Dog


“Driving Home Naked is a study in resourcefulness and sheer grit. Anyone aiming to live their best life will tear through Dr. McCall’s hilarious and often poignant narrative and find much to admire, and even emulate.”


—KIM SAVAGE, author of In Her Skin


“Reading Driving Home Naked filled me with admiration for the author’s dedication, huge heart, and life-affirming humor as she recounted her career as a large animal veterinarian in rural Virginia. Tales of hard work, skill, and passion for animals give us a fascinating insight into this challenging world of caring for farm animals—while showing Melinda’s endless energy and her compassion and generosity toward their owners and her colleagues, family, and friends. This book is both eye-opening and heartwarming and an utter delight to read.”


—LIZ KINCHEN,author of Light in Bandaged Places


“You will enjoy this passionate memoir, which sets out a strong self-belief, coupled with perseverance, as Melinda shows up and follows her purpose. Her adventures as a veterinarian working in rural communities, joined by her loyal dogs, will inspire you to hold your head high and grab onto your dreams to see them come to life. A woman after my own heart, and a must-read.”


—MEG NOCERO, ESQ.,author of The Magical Guide to Bliss, Sparkle & Shine, andButterfly Awakens: A Memoir of Transformation through Grief
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To all the hardworking vet moms and women in agriculture.


This is not just my story; this is our story. Hold your heads high while you slog through the mud to feed those babies, human and animal, and be proud of the important work you all do. And even on the hardest days, be grateful.


Thanks for the inspiration.









“If you decide to become a veterinary surgeon you will never grow rich but you will have a life of endless interest and variety.”


—James Herriot,All Creatures Great and Small











[image: image]









[image: image]





A STICKY SITUATION






If I had a dollar for every time I heard the words “Are you sure you want to be a large animal vet?” I could have already paid off my student loans. Most of the concerned citizens who asked this question, including my own father, didn’t believe large animal veterinary medicine was “women’s work.” Others would say, “It’s just a really hard way to make a living.” But I knew in my heart that it was my calling.


As a young woman growing up on a dairy farm in the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains over forty years ago, I was a minority. Most of the workers on the dairy were men, as were the veterinarians that serviced the dairy. During my childhood, I tried not to ask too many questions. Everyone was in too much of a hurry to explain anything to me. It seemed to embarrass the men if they had to try to explain birthing issues. Most of all, I never wanted the questions to sound dumb. I’d rather seek out the answer on my own from a book.


My mom once asked me before Dad got home, “When you say you’re ‘worming’ the cows, are you giving them worms or trying to kill them?”


“I’m not 100 percent sure, Mom, but what I do know is the wormer is really expensive. If me or Ann spill it, we get our butts beat.”


Soon enough, I figured out it was to remove the worms. But my list of questions only continued to grow. I also wanted to know where the old, crippled cows went that left the farm. The sketchy cattle hauler told me they were being served as burgers at my school’s cafeteria, but he had such a poker face I could never tell if he was lying.


Growing up in southwest Virginia, I never saw any female doctors, so asking a woman was out of the question. Mom was a nurse, but, evidenced by the question about deworming, she was not well versed in animal anatomy and physiology. I was going to have to learn by watching and reading.


My dad was the herdsman on the dairy, and throughout my childhood, we lived in a small white tenant house overlooking a two-hundred-acre cornfield along the middle fork of the Holston River. The sea of green cornstalks nearly touched the bank of the small creek that branched off the river and flowed in front of our house. As children, we spent many summer days barefoot in the clear water of the creek, catching crawdads. I would occasionally catch one that had only one pincer and try to rehabilitate it on the back porch, but I was never once successful. One sweltering summer afternoon in 1991, when I was twelve, I heard a tap, tap, tap on the screen door of the porch. I peeked out and saw Dr. John, a broad-shouldered young veterinarian, in his manure-soaked green overalls. His nose was swollen and bruised, with fresh red blood trickling down both sides.


“How are ya, young lady?” Dr. John asked as he blotted the blood underneath his nose with his dirty finger. “Your dad told me you might have a Band-Aid to spare.”


“Looks like I’m doing better than you. What happened to you, Doc?” I asked as I walked into the kitchen to get supplies to fix him up.


“A big ol’ mean cow kicked a gate into my face. I hope she didn’t break my nose.” He wiped away a trickle of blood coming from his nostrils. “This is a dirty, dangerous job. You aren’t still thinking of becoming a vet, are you?” he said through the open kitchen window.


I pushed the screen open and brought a wet rag, a Band-Aid, and a large glass of fresh-brewed sweet iced tea onto the porch. “Yes, I still want to be a vet. Would I be able to ride along with you sometime . . . please?” I started cleaning up the deep gash over the bridge of his nose as he winced. “Here, drink some tea before you pass out.”


Dr. John swigged tea. “I reckon you can if your parents say it’s OK. But I’m telling you, I rarely get home before dark, and there’s a good chance of a tiny thing like you getting hurt. You’re a smart gal. There are easier ways to make a living.”


I took that as a yes. I smiled and quietly clapped my hands, barely able to hide my excitement.


Dr. John looked defeated as he applied the Band-Aid across the bridge of his nose and slurped his last gulp of tea. “Thanks for the help, Melinda,” he said as he headed out to his old vet truck.


“I hope the rest of your day gets better. I’ll be calling you about the ride-along!” I could hardly wait for Mom to get home so I could tell her.


Sitting at the supper table that night, I made the big announcement to my family. “Great news! I’m going to be doing some ride-alongs with Dr. John this summer.”


“Really? Hmmm . . .” Dad replied with one eyebrow raised.


“That’s fantastic, honey.” Mom shot Dad a look as she took a bite of her freshly harvested garden green beans. “I guess Dr. John isn’t going to get your dad’s hundred bucks.”


“Dad, are you bribing him or something?” I rolled my eyes in disgust.


Ann jumped into the conversation. “Are you bribing anybody to talk me out of anything, Dad? Because I think I’d like to be an artist.” Being only nine years old, she didn’t have a firm plan for her future, but she did have a flair for the flamboyant.


Dad did his best to stay afloat in the estrogen pool. “I will put up another $100 for anybody who can talk you out of becoming an artist. Have you ever heard the term ‘starving artist,’ Ann?”


I believe my dad discouraged me out of love; after all, the only large animal veterinarians he’d ever seen were overworked, divorced, caffeine-addicted men who cursed too much and had multiple scars from injuries and surgeries. The older I got, the more I understood his reasoning for trying to crush my dream into the greasy spot roadkill makes when it’s hit by a Mack truck.


After years of working on the dairy farm with my father, he could tell that I was bullheaded enough to pursue my passion and become a vet. In some ways, it was his fault. Before I was old enough to walk, he carried me to the barn every night to check cows. Once I could follow him, I became his shadow. I hiked up the steep hill day after day to get to the barn. I loved roaming around the barn with those docile, large-framed black and white beauties, breathing the fresh barn air with a hint of cow manure. Sometimes dad would “accidentally forget” to take me with him (as a way of discouraging me, I’m sure), but I’d run up the hill and beat him to the barn. There was no talking me out of it, so he started giving me harder and harder jobs to do. I started out feeding the baby calves, then graduated to giving shots, then artificially inseminating the cows and delivering calves. I was always begging for more responsibility.


That same summer when I was twelve, we had a group of Holstein calves to process. Like most of the facilities on the dairy, our cattle chute was lacking—rickety boards attached to wobbly posts with a rusty headgate at the end to catch the cattle’s head. With the help of Meg, our trusty border collie, I struggled to push calf after calf up the alley to trap them in the head catch. Meg would go around the calves and help us get them in the pen, and then it was up to me to push them.


When we got to the male calves, my dad told me it was about time I learned how to castrate. I was thrilled that he finally gave me an important job that required a lot of trust, a job that real-life cattle veterinarians do. The bulls were large enough that if I made any mistakes, they could die from blood loss or infection. My dad’s expression was stern; his cheekbones looked even more pronounced as he said, “I will teach you like they teach veterinary students. I’ll show you how to do one, let you do one, then make you teach someone how to do one.”


We were both hot, tired, and parched. We were covered in blood from dehorning the heifer calves and had run out of water to drink. The first bull calf stepped up in the chute, and I jacked up his tail for my dad to cut him.


“First, you pull the scrotal sack down and cut it off,” Dad explained. “Then you pull the testicle down while stripping the cord, and you need to make sure that the cord pulls down really, really far before it separates.” Dad pulled the spermatic cord out so far I was beginning to wonder if the calf was going to part with it. “And for goodness’ sake, you better have clean hands for this job and put lots of betadine and fly spray on the sack. That’s all you can do to prevent infection.” He grimaced as he bent over to apply the fly spray. I could tell his back was hurting.


I nodded my head and wiped the sweat from my brow. “Yes, sir. I think I got it. Cut, pull, strip.” I knew if I screwed up this job, I’d face either the wrath or the ridicule of my father.


“You know this bull could kick you and break your leg, right? And if you don’t hang on tight to that knife, it’s gonna end up in your eye or slice your finger clean off your hand.” Clearly, Dad was trying to scare me away. I listened carefully.


As I stepped up to the bull, I followed my dad’s instructions step-by-step until, at last, I got the robust pair of testicles out without killing the calf or myself. I was so excited that I didn’t pay much attention to my aim when I threw the first testicle over the chute. That calf nut headed straight toward my father’s cheek—and stuck! And man, oh man, the look on his face. I could see the vessels dilating in his temples, and his entire head turned bright red.


I did what any smart girl would have done. I ran! I climbed out of the alley and ran as fast as possible in the opposite direction. After I’d gotten a safe distance away, I glanced back over my shoulder to see if he had gotten it off.


“What the hell is wrong with you? You better pay attention, young lady,” he shouted as he peeled the slimy, sticky organ from his face. He threw it to the ground, and Meg scarfed it up, licking her lips in search of more. At least somebody was appreciative of my work.


In a few minutes, and from a safe distance, I called, “Sorry, Dad. I really didn’t do it on purpose!” Deep down, I was still chuckling.


“Melinda, you better get your ass back over here and finish with this calf before you piss me all the way off!” Dad yelled.


After we finished with all the calves, Dad, Meg, and I jumped in the old blue farm truck, and I drove us home. The rule in the country is: if you can reach the pedals, you’re old enough to drive. Covered in sweat and blood, I ran to the bedroom to show my mother the fruits of my labor: a big bucket overflowing with bloody bull testicles.


Momma stared at the dirty bucket. “You know I’m proud of you, and I love you, honey, but you better get those nasty bulls’ balls out of my bedroom this minute!” Mom was always very supportive, but her nursing stopped with humans. I carted the bucket out to the porch so the dogs could have a scrumptious snack later.




The older I got, the thirstier I became for knowledge. One cold January morning when I was a freshman in high school, one of the cows I was treating in the sick pen had passed away overnight. I wanted to know her cause of death. She was a big Holstein that had calved recently and just continued to go downhill each day. I was sure that by learning why she died, I would be able to change my treatment protocol to help treat the next sick cow more successfully.





It was so cold that I could see the vapors coming from my mouth with every breath and I would intermittently cough as the cold air hit my asthmatic lungs. I had so many layers under my insulated coveralls that I could barely squat beside the frigid corpse. I placed two long plastic OB sleeves over my heavy-duty gloves and Carhart jacket.


I pushed with all my might to work the sharp end of the long butcher knife through the tough cowhide over the cow’s abdomen. I backed up and got a run-and-go, which I was told never to do with a knife. The blade slammed against the frozen hide but wouldn’t penetrate it, forcing me backward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my dad driving by in the old beat-up farm truck. He leaned out the window and shouted, “What on earth are you doing?”


“Well, I’m trying to do a necropsy on this cow, but I’m struggling.”


“That cow is frozen solid. Why don’t you leave her alone before you cut your arm off? That little knife is never going to work.” Dad shook his head and began to roll up his window.


I approached his truck and pleaded, “Do you have a saw I could borrow then?”


“You have to be the most stubborn child on the planet. Yes, hop in, and we’ll find a saw.” He rolled his big brown eyes so far back in his head that I thought they might get stuck.


Dad dropped me off beside the cowsicle with a medium-sized hack saw. It was very difficult to force the dull edges of the saw through the frozen hide, but it did work better than the knife. By the time I jerked the serrated blade through the liver-colored muscle fibers and shiny white tendons of the bloodless forelimb and the rear limb, I had broken a sweat inside my insulated wardrobe. If anyone was watching, they’d think I was a budding serial killer, but with every fiber of my being, I knew that I wanted to be a large animal veterinarian. And I was getting a good lesson in just how many fibers were in a body. A few minutes later, Dad drove back around to pick me up. “Well, what’s the diagnosis?” he asked with a smirk.


“Hypothermia,” I said decisively. We both chuckled as we headed home to see if Mom had a warm breakfast for us. I will go to my grave not knowing why that cow died, but I will never regret trying to figure it out.


When I think back to how I started chasing my dream, I remember an elementary school teacher trying to help us figure out what we wanted to be when we grew up.


“Children, what is the first thing you think of when you open your eyes in the morning? Take a minute to think and write it down.”


For me, it was easy. My top priority every day was going up to the barn to check the cows that were expecting babies. I was excited by just the thought of getting to witness a live birth, or even better, getting to hold onto those little wet feet protruding from the cow’s vulva and assisting her birth. When you find your passion, you love it on the hot days and the cold days, the hard days and the easy days, and the days when you’re discouraged and the days you’re supported.


I could tell from the start that it wouldn’t be easy. Still, I knew my determined, courageous attitude and inordinate amount of “knot-headedness” would make me just the right person for this career. I was more than just a girl looking for a job; I was an educated young lady seeking a rewarding lifelong adventure.
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ACCEPTED






My fingers fumbled as I dialed the last number on my Queens College campus mailbox. This was the moment I had been waiting on for months—the day I would receive the letter that would determine the course of the rest of my life. I thought back to my anxiety the day of my veterinary school interview, dressed in my sharp purple pants suit, sitting at that long boardroom table full of intimidating veterinarians. I was shaking on the inside while trying to appear poised and confident on the outside. I clutched the silver bull pendant on my necklace that my friend Sally gave me, so I’d have the balls I needed to get through that interview.


As students and faculty members brushed past me in the narrow hallway, I snatched a lone letter out of the box. The left corner read VIRGINIA-MARYLAND REGIONAL COLLEGE OF VETERINARY MEDICINE (Virginia Tech). I hadn’t been this nauseated since I helped my dad deliver a set of dead, rotten lambs from an old ewe when I had the stomach flu last year.


I tore into the letter so fast that the paper cut my finger, and my blood soaked through the paper. This certainly wasn’t the first blood I had shed chasing this dream. The first word was “CONGRATULATIONS!” I stood in the hall in complete shock.


“Honey, are you OK?” A small-framed, polite lady from the academic affairs office approached me in the crowded corridor and was concerned.


“Yes, ma’am. I’m actually better than OK. I’m fantastic.” I opened the letter back up. “I just found out that I have been accepted to veterinary school in Blacksburg, Virginia.”


“Congratulations. That’s wonderful news, dear.” As I moved toward the door, the lady called out to me, “My niece Megan started there last year, and she loves it. In fact, I’m pretty sure she’s looking for a roommate. Would you like her contact information?”


“Wow. That would be great. It would be nice just to know someone there. Thank you so much.”


Within the first five minutes of discovering I had been accepted to veterinary school, I had a potential roommate and friend. I couldn’t contain my excitement—I needed to share this news with my advisor, Dr. Martin. She and I had become very close during my time at Queens. She never had human children of her own, but she thought of me like a daughter.


When I started college, I didn’t think this would be the case. I first stepped into the second-floor hallway of the science building as a lanky, lost freshman. I nosed around the long, white corridor that reeked of formaldehyde searching for Dr. Martin’s office and stumbled into a hidden office, where I saw a woman sitting at her desk.


“Are you Dr. Martin? I’m Melinda, the new work study for the biology department.”


“Nice to meet you, Melinda. I’m Dr. Jann, a botany professor. Dr. Martin is located a bit farther down the hallway, but I’m going to warn you. She’s not in good humor today, not at all. You may go see her. Just, for God’s sake . . . don’t bring up the dog.”


I entered the small office down the hall to find a middle-aged lady with short brown hair slumped over her desk, her fingers pressed into her temples. She had a stone-cold expression and puffy, dark circles under her eyes. I gazed around the office and noticed a beautiful portrait of a striking black and white dog.


“Hi, Dr. Martin. I’m Melinda, and I have been assigned to your department as a work study. That is a gorgeous dog on the wall. Is she a border collie?”


Her face contorted, and the tears flowed like a faucet. Oh hell, I wasn’t supposed to mention the dog.


“Yes, she was my beloved border collie, Misty. I had to take her to the vet yesterday to have her put to sleep because the cancer had eaten her up,” Dr. Martin said, her voice trembling. “Life is never going to be the same now. If you don’t mind, can we postpone our meeting?”


“I’m so, so sorry to hear about Misty. You just let me know when you’re ready to get together.” I nervously avoided eye contact with her and the picture of the dog as I creeped toward the door.


The first day of being a real grown-up at age seventeen, and I’d already blown it.


But once Dr. Martin had some time to process her grief, we got along like peas in a pod. We realized that we were both border collie–loving science nerds, and she loved the fact that I wanted to become a veterinarian.


I ran across the quad toward the science building, dashed up the stairs, and burst through Dr. Martin’s office door. Excited and out of breath, I shouted, “You’ll never believe it. I got accepted to vet school.”


This time, happy tears streamed down Dr. Martin’s cheeks. I jumped across the desk, and she embraced me.


“I’m so proud of you, my dear. You’ll be a great veterinarian; I have never doubted that.” It was hard for me to believe that she never doubted it because she was an incredibly tough grader. She held my feet to the fire and loved me while she did it.
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WASTIN' TIME






“Melinda, you and Ginny will report to school at 3:50 a.m. tomorrow for your trip to prison,” Dr. John announced with a grin. I knew the first externship of our fourth year would take us on the prison farm circuit for three days, but I didn’t expect him to be so tickled. Dr. John had recently joined the Virginia-Maryland College of Veterinary Medicine faculty, and we often joked about the ploy that backfired.


“By sending you to the prison, I might still have a chance at getting your dad’s money,” he said. Dr. John might not have gotten my dad’s $100 bill, but the vet school was now getting stacks of mine in the form of tuition, which paid his salary. Ironically, the veterinary experience I gained riding along with him and other members of his practice helped me get into vet school.


Still half asleep, Ginny and I climbed into the back seat of the Production Management Medicine vet truck in pitch-black darkness. It was the first day of a very long year, which would require us to change externships every three weeks for seventeen rotations. Ginny and I, both twenty-four years old, had lost some of the enthusiasm we had as first-year students in veterinary school. Back then, the smell of formaldehyde radiating through our pores at the gym was regarded by undergraduate students as a mark of brilliance. Now we’d become immune to the pungent odor and were hoping for fresh air out doing fieldwork. We had suffered through years of sitting for hours on end at a desk, and we had the atrophied gluteal muscles to prove it. It was exciting to be getting the opportunity to apply our knowledge and to get to work on living animals, even if it was technically behind bars.


I was a bit worried about this prison trip for two reasons. First, my professor, Dr. Dee, had a reputation for not making pee stops on long journeys. Some thought it was to torture the female vet students, since he didn’t always think this was “women’s work.” Second, I had never been to a prison. Virginia has several prisons that use their inmates to operate prison farms. Some milk dairy cows, some raise beef, and some have big gardens. This brilliant system allows the inmates to develop job skills while earning a wage and also producing food for the prison. Since the veterinary school is part of the state network, the vets from the school do the necessary veterinary work while training students and, in some cases, conducting research.


Ginny fluffed up her pillow against the window, and I sat in a daze, still half asleep.


“Well, girls, this morning on our drive, we will be discussing the Animal Medicinal Drug Use Clarification Act of 1994,” Dr. Dee began lecturing while scratching the bald spot on the top of his head. After an extended period of silence, he turned his head to see if we were still awake. The truck tire caught the edge of the road, and he jerked the steering wheel. The loud noise of the rumble strips startled us so badly that we leaped to attention. I reached to the back of my whiplashed neck to make sure it was still attached to my body.


“And how long does it take to get to this prison, pray tell?” I inquired, wincing.


“A little over three hours, so we’ll have plenty of time to discuss it thoroughly,” he replied. Ginny and I just shook our heads; it was clearly going to be a very long year.


After what seemed like an eternity, we cleared the barbed-wire security gate at the first prison. Dr. Dee explained to us that there were two main rules we needed to follow while working at the prison farms. Rule #1: Do not tell the inmates any personal information about yourself. Rule #2: Do not ask the inmates their names or what they are in for. The rules seemed straightforward. The warden, a farm manager, and a team of male inmates in tattoos and orange coveralls met us out by the cattle chute to get their briefing from Dr. Dee.


“Today, folks, we’re going to process this group of calves. We will need an inmate to catch their heads in the headgate. Ginny, you apply the pour-on dewormer. Melinda, you give the vaccinations. I will record numbers and weights.”


We all manned our assigned posts and got to work. Dr. Dee demanded efficiency, so I had the idea that maybe one of the inmates could speed me up by helping me change needles on the syringes. He cracked a half-smile as he said, “Ma’am, we’re not allowed sharps.”


“Of course not, silly me. I certainly don’t want you to get in trouble.” I looked over nervously to make sure Dr. Dee hadn’t witnessed me violating any rules.


Dust filtered through the smoke-filled air, and sweat started to soak through our clothes. One of the inmates, while struggling to push the stubborn calf up the alley, became increasingly disgruntled. “This sucks! We come out here and bust our asses only to get forty-five cents an hour. A hard day’s work will barely buy us a pack of cigarettes.”


Ginny and I helped the frustrated inmate get the last calf into the chute and we all cheered. Everyone was equally ready to be done with this grueling task. Dr. Dee instructed us to quickly pack up and load up so we could get to the women’s prison.


As we drove along, I figured I’d try to steer the conversation to avoid a fourth hour of discussing half-lives of antibiotics used in production animals.


“So, Doc, I’m kind of interested to see what the women’s prison is like. Don’t you think like 98 percent of the women are serving time because of some bad decision related to a man?” Dr. Dee raised one bushy eyebrow and glared at me. Ginny snickered as we pulled through the first security gate.


The corrections officer told us the inmates were all in the cafeteria having lunch. Dr. Dee plowed through the cafeteria door at his usual one hundred miles per hour with Ginny and me in tow. He began to scope out the room to locate our cattle working crew. All our eyes were immediately drawn to the commanding presence of an individual standing in the front of the room. There she stood, 6’5”, shoulders nearly as wide as a doorframe and a shrewd expression on her face. Dr. Dee whispered to us, “They call her Honey Badger. She’s been here for a long time.”


“What’s up, Doc? Y’all have a seat and have some lunch with us,” Honey Badger shouted across the room, waving us over.


Dr. Dee attempted to walk briskly past the table. “Honey B, we’d love to, but we’re running way behind, and we really have to—”


“I said sit down.” Her frosty glare meant business. All three of our asses hit those seats like somebody pulled a hydraulic lever.


Honey Badger sent her minions over to serve us our turkey dinners. I looked at the dried-up piece of turkey and wondered how I was going to manage to choke it down. When I noticed Honey Badger glaring at me from across the room, I knew I could find a way. I remember hearing the old-timers from home talk about how the prisoners must have it made with three hot meals and a bed to sleep in. Rest assured; these ladies did not have it made.


I slowly chewed the shriveled piece of meat, and it felt as though it was getting bigger and bigger in my mouth. It was so dry I was afraid I might choke trying to swallow. The thought of Honey Badger performing the Heimlich maneuver was too much to handle.


One of the inmates sitting across from me spotted the concern on my face. “Slip the rest into your pocket and you can ditch it when we get to the cattle pen,” she whispered. “You don’t want to upset Honey Badger.” I smiled and carefully smuggled the remaining dirt bird body parts into the pocket of my coveralls.


Once we all “finished” with our lunches, we headed out to the cattle pens to process calves. The inmates were dressed in pale blue loose-fitting shirts with pale blue pants. Some wore earrings, and each woman had her hair styled differently. Some of the older inmates still had long, straight hair and bangs, while several of the younger inmates had shorter, easier-to-maintain hairdos. I looked around at the women and couldn’t help but wonder what their dreams started out as. What jobs did they have before they ended up here? Did they have families? And who was raising their children while they were locked up? I had so many questions that I was never going to get the answers to because it was against Rule #2.


Dr. Dee gathered us up to give us our marching orders. “Honey B, you’re on the headgate as usual. Ginny, you’re going to be vaccinating. Melinda, you’re gonna castrate the bulls. And the rest of you lovely ladies just keep the calves coming up the chute. It’s getting hot, and we need to work quickly.”


Calf after calf came through the chute. Only one so far had slowed us down—the orphaned calf the ladies made into a pet. They’d used the money they earned working to buy her snacks so they could lure her up the alley. They gently and compassionately assisted the calf step-by-step with the peanut butter crackers. It was easy to tell many of them were mothers. The infinite patience they demonstrated with their pet’s stubborn behavior and the gentle touch of their roughened hands to encourage her to move spoke volumes about their character.


It was getting warmer with every passing minute, and my back and arms were getting tired of being bent down under those calves, pulling and stripping testicles. After a while, Dr. Dee announced loudly, “Ladies, Melinda here thinks most of you all got in here because of a man.”


I was mortified. If he didn’t like me, why didn’t he just fail me or shoot me or something?


Honey Badger shouted, “I sure as hell didn’t get in here because of no damn man. I beat some girl’s ass to a bloody pulp.”


Dr. Dee tried to rein her in: “Language, please, Honey B . . .”


A small-framed inmate with short dark hair and about twenty piercings up and down each ear chimed in, “I didn’t get in here because of a man, but that’s a long story for another time.”


Dr. Dee looked over at me. “See there, Melinda, you’re wrong.” I clearly remembered Dr. Dee telling us in a lecture that we could never, ever trust an experiment with an n of 2 because it was not statistically significant. I chose to bite my tongue as he broke his own rule.


By the third grueling hour of manual labor, I felt like we were all being punished for something. I thought back to my first year of veterinary school, when Dr. Tom came to a Mentor Day. He had been a large animal veterinarian for quite a while. One of my classmates asked him if women could really do this job. She said, “All we ever see are men doing it.”


Dr. Tom replied, “Of course they can. There aren’t very many women in the country doing this job at this point, but they all have one thing in common, and that’s grit.”


We were down to the last few calves left to process. When I reached under one bull calf, I realized something was different. I felt only one pronounced testicle and maybe just the start of another one. I asked Dr. Dee to cop a feel.


“Well, Melinda, that calf is a unilateral cryptorchid. I think he’s only partial, though. You oughta be able to get him—you’re a farm girl.”


I carefully reached under and split his scrotum with the knife. The first testicle popped right out, stripped easily, and pulled loose. I squatted down behind this calf for so long my quadriceps began to burn and tremble. I was determined to prove to Dr. Dee that I was fit for this career. I reached farther and farther up toward the calf’s groin, trying to squeeze out the small, slippery nut while praying he wouldn’t kick my teeth out. Sweat ran into my eyes as I searched, surrounded by a sea of blue shirts expectantly watching.


Honey Badger let out a loud sigh. “Dr. Dee, wouldn’t it just be faster if you did this yourself? I’m gonna die of old age waiting on this rookie. Does she even know what she’s doing?” She made several more disparaging remarks while the other inmates stared in anticipation.


The pressure was on. The whole operation had come to a halt waiting on me. Just as I latched on to the problematic organ, Honey Badger asked, “Are you about done? Because you are wasting my damn time!”


I was so focused on pulling that testicle out that without thinking I blurted, “Well, that’s fascinating, Honey Badger, ’cause all you got is time.” Right then, the slimy, undersized testicle popped out. I dropped the testicle behind the calf and ran out the door leading to the opposite side of the chute. I felt like I was the prisoner as I clutched the metal bars on the side of the chute for protection.


Honey Badger glared at me. The inmate who’d helped me dispose of the turkey had also explained that Honey Badger was getting out soon if she could remain on good behavior. I prayed that Honey Badger was considering that. After the longest thirty seconds of my life, she turned and walked away. She must have realized that crushing a measly vet student to a bloody pulp wasn’t worth another twenty years. Honey Badger taught me something important that day. We all have goals, whether the goal is getting out of prison or graduating from veterinary school. We must be willing to do what it takes, no matter how difficult it is, to keep working toward the goal.
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PORCH LIGHT RESCUE






For years, I wondered why they used Virginia Tech degrees on the walls in movies. As I stood gazing at the wall above my desk, I suddenly understood. That large pearly white veterinary degree surrounded by its dark cherry frame and deep maroon matting with gold accents shone like a diamond—and cost more than one too.


I had just accepted a position as an associate veterinarian at a practice in the central part of Virginia. Dr. Kate, who had been a solo practitioner for nearly fifteen years, was desperate enough for some help that she hired me even though I was a new graduate. I had completed an internship with her two years earlier. Dr. Kate was an intimidating woman, standing six feet tall with a razor-sharp mind and a don’t-screw-with-me attitude. I was twenty-five years old and eager to get out there and help animals, and I most certainly didn’t want to do anything to disappoint my new boss.


Tap, tap, tap. I hammered the last nail into the wall to hang my colorful Irish tea towel with intricate Celtic patterns. Just as I reached down to grab the picture, the phone rang, interrupting my fleeting moment of domestic bliss in my one-bedroom apartment. My little apartment was nestled at the top of a beautiful historic home called the Cuckoo House. Multicolored flower gardens surrounded the home, which also had a small pond and walking trails that led back to an old family cemetery where the family dog was also buried. The small brick patio outside my apartment was perfect for sipping margaritas and sunbathing. And there was a groundhog that was smart enough to know that my swimsuit didn’t have enough room for the pistol.


“This is Dr. Melinda. Can I help you?” I said into the cordless phone.


“Doc, I hate to bother you so late in the evening, but I’m afraid I’m gonna need your help with a down cow. She calved yesterday and can’t stand tonight. We need her to get up so she can feed this baby.”


“No problem, sir. I’ll be on my way momentarily. Please leave the porch light on for me since I’m new in town.” This would be my first real emergency call as an actual bona fide veterinarian. My hand shook as I hung up the phone. I had the piece of paper that said I graduated from veterinary school, but should I really be responsible for an animal’s life?


Down cows aren’t always an emergency, but if they lie on their side for too long, they could potentially bloat and die. I laid my picture-hanging supplies on the small hand-me-down love seat in my apartment and jotted down the directions to George’s house on the back of a receipt. I blew out my vanilla candle, pulled on a pair of boots, and rushed out the door.


I wasn’t looking forward to navigating with paper maps in the dark, so I was hoping I’d be able to see George’s porch light. In the mountains of southwest Virginia where I grew up, the porch light was used as a form of communication if you were expecting somebody.


Cornstalk after cornstalk lined the winding country road as the sun tucked itself into the Blue Ridge Mountains. I couldn’t just look for cows—most everybody in the community had cows. Then I spotted a small white house near the road with the porch light on. When I hopped out of my dusty green pickup truck with the shiny white vet box on the back, two desiccated french fries fell onto the ground. I zipped up my crisp clean green overalls with the bright yellow caduceus on the left chest. A middle-aged lady with a worried and expectant look was on the porch, waving me into the house.


“She’s in here.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me inside. It was clear that there was no time for introductions. I braced myself for a cow in the living room.


When we stepped through the doorway, there was only a feeble-looking elderly woman slumped over in her recliner. “Ma’am . . . that’s an old lady . . .”


“What were you expecting?” she asked with a confused look.


“A cow.”


She looked even more puzzled. “Wait, what? You’re not from the rescue squad?”


After we established that I was a veterinarian looking for George’s down cow, we had a short laugh. I apologized to the elderly lady and told her I hoped she’d get some relief soon. Her daughter pointed me to George’s house.


“Any chance you could swing back in after you finish with the cow if the rescue squad hasn’t made it here yet?” she asked, clearly desperate.


I finally found Mountain View Farm and my actual patient, the old cow stretched out on her side. I knelt beside the cow and pierced her large jugular vein with the needle. I listened to the slow glug, glug of the calcium entering the thin IV line from the bottle. George’s bright white hair glistened in the moonlight as he held the bottle and looked down at me with his small round glasses. When I told him the story of meeting his neighbors, he laughed. “So, are ya going back over there when you finish?” The cow started to come to life, her muscles responding to the calcium. She leaned her head up as if she were listening to us.


“George, the only thing I could do for the old lady would be to walk in there with one of the long obstetrical sleeves on my arm and see if it shocked her heart back into rhythm.” He laughed and shook his head.


Pulling out of the long farm drive, I looked back over to the little white house with the porch light on. To my relief, an ambulance and two strapping young men from the rescue squad were wheeling the elderly lady out on a gurney. While driving home, I said a little prayer for both the little old lady and the cow, and I wondered if every day was going to be like this one. I was relieved that I had at least one marketable veterinary skill.
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A WEAK MOMENT






Dr. Kate and her boys waved to me in the rearview mirror of the Yukon as they headed north to Maine in search of cooler weather, rest, and relaxation. It was the first time she’d had a vet from her own practice she could leave behind to cover the calls. I was at the office applying a fresh coat of paint to the walls and hoping for no drama while Dr. Kate was away. I was barely two months out of school and wanted nothing more than to take good care of the practice. Our work is physically demanding, and being able to take breaks is important for all vets. When you work for people who are making a living farming, you don’t get many vacations, and neither do they.


The next day, I got my first emergency call from a middle-aged husband and wife team of farmers whose cow was having a difficult labor. It was getting late in the day, so I loaded my obedient border collie, Jessie, into the truck, and off we went. I wasn’t too nervous about the call; I had grown up pulling calves on the dairy. In fact, delivering babies was what inspired me to choose this career. I find nothing more gratifying than clearing the afterbirth off the newborn baby’s head as it draws its first breath.


When I arrived, my anxious patient was waiting in the headgate. I pulled on my plastic sleeves and reached into the cow’s vagina. I immediately realized from the severely narrowed cervix that she had a uterine torsion . . . a bad one! Cathy and Stan could tell by my scrunched-up face that there was a problem. The cow’s womb was turned counterclockwise at least 180 degrees, which made her cervix completely closed with no way for the baby to get out.


“With a team effort, I believe we can get her untangled,” I said, struggling to sound positive.


“OK, dear, you just tell us what you need us to do. Just remember we’re not spring chickens anymore,” Cathy said. I sedated the cow and laid her on the ground. Now was the part where we needed more muscle. We had to roll the gigantic mama cow in the direction of her twisted uterus. All three of us grabbed a leg and heaved her over, once, then twice. When I reached back in, the torsion was still present—somewhat less than before, but it was clear that no calf was going to pass through that blocked tunnel. I reached into the cow’s vagina, and we tried one more time to roll her as I held the calf’s feet steady from behind. I was barely able to see that black cow’s huge back legs pass by my face because of the sweat running into my eyes. By this time, we had all sweated through our clothes and were exhausted. I explained to them the only other option to get the calf out was to do a Caesarian section.


I was not looking forward to doing a C-section on a down cow with night approaching and no trained assistant, but that was looking like our only option. As I prepped the cow for her surgery, I asked Stan to hold the flashlight and Cathy to be the person who held the copious amounts of guts in the hole while I worked to get the baby out.


After about an hour of intensive surgery, it was getting harder and harder to see what I was doing. I looked over at Stan to see if the flashlight battery was going out. Stan’s slender body was sliding down the fence like he was melting.


I ripped off my bloody plastic sleeves, now full of water from sweating, and approached Stan to feel for a pulse. There was a pulse and he was breathing. Maybe it was the sight of so much blood that had made him faint? Maybe he locked his knees, like veterinary students often do?


“Don’t worry about him; he had a colonoscopy earlier today,” Cathy said. “I told him he should have eaten and drank more before he came out here in this heat. He’ll be fine. He should have listened to me.” I propped him up against the fence with the flashlight carefully positioned under his chin; it looked like a scene from Weekend at Bernie’s.


I gloved back up to resume my work, and an inquisitive neighbor named Linda came by just in time to lend a helping hand. While I was wrapping up the surgery with the last layer of sutures, Jessie was getting impatient in the truck and started honking the horn. The honking horn seemed to rouse Stan, who slowly began to rise. Cathy, Linda, and I propped the cow up and made her comfortable. The cow looked as dazed and confused as Stan. I dragged her deceased baby out of the pen. The calf’s blood supply had been compromised far too long for it to have any chance at survival.


As they helped Stan to the truck, I cleaned up my gear and headed out. Dr. Kate had only been gone for two days, and I was ready for a vacation.
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