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Preface







WHAT’S PAST IS PROLOGUE.




—WILLIAMSHAKESPEARE,




The Tempest












In trots the colt. Look at him. Beautiful and nameless. A coming two-year-old. His black mane traps the sunlight, his coat still shaggy from winter. Eyes bright, mischievous, like a little boy waiting to pull a trick. Like me, he is full of wonder and a little scared. He trots around the small round corral, showing off a bit, kicking at a cloud. And then he stops and turns toward me, breathing me in. Waiting. Waiting for the heavy spring clouds to lift and reveal the heights of the Mission Mountains. Waiting for the shadows of returning birds to paint the land gray. I remember how the lake, now like poured lead, turns summer chrome. I remember it all, sometimes, just before I go to bed.




Memory is a narcotic. The outstretched arms of a souvenir as it beckons you to remember, to dream. In this life, you are promised nothing, and everything.




I look back sometimes, and though I recall vague outlines, I cannot remember the specific shape of things that were once so important in my life. A boss’s face, the sound of a cast-iron triangle calling wranglers and sleepy-eyed dudes to breakfast in an aspen-gold Colorado meadow, the way the bottom of a horse’s hoof looks like a charcoal heart. In my twenties, I fell in love. Everything happened so fast, I’m not sure what I fell in love with first: the horse, the girl, or the land. I know for certain I loved the girl the most and that everything good flowed from that love. After we graduated from college, Jennifer and I moved west together, searching for a life to call our own. Two years later, we were married. Another five years found us on a ranch in southeastern Montana, fifteen square miles of shortgrass and sagebrush and space that I never could contain, no matter how much fence I built. The ranch failed me, and I failed the ranch. Running the place was more than I could manage, like some anxiety nightmare, a test I couldn’t pass. And I thought that having to sell out and leave those dreams behind was the break in my heart that I would nurse the rest of my life. We were just beginning to talk about having kids, about starting our family. Carter was born on New Year’s Eve, six years ago. It seems only a hoofbeat ago, a lifetime.




New Year’s Eve. It’s a good time to look forward and back and try to see how far you’ve come. I write Carter letters to try to capture time, to hold it for a while, with words. There is so much I want to tell him, so many things I want to say. Balancing between this year and last, I can’t remember what I’ve written in the past. I imagine, read back to back, the letters pin me down as a repetitive old man, a bore spouting the same stale stories about the state of the world and our little place in it. What I’m really trying to do is to tell Carter how much I love him and his mother, to make up for all of the times I’ve forgotten to say it out loud. Now, I can’t imagine there is anything left to say. Or, maybe, there is too much. I know it won’t fit on a page or two, won’t wait for the day when my son opens the wrinkled envelopes and smoothes each page, the years unfolding.




When Carter tries to tell a story and it all comes out at once and he gulps air like he is drowning in words, Jennifer tells him, “Do your best. Use your words. Go slow.” I am not too proud to take advice meant for a little boy.




Use words.




Go slow.




Slower still.















Chapter One







INVENTING A STORY WITH GRASS,




IFIND A YOUNG HORSE DEEP INSIDE IT.




—JAMESDICKEY,




“A Birth”












The autumn moon rises full and blue and marbled over the Mission Valley. In a barn, at the end of a lane, the mare grunts, lies on her side, stands, lies back down. The man is there, watching from the shadows, his rough hands ready to go to work if there are any problems. His son, Clay, stands alongside in all his red silence. After thirty minutes of labor, the slick black narrow thing slips into the straw of the stall. The mare looks over her shoulder, nuzzles the foal, then rocks to her feet. The man nods, says “That’s a girl,” and heads back into the house for some fresh coffee, copper-haired Clay trailing behind.




The colt looks even blacker when it begins to snow a month later. Winter settles into the valley, the snow falling everywhere. The colt nuzzles his mother, her milk warming his belly. She shelters him from the wind when it blows cold and wet from the lake. On New Year’s Eve, fireworks shotgun the midnight sky. The colt looks up at the bright sparks falling, falling. He is now able to run circles around the small pasture by the barn without slipping from the slick snow and from his own young clumsiness.




When there is nothing but April mud left in the pasture, the men move the colt, his mother, and the other mares and foals across the highway to the big field alongside the lake.




In May, the swampy ground is a riot of sweet clover and sego lilies, skunk cabbage, and cattails. The colt seems to grow with the sun, from the moment its light breaks across the tops of the mountains to the east. Rampant and wild, he runs with his little brush of a tail held high, shaking his head and kicking at nothing.




By late July, the colt is all knees and nose, a coming yearling. The men call him Black, though he isn’t as black as when he was first born. He spends most of his waking hours grazing, his front feet spread wide so he can reach the low grass. And though he’s weaned from her, the colt often stands alongside the mare, a shadow of her, watching the other horses, watching the clouds above and the wind in the cottonwood trees.




The grass didn’t have much of a chance to grow this year, and some of the horses stand, gaunt and ribby, in the fading summer light. It never got so bad that the sheriff had to come out and inspect the horses for abuse, but there was talk. Some called it horse hoarding, having too many animals to care for. Others just called it bad luck.




Early one morning, four men ride through the pasture on horseback. They push the loose horses to the small barbed-wire enclosure in the southeast corner of the field, where another man spreads hay on the bare ground, calling out, “Hey, hay.” The herd moves to the pen, strung out in a long line of horses of different colors and sizes. Brown-and-white paints, a black Thoroughbred, the blue roan. Most of the mares are bred, with foals at their sides. Some of the older horses are lame and defeated, limping after the younger, fitter horses. Once the herd is gathered from the big pasture, the men on horseback listen as the man on foot tells them which horses to turn back out. “That big paint goes,” he calls out, pointing, “and that buckskin and the black colt.” In all, forty horses are turned back into the big pasture and the wire gate is closed. The hundred head that remain are pushed, ten at a time, into the wooden pen. The men use stock whips and nylon ropes and swear words to load five horses into each trailer. Diesel engines idling. Hoppers practicing their grass dance at the men’s feet.




Once the horses are loaded, they are driven sixty miles north to the auction yard in Kalispell. They are sold on a Wednesday. Old and young, the paints, the Thoroughbreds, registered and grade. They sell for next to nothing, run through the ring without saddle or sales pitch. Most are bound for the cannery.




Back home, the not-so-black colt clips the scant dry grass with his twelve milk teeth, not knowing the fate of his siblings or his mother or himself. Knowing only grass and light.




 




September, and my in-laws are visiting from Chicago. After dinner, my father-in-law, Fred, and I drive to the little bar and restaurant out on the highway for a drink, maybe a quiet game of pool. It’s a rural Montana bar that caters to fishermen and construction workers and retirees. Huge lake trout hang, stuffed and mounted, along the upper reaches of the walls. Below, vintage fishing poles and treble-hooked lures are nailed alongside framed photographs of volunteer fire department picnics taken long before I joined the department. It’s the perfect place for some conversation and a beer or two. But when we get there, the parking lot is full.




“Friday night,” Fred says.




But even so, the bar is rarely ever crowded. I pull across the highway and park my truck in front of the fire hall. “You don’t have to lock it,” I tell Fred. We walk across the pavement to the bar. “I’ve never seen it this busy.”




Inside, a small sound system has been set up in front of the short wall of video poker and keno machines. It’s karaoke night. A three-ring binder filled with song lyrics passes from hand to hand. Fred buys us the first round and, as he hands me the bottle, he says, “They tried to put an olive in my beer.”




“Local custom,” I say. “Cheers.” We clink our bottles together and find a place to watch and listen. First, a woman does her best to channel Mariah Carey. Next, a nervous college kid tries to imitate Bob Dylan. After a brief break, two men stand there, microphones in hand. I recognize the shorter one, he works at the bank in town. But the other man is a stranger to me. He has a full mustache and is wearing a black felt cowboy hat, Wranglers, and leather boots. The music to a Righteous Brothers song begins. The soundtrack swells, the bar noise quiets, and for a moment the cowboy’s voice rises above us all. It’s so beautiful and sad that, even in the hot, crowded bar, I feel a little chill. And then it is over.




Fred leans in close. “Who’s that?”




I shrug. “Don’t know.”




The man running the sound equipment looks like a stand-in for Burt Reynolds. He picks up a microphone and says, “We’ll take a short break and have some more karaoke fun in fifteen minutes.”




Fred and I finish our beers and I get us another round. “Who was that singing?” I ask the bartender. “The one with the cowboy hat?”




“That’s Bob Dog,” he says. “Runs Three Dog Down. You want olives with these?”




“No, thanks.” I hand Fred his beer and say, “That cowboy runs a place that sells down comforters on the edge of town.” And, since the music has stopped and my tongue is loosened by the beer, I tell Fred what’s on my mind. “Jen and I have been thinking about getting you another grandchild, a little brother or a sister for Carter.”




He smiles.




Fred is the father of two girls, so I hope he can reassure me that another child won’t ruin Carter’s world.




Fred says, “Don’t worry. You won’t have to share the love you have for Carter with another child. Your love grows.”




I nod. It’s what I wanted to hear, but still, I’m skeptical. I think about love’s ability to expand. I imagine a red balloon. A baby growing inside Jennifer. I picture more balloons, some are baby blue, others pink. Labor and birth, our family getting larger. I imagine balloons of all colors floating above the dining room table, which is loaded with presents, bowls of ice cream, and a large cake. I can hear my own voice, mouthing the words to someone else’s song, as the flames on the candles dance.




“Here’s to more kids,” Fred says, raising his beer in a toast. I take a long, deep drink. And then Fred says quietly, “God, he had a beautiful voice.”




 




The colt has always stood out among the other young horses, for no other reason than he was born in the fall. He is fourteen months old, now, still intact and unbranded, smaller than the two-year-olds but larger than the yearlings.




The dark green flatbed truck makes its way up the gravel road to the wire gate that encloses fifty acres of frozen turf that was bared long ago. To the north, the pasture turns to willows and old cattails and lake and sky. To the south, a semitruck loaded with snow-covered logs speeds west on the highway, bound for the mill in Pablo.




The taller of the two men opens the passenger’s-side door, gets out of the truck, and unlatches the wire gate, shooing horses from the opening as the other man drives through, then he climbs back into the truck. The truck bounces across frozen piles of manure, connecting the dots like constellations, then stops in the middle of the pasture. The men get out and each grabs a wire-handled five-gallon plastic bucket filled with oats. They walk in opposite directions, pouring little piles of grain on the ground. There are bales of alfalfa to feed them as well, once the oats are gone.




The taller man empties the last of his bucket. The horses crowd in. One of the older geldings bites a younger gray horse on the shoulder, to force him out of the way. The gray horse spins and pushes into the man, who swings his empty bucket at the horse, shouting, “Get off!” A hoof shoots out from the bunched horses and catches the tall man in the chest. He cries out and clutches his ribs and goes down, the bucket echoing as it bounces once on the hard ground. The other man drops his full bucket of oats and runs to help his brother up and into the truck. He drives to the wire gate, lays it down, drives across, then closes it. There is an urgency to his movements. The truck speeds down the gravel lane, turns west, and follows the highway toward town.




The dark brown colt stands over the spilled oats from the dropped bucket. His rear is to the other horses, and he eats greedily. Finally, the other horses gather around and the ground is licked clean in a matter of seconds.




 




Another January, and Carter and I have the run of the place, twenty-five hundred acres of land framed by the reach of the slate-colored Mission Mountains, their peaks buried in snow, the full blue span of the heavens above, the ground solid beneath our feet.




Phil, my boss, is spending two weeks in Mexico to escape the gray crush of winter in northwest Montana. But today the clouds have disappeared and the sun is everywhere. Carter walks beside me with the energy of a small boy eager to help his father. He is fascinated with everything. The old barn, red and peeling in the sunlight. The overgrown apple orchard. The bales of hay stacked like toy blocks. Cows, sheep, chickens, mice. The horses. Like the current running though a single-wire electric fence, there is a hum to the place. It is life and it is death, but mainly it is life.




Jennifer is at a doctor’s appointment. We’ve been trying to have another child for more than a year and now, she thinks she’s pregnant. I wish I could be there, listening, asking questions, holding her hand, but I promised Phil I’d check the cows today. I also wish I could have spent time at home with Carter, reading picture books and drinking chocolate milk and eating cheddar-flavored goldfish crackers, since his days as an only child might be over soon. But instead we’re here, and I feel that, despite my best efforts, I’m letting everyone down: Jennifer, Carter, my boss. I feel stretched too thin, and that is usually when bad things seem to happen.




The cows are grazing in a distant pasture, and the only way to get there is on the back of a horse. I grab a halter and a lead rope from the barn and head out to the small pasture in front of the house, Carter at my side. As we approach the hay feeders, the four ranch horses lift their heads and stare at us. The two younger ones, Dipper and Draco, begin moving toward the corral with an air of reluctant acceptance. I watch them, trying to decide which one to saddle. These are good solid horses, better than most, but still, I’m uneasy. There is no one around to hear us or to help us if something goes wrong. Between the front gate of the ranch and the front door of the small hospital in town, there are two miles of rutted gravel road and ten miles of pavement that take twenty minutes to cross, if you drive fast. But the greater distance would be the hundreds of acres of grass that we would need to cover on foot if something happened. The decision to ride one horse instead of the other could mean everything.




Carter wears his new helmet, a dome of plastic-covered Styrofoam decorated with black cows, white sheep, and pink pigs on a background of yellow and red. It looks fitted for this ranch work. His black fireman’s helmet with the clear visor, the yellow hard hat with purple crayon marks, the ones for baseball and football, all of Carter’s other helmets are just for play. This beautiful blond boy, in his first real helmet, breaks my heart. If something were to happen out here on the ranch, if Draco lost his footing on one of the steep hills or Dipper bolted at a flush of birds, the helmet wouldn’t be enough to protect him. Carter stares down at an ancient cow pie lying at his feet, like a flattened brown hat in the grass, amazed at the amount of shit in the world.




Except for the star on Dipper’s forehead, the horses look identical. Both are dark bays, quarter horses, equal in size and age. But there are slight differences between them. Dipper is more sure-footed. He pays attention when he is walking and doesn’t stumble as often as Draco. But Draco is calmer, unlike Dipper, who takes off at the sight of Hungarian partridges lifting from the grass, as if he wants to join them in the sky. Since Carter will be riding in my lap, I decide to saddle Draco, the slow, even-tempered stumblebum.




As they walk toward the corral, Dipper and Draco are joined by Lad, a big, old, recently retired black horse. Like an old man who can’t seem to hand over the family business to his son, Laddy still wants to work. He tags along and tries to be useful, but only ends up getting in the way. Spirit, the fourth horse, stands at the hay feeder, deflated and thin with age. His brown coat is rough and his black mane is in tangles. I love being able to share this with Carter, the horses and the cattle, green tractors and red barns, this life.




The air is remarkably still as the horses plod along ahead of us, a slow-moving progression of creaking joints and flatulence and sighs. Dipper is almost to the gate now, Draco and Lad following behind. It is a beautiful, common moment, one I hope will live on in my memory, and in Carter’s memories of his childhood. Just as Dipper reaches the gate, he drops his head suddenly. He snorts, pivots, and runs back toward us, followed closely by Draco and Lad. I pull Carter to my side as the horses thunder past in an explosion of hooves and flying dirt. Carter and I stand motionless, his tiny hand in mine.




I think, perhaps for the first time, that I should have my own horse. If I walked out into a pasture with a halter, it would nicker and trot toward me. I wouldn’t have to decide which horse to saddle, which animal to trust. If I had a good horse, I could give it my life. I could ride it for years. We could grow old together. Then I would give it to Carter. His own horse, to ride, to have, because I know I will not always be there for him.




I try to run the horses back to the corral, and Carter struggles to keep up. By now the sheep and the llama and a lump-jawed Hereford that share this small pasture are in the mix, darting here and there. I bite the inside of my mouth, trying to remain calm, trying not use the “Daddy words” Carter is fond of repeating.




“Just stand against the fence and watch,” I say, but as I step away, the brown llama comes up behind Carter and scares him with its monkey face, its buck teeth, and black eyes.




“Camel!” Carter yells, holding back his sobs, trying not to show his fear.




I avert my gaze and wave my arms at the shaggy beast, because I once heard a llama will spit at you if you look it directly in the eye. It runs off and joins the sheep in the far corner of the pasture. I squat down and hug Carter.




“Let’s stick together,” I say. “I have another plan.”




I lift Carter onto my shoulders. He gives a happy yell as I jog around the pasture, slipping in a fresh cow pie and nearly buckling to the ground. He grips me tighter, holding my chin with both hands, but then he lets go, just one hand clamped on my left ear. I see our shadow playing out on the yellow winter grass. Carter’s free hand is in the air, rodeo style, waving at the heavens. He kicks me in the shoulders, spurring me, as I trot across the small pasture behind the three horses. The heels of his tiny snow boots dig into my sides, punching me, but I cannot bring myself to ask him to stop. Together, we move the animals into the corral and close the big green metal gate behind them.




 




Sometimes, when I’m lying in bed at night, unable to fall asleep, I play a game in my head, trying to recall the names of all of the horses I’ve known since moving west from Illinois. Of the seventy horses at the stables in Breckenridge, I remember Catch and Bandanna, Rebel and Ruby and Scout most clearly. At Calvin Brown’s ranch in Niarada, the horses were nameless: the registered stud, the brood mares, and the doomed colt that was born blind. At Tim’s ranch in Eureka, there was Sonny and Corky and Rip. Balty and Cagey, the two saddle horses on the place my family owned outside of Miles City. I try to remember them all, the many horses that have run in and out of my life over the last thirteen years. They carried me from paycheck to paycheck, from Colorado to the Canadian line.




 




Draco picks his way across the steep hillside. Carter grips the saddle horn tightly and I squeeze my arms around him. When we reach the top, I stop and let the horse blow, giving him a chance to catch his breath. Here you can see the Mission Mountains as they form a towering wall that runs from north to south. To the west, the lower Flathead River cuts a channel through sandy bluffs. And to the north, Flathead Lake forms a kind of inland ocean twenty-eight miles long, fifteen miles across, and hundreds of feet deep. Most of what I see lies within the boundaries of the Flathead Indian Reservation, the oldest reservation in Montana. Four tribes—the Salish, the Kootenai, the Kalispel, and the Lower Pend d’Oreille—moved here after signing the Treaty of Hellgate in 1855. The treaty promised them protection from raiding Blackfeet Indians to the north. In 1910, parcels of land not allotted to tribal members were opened to homesteaders, and now non-Indian residents own just less than half of the land on the reservation.




Seen from above, the broad plain of the valley is checkerboarded with tiny farms and ranches. Little square pastures of cured grass covered in old snow, next to the black soil of freshly plowed fields. A red tractor bumps across a distant pasture, cattle strung out behind, feeding on last summer’s hay.




I kiss the top of Carter’s helmet, gently enough so that he doesn’t feel it, and we ride down to the cattle grazing below.




 




The colt spends the short winter days penned in the muddy corral. He weighs seven hundred pounds now, and is fifteen months old. He shares the space with another horse, a lame gray mare that stands in one corner of the corral, waiting for the day the men will haul her to the sale ring in Kalispell.




Beneath the mud, the colt’s coat is colored deep chocolate, turning light brown at the muzzle and darker on his legs. There is a coronet of white hair above his right rear hoof, and a small patch of white on his left wither that looks like a bird’s been perched there. The black hair of his mane sticks up in a hundred different directions, but it is not quite long enough to become tangled. The colt’s thin tail hangs like a sad flag. But in his own way, he is beautiful.




 




February. I saddle Draco, the stumblebum, while Phil grooms Dipper in the dim quiet of the barn. Our breaths—his and mine, the horses’—rise and collect in the cobwebs strung across the rafters. I slip the cold bit into Draco’s mouth and buckle the cheekstrap of the bridle. I take the reins and lead him out of the barn and through the corrals, then stop to open the gate the cattle will come through. I tighten the cinch, then swing up into the saddle. Phil rides Dipper up one side of the triangular pasture and I take the other. We circle around the cows, pushing them down the hill to the corrals, calling out, “Let’s go, girls.”




I watch them as they move, looking for cows that are limping, searching for those with runny eyes or lumpy jaws. When I see an animal that needs attention, I take out my little spiral-bound notebook and a pen and jot down the cow’s eartag number, a brief description of the animal, and the problem.ORANGE TAG # 258, RED BROCKLE, LEFT FRONT. Phil and I will treat the ailments when we run the cows through the squeeze chute back at the corral.




I love this work, the progression of the day ahead. The cows lined up in the alleyway, waiting to be preg-checked. The clang of the squeeze chute slamming closed. I know, at day’s end, I will be blistered and beaten and maybe even bloodied, but I will sleep hard tonight. An old Hereford turns and faces me, wanting to know how serious I am about the process. “Get up there, you old hide,” I say, and slap the ends of my reins on my leather chinks. She spins and trots to catch up with the other cows, and I follow, the last one off the hill.




At the corrals, I dismount and close the gate behind us. I tie Draco alongside Dipper in the barn, then gather the things we will need. Stainless steel vaccination guns with glass barrels. A box of fourteen-gauge needles, one and a half inches long. Blank eartags and a permanent marker. A bottle of antibiotic to treat pinkeye or lump jaw or hoof rot. Waterproof livestock markers, orange and red, like the crayons of giant children.




The horses paw the wooden floor of the barn. Outside, the cows mill around the corral. My boss looks at his watch and says, “I guess I should call.” He walks off toward his house to see what is keeping the vet.




Phil does things differently than other ranchers in the area. His cows calve on green grass in May, instead of the usual March or April. Rather than working the herd in late fall, he waits until February. Bred cows get two vaccinations, one shot to prevent respiratory problems and another to guard against intestinal worms. Open cows, those that aren’t bred, get bigX s drawn across their backs with a livestock crayon. They are culls which will be sorted off later, shipped to the auction yard in Missoula, and sold as beef.




Phil’s ranch has a conservation easement placed on it, which means the four square miles of his property will never be subdivided. The ranch will always be open land. Phil protects the wildlife on his property as well, even animals that are considered varmints. Some of his neighbors begrudge him this indulgence because they think coyotes use his ranch as a safe place from which to roam. And Phil doesn’t allow any chemicals on his land. Once, a neighboring farmer wanted to spray herbicide on a field they were working on shares, and Phil told him, “There’s subtropical titmice in that field, Wayne.” Later, he confessed to me, “I don’t know where I came up with that titmouse bit, but it sounded good and it confused Wayne enough that he never sprayed the field.” This place is a sanctuary, and I am grateful for it. It grounds me, and it fills my heart.




Phil walks back from the house carrying a battered green thermos and a stack of Styrofoam cups. “There was a message on my machine from Ray Rose saying he’ll be able to lend a hand today. And I got in touch with the vet’s office. Sounds like they got a new doctor and he went to Dublin Gulch instead of Valley View,” he says. “Want some coffee?”




“Sure.” I nod.




He pours us each a cup and we sit on the wooden catwalk above the alleyway leading to the squeeze chute. A red cow with a white face stares at us through the boards of the corral.




“What are cull cows worth these days?” I ask. When we were running the ranch in Miles City, I listened to the farm market reports every morning. I knew the price spread between an open cow and a bred one. I knew the cost of a ton of hay and a fifty-pound sack of horse feed. I’m not sure I ever really knew the true value of things, but I knew what they cost. Now, working as a hired hand, it’s not so important anymore.




“You take what you get,” Phil says. “It’s never enough. Sometimes I think I’d be better off just selling the cows and leasing out the grass. I can’t keep doing this forever. I have to think about the future.”




The future. It slipped my mind for a moment. “I forgot to tell my news,” I say. “Jennifer’s expecting in late July. We’re going to have twins.”




“That’ll keep you busy,” he says, chuckling softly. He is the father of two girls and two boys.




We don’t know yet if the babies are boys or girls or one of each. At the appointment I missed when I came out to the ranch with Carter, Jennifer’s doctor confirmed the pregnancy, then ordered an ultrasound for the following week. “Either you’re off on your conception date, or there’s something else going on,” she said. The ultrasound showed two fetuses. Baby A and Baby B. Two. Double everything. Most days, I’m able to handle this turn of events by shrugging and telling myself, “That’s life. What are you going to do?” Other days I’m convinced we made a terrible mistake when we decided to have another child. We will need to get a bigger car. We’ll have to remodel the house or move to another one with more bedrooms. I will never get around to buying a horse because there will already be too many mouths to feed.




But maybe I can work out a deal with Phil. Maybe I can keep the horse here and work extra hours in order to pay for its pasture. I take a breath, rehearse the words, and just as I am about to ask, Phil looks up and says, “There’s Ray now.”




A white pickup speeds down the county gravel, then slows as it moves up the driveway, dodging potholes. The truck stops at the barn and a handful of men climb out. Ray Rose is in his midfifties. He manages a larger ranch that borders Phil’s place. Ray has brought some of the Mexican guys he works with, Cowboy and Nestor and one other man I don’t know. We’re shaking hands and exchanging introductions when a tan pickup pulls down the driveway and parks alongside Ray’s truck. The veterinarian steps out, already rolling up his sleeves. “They told me Dublin Gulch, not Valley View,” he says. And it is time to get started.




Phil and Ray and the vet set up around the squeeze chute. The Mexicans and I use sorting sticks to move cows from the larger pen into the alleyway. The men speak only Spanish, but we don’t need to talk. Everyone understands what needs to be done, and the cows know the routine. They move up from the large corral to the smaller pen in bunches, then crowd into the alleyway single file. Once a cow is in the squeeze chute, the vet moves quickly, palpating each one to determine if she is pregnant or not, calling out if she is “good” or “open.” We work a hundred and fifty head in three hours and then break for lunch.




We sit on the front porch of Phil’s two-story cedar house, slipping off our muddy boots. Cowboy says something in Spanish, pointing at an old coffee can on the porch. Phil laughs and says,“Café, por jardin.” He turns to me and explains, “He thought I chewed a lot of Copenhagen to get a whole can full of tobacco, but those are coffee grounds. I’m saving them to fertilize the garden.”




We enter the house through the utility room, padding on the linoleum in our socks. There are stock prods, eartags, and big plastic calf bottles on the shelf above the washer and dryer. In the kitchen, the counter is loaded with sandwiches, bags of chips, napkins, and paper plates. “Help yourself to root beer and cream soda in the refrigerator,” Phil says.




I load up a paper plate, grab a bottle of root beer, and sit on the couch in the living room. There are maps and posters thumbtacked to the walls. Across from me, there is a color illustration of Glacial Lake Missoula, the ancient body of water that shaped the land around us. The size of Lake Superior, it once covered three-thousand square miles and was two-thousand feet deep. Out the kitchen window, I can see ridges on the hills above the barn, the lap lines of the lake’s high-water marks. I take a drink of root beer and think that, no matter how many fields we might plow, or how many holes we might dig in the ground, it is the land that shapes us.




After lunch, we finish the remaining one hundred cows. The vet and Ray and his crew head down the road. Phil and I sort the herd, turning the cull cows back to the corral and letting the rest out to pasture. “It was a good day,” Phil says. “Thank you for your effort.”




I get in my truck and drive down Apple Road for a mile, then turn east on the pavement of Eli Gap Road. I drive past a tiny pump house, two golden willows, and a trio of neglected McIntosh trees. Gone is the sad old house once sided with tar-paper shingles made to look like brick. The house had no foundation, its doors gaping like crooked teeth. The Rose place.




Jennifer and I almost lived here when we first came to the valley thirteen years ago. The local newspaper’s classified ad listed the address and the rent, one hundred and eighty-five dollars a month. We drove out and saw the apple trees and the garden spot. Even then, the house was falling down before our eyes, but we didn’t see it. To us, it was a perfect place to start life in the country. We phoned the landlord who told us the house had already been rented. I wonder what we would have become, had Jennifer and I moved into that old house on Eli Gap Road. Maybe we’d be in the same place we are today. Maybe our histories are already written.




A year ago, the Rose place burned down. Three of us met at our fire hall on the east shore of the lake on a Tuesday evening, then drove to the fire station in town. The fire chief went over the training exercise, drawing on the chalkboard where the engines should be parked, and after the briefing, the convoy of slow-moving fire trucks climbed the hill to the south. I wasn’t sure where we were going, but when we turned onto Eli Gap Road, I had a feeling it was the Rose place. The trucks turned in to the yard and arranged themselves around the old house. Except for a mattress, some cardboard boxes, and a sprinkling of mouse droppings, the building was empty. Torch to cardboard to mattress. Flames rolled across the ceiling and banked down the walls. Windows popped, mice scurried outside, apples baked on the branches of the nearby trees. A plume of smoke boiled out of a broken window and drifted north. It was as if the place was ready to go. The firemen backed off to watch, the ashes of the Rose place peppering their yellow turnouts.




Now, as I drive past, all that remains is the smell of rotting apples, memory.




 




The red-haired man sorts the colt from the others in the large corral, then hazes the young horse into a small pen and latches the gate behind. He talks softly, saying, “Hey, Blackie,” shaking a plastic bucket of oats. The brown colt noses the unsure air. Finally, he steps forward and nuzzles the grain out of the man’s hand. It tastes of oats and summer, then, as he mouths the man’s palm, motor oil and sweat. The man rubs his other hand along the colt’s neck.




Each day, the man presses farther. Each day, the colt accepts a little more. First the man rubs the colt with his open hand, then with the blue nylon halter. He slips the halter over the colt’s narrow nose and buckles it. The young horse steps away from the man, bobbing his head back and forth, up, then down. When he can’t shake the halter, the colt stops and stands motionless, his head hanging.




The next day, the man snaps a ten-foot-long cotton lead rope to the halter. The colt walks around the corral, dragging the rope until it is caked in mud. Every so often, one of his hooves catches the rope, pulling him up short. By the end of the week, the colt has learned to give in to the tight rope, rather than resist it.




The man holds the crusty rope in one hand and strokes the horse’s neck with the other. He clucks his tongue and walks around the corral, leading the young horse. After a half hour, he walks to the railroad tie set in the ground in the middle of the corral. He ties the rope to the solid post and steps away. The colt pulls back a little, testing the post. He waits. He paws the ground. He noses the railroad tie, smelling creosote and the blood of other, less gentle horses. And then he looks to the man, who smiles, his freckles scattering, and says, “You’re too easy, Blackie.”




 




In March, a snowstorm hits, pushing spring deeper into the year. The pages of the calendar turn and turn, time slips by unchecked. The expiration date on a jar of peanut butter catches me by surprise:Best if sold by November. By then, we will be through the pregnancy and the babies will be here.




An entirely new world, made of mirrors, welcomes us. Two babies was a possibility I hadn’t considered. Twins don’t run in either of our families and I don’t even know any twins. They are something that happen to other people. They are a device used in made-for-television movies. Twins is one too many.




Another ultrasound shows they are boys. I secretly wanted a boy and a girl, so the two would be as different as possible. I’m anxious at the prospect of identical twins, worried we will name them Barry and Larry, dress them in matching outfits. “We’ll have to join support groups for parents of multiples,” I tell Jennifer. “And we can plan vacations to multiples conventions in the Twin Cities. It’ll be great.” Jennifer knows I’m joking. We are not joiners. If our boys are identical, we will do what we can to make them different. We don’t even call them “the twins,” preferring instead to call them “the babies” or “the boys.”




We put all of our unspoken anxiety into fixing up our nest. Jennifer cleans out the closets. I build a bookcase along one wall of the family room. I try to organize the garage, but there is so much I am unwilling to throw away. All of the hobbies from the past, things I studied and pursued, only to leave them half-finished. Plastic buckets, a bottle capper, and five cases of empty bottles line one wall, relics of my attempts to brew beer. The macabre amateur taxidermy projects. Two drum sets I’ve been packing around since high school, stacked like tires in the corner.




 




Late one afternoon, just as I am about to head outside to shovel snow from the driveway, the phone rings. It’s Tim, the man I worked for eight years ago. “I’m just going through St. Ignatius now,” he says. “I was wondering if you had time to get a beer. I should be coming through town in forty-five minutes or so.” We plan to meet near the highway, at the lounge in the bowling alley.




I agree to go out of habit, because I always used to say yes when Tim asked for anything. I worked on his ranch outside of Eureka, Montana, for three years. Since then, Tim and I have exchanged cards at Christmas, and occasional phone calls, but we haven’t seen each other. I wonder if I’ll recognize him, wonder if he still has a mustache and wears a gray felt cowboy hat, wonder if there will be a royal blue scarf knotted at his throat.




The snow turning to slush on the highway reminds me of driving to Tim’s ranch to doctor sick calves during spring storms. We’d shave the hair from the calf’s neck and thread an IV into the vein, then drip a homemade solution of distilled water and glucose through the needle to rehydrate the animal. I remember the calves we saved, and the ones we lost. I remember the way Tim and I didn’t need to talk to understand a thing: a mistake on my part, a harsh word on his, my fear of failure, his heartsickness over the departure of his girlfriend. Tim was more than a mentor to me, he was an older brother.




I pull into the parking lot of the bar alongside a big white Dodge pickup with a toolbox in the bed. The 56T prefix on the truck’s license plates means it’s from Lincoln County. It has to be Tim’s. He used to drive Fords.




I push open the door to the lounge and walk around a bank of video poker and keno machines, their lights flashing to entice gamblers into betting their hearts and their hopes a nickel or a quarter at a time. Above the bar, a television is tuned to a college basketball game. Tim sits facing the television, a half-full glass of beer on the bar in front of him. I walk over, shake his hand, and take a seat on the next barstool. Eight years. An eyeblink, an eternity. It’s hard to know where to begin.




The bartender is a twentysomething kid with fuzzy sideburns and a nervous smile. I order Tim another beer and one for myself. Instead of his cowboy hat, Tim wears a green baseball cap. He looks a little softer now, his hair gone silver, but—even in the artificial light of the television and neon beer signs—his eyes are the same pale blue of my memory, the color of a river. And I wonder how I look to him, eight years older, a father now, someone other than who I was when he was my boss, when he taught me that it is all right to want what you want, that you shouldn’t make apologies for who you are or for who you want to be.




Tim points at his head and says, “This is me.” And I think he is making a statement about who he is, a man sitting in a bar in a bowling alley in the middle of a Montana snowstorm. But Tim is pointing at the ball cap on his head, which advertises an excavating business. He now clears lots and constructs roads for people building new houses. We don’t talk about the fact that when I left, Tim hauled his cows to town and sold them, then gave up his leased pastures. He bought heavy machinery—road graders and dump trucks and a low-boy trailer—things that might break down, but would never die like cattle, or quit him like I did.




Tim is married again, to a woman I’ve never met. “Jocelyn went out and bought two colts,” he says. “I asked her, ‘How are you gonna break them?’ and she said, ‘I’m not. You are.’ So I’ve been working with them. They’re gonna make nice horses,” he says. “Pretty soon I’m going to saddle them up and see if they have any farts left in them.”




Here is my chance to bring up the colt I want to buy. Maybe Tim will help me find a horse, help me train it. But I can’t bring myself to ask. Too much time has passed, too many things have changed in both our lives. Instead, I say, “Jennifer and I are expecting twin boys at the end of July.” He cocks an eyebrow, then raises his beer and we toast in silence.




The bartender refills our empty glasses. It’s happy hour, cheap spirits and loose-jointed memories. Tim says, “I used to come down here when I was logging with horses in the North Fork.” This was twenty-five years ago, when he first moved to Montana from Chicago. “There was this old boy who had a place right on the lake, just across from here.” He tips his head to the north. “The San Francisco Ranch. He did all the work with Belgian draft horses. I used to come down and get help from him when a horse was giving me fits.”




“What was his name?” I ask.




“Forrest Davis.”




The name sounds familiar to me, and I turn it over in my mind. Then I remember I’ve seen it painted on the side of a restored horse-drawn wagon that sits in the parking lot of Three Dog Down, the down-comforter outlet.FORREST DAVIS FREIGHT COMPANY.




“I think he’s still around,” I say.




Tim shakes his head. “There’s no way. He was old when I knew him. If he’s alive, he’s got to be a hundred by now.”




I shrug and drink my beer.




“How old are you?” Tim asks.




“Thirty-six.”




“I’d give anything to be in my thirties again,” he says. “You still ranching?”




“Working for a guy part-time.” I haven’t been out to the ranch since we preg-checked the cows. It’s been three weeks. And I miss it, the work and the horses. I miss being cold and tired and coming home to a warm house. “It’s not a lot of hours, just enough to keep me honest.” It is getting late, and Tim still has a hundred and a half miles to drive in the dark.




Outside, the snow is still falling. I say, “It’s been too long.”




“Yeah, it has,” Tim says. “You’ll have to drive up some day. Bring your family along to meet Jocelyn.”




A flood of lights from the Wal-Mart and Safeway stores brightens the sky to the south of us. A new car wash and medical clinic are to the east. There is a savings and loan to the west. But even through the snow, you can see that this was once just a cow pasture. Old fence posts line one end of the parking lot. Across the highway, there is a golf-course housing development, executive homes built along the lakeshore. The excavators and bulldozers are parked for the night. Strings of tiny flags flap in front of the model homes like flocks of waterfowl. Adjacent to this development, there is another, even more exclusive subdivision planned. A custom ironwork gate hangs at the front entrance, the metal cut into silhouettes of cattails and ducks, and it bears the name of the place: Mission Preserve. Executive homes in a small Montana town with no industry other than tourism and cattle and timber. This is where the San Francisco Ranch used to be, where Forrest Davis worked his big Belgians and where Tim came to learn about horses. In a distant corner of the field, there is a huge wooden contraption, called a beaver slide, once operated by draft horses to stack loose hay. It is a weathered gray skeleton now, a relic, and I wonder if it has been left for décor, or if the developers simply haven’t had time to tear it down yet. And I wonder if Forrest Davis is really still alive, the man who mentored my mentor.




 




The colt stands dozing in the small corral. His rump rests against the railroad tie in the middle of the pen. His head droops and his ears hang limply. One leg is cocked and he dreams horse dreams. The colt’s head picks up at the sound of the gate latch. The red-haired man is there, holding the lead rope. He pets the colt on the neck, whispering, “Sorry about this, Blackie, but we got to do it before fly season.”




The other man stands at the rails of the corral, sharpening a small knife. The blade flashes in the April sun, reflecting clouds and mountains. “Tie him up and get enough Ace to dope him good,” the man says. “That last one fought like a drunk monkey.”




The red-haired man ties the rope to the railroad tie. He will have to unfasten it later, when his father injects the colt with the tranquilizer and the horse goes down. Then he’ll unsnap the rope from the halter and tie it around one of the colt’s rear hocks, so he can lift the leg and expose the horse’s testicles.




He opens the gate and heads to the house for the sedative, his father calling out, “And don’t forget the iodine.”




 




Each day pulses with wild joy. I finish building the bookcase. Jennifer sorts through baby clothes and washes them. A friend loans us a second crib to go with the one we have stored in the garage. We will set them up in our bedroom.




On the refrigerator door, Jennifer tapes the cover from a glossy parenting magazine, a photograph of twin boys, white-blond hair, perfect teeth, running hand in hand across a beach. The picture shows us who our boys might be. It helps us imagine the future. Meanwhile, Jennifer gets bigger and bigger, carrying her weight out in front of her. There are three months left and I don’t know how she’ll make it.




The phone rings and it’s Phil, my boss. I am happy to hear his voice, ready to say yes, to come out to the ranch when he asks. He says, “I just wanted to make sure that we are square on your hours.”




“Yes,” I say. “We’re good.”




“Well that’s just right then.” He pauses and I think, for a moment, that we’ve been disconnected. “I sold the cows,” he says finally. “I’ll be leasing the grass out to Hughes.”




I can’t think of a thing to say. I don’t know whether to congratulate him or offer my sympathy. “I’ll come out and get my gear sometime,” I say. “I’ll call first.”




Jennifer looks up from the crib she is assembling in our bedroom. “Who was that?” she asks.




 




How quickly things can change, yet how slowly. It is the same feeling I had twelve years ago when I was let go from Calvin Brown’s ranch after he sold his land to the Tribe. It is a loss. I hoped I would be training a colt in the corrals at Phil’s ranch, riding those hills with Carter and his little brothers for years to come. I can’t remember all I have left there. Saddle, blanket, pad, reins and halter, chinks, maybe a jacket. Those things are easily found. What can’t be reclaimed is the hole in my story, the empty space on that line that used to read “cowboy” or “ranch hand” or “man with horse.” I need a new story.




It’s a week later when I find one, though it is not my own. It is a tale of the Old West, a time when longhorn cattle flowed north from Texas like a rust-colored river. I hold a book in my hand,We Pointed Them North: Recollections of a Cowpuncher . The story of Teddy Blue Abbott, as told to Helena Huntington Smith, just before he died. I page through the book and see the words “broomtail” and “bellyful.” I see “Miles City” and “Musselshell” and “Powder River.” All familiar to me, names and places from the past.




Like an old photograph, Abbott’s story is told in black-and-white. As I read it, my memory colors the pages, remembering how the broken landscape goes on and on to the horizon. The arid rangeland outside Miles City, Montana, where Abbott spent his cowboy wages on women and whiskey, is the same place I tried to hold together a ranch. The past is prologue.




What I remember most about moving away from southeast Montana and coming back to the mountains was how rampant life seemed here, how the trees and the brush are rabid, how the wilderness grows right to the edge of the road and leans over. Life, out of control.




 




Four in the morning. My head spins, the light from the bathroom wheeling in and out. I’m adrift, floundering, and Jennifer is saying, “My water just broke.” It’s much too early on all accounts: the hour, the day, the month. It’s still seven weeks till her due date. And now Jennifer is clutching a pale yellow bath towel between her legs. “Should I call the doctor? Should we go to the hospital? Should we wake up Carter?” I am trying to piece it all together. My jeans. Carter. The phone. Christ, she has a lot of fluid coming out of her. Jennifer calls the emergency room at the hospital in town. They tell her to come in as soon as she can. I dress Carter in the first clothes I find: sweatpants, a raincoat over his pajama tops, mismatched socks. Jennifer waddles out to the car. We drive to town in the dark, deer darting away from the headlights of our car.




At the hospital, after a quick check by the on-call physician, a nurse tells us, “They’re going to ship you down to Missoula,” sixty-five miles south, to the nearest hospital with a neonatal intensive care unit. I lean over and steal a quick kiss from Jennifer, telling her everything is going to be all right. She nods and says, “I know,” but her eyes tell me she isn’t buying any of it. There is no more time. The ambulance is waiting.




The nurse told me the doctors will most likely delay delivery for a day, maybe two. I buckle Carter into his car seat and we drive back home to pack. I grab a pillow, gather some coloring books and toys for Carter, then head out again.




We drive south on Highway 93, the narrow two-lane road that will take us to Missoula. It is a sunny day in the first week of June, and the drive is a blur of bright green fields and blue gray mountains, glaciers white on the face of McDonald Peak. Beautiful Sunday. I think of Jennifer riding down to the hospital in the windowless compartment of the ambulance. The contractions, the worry, seven weeks before her due date. She is unable to see any of the passing beauty.




I remind myself that twins are fairly common. Two babies are nothing new. And this other stuff happens all the time as well—ambulances, IVs, medicine to delay contractions. But they don’t happen to us.




When we get there, the hospital parking lot is mostly empty. A bored security guard stands in the shade of the awning at the entrance. He squints at me and nods. It’s 10 a.m. Carter and I walk through the revolving door, down the hallway, to the “Mother & Baby Unit.” At the front desk, a blonde nurse wearing maroon scrubs smiles and says, “I know who you are. Let me get someone to watch your little guy and you can meet your new sons.” I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. She adds quickly, “Don’t worry, everybody’s fine.”




The boys have arrived, earlier and earlier, everything rushing forward faster, faster, faster. The nurse takes us to an empty hospital room and she turns the television to cartoons. She gets Carter a twin orange Popsicle and a paper cup to catch the drips. “I’ll take you to the NICU then come back and sit with him,” the nurse offers. I kiss Carter on the head and tell him that I am going to go see Mommy and his brothers and that I will be right back.




The nurse leads me down the hallway to the locked door of the NICU. The “nick-you,” the one place Jennifer never wanted to be. She enters a code into the keypad outside the locked door and I follow her instructions. At the sink, I wash my hands, soaping and scrubbing them for three long minutes. I take off my ball cap, but don’t know where to put it, so I drop it in the corner, out of the way. Then I don a flimsy hospital gown, white with pale blue stripes. The nurse says, “They’re around the corner, to the right. I’ll go back and sit with your other one.”




“Thanks,” I say, then turn to meet my new sons. Each of the babies lies in a clear plastic box, his own isolette. And though I tried to prepare myself for how small they would be, I had no idea what four-and-a-half pounds really meant. Wires connect monitors to tiny feet, hands, hearts. IVs and stomach tubes. Two little boys pulled into a big, big world. When Carter was born, Jennifer was admitted at ten at night and she gave birth at three the next afternoon. I held her hand the entire time. This time, I missed it all.




Jennifer is wheeled into the room on a bed, her hair all crazy, her nose bright red, scratched raw. “You made it,” she says, her voice soft and gravelly. She itches her nose, a reaction to the anesthesia. “Sorry we had to start without you.” She manages a smile. She is so beautiful.




“You did good,” I say. I know that it doesn’t really matter how we got here, early or late. Everything is going to work out. Everything will be fine, once the world slows down a little.




Jennifer is wheeled back to the recovery room, where Carter is waiting for her. I stand and stare at the tiny pink dolls in the clear plastic boxes. I watch the solution dripping from the bag to the IV tube, and each drip is another dollar gone. We have a little money saved, but I have no job. Drip, drip. Everything times two. I want to rip off my hospital gown and put my dusty cap back on. I want my hands to be dirty, to be out of this stale sour air. Instead, I untie my hospital gown and drop it into the laundry basket by the door. I grab my cap and walk back to the recovery room.




I phone grandparents and deliver the news. Carter watches cartoons. Jennifer nods off. Time disappears. In the tiny kitchen across the hall from Jennifer’s room, I raid the refrigerator for little packs of chocolate pudding, cups of ice chips, half-sized cans of lemon-lime soda and ginger ale. Just before dinner, I scrub my hands and put on another gown and visit the boys again. Someone has taped a card over each isolette, one readingAVERY , the otherBENNETT . This is me, I think. This is my life.




 




The boy doesn’t remember any of this: he was born in Cranwich Hall, in the town of Cranwich, in the eastern part of England, in the county of Norfolk, a week before Christmas, on December 17, 1860. His mother, Ann, and father, James, name their son after his paternal grandfather, Edward. They call him Teddy for short.




He remembers the sickness, though. He was born small. Big eyes, frail frame, the hollow weight of a barn cat. He is prone to spells of weakness and chills. Just before his family packed up and left Cranwich, the family doctor told his mother to keep him outdoors as much as possible. It was the only cure.




The boy, along with his mother and father and the other children, Jimmy, Frank, Harry, Ann, Gertrude, and Ruth, board the ship in Liverpool. Eleven days later, on June 28, 1871, the ship docks in Quebec. From there, the family heads south, to Nebraska. They arrive in Lincoln, which is as far as the train can take them. Beyond is nothing but land. It is a gorgeous June day, occasional clouds pearling the blue distance. The world is a wide-open place.




Three thousand people call Lincoln home. Coyotes roam the muddy streets. Antelope race the edges of the city. The family rents a house in town while James looks for a homestead. He finds a quarter-section of bottomland located twelve miles southwest of Lincoln, on the Haines Branch of Salt Creek. He pays the Burlington & Missouri River Railroad Company twenty-four hundred dollars for a hundred and sixty acres. There are only six other settlers in the area. This arid place is so far from Cranwich, where they could smell the North Sea. The family does its best to inhabit this unfamiliar land.




 




I buckle Carter into his car seat and we drive south, through Pablo, then on through the small farming community of Ronan. To the east, the foothills and rounded peaks of the Missions give way, turning jagged and foreboding. Twelve thousand years ago, a huge glacier crept south from northern Canada. Thousands of feet thick and hundreds of miles wide, the glacier stopped its advance here, where the land is now potholed with tiny ponds. Each watery hole was once a chunk of ice, pushed along with sand and gravel ahead of the advancing glacier. When the glacier retreated and the great chunks of ice melted, they became ponds, home to ducks and geese, blue herons and trumpeter swans.




On the west side of the highway, I catch sight of a greasy stain on the pavement. It leads to a carcass in the grassy ditch. A bear. We are past before I can tell if it’s a grizzly or a black bear.




Onward, past the oldest building in Montana, a tiny log cabin that was once part of Fort Connah, established in 1846 as a trading post for trappers. Past the town of St. Ignatius, with its historic brick Catholic church, the namesake of the Mission Mountains. Past the National Bison Range, a refuge established in 1908 to protect the last of the great buffalo herds that once roamed the plains. The Bison Range is eighteen thousand five hundred fenced acres of grass, home to three hundred bison. Down the steep hill into Ravalli, where another black bear stands on the railroad tracks that parallel the highway. The animal moves like a puppet, standing on its hind legs as if on invisible strings. It noses the air, head high, looking across the highway, weighing its options. “Look, Carter, a bear,” I say, but it is already gone.




We drive down Evaro Hill and across the Interstate, into Missoula, which Carter calls “Busytown.” We drive past the airport and the Smokejumper Center with the Forest Service tankers—old Air Force bombers—parked on the runway, waiting for fire season. Onto Reserve Street, where all of the big box stores have sprung up, one after another. Appliances and building materials and discount clothes and sporting goods. Fast-food restaurants, convenience stores. Carter stares.




In the hospital parking lot, two men are racing electric wheelchairs across the pavement, bumping over curbs and potholes. Carter and I watch them laugh and taunt each other as they spin around the lot. “Let’s go find Mommy,” I say. It’s Wednesday and Jennifer is coming home.




She is dressed and ready to go when we get to her room, yet she lingers. We will be leaving without our babies. They are still in the NICU, sleeping constantly. The monitors blink and beep. The IVs drip. The boys get two cc’s of milk through a stomach tube at each feeding. It is nothing, just a few drops, but it’s all they can handle. We will rent a breast pump from the hospital, and one of us will drive down every day with Jennifer’s milk. “It’ll be three weeks, maybe four,” the pediatrician tells us. She is a confident doctor, reassuring, with short strawberry blond hair and a warm smile. “While they’re here, I’d like to do some tests on Avery,” she adds, explaining that there is a particular crease in his palm that she is concerned about, and that his ears seem to be set a little low on his face. I shrug my shoulders. Jennifer nods. After all we’ve been through, what’s one more test? It is Bennett I am worried about. He is still on oxygen and he is two ounces lighter than his brother.




Carter and I stand in the hallway outside the NICU and look through the window. Jennifer is saying good-bye to the babies. She lifts the lid of Avery’s isolette and picks him up through the tangle of wires and tubes. She kisses him on top of his purple-and-white knit cap, then returns him to the box and does the same with Bennett. Behind Carter and me, on the wall across from the window, there is a gold-and-silver tree. On each golden leaf there is the name of a baby who was born in the hospital. Each silver leaf is engraved with the name of a baby who never made it home.




I need to move, need to breathe. Carter and I walk to the snack shop, a small room with vending machines and a few tables. Carter looks over his options and decides on a bag of cookies. They are frosted in pink and white, decorated with colorful sprinkles. Each cookie is in the shape of a circus animal. Lions and tigers. I think of the dead bear I saw earlier, and the live one standing on the railroad tracks. Everything suddenly seems so fragile, so breakable, so lost.




 




The boy needs help getting on and off his horse. His legs fall short of the stirrups. His father wants to tie him to the saddle in case he gets washed into the current of the Red River, but—even at the age of ten—Teddy knows this is a bad idea. Fresh graves line the banks of the Red, resting places of unfortunate cowboys who didn’t make it across the treacherous water. Teddy argues with his father, telling him he’s a good swimmer and that he doesn’t want to go down with the horse if it quits him. They watch the river as a large tree limb rushes past. A cowboy, the one with the cloudy eye, nods to Teddy’s father who purses his thin lips and says, “Have it your way, boy.”
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