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KICKING PETER TO THE CURB

“Can you feel the other testicle, doc?”

Dr. Emily Harrison B.V.Sc (Hons) smiled at the burly man with the anxious crease furrowed between his eyes, whipped off her latex gloves and tossed them in the direction of the waste bin.

‘Sure can, Jack. It’s up high. In the abdomen.” She studied the man’s craggy face, toughened to leather by his sixty-odd Australian summers. “Of course you know we can’t leave it there.”

He let out a long drawn out sigh and wrinkled his nose in distaste.

“Could turn cancerous if left any longer,” she urged.

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Two red spots highlighted the man’s otherwise sun-tanned cheeks. He looked down at his scuffed work boots and when he spoke there was still a trace of doubt in his voice. “Will the operation hurt?”

Emily grinned at him. “That’s why a guy called William Morton invented general anesthetic way back in 1846.”

He looked up, blinked a couple of times as though digesting and classifying this new data, then let out a loud guffaw. “You’re a real card, doc. Okay, my horse deserves a stud career when he finishes racing so go ahead and schedule an appointment for next week.”

“You’re doing the right thing, Jack.” Emily patted her equine patient’s sleek chestnut neck, smiled into his large trusting eyes and reached up to gently pull on one soft ear. Then, straightening, she shook her head at the horse’s owner. “It’s no wonder the poor guy hasn’t been stretching out in his last few races, the undescended testis pinches him at full stretch so he slows down.” She paused. “Put yourself in his place.”

“Um…think I might give that one a miss thanks, doc.”

Emily laughed, undid the big chestnut stallion from the tie-up ring and handed his lead rope to Jack. “Okay, get your off-sider, Blue, to load this fellow back in the float while you and I see what day next week we can schedule High Stake’s op.”

The moment Emily entered the Equine clinic’s large reception area, she knew he was there. Peter. She came to a sudden halt and narrowed her eyes, the all too familiar reek of Brut almost choking her. From behind the horse-shoe counter stepped a long-legged male, dressed in a white vet coat over blue shirt and jeans, that little boy twist of guilt she knew so well puckering his lips. A tidal wave of anger smashed into Emily’s chest and if Jack Tremaine hadn’t been following her into the room she’d have kneed her cheating husband in the groin and hopefully propelled his testis up into his abdomen.

“What the hell are you doing here, Peter?”

“Hey, thought you might need a hand, babe. You know, seeing it’s your last day at the clinic.” He gave her his well-practiced puppy-dog look. The one he used to wriggle out of every scrape he’d landed in since the day, aged five, when caught nicking a chocolate frog from the local deli. And now, thirty-three years later, all it did was make Emily want to deck him.

“Well you thought wrong,” she told him through gritted teeth. Her fists clenched the patient’s file so tightly the cardboard creased. How did she ever imagine this man was her soul-mate? Over the last six months she’d had suspicions he’d been playing around but hadn’t allowed herself to believe it. Not until the day she’d gone hunting through the bottom of his wardrobe for his ‘lucky’ socks so she could wash them ready for their appointment with the bank manager. Instead, she’d found a small collection of panties. And they weren’t hers. Not only had Peter been operating on race horses, he’d also been operating on their female handlers and collecting panties for keepsakes.

“Emily—”

“I’ll see you in the divorce court, Peter, and you’d better have a good lawyer because I’m going to screw you like you’ve been screwing every female client who’s ever walked through the door of our clinic.” Her anger on a tight leash, she snapped a look at High Stakes’ open-mouthed owner and let out a sharp breath. The poor man stood awkwardly shifting from one foot to the other. “Sorry, Jack,” she said. “You’ll have to get Peter to book your horse in for surgery. I have to go. The stink of cheating pig in here is overpowering. All the best for the future and I hope the operation results in your stallion winning heaps of races for you.”

Peter took a step in her direction. “Emily, there’s no need to…”

Arrrgh.

A widening crack threatened to let her self-control loose from its cage. Hands shaking, she snarled and dragged a metal chair toward her. Immediately both men scuttled backwards, Peter almost falling over his feet in his hurry to get out of range. Emily took a deep breath, closed her eyes and counted to ten. If she didn’t walk out of the door right now, out of this profitable equine clinic where she’d spent the last eight years in partnership with her double-crossing, adulterous, two-timing husband, God knows, she’d wrap the chair around his head and probably end the day in jail.

“Anyone for a cup of java?”

Sally? Sally Packer? No. It couldn’t be. Emily’s teeth bit into her bottom lip to physically stop from screaming. Sally wasn’t supposed to be in today either. This was turning into a Fawlty Towers farce. The bright purple thong she’d found sitting in pride of place on top of Peter’s trophy collection belonged to their nurse receptionist and her supposed friend, Sally Packer. The same La Perla designer thong Emily had splurged a hundred dollars on so Sally would have a sexy surprise for her fiancé on the night of her engagement party two months ago.

As it turned out the surprise was on her.

The metal chair bounced off the tiled floor, scattering piles of colorful leg wraps and plastic halters stacked against the waiting room wall and landed at Peter’s feet. Then, satisfied with the sudden jolt of fear flickering in his eyes, Emily snatched her tote bag from under the reception desk and stormed from the clinic. If she ever saw her cheating, soon-to-be ex-husband again, it would be in her dreams—he’d have his head on a chopping block and she’d be the one holding the axe.
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GARFIELD ON STEROIDS

Emily flung her bag onto the passenger seat of her little red Toyota Echo and jammed the key into the ignition. She had to get away. Anger bubbled in her stomach like a stew set on the stove to simmer. She let out a string of four letter words, all beginning with the letter F, and screeched from the private parking lot nestled beside the equine vet clinic’s stable block. Once on the roadway, she ducked and dived from lane to lane. It suddenly seemed imperative that she get as far away and as fast as she could from the man who’d turned her life into a bad soapie—with Emily starring as the clichéd cuckolded wife.

It took a close call with a 28-wheeler road train and an angry shout from the tattooed driver, to finally bring Emily to her senses. Hands shaking, she pulled the car over into the next siding and slumped forward, head resting on the steering wheel. Why did she continually let Peter get to her like this? It was unproductive. She took a deep breath, held it for a count of eight, like she’d read in a yoga magazine at a dentist’s waiting room, closed her eyes and let her breath out slowly, imagining her angry thoughts scattering like the petals of a rose in a strong wind.

Ommmmmmmmm…let good thoughts fill body and mind. Now close the door on the old life and see another door opening.

In her mind Emily projected a picture of the bright fuchsia colored door on the houseboat she’d purchased two days after she’d discovered Peter’s panty stash, from a guy who was relocating to England. A pink door with the words: ‘Dr. Emily Harrison BVSc (Hon)—Vets2U—Mobile veterinary practice’, on a brass plaque across the front. She’d borrowed money from the bank to pay for the boat, figuring once her divorce settlement came through she could repay the loan in full. After all, the money from half of the house and their prosperous Equine veterinary clinic would leave her well off. As well as pony clubbers and pleasure horses, sleek, well-bred thoroughbreds, harness horses, Olympic showjumpers and eventers passed through their doors for treatment.

At the thought of her boat, Emily opened her eyes and smiled, body fully relaxed. She loved everything about her floating home, especially the miniature office she’d set up to run her new business. The office was tucked away in a narrow space between the warm chocolate colored leather lounge in the sitting area and the wood-paneled bar adjoining the small galley. Already she’d had the name of the boat changed from Daisy 3 to Vets2U, which she’d had painted in large black letters on both sides of the hull and with the full-page advertisement she’d inserted in all the racing papers and several popular equine and canine magazines, Emily couldn’t wait to take on her first assignment. All she needed now was a new van for transport and another vet, or even a qualified assistant to make her mobile-vet business complete. And she had several well-credentialed applicants to interview for that job in the morning.

A tinny rendition of Taylor’s Swift’s Love Story brought her out of her reverie. She hastily dug in the depths of her tote and scrabbled around for her phone, deciding with a deep-throated growl that it was way past time she changed her ringtone to Neil Diamond’s Love on the Rocks. She checked caller ID. Good. It wasn’t Peter. She put the phone to her ear. “Yes.”

“And a good afternoon to you too,” a familiar honey-sweet voice drawled.

“Maggie?” she screamed. “Maggie Post? Where are you? Where’ve you been?”

Last time Emily had heard from her sister-in-law and best friend was at Maggie’s husband’s funeral, three months ago. After the service Maggie had disappeared, leaving only a cryptic note telling everyone she’d put her property on the market, taken her daughter out of school and moved to some mystery cottage in the middle of god-knows-where. The only conclusion Emily could come up with was that Maggie was grieving for her husband, Lieutenant Sergeant Greg Post, who’d been killed in a police drug bust gone wrong—and she wanted to grieve alone.

But three months without contact?

“I’ll fill you in when I see you, okay?” said Maggie. “Emily, sweetie, is there any chance of picking me up from Tolley Reserve? It’s a couple of ks from your clinic?”

“I know where the park is, Mags. But what are you doing there?”

“Long story—short version—I was on the way to see you and Peter and my car broke down. Think I forgot to check the water before I left from Burra this morning.”

A laugh bubbled up in Emily’s chest. Her sister-in-law had a history of treating cars like throwaway cardboard boxes. “Of course I’ll come and pick you up, Mags. Where exactly in the park are you?”

“Find my car and you’ll find me.”

“Okay. I’ll be there in five,” Emily said and tossed her phone onto the seat beside her.

Traffic was heavy when she pulled back out onto the main highway, so at the next set of lights she steered her Echo onto a quieter road and set off along the back streets toward Tolley Reserve, a popular picnic spot for locals and tourists. Had Maggie been living in Burra for the last three months—a mere hour and a quarter drive away? Or had that just been a stop-over on the way from wherever she’d been hiding? And why hadn’t Maggie contacted her during that time? They’d been best friends from childhood. Emily would have been there for her, supported her in her loss and Maggie knew that. It still hurt to think Peter’s sister, her sister-in-law, her best friend, had taken off without a word.

Emily drove slowly along the length of the park, eyes peeled for signs of Maggie or her broken-down car. Last time she’d seen Maggie she’d been driving a battle-scarred jeep which was perfect for someone who lived on a large property, bred thoroughbred horses and made the occasional veterinary call-out to treat a friend’s dog that had been kicked by a recalcitrant bull, a neighbor’s horse caught up on a barbed wire fence or a nearby farmer’s lamb or calf that refused to leave its mother’s womb. No jeep in sight—probably forgot to put water in that one too—only a dusty white Ford station wagon on the side of the road, hood up, smoke rising from under the bonnet.

Slowing down, Emily noticed a woman, plump, dark hair gathered in an untidy bun, hunched over on a park bench, her head down between her knees as though she was ill.

Maggie?

Emily jammed her foot on the brake, switched off the engine and almost tripped as she threw herself out of the car and ran toward the woman.

“What happened, Mags?” she said, her breath coming out in gasps as she tried to come to terms with her long-lost friend in trouble. Again. “Are you hurt? Were you attacked by muggers? Do you want me to call an ambulance?”

The woman hunkered over on the park bench glanced up. “Aah, just in time,” she said, sliding off the bench onto one knee. “I’m trying to get this blasted drain up and it’s stuck. There’s a cat trapped underneath. Must have crawled in somewhere else and couldn’t find his way out again.” She looked up with a rueful smile. “Any chance of rolling up your sleeves and giving me a hand here, Em?”

“Like old times, hey?” Emily grinned then leant forward to peer down through the metal grate at her feet. In the drain below, a cat the size of a baby tiger, one ear ripped, eyes crossed, so ugly he’d make cane toads look beautiful, hissed and spat his disdain at their tardiness in rescuing him.

“Looks a bit cranky, doesn’t he?” Emily bent to give the drain a tug. As Maggie said, the drain was stuck like a tick to a dog’s back. “Hang on.” She stood up. “There’s a tire lever in the boot of my car. Might do the trick.”

Even using their combined strength, plus the tire lever, it took another ten minutes of grunting and cursing before the drain finally flipped open with a loud crash. Out sprang Garfield on Steroids. The giant tom-cat glared balefully at his rescuers, gave a quick body shake and then stalked off along the path, probably intent on rustling up a couple of baby birds for lunch.

“Any time,” said Maggie to the feral tom’s retreating back.

“Enjoy the rest of your day,” added Emily.

And with that they both doubled over, laughing.

“Oh God, the look on his face…” Maggie dropped onto the bench and held her stomach.

“Face? More like a squashed pie!” Emily spluttered.

Giggling like a schoolgirl, Emily helped Maggie to her feet. She’d forgotten how the smallest joke or innuendo could set them both off. Ever since they’d met in primary school they’d been the same. “Come on, Mags,” said Emily. “Let’s go get a coffee and you can tell me how much chocolate and ice cream you’ve been stuffing into yourself over the last three months.”

“How’d you guess?”

“‘Cos that’s what you do every time life gets hard. Run away and eat chocolate. I remember when that skinny kid with the buck teeth wouldn’t be your milk-partner in fifth grade. What was his name? Twister? Clinker? No…Splinter, that’s right. When I went looking for you, I found you hiding under a bush scoffing a big box of Roses chocolates your mum had bought for you to give me for my birthday, so I crawled under the bush and helped finish off the box.”

“Yeah.”

“And remember in seventh grade when you didn’t get picked for the netball team after you’d come to every practice—you ate your way through two cartons of chocolate fudge ice cream and puked up on your mum’s new carpet?”

Maggie poked out her tongue. “Okay, okay, you’ve made your point.”

And then Emily watched as her friend’s shoulders sagged. “But this time it was different.” Maggie’s voice was so soft Emily had to lean closer. “This time I had to get through on my own. This time it was the love of my life and…and I had to come to terms with the fact that Greg…Greg’s not coming back.” She grabbed a quick breath and let it out slowly.

“I know, Mags,” said Emily watching her friend’s bottom lip quiver. “I know.” Emily choked back a sob. No wonder Maggie had opted out of the world after her husband was killed. They’d been soul mates from the first time they’d met, when Greg, the cop, picked up Maggie, the vet, for not wearing a seatbelt when coming home from a difficult calving, late one night. After issuing her with a ticket, he’d asked her out on a date. And Maggie had gone. They’d been married three months later.

Swallowing the lump in her throat Emily held out both arms. “Come here, Mags.”

Maggie walked into Emily’s arms and burrowed her head in her shoulder. “It still seems unreal,” she said, her voice muffled. “I keep expecting Greg to walk in the door, pick me up and twirl me around. He’d always spin me around until I squealed, then he’d laugh and kiss me fair on the mouth.”

“I know, Mags. Just take it one day at a time. I’m here for you.”

“Thanks, Em.” Maggie stepped back and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You always have been.”

Plastering a smile on her face, Emily linked arms with Maggie and headed in the direction of her car. “Now…let’s go grab that coffee. Don’t know about you, but I’m parched. Rescuing giant cats sure leaves you with a giant thirst!”
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CONVINCING MAGGIE

Five minutes later, Emily angled her little red Echo into a vacant space in the car park at Café Aqua, a family restaurant on the outskirts of town.

“Hmm…bit crowded,” she said, “but they do make a top cappuccino.” She turned off the motor and stretched the kinks from her neck and shoulders. Throwing chairs at cheating husbands and rescuing ungrateful cats tended to have unhealthy side effects—like sore stiff muscles, aching shoulders and brain fog. Who’d have thought? As Emily ran her fingers through her short blonde hair she caught a glimpse of her face in the rear vision mirror and let out a small shriek. There was dirt on her left cheek bone and her hair stood on end. She dug out a tissue and scrubbed at her left cheek. “Look at me! I’m a mess!”

“You’re a mess?” Maggie waggled her eyebrows. “Compared to me you’re ready for a magazine photo-shoot. Before you joined the entertainment at the park, I’d already spent half an hour trying to get the Cat-from-Hell out of the drain. Think I might need to pay a visit to a restroom before joining you for coffee. One look at me and every child in the restaurant will start screaming and running for their mama.”

“You don’t look that bad,” said Emily and then really surveyed her friend’s disheveled appearance. Maggie had transferred half the mud from the drain onto her hands and then onto her face, probably while wiping off sweat. She frowned. And what was that down the front of Maggie’s skirt? Slime? Regurgitated vomit? Or maybe something worse. “Um…on second thoughts…maybe I’ll order the coffee while you go get cleaned up.”

Maggie grinned. “Okay. But can you grab me a couple slices of carrot cake with that coffee? I’m starving.”

“You’re always starving,” Emily threw over her shoulder as she headed for the front counter while Maggie went off looking for the restrooms.

After ordering and commandeering a table for two at the back of the room, Emily phoned her mechanic, explaining the crisis with Maggie’s car and organizing for it to be towed to the garage, then relaxed in her chair, smiling when Maggie returned ten minutes later looking close to normal. Or as normal as Maggie Post could ever look. What with her fine straight hair that would never sit right, and her complete lack of fashion sense, her best friend was a one off. A one off who always made Emily smile. Look at what she wore today—a calf length floral skirt, damp where she’d been scrubbing at the slime, topped with a rainbow striped shirt—plus her usual laissez-faire attitude that said ‘this is the way I am, so if you don’t like it, bugger off. It’s your loss’.

“Oooh coffee! Thanks, Em, you’re a life-saver. If my breath was a bit fresher, I’d kiss you.” Maggie dragged out a chair and collapsed into it with the decorum of a teenager instead of a woman in the twilight of her thirties. She took a gulp of her cappuccino and closed her eyes, her face reflecting absolute bliss the moment the coffee beans hit her taste buds. “Although,” she continued placing the cup back on the table and digging her fork into the carrot cake, “you’re the last person I expected to be having coffee with on a work day. How come you’re not at the clinic doing a blood test on the favorite for the Melbourne Cup or shoveling a tube down the throat of some kid’s colicky pony? You’re never out and about at this time of day.”

It had been a long, trying morning and Emily had no intentions of going into the whys and wherefores of Peter’s indiscretions—especially in a public eatery. “Long story involving your brother and his over-active fantasies, but first, let’s hear what you’ve been up to. You drop out of circulation for three months, not a phone call, not an email, not even a message via carrier pigeon to let us know where you and that horse-mad daughter of yours disappeared to and today I find you in the park with a battle-scarred cat caught in a drain and demanding to be rescued.”

Maggie let out a sigh and her wide shoulders appeared to sag inwards. “Okay, where would you like me to start?”

“Let’s start with what the hell you were doing sitting on a bench in a park only a few ks from our clinic?”

“Not intentional. Believe me.” Maggie huffed as though she couldn’t believe how she’d ended up in the park herself. “Before I could reach the clinic and surprise you and my little brother, the damn car conked out on me. And then, of course, the moment I sat on the park bench, I heard Satan yowling from under the drain.”

“Right,” said Emily. “And one look at his hissing snarling ugly visage and your heart melted like ice-cream in the sun?”

Maggie quirked one eyebrow but didn’t stop chewing on her mouthful of cake. “Well, I couldn’t walk away and leave him, could I? You know, Vet’s Hypocritical Oath etc.”

“And you couldn’t find someone else to play Superman to your Lois Lane? You had to wait for me to arrive so I could crawl around on the ground with you.”

“Always the way, isn’t it? Park’s crowded when you want a bit of peace and quiet but need help to get down and dirty and every man woman and child disappears.” Maggie’s eyes twinkled across at her. “Anyway, don’t say you didn’t enjoy playing in the dirt with me. Just like old times.”

Emily returned the grin. It was brilliant having her friend back, drinking coffee, confiding in each other. Yes, it was like old times. But the hurt she’d suffered when Maggie left without a word still rankled. “You know, when you took off after Greg’s funeral and didn’t even let me, your best friend since the cradle, know where you and Judy were hiding out, what was I to think?”

“Sorry, Em. You’ve a right to be angry.” Maggie stopped eating and looked up, a flash of pain darkening her eyes. “It’s just that I needed to get away. When I lost Greg it completely threw me and I didn’t want to go through the motions with everyone watching and waiting for me to crack. I had to get away from those who knew me, spend my days watching sad movies, crying, eating tubs of chocolate chip ice-cream and only showering when I couldn’t stand my own stink any longer.”

“And now?”

“Now? I guess I’m almost ready to get on with my life.”

“Good,” Emily nodded. “So what, you’re going back to breeding Australia’s best performing thoroughbreds, or look for a job as a vet?”

“Definitely not breeding. Not without Greg. And I don’t really want the nightmare hours of a country vet’s life again. But somehow, I can’t see me working in a suburban clinic either. Maybe it’s time I tried something different.”

“Ah, well, in that case I might have just the job for you.” Emily scrunched her chair closer to the table and leant forward on her elbows. Maybe her friend had reappeared at just the right time. “Maggie, how’d you like to join me in a Mobile Vet consultancy I’m in the process of setting up?”

Maggie opened her mouth to speak, but Emily, noting her friend’s familiar eyebrow quirk that clearly said, hey-I’m-not-a-charity-case, beat her to it.

“Just listen, okay?” she insisted. “I’m after someone with knowledge of veterinary practices plus breeding, a smattering of business acumen, and an acquaintance with police procedure. And I know Greg always talked his cases through with you.”

Maggie chewed on one nail and frowned.

“Come on, Mags, it’d be fun. We could lecture at workshops around Australia, visit race-horse trainers, show-jumping clubs, and occasionally set ourselves up in small country towns for a couple of weeks to provide veterinary services for the locals’ animals,” Emily said, putting everything into her spiel. Maggie still didn’t look convinced. “Hey, we could even help with the round-up after vaccinating cattle on outback cattle stations. You’d love that. And maybe investigate the odd racing scam or two. What do you say, Mags? You’d be a shoo-in for the job.”

Maggie carefully laid her cake fork onto the empty plate before reaching across the grey Formica table top to wrap her fingers around one of Emily’s hands. “No, you listen to me, Em. Why would you want a partner who’d weigh you down like a bag of old bones? A partner who is still grieving for her husband–”

“Hey, you can grieve while travelling and you’ll have me to dump on when life gets overwhelming.”

“A partner who hasn’t officially worked as a vet for over six years—”

“Poppycock! After giving up veterinary practice to start your horse stud you continued to treat your own horses’ injuries at the stud, supervise every new foal’s birth and even stitched up your neighbors’ cats, dogs, cows, and guinea pigs when they’ve come banging on your door.”

“Who freaks out big time if she has to travel by plane—”

“Enough!” Emily growled. “I want you on board with me because even though your brother is the son of a slimy centipede and has the morals of an alley cat, you, Maggie Post, are my best friend, and I’d trust you with my life.”

“But—”

“No more buts.” Emily squeezed her friend’s fingers. “You’ve bred champion race horses and worked as a country vet and more importantly, you’re a bright intelligent woman who anyone would give their first born to have watching their back in a tough situation. So, why wouldn’t I want you as my partner?”

“Okay, okay. I’ll think about it.” Maggie’s smile trembled at the corners of her lips. “But Em, if I do decide to join you on your first assignment and can’t pull my weight—that’s it. I’ll be out of your hair faster than you can say: ‘what on earth did my brother, Peter, do to you while I was away?’”

Emily dropped Maggie’s hand, looked down and brushed a speck of horse drool from the knee of her slacks. Did backstabbing with a rusty blade encapsulate what Peter had done to her? “I don’t suppose you have two or three hours to spare?”

“Hey, do Scotsmen wear jockstraps under their kilts when they play cricket?”

Despite her dark mood, Emily laughed at this comeback. Maggie could always do that to her. Shock her out of her crankiness. “I should hope so,” she quipped, “or there’d be a lot of uncomfortable Scotsmen walking painfully around those heather-clad moors the day after the match.”

“Well, there’s my answer/” Maggie countered and drank the last of her coffee in one gulp.

“In that case, let’s blow this joint.” Emily pushed away from the table and stood up. “I have something special to show you.”

“Sounds mysterious.”

“It’s where I live now. And believe me, when you hear what’s been going on in the Harrison household while you and your daughter have been off in the country playing recluse, you might need something stronger than coffee to drink. So, isn’t it lucky that as well as a new-fangled coffee machine, I also have a fully stocked bar at home?”
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