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DINGO CREEK – POP. 180

Dr. Emily Harrison stared at the half-dog, half-mountain lion whose breath was so toxic she was currently living on half-breaths. The creature stared back. Its unblinking yellow eyes warned her if she so much as touched a hair on his precious body with the needle gripped in her right hand, he’d rip her arm off at the shoulder and then suck her eyes out for dessert.

Emily let out another half-breath. “Here’s the thing, Mrs. Jameson,” she said to the sweet-faced septuagenarian whose puny muscles she was relying on to stay bite-free. “If you want me to vaccinate your dog, you’ll have to muzzle him.”

“Oh, I can’t do that, dear—”

“All you need do is slip the front of the muzzle over your dog’s nose and fasten the two straps behind his ears. It’s quite simple really.”

“Oh, I know how to put a muzzle on, dear – it’s just that...well…my darling Snookums, he’s a wee bit sensitive, like. He’d be so embarrassed by the whole muzzle thing…well…he’d never forgive me, you see.”

Emily unlocked her eyes from Mrs. Jameson’s darling Snookums and cast a quick glance across at her fellow veterinarian, Dr. Maggie Post. Her best friend, now minus her white vet coat, slouched against the back of the cushioned lounge at the rear of their mobile-vet bus, arms overflowing with purring kittens. Her fine flyaway hair a bird’s nest after spending the last hour and a half immunizing the Dingo Creek pensioner’s pet population, Maggie winked at her. Humph. It took all Emily’s willpower to refrain from poking her tongue out in retaliation as she hooked a leather muzzle from a nearby shelf and placed it in front of the dog’s owner.

“Now, Mrs. Jameson,” she said in her most professional voice. “Up to you, of course, but I personally think it’s more important for your dog to have his Parvo booster injection and be safe from such a horrible, nasty disease that could make him very sick…or even die…than to dent his pride a little by wearing a muzzle for mere seconds. Don’t you?”

The little old lady crinkled her nose for a moment, and then smiled in capitulation. “Of course, you’re right, dear. We wouldn’t want anything nasty to happen to my darling boy, now would we?”

“Of course not.” While the ever-patient Mrs. Jameson fumbled the muzzle onto Snookum’s biting end, Emily eyeballed the dog whose furious yellow orbs continued to promise death and destruction to the annoying human in a white coat.

Of course, once the muzzle was securely in place, it took Emily less than twenty seconds to cleanse, inject, drop the needle into the medical-waste basket, flip up the muzzle straps and then scuttle to the rear of the bus out of harm’s way, while the furious Cujo-lookalike screamed his fury at a pitch that threatened to crack the windows of the bus.

“He’s such a good boy,” gasped Mrs. Jameson, clinging tenaciously to the end of her dog’s lead as he catapulted her through the open door and down the steps of the bus. “And thank you, dear,” she called out, her voice growing fainter as she was towed up the street toward her car, barely dodging pets, chattering pensioners, walking-frames and gophers.

Maggie’s strangled laughter rose from the depths of the floral lounge as she bent to place the four kittens into their wire cage. “Mrs. Jameson should nominate for the 100 meter dash in the next Masters’ Games.”

Emily grunted. “Did you see the size of that beast?”

“Part-horse I reckon…and teeth like a vampire.”

“Hmm…” Emily mused, her mind working deviously. “If Snookums ever gets too much for Mrs. Jameson to handle I could always gift-wrap the beast and courier him to Peter for his next birthday.”

Maggie’s expression turned wary. She frowned as she fastened the lid of the wire crate, clicked her tongue at the kittens inside, and then stood up. “Um…let’s go rustle up a cup of tea from the pensioner ladies,” she said, carrying the crate full of kittens toward the front of the bus to await their 85-year-old owner who’d gone off to buy cat food from the general store. “They’ve set up long trestle tables under the Post Office awning and I can see quite a few home-made cakes just begging us to eat them.”

Walking beside her, Emily draped one arm around her friend’s shoulder and squeezed. Poor Maggie. She kept forgetting Peter, her rotten-to-the-core, cheating, soon-to-be-ex-husband, was also Maggie’s brother. “Yes, let’s,” she said and ruffled Maggie’s already tousled hair. “I could do with the taste of something sweet in my mouth after dealing with that throwback from a Steven King’s novel.”

Relieved to see Maggie’s understanding smile, Emily followed her friend down the steps of the bus and out onto the footpath. She took a deep breath of cool country air. Not a hint of smog or smoke – another bonus gained by working as a mobile vet and travelling to little outback towns. Letting her breath out slowly, she then inhaled another lungful and stretched her arms high in the air, rolling both aching shoulders to free them up. It felt so good to stretch. She and Maggie had been vaccinating dogs and cats solidly for the last hour and a half.

While Maggie went to investigate what was left on the trestle tables, Emily gazed up and down the main street to check if the little town of Dingo Creek had anything else to offer – other than tea and cakes. The pub looked promising. Maybe, after they’d cleaned up, she and Maggie could wander down to The Brown Snake for lunch. Probably only served pie with chips or steak sandwiches, but some of these country pubs dished up surprisingly good tucker. She remembered the last pub they visited, back in Gundagoo, where the waitress had served them vegetables, so fresh, the cook must have whipped out into the back garden and pulled them out of the ground five minutes after she and Maggie put in their order.

“I love the cartoon paintings on the sides of your bus. Reminds me of books I used to read as a child.”

Emily, jolted out of her reverie, spun around to see who owned the querulous voice at her side. She smiled. It was Millie, the ancient equestrian. Earlier, while checking out the thirty-odd pensioners lined up to have their pets immunized, Emily had heard Millie offer to help Old Gus, an even older senior citizen, to round up his sheep on her horse, Silver. “They’re gorgeous, aren’t they?” Emily replied. “Originally, Maggie and I thought we’d just paint the bus yellow with our Vets2U logo in black lettering on both sides. Then Maggie came up with this brilliant idea. Much more eye-catching. And of course, the cartoon animals over the canary-yellow background make people smile.”

She glanced down at the crate resting on the ground beside the ninety-year old’s scuffed riding boots. It contained the regal looking miniature poodle she’d vaccinated half an hour earlier. “Are you okay, Millie? Do you have transport to get home?”

“Oh yes, dear. Don’t worry about me. I’m waiting for my granddaughter. She dropped Blue and me off here this morning and said she’d be back to pick us up around midday.” Millie shrugged her bony shoulders then peered down at the occupant of the wire cage beside her and shook her head. “If it wasn’t for young Blue here, I’d have ridden Silver into town and saved our Suzanne the trip.” She leaned closer and whispered into Emily’s ear as if to risk the dog hearing might upset him. “Blue and Silver don’t get along, you know.”

Emily blinked. “They don’t?”

“Nah. He’s a bit of a posh one is our Blue. My granddaughter bought the little fur ball for me for Christmas, but I soon found he don’t like any rough stuff.” She pulled a face and shook her head at him. “Not at all like our working-dogs. Blimey, they sit in front of the saddle when I ride Silver around the farm as if they were born to it. But that four-legged duster won’t have a bar of it. Screams like a slaughtered pig when I try to lift him onto Silver’s back.” She sniffed. “Probably because he’s got a better pedigree than any of us mere mortals and figures it’s all beneath him. Name on his pedigree papers says he’s Mein Freund Lord Gregor of Rheinfener.” She cackled into the frayed neck of her woolly jumper. “Bit of a mouthful that one, hey?”

“So, how come he’s called, Blue?”

“It’s a good old Aussie name, rolls off the tongue, and he answers to it just as well as a fancy one. Might toughen the little blighter up.”

“Nanna. There you are. I’ve been looking for you.” A dark-haired woman also dressed in jodhpurs, but unlike her grandmother, very modern well-fitting jodhpurs plus long black Ariat riding boots, came bustling toward them, full of smiles and bursting with vitality. “Sorry to hurry you, darling, but we must get going. Mark has arranged for an afternoon showjumping clinic starting at 2 o’clock and I have so much to fit in before then.”

Millie put her arm around her granddaughter, her face expressing exactly how proud she was of the young woman. “Emily Harrison, meet my tear-away granddaughter, Suzanne Montgomery, showjumper extraordinaire and soon to hopefully become a member of the elite Australian showjumping squad.”

Emily did a double-take as she cast her eyes toward the tall willowy thirty-something woman with her hand outstretched. “Suzanne? Suzanne Montgomery?”

“Oh my God! I don’t believe it. Emily Harrison. Here in Dingo Creek.” Suzanne turned to her grandmother and beamed. “This is the amazing vet I keep telling you about. Remember? She and her husband, Peter, saved my best horse, Going Places, from a life in the retirement paddock.”

Emily gazed at the woman and shook her head. “But of course, we had your gorgeous bay thoroughbred holed up at our surgery for a month while you and your husband Mark took turns to drive down and stay close by. But I didn’t realize you lived this far away. Hey, Mags!” she called out, spotting Maggie edging toward them, nervously balancing two cups of tea and a plate loaded with small sugary cakes. Her friend had clearly been visiting the pensioners’ trestle table in front of the Post Office to load up with refreshments. “Come and meet my friend, Suzanne Montgomery, and her grandmother, Millie.”

“Oh, hi,” Maggie shuffled toward them, balancing the cups and plates with care. “Sorry, I can’t shake hands, ladies. Just let me unload this lot first, otherwise there’s sure to be a minor catastrophe.” She wrinkled her nose at them. “I’m a bit of a klutz, you see.”

Maggie handed one cup of tea to Emily and settled the plate of cakes on the top step of the bus before stretching out with her one free hand. “Pleased to meet you, Suzanne. Millie.”

“Suzanne was a client of mine,” Emily told Maggie as she reached across to snaffle a cake from Maggie’s plate. A cupcake with pink icing and a real cherry on top. No wonder there was always fierce competition in the cookery section of the annual Agricultural and Horticultural shows. Country women were amazing cooks.

“Small world.”

“It certainly is,” agreed Suzanne, still bubbling over with excitement. “Emily here saved my horse’s career, you know. If it wasn’t for her and Peter’s expertise, Going Places wouldn’t be trying out for the Australian Showjumping team this week.” She turned to Emily and her face lit up. “I’ve just had a brilliant idea. Why don’t you two stay with us? Mark’s running a three-day clinic for the eight hopefuls, me included, before the selection trials on Saturday. You can meet up with the rest of the guys trying out for the team. Watch us in action.”

“Well…”

“We’ll pay you, of course. You can be our official veterinarians for the clinic.” Her smile grew so wide Emily worried her face might crack in two. “Come on, please say yes.” Suzanne grabbed Emily’s hand and squeezed. “Mark will be so upset if I tell him I saw you and he missed out. And there’s tons of room in our house. You and Maggie can stay in one of the guest-rooms upstairs. It’ll be fun.”

“Umm…” Emily cocked a questioning eye at Maggie who stopped munching on her cupcake long enough to return the question with a one-shoulder shrug.

Suzanne, not to be put off, kept up her persistence. “Have you finished working here, in Dingo Creek?”

“Yes…this is the last town on our list. We’d planned to have a meal at the pub and then camp in our bus overnight before pushing off for home first thing in the morning. We’ve been on the road for a month now, being paid by the government to immunize pets for pensioners living too far from a vet.” Emily turned to Maggie. “What do you say, Mags? Should we hang around for a few more days before driving home? Get paid to watch brilliant show-jumping in action? Sleep in a normal bed tonight, instead of camping in the bus?”

Emily hid a grin as Maggie, who loved nothing more than a full-sized bed, nodded like a bobble-headed dog. “Sounds too good to be true,” she said. “The bunks in our bus are fine, but for someone with extra padding, and size, like me, a real honest-to-goodness bed is always a great incentive.”

Suzanne clapped her hands before picking up the crate containing a disgruntled Mein Freund Lord Gregor of Rheinfener, a.k.a. Blue, who was venting his aversion to confinement by mewling like a baby. She linked the other arm through her grandmother’s and grinned in satisfaction. “Well, that’s settled then. I’ll drive Nanna home first and when I come back you can follow me out to the Lodge.” A bright smile lit her face as she steered her grandmother toward a huge silver four-wheel drive parked nearby. “See you in about half an hour?”

“Perfect. It’ll take us that long to disinfect our equipment and pack up.”

“Oh, and don’t worry about missing lunch at the pub, ladies,” she called out over her shoulder. “Old Billy, the cook at The Snake, earned his Chef’s credentials over a camp fire out in the bush. He’s just as likely to serve you grilled witchetty-grubs topped with fried goanna legs. On the other hand, Mrs. Richards, my wonderful housekeeper, will have a pile of gourmet sandwiches already made up for us at home.”

Suzanne slid the wire crate with the still yapping dog into the back of her vehicle and then climbed up into the driver’s seat. She turned on the motor and wound down her window in order to poke her head through and keep talking. “Wait till Mark sees you, Emily. He’ll be over the moon. He’s always telling anyone who’ll listen to him about the two amazing vets who saved our best show-jumper.” And with that she gave a little finger-wave and roared off down the road.

Maggie parked her ample rear end on the steps of the bus in order to finish her cup of tea. “Is Mark Suzanne’s husband?”

Emily nodded. “And the guy’s what you’d call a real spunk. You’ll love him. All women do.”

Maggie raised one eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“From what I’ve heard, women flock around the guy, no matter where he goes. Lectures, clinics, showjumping events.” She grinned and then continued. “Supermarkets, dog-parks…”

“And does this amazing specimen of manhood always inform his flirtatious admirers he’s already spoken for? In fact, married, hitched, joined in wedlock?”

Emily laughed. “Doesn’t have to. You only have to watch Suzanne and Mark together to see how much in love they are. Even after five years of marriage, he adores his wife and she worships him.”

Maggie snaffled a cake, bit into it and started chewing, brushing the crumbs off her chest as she ate. “Sounds quite a guy.”

“Oh, he is. In fact, Mark Montgomery was a house-hold name in showjumping circles up until a couple of years ago. He won all the top events in Europe and America, represented Australia in two Olympic Games…then disaster stuck. Both he and his famous horse, Wotta Wizard, took a shocking fall at the World Games. Wizard broke his leg and had to be put down. Mark broke his back and doctors didn’t think he’d ever walk again.”

Maggie almost choked on her cake. “Oh God, how awful! But he’s walking now, isn’t he?”

“Oh, yes. The doctors hadn’t figured on Mark’s stubbornness. He’s not only walking, he’s also head coach of the Australian showjumping team. And he rides Suzanne’s horses at home. She says Mark does all the flat work to make them soft and supple so she can go out and do the fun stuff and win the ribbons.”

Emily reached out and gave Maggie a light punch on the arm. “Enough gossip. Hurry up and finish that cake – I’m sure it’s your third – and then move your rear end off that step so I can get inside the bus and start cleaning up.”

“This is only my second,” protested Maggie, through a mouthful of cupcake. “But if you don’t want the last one, I’ll force myself to make it three.”

“Go on then, have at it. Honestly, I don’t know where you fit it all.”

“I do.” Maggie grinned as she patted her stomach and picked up the last cake on the plate. “Can’t help it though, these are irresistible.” She waved the confectionary under Emily’s nose. “In fact, these cakes are addictive. More so even than alcohol and drugs.”

“Hmm,” said Emily sniffing up the smell of coconut and chocolate. She nicked the cake out of Maggie’s hand and held it in the air out of reach. “In that case, you’ve had enough. This one’s mine.”
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‘WIZARD LODGE’

Emily waved as Suzanne’s silver four-wheel-drive came hurtling down the main street of Dingo Creek, roared past them with a flurry of black smoke and stopped half a dozen meters in front of their bus. Its impatient motor revving like a Formula One car in the coveted pole position at the start of a Grand Prix.

“Geez Louis, where did she come from?” grumbled Maggie who’d been relaxing in the driver’s seat of the bus after helping Emily pack, disinfect the medical instruments and polish every surface of the veterinary section of the bus.

“Looks like Suzanne’s ready to go,” said Emily.

“You think so?” Maggie slowly swirled the last of her coffee around in the bottom of her cup before swallowing it down.

By now, Suzanne was laying on her horn like some World War 11 General summoning his troops. “Okay, okay, we can hear you.” Rolling her eyes, Maggie switched on the motor and passed her coffee cup over her shoulder to Emily. “What’s with this friend of yours, Em? Someone lit a bonfire in her panties?”

Emily let out a laugh. Maggie’s dry wit took her by surprise sometimes, even after thirty years of friendship. “Elite athletes aren’t like you and me, Mags,” she explained. “Their days are run on adrenaline and the proximity of their next big event. In Suzanne’s case, it’s final selection-trials to get into the Australian showjumping team. And once that’s achieved, next stop, the Olympics.”

“Hmm…” Maggie grinned as she maneuvered the bus into gear and slowly moved off. “Or it could be Mark’s feeling a bit Shades of Grey and rang to tell her to get her booty home, pronto.”

Emily shook her head. She refused to respond and encourage Maggie’s mischievous sense of humor. Once started, Maggie would have them both in stitches, which would result in one or both of them giggling like silly schoolgirls every time Mark made an innocuously innocent comment during their stay. Instead, she gazed through the large windscreen in front of her.

Maggie piloted the bus along the short main street on the way out of Dingo Creek. Past small stone cottages built by early settlers, past the historical hotel, ‘The Brown Snake’, with an upper-story balcony that wrapped itself around the whole building and past a sprawling general store that probably received its last coat of paint back when Ned Kelly was a boy. Emily knew that if this general store was anything like those in other small Australian country towns, it would sell everything from a can of soup or a lady’s undergarment to an expensive but essential tractor part, while bales of hay and other animal fodder would be found in a big shed out the back and a couple of stained petrol bowsers stood sentinel out the front.

Once leaving the town, small farms and cottages dotted the landscape, lazy smoke rising from their brick chimneys. Sheep, cows, horses, even llamas, grazed in the paddocks. And once they crossed over Dingo Creek itself, bubbling happily along on its way to God-knows-where, the properties became larger. Some so vast, there was little sign of human life, merely long tree-lined driveways twisting their way up to hidden farmhouses.

At last Suzanne’s silver Range Rover slowed down, eased off the road and turned through an open gateway with a large sign arched over the top – ‘WIZARD LODGE’ –.

Emily remembered Mark telling her that he and Suzanne named their property after his very special horse, Wotta Wizard, the horse he’d lost forever after his sickening fall in the final of the World Cup in Germany four years ago. The horse that was so special to him it now lay in a well-tended grave in their front paddock.

“Wow, they’d need a few caretakers to keep this place in shape,” Maggie commented as they rattled down the driveway and took in the colorful flowers, the clipped hedges, the huge swimming pool and the white-railed paddocks containing well-fed, gleaming horses. “There must be more money in riding horses than treating them.”

“Not really. Suzanne comes from big money. Her dad’s a multi-millionaire who owns more properties than you own shoes.”

Maggie let out a loud snort. “Is that counting my two pairs of wellies and my fluffy- duck bedroom slippers, ‘cos I’ve never had what you’d call a fetish for shoes. At the present time, I own one good pair for best, one not-so-good for home and a pair of sneakers for walking.”

“You’re a philistine, Maggie Post. Remind me when we get home to take you shoe shopping. You need a pair of shoes to go with every outfit. Not one color fits all. For example, black shoes do not go with a brown skirt and an ivory top, just like there’s a special wine that goes with every meal—”

“Hey, what’s happening up ahead?” Maggie broke in, her nose almost touching the windscreen as she slowed down and parked their bus behind Suzanne’s Range Rover.

“Looks like someone’s been thrown from their horse.”

“Is it Mark?”

“Don’t think so.” Emily squinted to get a better look. “No, there’s Mark over there with his arm around a young girl who seems to be crying.”

Emily could see Suzanne climb from her vehicle and rush across to the young man sprawled on the ground. Still holding his horse by the end of the reins, he was scrambling to his feet, all the while yelling and waving his arms and upsetting his horse even further. The huge chestnut warmblood, ears plastered against the side of its head was lathered in sweat as, eyes wild and rolling in fear, he spun on the spot and then leapt high in the air. “Easy boy! Easy!”

Alerted to the disturbance, several other riders who’d been schooling their horses in a nearby paddock, trotted across to the fence to check out the commotion. They gathered together, chatting, a captivated audience who seemed amused to find their fellow rider splattered in the middle of the driveway.

“You okay, Jeremy?” Suzanne leant over the guy as he struggled to stand up. She tried to brush some dirt off his back, but he pushed her hand away, none too gently.

“Of course I’m okay,” the young man called Jeremy snarled, “no thanks to that stupid cow you employ as a stable-girl. She came waltzing out of nowhere pushing your crazy dog in a wheelbarrow and carrying an armful of bloody red balloons. Spooked the hell outta Game of Thrones. Almost went down on his knees.” His glare in the direction of the now sobbing girl shot up at least ten notches before flicking back to Suzanne. “I’m warning you, if my horse has so much as a scratch on him, you’d better start being nice to your Daddy, ‘cos I’ll sue you and Mark for everything.”

“Why? Cos you’re such a crap rider you can’t sit a horse when it spooks?” Seemingly out of nowhere, a tall thin guy dressed all in black rode down the driveway and came to a halt beside Jeremy. He was astride a bright chestnut horse that was so relaxed he looked half-asleep as he stood, neck lowered, eyes closed, back leg resting, like a Thelwell pony.

Jeremy threw a baleful glare over his shoulder
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