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AUTHOR’S NOTE



Readers familiar with the Northern Territory will recognise that I’ve taken liberties with many factual matters, notably geography and language. My portrayal of the Indigenous characters is based upon insights gained during my years of working with a number of Central Australian communities; but the people, the language, the dreamings and places described are inventions.




i.


Fire tumbles roll inward


from a desert’s edge.


At first they appear as
cart-wheeling spinifex,


later, flame beyond sight
takes hold, enthralled.


ii.


It has been said
their substance is
of lost forest—


breath of dried air


John Kinsella
‘Notes on Fire-Tumbles’


For a while the fires die down in you,
until you die down in the fires.


Michael Dransfield
‘Fix’





INITIATIONS



I CLOSED MY EYES, felt the ragged harmonies flowing through my head.


Pitch dark, but the dawn couldn’t be far off. Hazel on the ground beside me, singing softly. Painted sisters dancing all around us, dust swirling up from bare feet. Cocky feathers catching firelight. Coloured skirts, circles and curves.


It was Young Man’s Time in Bluebush. Boys were being made into men. Here in the women’s camp, we were singing them goodbye.


The men were a hundred yards to the west: a column of ghostly figures weaving in and out of a row of rattling branches. Clapsticks and boomerangs pounded the big bass rolling rhythm of the earth.


Gypsy Watson, our boss, the kirta, struck up another verse of the fire song: ‘Warlu wiraji, warluku…’


The rest of us tagged along behind.


My breasts, cross-hatched with ochre, moved gently as I turned and took a look around.


You couldn’t help but smile. The town mob: fractured and deracinated they might have been, torn apart by idleness and violence, by Hollywood and booze. But moments like these, when people came together, when they tried to recover the core, they gave you hope.


It was the songs that did it: the women didn’t so much sing them as pick them up like radio receivers. You could imagine those great song cycles rolling across country, taking their shape from what they encountered: scraps of language, minerals and dreams, a hawk’s flight, a feather’s fall, the flash of a meteorite.


The resonance of that music is everywhere, even here, on the outskirts of the whitefeller town, out among the rubbish dumps and truck yards. It sings along the wires, it rings off bitumen and steel.


A disturbance – a slurred, drunken scream – somewhere to my right.


Maybe I spoke too soon.


Two women were yelling at each other. One was sitting down, obscured by the crowd. The other was all too visible: Rosie Brambles, looking like she’d just wandered out of the Drunks’ Camp.


Rambling Rosie, they called her. Her dress a hectic red, her headscarf smeared with sweat and grease, she was built like a buffalo, with broad shoulders and spindly legs. She was drunk and angry. Nothing unusual in that; Rosie was mostly drunk and often angry. But this wasn’t the place for it.


Her antagonist was Cindy Mellow – mellow by name, far from it by nature – a manky-haired little spitfire from Curlew Creek. Sounded like their argument was about a bloke. Still nothing unusual. Rosie’s life was a succession of layabout lovers, black, white and every shade between. Cindy was being held back by her aunties, but they couldn’t hold her mouth: she cut loose with a string of insults, one of which was about a baby.


Rag to a bull, that. Years ago, one of Rosie’s babies had been found – alive, by chance – abandoned in a rubbish bin.


Rosie erupted: ‘Ah, you fuckin little bitch!’ She ran to a fire, grabbed a branch of burning lancewood, came back swinging.


Old ladies scattered, little kids screamed.


I jumped to my feet.


‘Rosie…’


She held the branch like a baseball bat, oblivious.


I moved closer, one arm extended.


‘Rosie!’ I raised my voice. ‘Settle down…’


She looked around. Gunpowder glare. No recognition, although I’d known her all my life. Then she rushed at me with a savage swing of the brand. I curved back and it swept past my head, sent a shower of sparks and a blast of heat into my face. I smelled my own hair, smoking.


I’d thought I was ready for her, a part of me was. But another part was mesmerised, staring with dazzled fascination at the river of light the torch left in its wake. In that shimmering arc I saw galaxies and golden fish, splinters and wings, crystal chips. I saw the song we’d just been singing.


‘Emily!’ Hazel’s warning scream.


I rolled out of the way as the fire swept past my head.


Enough was enough.


I snatched up a crowbar one of the old ladies had left behind. When Rosie came at me a third time I planted the crowie in the ground. The brand crashed into it with another explosion of sparks as I pivoted on the bar, slammed a thudding double-kick into her chest. She staggered backwards, hit the dirt. Suddenly still. Looked up, confused, winded, heaving.


Christ, Rosie. Don’t have a heart attack on me. My first day on the job and they’ll have me up on a murder charge.


Hazel came stomping over. ‘What you doing, Rosie? Running round fighting, putting the wind up these old ladies and little girls. This’s a ceremony!’


Rosie raised herself onto an elbow, stared at the ground, shamefaced. Finished, the fight knocked out of her. The women began to make their way back to their places. But I glanced at Gypsy Watson, saw that she was troubled.


I knelt beside her, put a hand on her knee. ‘Don’t worry, Napurulla. It’s over now…’


She looked out over the dancing ground, her mouth at a downward angle. I followed her gaze. Rosie lurching off into the shadows. One of the teenage girls swaying under a set of headphones, travelling to the beat of a different drum. Cans of Coke, crucifixes and wristwatches, corrugated iron, powdered milk. In the distance the whitefeller lights of Bluebush cast an ugly orange pallor into the sky.


Gypsy was a Kantulyu woman, grown to adulthood in the desert out west. Hadn’t seen a whitefeller until she was in her twenties. Last year, one of her grandsons hanged himself in the town jail. A couple of months ago her brother Ted Jupurulla, one of the main men round here, died of cancer – a long, horrible death. She’d been in mourning ever since.


She was watching her world fall apart.


‘Over?’ she intoned wearily, shaking her head. ‘Yuwayi,’ she crackled, ‘but what over? They killin us with their machine dreams and poison. Kandiyi karlujana…’


The song is broken.


Which song? The one we’d just been singing, or the whole bloody opera? I gave her a hug, stood up, moved to the back of the crowd. The ceremony slowly resumed, other women took up the chant. But something was missing.


Somewhere among the hovels a rooster crowed. Didn’t necessarily mean the approach of dawn – that bird’s timing had been out of whack since it broke into Reggie Tapungati’s dope stash – but it was a reminder. Time to be on my way. McGillivray had said he wanted me there at first light.


I threw a scrap of turkey, a slab of damper and an orange into my little saddlebag and headed for the track to town.





SCORCHER



I’D ONLY GONE A few yards when I became aware of bare feet padding up behind me.


Hazel, her upper body adorned with ochre, feathers in her hair, a friendly frown.


‘Sneakin off, Tempest?’


‘Didn’t want to disturb you.’


She grinned. ‘Disturb us? Heh! Even a tempest’d be peaceful after Rosie. You gotta go so early?’


‘Tom told me to be there first thing. Don’t want to give him or his mates the satisfaction of seeing me late for my first day at work.’ Especially the mates…


She studied the distant town, a troubled expression on her face.


Somewhere out on Barker’s Boulevard a muscle car pitched and screamed: one of the apprentices from the mine. Apprentice idiot, from the sound of him. A drunken voice from the whitefeller houses bayed at the moon. A choir of dogs howled the response.


‘You sure you know what you’re doin? This…job?’ Her lips curled round the word like it had the pox.


‘Dunno that I ever know what I’m doing, Haze. I’ve said I’ll give it a go.’


She smiled, sympathetic. She knew my doubts better than I knew them myself; she’d been watching them play themselves out for long enough – since we were kids on the Moonlight Downs cattle station, a couple of hundred k’s to the north-west. I’d flown the coop early, gone to uni, seen the world. Hazel had never left.


The little community there had hung on over the years, through the usual stresses endured by these marginal properties on the edge of the desert. It had held together, like some sort of ragged-arse dysfunctional family, thanks in large part to the influence of Hazel’s dad Lincoln Flinders and the efforts of Hazel herself.


Lincoln was dead now, savagely murdered not long ago. Just around the time I’d returned myself, come back from my restless travels and fruitless travails. Come home, hoping to find something, not knowing what.


I had a better idea now, though.


We’d taken the first tentative steps to independence: built a few rough houses, put in a water supply, planted an orchard. Our mate Bindi Watkins had started a cattle project, and was managing, in the main, to keep the staff from eating the capital. There was talk of a school, a store, a clinic.


The one thing we lacked was paid employment. So when Tom McGillivray, superintendent of the Bluebush Police and an old friend of the Tempest clan, came up with the offer of an Aboriginal Community Police Officer’s position we were happy to accept.


The only complication was the person he insisted on filling the position.


‘Join the cops, Emily!’ Hazel was still shocked.


‘Not real cops, Haze. Just an ACPO.’ Which meant limited powers. I could arrest people but I couldn’t shoot them.


‘Yeah but workin with them coppers…Old Tom, ’e’s okay – we know im long time. Trust im. But them other kurlupartu…’


I’d been wondering myself how McGillivray’s hairy-backed offsiders would react to a black woman in their midst.


‘Bugger em,’ I said with a bravado I wished I felt. ‘It’ll be an education.’


‘Yuwayi, but who for?’


‘It’s only a few weeks, Haze.’


That was the deal: a month in town, working alongside Bluebush’s finest, then I’d be based at Moonlight. I’d just come back from a short training course in Darwin in time to catch the tail end of the initiation rites.


The clincher in the deal – and this wasn’t just the cherry on top, it was the whole damn cake and most of the icing – was a big fat four-wheel-drive. Government owned, fuelled and maintained. The community was tonguing at the prospect; the goannas of Moonlight Downs wouldn’t know what hit em.


We paused at the perimeter of the town camp, looked back at the fire-laced ceremony. A chubby toddler broke free from the women, wobbled off in the direction of the men, his little backside bobbing. He hesitated, lost his nerve and rushed back into the comforting female huddle.


They all laughed. So did we, the sombre mood evaporating.


Say what you like about me and my mob, there’s one thing you can’t deny: we’re survivors. You can kick us and kill us and drown us in bible and booze, but you better get used to us because we’re not going away.


‘So you’re out bush, first day?’


‘Tom got the call last night. Some old whitefeller killed at the Green Swamp Well Roadhouse.’


‘What happen?’


‘Dunno. Probably bashed to death with a cricket bat – deadly serious about their sport out there.’


Green Swamp Well’s main claim to fame – apart from the world’s biggest collection of beer coasters and dropdak photos, its tough steaks and tougher coffee – was the annual Snowy Truscott Memorial Cricket Match.


Hazel glanced at the eastern sky. ‘Gonna be a scorcher.’


She was right: the drop of rain we’d had yesterday would only add to the humidity, and the radio predicted a brutal 45 degrees. Performing any sort of outdoor activity today would be like doing laps in a pressure cooker.


We were in the middle of the build-up. That time of year temperate Australia thinks of as spring: after the winter dry and not yet properly into the wet, when temperatures, tempers and the odd bullet go through the roof and the rain is always somewhere else. You’d be out of your mind if you didn’t go a little bit crazy.


‘Look after yourself,’ said Hazel. She kissed me on the cheek, returned to the dancing ground.





WAITING FOR THE MAN



I THREADED MY WAY down the sand tracks and reached the outskirts of town. I stopped at Jockey Johnson’s house, washed the ochre from my body with his garden hose, feeling a trace of regret: Hazel had painted me herself, and such was the deftness of her touch, even a painted body became a work of art.


I slipped into the khaki cop shirt they’d given me, folded up the bloke-length sleeves and unrolled the pants. Kept unrolling. I held them up: my predecessor must have been Serena Williams. The belt was going to buckle over my sternum. And wide? I could have stashed a bullock in there.


I decided to stick with the denim dress for now; it was short and cool, practical. Tom would understand. I was only a Clayton’s cop, and since he’d been promoted to superintendent he had enough uniform for both of us.


I walked through the still-dark streets, gave a couple of dogs the evil eye. Sprung Hooch Miller pissing off his front porch.


‘Bit of decorum, please, Hooch!’ I called.


He paused, midstream, peered into the dark. ‘Who’s ’at?’


‘Emily.’


‘Tempest?’


‘Yep.’


‘That’s orright then,’ he said, getting back to the business in hand.


I cut across the lawn of the police station, hesitated, then ran my fingers across the bark of the ancient ghost gum there. Felt its smooth white strength. Wondered if that would be enough to get me through the day.


The Bluebush cop-shop. As a kid I’d been terrified of this place: to me and my mob it was the locus of all fear, the dark tower in a mediaeval legend, the place where little children – and grown men – went in and never came out. Now I was enlisting as one of its foot soldiers.


I knocked on the door, called out. Nobody answered.


Beaten the bastards, I thought with some satisfaction. Where was McGillivray’s much-vaunted twenty-four seven community protection? I sat under the tree and waited.


Generators hummed, crickets called. A truck rattled into the loading bay of the supermarket over the road; a fat bloke in singlet and shorts – a member of the lumpy proletariat – emerged from the cabin, whistling magnificently, began hurling trays about.


A red F-250 truck drew into the car park. Two men climbed out, leaned against the tray, folded their arms, waited.


Cops: the body language was eloquent, even if the words were few. Neither of them noticed me.


One was stocky, double-chinned, wore his belly like a weapon; he had an A-frame moustache and a head like a wild pig. The other was stringy, with red hair, blistered lips and an Adam’s apple I could spot at twenty feet: a long, thin face, like a blacksmith had laid it on an anvil and taken to it with a hammer.


‘He’s late,’ grumbled A-frame. A surly timbre, even with his mate.


I held back.


From the car, the rhythm of a radio. ‘Mother and Child Reunion’. The riff shivered my soul. I thought, fleetingly, of my own mother, a Wanyi woman from the Gulf country, dead for more than twenty years. My father mourned her still, had never remarried.


Another copper – muffin-shaped body, shaved head – came shambling down the road. This one was all too familiar: Constable Rex Griffiths, a neighbour of mine when I lived in town. I climbed to my feet. Hesitated.


‘Where’s the super?’ I heard Griffo enquire.


‘Fucked if we know. Said he’d be here by five-thirty.’


‘Breakfast.’ Griffo tossed a couple of greasy packages at them. I recognised the smell: hamburgers from the BP all-nighter. ‘With the lot.’


‘Beetroot?’ asked Adam’s Apple.


‘Course. Nothin beats a root.’


‘Speakin of which, doesn’t our little black bint start today?’


‘That’ll be interesting.’


A dig in the ribs. ‘Come on, Griffo, I heard you fancied her.’


‘Gimme a break!’


‘But those tits?’


‘Yeah, and that mouth! And the look when you piss her off – like a fuckin blowtorch!’


I gave a little cough, stepped out from under the trees, thumbs in my pockets.


‘Morning boys.’ Silence: a row of open mouths, slithering eyes. ‘Slack bastard, that McGillivray.’


I filled the awkward interval that followed by getting out the papers and rolling a smoke. Griffo was busy choking on his burger, but he did manage a round of beetrootsplattered introductions: the pig-man was Senior Constable Darren Harley, the ranga was Bunter Goodwin.


They all looked enormously relieved when McGillivray’s Cruiser came rolling down the road. But it wasn’t the superintendent at the wheel. The tinted window descended and the driver, a senior sergeant I didn’t recognise, leaned over and told us to get in. ‘Not you, Griffiths. McGillivray wants you to man the station.’


My new colleagues hopped to it – without, I noticed, the banter that would have accompanied an order from McGillivray himself. I rated the briefest of acknowledgments as I settled into the back seat.


‘You’ll be the new ACPO, then?’ Observant. ‘Emily, is it?’


‘Yep.’


‘Bruce Cockburn. No smoking in the car, thanks.’


‘Sorry.’ I killed it.


‘Government vehicle,’ he expanded.


‘Right.’


He frowned, popped a stick of spearmint into his mouth with a vigour that made me suspect he was a recovering smoker himself. He had a deep-tanned face, blond hair, pepper-flecked, crisp cut. Smooth, regular features you might have called handsome if it weren’t for the hint of a sneer curdling his upper lip. His forehead gleamed in the streetlight, as if he worked saddle cream into it before going to bed.


He examined me with harsh blue eyes. ‘Thought they gave you a uniform?’


I gestured at the shoulder tabs of my flash new shirt.


‘Where are the pants?’


‘They came up to my neck.’


He looked at my neck, didn’t seem to like what he saw.


‘Where’s the super?’ asked Griffo, still malingering on the footpath.


‘Up in Emergency.’


‘What happened?’


‘One of our’ – the flicker of a glance in my direction – ‘indigenous brothers gave him a smack in the face.’


I read the glance. Shrugged to myself. Not my brother’s keeper.


‘What’s the damage?’


‘Broken nose. Maybe a skull fracture.’


‘Shit.’


‘Waiting for the X-rays when I left.’


He pulled away, left Griffo gawping on the pavement. He slowed down when we reached the hospital.


‘We paying a visit?’ I asked. ‘I would have bought flowers.’


‘Not we,’ said Cockburn. ‘You.’


‘Oh?’


‘Superintendent said he wants a word before we go down to Green Swamp.’





THE MAN WITH THE ICE-CREAM FACE



I WALKED INTO EMERGENCY. Nobody home. A woman somewhere behind a curtain sounded pissed off with the service: ‘But Doc, I got a lump on me clacker the size of a tennis ball!’


‘I have told you – it is a cyst.’ A sharp, slightly accented female voice. ‘It will go away of its own accord.’


The Bluebush Hospital bragged about its open-door policy, so I thought I’d give it a work-out. I pushed in through the swinging doors.


A doctor – harried, hard-nosed, wearing her coat like a kevlar vest – sprang out of a cubicle and snapped at me, ‘Who are you? What do you want?’


‘Tom McGillivray.’


‘No you’re not.’


‘He’s what I want. Emily Tempest’s who I am. He’s my boss.’


Somewhat belatedly, she noticed the uniform. Fair enough; it wasn’t much of a uniform. I wouldn’t have noticed it myself if I hadn’t been wearing it. She nodded at a cubicle. ‘He’s in there.’


I drew back the curtain.


McGillivray was stretched out on a hospital trolley, and a more miserable sight I’d never laid eyes on. He was draped in a blood-stained hospital gown, knobbly knees spread left and right. A glimpse of something more horribly knobbly in between. His eyes were shut, his mouth would have looked better if it was too. There seemed to be fewer teeth than I remembered. His head was partially eclipsed by a massive bandage through which his fat nose protruded: the general effect was of a man who’d had an ice-cream cone rammed into his face.


On his chest, folded open, face down, was a book. I walked over, looked at the title. Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee.


‘Where you want us to bury the rest of you?’


The bruised eyes crept open. Slowly, painfully, he tilted his head in my direction, groaned. ‘Town tip’d do nicely.’


‘Hate to tell you this Tom, but your donger’s on display.’


He glanced down, delicately rearranged the covers.


I examined his face. ‘What’s the damage?’


‘Nose in two places. Cheekbone in three.’


‘Pride?’


‘Multiple.’


‘So who was it? The Sandhill Gang?’


A painful silence.


‘Come on, Tom. I’m here to avenge you. The Westside Boys? Dick Pennyfeather?’


‘It was dark.’


‘Tom…’


He sighed, dropped his head back down onto the pillow. Mumbled, ‘Aaangsaf…’


‘Sorry?’


A deep breath. ‘Googangzaf…’


‘Not the Crankshafts?’


The ghost of a nod.


‘You poor bastard.’ The Crankshafts were the most ferocious family in the district, and had been carrying on a running battle with the cops since the day of the horse and saddle. ‘Which one? Spider?’


No response.


‘Bernie?’


Nothing.


‘Godsake Tom – not all of them?’ En masse, they were a sight to make the blood run cold and the feet run hot.


He mumbled into the bandages. ‘Goo-gee’.


‘Sorry, almost sounded like you said “Cookie”.’


‘I did.’


I tried and failed to keep a straight face.


Cookie Crankshaft, the grandfather of the clan, was one of my favourite countrymen, if for no other reason than that he was about the only one I could stand up and look straight in the eye. Neither Cookie nor I, in the unimaginable event of our wanting to, would have come up to Tom’s nipples.


And then there was the minor matter of a walking frame.


‘Come across him staggering round the bottom of Stealer’s Wheel, marinated as per usual. The crowd’s coming out of the Speedway any tick, so I try to get him off the road.’ He touched his face, gingerly, flinched. ‘Pitch black, didn’t see a thing, but I think he smacked me with the frame. Either that or he had a star picket in his pants. When I woke up my head felt like it had gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson’s teeth.’


‘Serves you right for hassling defenceless old drunks.’


He rolled his eyes, an action that appeared to give him grief. ‘About this job. When you agreed to take it on…’


‘You mean when I gave in to your blackmail?’


‘I figured I’d be around to keep an eye on you.’


‘Well I’ll be in Sergeant Cockburn’s capable hands now.’


‘Ugh…Cockburn…’ He flopped back into the pillows.


‘Come on Tom, spit it out.’


‘Hear he’s a top squash player.’


‘Ah.’ That was a worry.


‘Only been over here a couple of months. Transfer from Queensland. You and him…’


‘Yes?’


‘He seems like a competent operator – plays it by the book. It’s just…’


I helped him out. ‘Nobody’s told him the book hasn’t been written yet?’


He gave a weary half-smile. ‘Take a fuckin Shakespeare on speed to write the book for Bluebush.’ He tried to get comfortable. Failed. ‘Look, I dunno who shoved a burr up his arse, but – don’t you rub it the wrong way.’


‘I see.’ The horrible image of me rubbing anything at all in the vicinity of Cockburn’s arse defied elaboration.


I jumped to my feet. No point in hanging round. ‘Don’t you worry about me, Tom. Me and him, maybe we’ll write the book between us.’


That wasn’t the answer he wanted to hear. Either that or the painkillers were wearing off.





HIT THE ROAD RUNNING



IT HADN’T TAKEN ME long to make McGillivray’s day; the sky was just starting to lighten. The police Toyota was loitering in the ambulance bay, motor running, lights low. I climbed aboard. My fellow passengers said nothing. Cockburn reversed, gunned her out onto the highway: the Toyota was on cruise control, and so was he.


The streetlights and houses thinned out, then fell away, their places taken by the saltbush and spinifex which dominate the Bluebush environs. Termite mounds loomed in the gathering light like an army of terracotta warriors.


Harley and Bunter struck up a desultory conversation about dog obedience training. Evidently Harley’s bouncy young bitzer had been playing it fast and loose with the chickens; Bunter was dubious about the tactical response.


‘Mate, I could understand you bashing its head in with a hammer, but did you have to do it in front of the kids?’


Harley shrugged. ‘They’re the ones wanted a dog.’


‘At a barbeque?’


‘What’s it matter where? They gotta learn.’


Jesus wept. I turned for relief to the scenery, the objects rushing by: white plastic posts, red echoing reflectors, livid pinks and blues rippling in the east.


I gazed at the horizon and there, just for a moment, felt a shivering intimation of something loping along beyond it. Something quicksilver bright, ominous. Pulsating with animal heat.


What was that?


I was unaccountably shaken. The reflection of my own discomfort at the job I was doing? A premonition of the threatened heatwave?


I thought of Gypsy. Kandiyi karlujana. The song is broken.


A violent orange blob wobbled onto the horizon. Golden rays came levelling in through skeletal branches, flooded the inside of the cabin, copper-plating the coppers and gilding chrome. Cockburn’s ears glowed like radioactive apricots.


As we climbed into the hills south of town, we pulled past an abandoned wreck on the side of the road. A green HQ Holden – battered about, not much in the way of window glass but four tyres. More paint than rust. A blackfeller car.


Abandoned?


There was something familiar about it. I scrolled through the database of community vehicles I kept inside my head. Maybe Magpie Jangala, a Kantulyu man from Stonehouse Creek.


I took a closer look. Something was out of place. There was a slight turbulence in the air. Ribbons of red dust – more dust than Magpie’s old wagon should have stirred – trembled on shafts of light.


‘Mind pulling over for a moment, sarge?’ I said quietly.


‘What?’ said Cockburn.


‘Something I want to check out.’


The shoulder blades went into defensive mode. ‘We only just left town.’


‘The blackfeller car,’ said Bunter, who must have followed my gaze.


‘For Christ’s sake!’ Cockburn spat. ‘This isn’t a breakdown service. We’re on our way to a homicide.’


‘Just for a second? There’s…’


‘No.’


‘Stop the bloody car!’ I heard myself yell, and Cockburn seemed as surprised as I was to find it slamming to a halt.


I was out the door before the wheels stopped rolling. As I sprinted I began to take in other signs of disturbance: scorched bitumen, slewing skid marks in the gravel. Flattened bushes, partially concealed by the Holden.


I broke through the scrub, and there was the chaos I’d expected.


A Range Rover on its back, down in the gully. A bloke lying alongside it, a trio of Aboriginal people around him.


‘Ambulance!’ I bellowed at my partners, then dashed down the slope.





MOTORS AND WHEELS



IT WAS MAGPIE ALL right, standing alongside his wife, Meg Brambles. She was crouching, holding a rag to the injured man’s face.


With them was a teenage boy: Danny. Their grandson – and Rambling Rosie’s son. My second encounter with the Brambles, and the sun no more than a finger’s breadth above the horizon.


The grandparents appeared anxious, but Danny looked positively traumatised. He was staring at the wreck, his elbows clenched, his face an echo of the mess of shattered metal and debris among which he stood.


A mob of dogs – Magpie’s no doubt, he was always a big one for the dogs – skulked around, looking for a chance to score.


Magpie spotted me, seemed relieved. He was a nuggetty fellow, sprightly and spry, wearing patched pants and a pencil-thin moustache that made him look like a short black Errol Flynn. He shook my hand, muttered a greeting.


Before I could respond we were bustled out of the way by Cockburn, cruising in to take control. He was on his home turf now, assessing damage, issuing orders, despatching lackeys. Competent, I had to admit. More puzzling was the flash of irritation when he glanced at me.


What now? I wondered. Would you rather we’d just driven past? Whoever was dead out on the Gunshot wasn’t going to be needing us in a hurry. I was beginning to see what Tom meant about the burr up this guy’s arse.


Harley came bustling in with a first-aid kit. Meg, no longer needed, came and stood with us.


‘How’s the whitefeller?’ I asked.


‘Reckon this one’ll be okay; bit of a bump on the head. Wanted to get up, but I made im stay down. Stop the blood.’


Meg spent much of her life patching people up. Out at Stonehouse she was the health worker. And the teacher, come to think of it. And foster mother to half the dropouts and delinquents in the district. She’d done a bit of patching in her time.


The crash victim drew himself up onto an elbow, took us in, nodded his appreciation. He was red haired, with a soft, white face, hooded eyes, a blue denim shirt. He turned away when Harley offered him a swig of water, drank gratefully.


‘Nother feller bin finish, parnparr,’ she added.


‘What other feller?’


A sudden oath, followed closely by a pistol shot, rang out from the far side of the vehicle.


I darted around. A dog lay on its side, splattered. As was the poor bastard who’d been driving the Range Rover. His upper body, half out the window, crushed by a ton of flying metal. His head a mess of ruddy gore and crushed bone.


‘Bloody mongrel.’ Cockburn was holstering his pistol. ‘Licking this bloke’s brains.’


‘They normally go away if you say “Go away!”’


Just for a moment he looked as if he’d like to give me the same treatment he’d given the dog.


‘Bunter!’ He turned and barked at the red-haired copper. ‘Cover him up.’


I went back to Danny and Meg. Magpie was moving around the crash site, gathering up debris and laying it alongside the path. Trying to be of some use, now that the professionals had taken over.


‘You don’t have to do that,’ I told him. ‘Ambulance’ll be here soon. Tow trucks. More cops. Their job.’


‘That feller bin lose ’is mate,’ he said by way of explanation. ‘I give im a hand.’ He picked up a waterbottle, some scattered tools, a leather satchel and a beadbreaker, laid them alongside the track.


‘You did well, the three of you. Might have saved this bloke’s life. Could have laid out here for days if you hadn’t spotted him. Heading for town, were you?’


‘Yuwayi. Comin in from Stonehouse.’


I turned to Danny. His eyes were hopping about like startled finches.


When I first came back to Bluebush a couple of years ago, Danny had struck me as the sweetest and freest of the town’s teen spirits. He hardly ever went to school; few of his peer group did. But he cruised around town as though it was his own little playground, a quick smile and a cheeky word for everyone. He’d clip you on the arse and laugh as he sprinted by; flog a chip from your carton.


He must be fifteen now, a slender boy with a glorious jungle of flashing dreadlocks tightly coiled. A broad mouth, slightly random teeth, a wisp of bumfluff on his chin. His feet were dust covered, bare, ready to run. Lately, I’d heard, the running had turned to riding in hot cars and the chip habit to drink and drugs. Fun for a while, but the long-term prospects were poor. Non-existent, really.


‘So Danny – you staying out there too? Stonehouse?’


He settled, ever so slightly. He’d always seemed somehow comforted by my presence. God knows why: I had the opposite effect on everybody else.


‘Yuwayi.’ A low voice. ‘Quiet place.’


‘It is.’


‘No machines.’


‘Machines?’


‘All em Bluebush motors and wheels. Generator wind, clockin time. Sometimes you gotta get away.’


I paused. There was an edgy timbre to Danny’s voice, and the words didn’t make a huge amount of sense. I hadn’t seen him for months. Maybe the drugs I’d heard about were catching up with him. With Rambling Rosie for a mother it was a miracle they’d given him any start at all.


Meg touched his elbow. ‘Good boy, this one. Just worry too much for nothin.’


Typical Meg. She was one of the strong women of our community, the ones who took up the slack, who cared for the wasted and the wounded. That was why she and Magpie had set up Stonehouse Creek: as an antidote to the town. At any given moment, you’d find them out there: the petrol sniffers and meth-heads, thrown buckjumpers and motherless children, drinkers and dreamers. She and Magpie would pick them up, take them out bush, give them a bit of breathing space. Show them their country.


All three of them looked nervous: the police, I assumed, or the accident, or both. ‘Come on,’ I said, ‘no need for you to see this.’


I began to lead them back up to the road, but we’d only taken a couple of steps when a stern voice stopped us in our tracks.


‘Emily!’


Cockburn.


We halted. Danny looked around, anxiously. Having a cop within striking distance – particularly one of the Cockburn stamp – obviously rattled him. Nothing surprising there: in his world, when there was a cop within striking distance, generally you got struck.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’


‘Back to the car.’


‘I need you to get a statement from these people.’


‘Magpie and Meg.’


He hesitated. ‘What?’


‘That’s their names. Magpie Jangala and Meg Brambles. And their grandson, Danny. He’s not much of a talker – won’t give you a word if you hassle him.’


We carried on up to the road. I could feel Cockburn’s eyes burning into my back.


Their story, when I did eventually get it down, confirmed what I’d surmised: they’d been travelling north; like me, they’d seen signs of an accident, gone to help. The passenger had been thrown clear. The driver had had his last rites delivered by a camp – now dead – dog. Both men, like most other whitefellers in the district, worked for Copperhead Mines.


The ambos arrived, took away the passenger, name of Craig Flint, on a stretcher and Alan Feik, the driver, in a bag.


A tow truck rocked up. A cheery young bloke jumped down from the cab, took a look at the dead dog and the bloody mess a few feet from it.


‘All that from the dog?’


‘The driver.’


‘Erk.’


A back-up van arrived from town, Griffo at the wheel. The senior sergeant gathered us together. Bunter and Griffo would wrap up here, Cockburn, Harley and I would head on down to the Gunshot Road.


The Gunshot Road. He made it sound like a punishment detail.


As we climbed into the car, I realised how sticky with sweat I was. The heat was working itself deep into the contours of my body, down between the follicles. I checked my watch. Still only seven-thirty. That heatwave was coming in fast, a simmering, vicious bastard of a thing.


I ran a finger beneath the collar of my shirt. At least we’d have air-conditioning.


Five minutes later it broke down.





GREEN SWAMP WELL



I PEELED MY SWEATY thighs off the vinyl and climbed out of the Tojo, grateful for the change of scenery. The main scenery to date had been the back of Harley’s head. His neck a sweaty sausage, his scalp raw with a fine display of dandruff. He had twenty-two freckles and sunspots, numerous flakes of something white, possibly dried soap, teeth marks on his right ear and a skin cancer I would have warned him about if he’d been nicer to his dogs.


Cockburn must have had internal air-conditioning: still razor-creased and groomed, his healthy sheen not a degree ruddier. He looked like he was stepping out for a night at the casino.


Green Swamp Well was a collection of ramshackle whitewash buildings scattered around your typical outback pub. Wide verandas, shaded windows, gangrenous roofs buckling under the relentless Territory sun; denizens ditto.


‘Population density greater than I expected,’ remarked Cockburn.


He had a point: the car park was chockers. Everything from the ubiquitous bush utes to a motor bike, from a Transit van to a mini-bus – the latter full of Asian tourists, judging by the agglomeration of skinny legs and spectacles visible under the kurrajong tree. One beige Toyota was charmingly adorned with a stuffed pig’s head lashed to the bull-bar. Most of the other vehicles were indistinguishable under a topcoat of red dust and amateur panel-beating, except for a stretch campervan labelled Aboriginal Evangelical Fellowship and a hearse. Behind that, a cop car.


‘That’ll be Jerker,’ said Harley.


‘Jerker?’ Cockburn raised a brow.


‘Brad Jenkins, from the Break. This is his crime of the century – he won’t want to stuff it up.’


The copper in question came marching out to greet us. Jerker was a large, goofy-looking guy with shire-horse feet and bloodhound jowls. So this was the poor bastard in charge of the cop shop at Breaking Point, eighty k’s down the highway. I wondered who he’d pissed off to get banished to the Break, but as the introductions approached I began to suspect it was an occ health and safety issue for the boys in town. From five paces his breath smelled like refried sump oil.


Whatever energy Jerker saved on flossing, he put into his enthusiasm for the job. As Harley had suggested, he’d refused to let anybody leave the roadhouse until the investigating team arrived.


Not that there was going to be much of an investigation. By Jenkins’ account, two of the old deros who hung around the pub had had a booze-fuelled barney in the shack across the road; one of them had woken up dead.


Cockburn didn’t sound impressed; an eyebrow flickered, a lip twitched. ‘You kept this crowd here for that?’ he asked, nodding at the veranda, where a motley mob of travellers looked keen to be on their way.


Jenkins flushed. ‘Knew you’d want statements from everyone here.’


‘You had it figured for a yakuza hit?’ The senior sergeant glanced at the Asians under the kurrajong.


‘No sarge.’ He looked puzzled. ‘Figured it was the other feller in the shack.’


Cockburn sighed. ‘We’ll get to that. Victim’s name?’


Jerker had to consult the notebook. ‘Albert Ozolins…’


A tall fellow in a clean white shirt wandered out of the pub. Another ranga, mostly freckles and spaghetti legs.


‘Thought you bastards’d never get here,’ he grinned.


Cockburn wasn’t joining in the conviviality. ‘Who are you?’


‘Undertakers.’


‘We were held up,’ Cockburn responded sharply.


‘We heard. Rush hour on the road to Bluebush. Stiffs everywhere. Appreciate it if you could get this one out of the way as quick as possible. Longer we hang around…’ He waved an arm; the heat, perhaps, or the flies; maybe it was tai chi.


‘Forensics up from Alice yet?’


‘Been and gone,’ said Jerker. ‘Didn’t hang around – another customer at Saddler’s Well, reckoned this one was a picnic by comparison. Said the report’ll be in your office before you are.’


‘Right,’ said Cockburn, also waving. Definitely a fly. The sticky little insects were something chronic. We were swinging and swishing for all we were worth but they still ended up in every orifice imaginable.


He turned away, began leading us in the direction of the shack. ‘Nobody’s touched him?’


‘Just forensics,’ said Jenkins. ‘Oh – and the priest.’


Cockburn stopped. ‘Priest?’


Jenkins tugged at an ear lobe, sensed danger. ‘Missionary feller. Wanted to give the last rites. Or whatever.’


I glanced back at the campervan. Aboriginal Evangelical Fellowship. Not exactly a priest, but Jenkins didn’t strike me as an expert on matters ecclesiastical.


Cockburn gave him the granite stare.


‘Nobody goes near a crime scene until I give the allclear. Is that understood?’


Jenkins studied the ground. ‘Sorry boss.’


‘This one sounds clear cut, but even so…’


The constable led us out in the direction of a hovel at the foot of a craggy red bluff, a couple of hundred yards south of the pub.


The shack was constructed, appropriately enough, of bloodwood beams and rusty corrugated iron, its starkness a sharp contrast to the firebright cliffs behind. Alongside the building was a carport made of steel rails. Scrap metal, perhaps, from the old Gunshot Mine. In the carport was a battered blue jeep.


The cabin seemed to be vibrating. A disturbing hum rattled my eardrums. As we drew closer I realised it was an effect generated by the cloud of flies cutting through the air. They crashed into the screens, ripped in and out of the open door. I spluttered and spat one from my mouth. Wondered where it had been.


I went up the steps, then paused, a peculiar chill stealing over my heart. I remembered my ominous feeling on the way down, the sense of something dangerous beyond the horizon.


Cockburn noticed my discomfort, showed a glint of cold pleasure. ‘Better get used to it, Emily. Won’t be the last body you have to look at.’


‘Won’t be the first, either.’ I pushed my way past. This bloke was getting on my goat.





IN AND OUT OF THE SHACK



A MOUND IN THE centre of the room: a grey tarpaulin, big enough to cover the body but not the crusted black pool on the floor. An eruption of flies beat up from the sludge as Cockburn drew back the tarp.


I flinched, squinted and looked down. A bearded old man stared up at me with startled eyes, as if death had taken him by surprise. Not that there’s anything unusual in that, I reflected. It doesn’t usually send you an sms saying Pick u up 2moz 7.30.


His skin was desiccated leather, his hands filthy, his nails encrusted with crimson dirt. The face looked like somebody had jumped on it: a deflated football fringed with snow. Not a face I recognised, but there was a prickling familiarity about it.


‘What was his name again?’ I asked Jerker.


‘Ozolins.’


However Mr Ozolins had looked in his prime, his distinguishing feature right now was the geological hammer embedded in the base of his throat.


The flies were drawn to it as well.


Cockburn studied the body, his face impassive. He put his bag on the floor, pulled out a video camera. Began sweeping the room.


‘Bloke who did him was flaked out on the bed over there,’ said Jenkins, nodding at a wire bunk.


Shit, I thought, staring at the bloody mess on the floor. He did that, then went and had a lie down? Made himself a nice cup of tea as well, did he?


‘Feller from the pub come in and found em.’


While Cockburn did his thing, I did mine: poked my nose in, took a look around the old man’s shack. It was better than looking at his corpse.


I made a mental note of the late Mr Ozolins’ worldly possessions: broken furniture, scattered bottles, a blue kero lamp. A frypan on the stove, a chop marooned in a pool of congealed fat. His fridge a Coolgardie safe. A filing cabinet, its drawers half open.


Nothing out of the ordinary there, but the bookshelves – planks on bricks – held some surprising stuff.


‘Well read old bloke,’ I commented, casting an eye across the spines: The Geology of Central Australia, The Proterozoic Bluebush Province, Twidale’s Geomorphology. Most of the books were of a geological age themselves. A stack of yellowing maps and cross-sections sprawled out onto the floor. There was, as well, the odd battered volume from other branches of science: physics, engineering. Newton’s Principia nestled between Poincaré and The Origin of Species.


Cockburn glanced up from his camera, his face expressionless. ‘We come all this way for some overdue library books?’


I glanced at the floor directly in front of the bookshelf.


‘More dust on the floor than on the books themselves.’


‘So?’


‘Looks like somebody flicked through em.’


‘Killer probably wanted something to read in bed.’


I examined the filing cabinet. Again, mostly geology: old army surplus notebooks stored in blue folders. I pulled one of them out. Sketches and diagrams, notes, maps, cross-sections.


On top of the cabinet, a Geiger counter, some bottles of acid, a Freiberg compass. In the corner of the room was a pile of ancient wine boxes. I opened a couple, found dust-covered rocks and minerals, most of the labels faded, fallen and spread across the floor.


I was struck by the lack of any signs of a personal life: no photographs, no mementos, no keepsakes, no items of any obvious sentimental value.


Only…there, on a dirty dresser beside the bed, next to the tube of Deep Heat: a bare patch.


Sure enough, fallen between the dresser and the bed, a small framed photograph. I dug it out: two little girls, mop haired, blonde, impish grins. Another older one, dark haired, sombre. A surprisingly recent shot. The old man might have lived here on his own, but he had somebody somewhere.


Cockburn put away the gear, joined Jenkins, who was on crowd control – he was the crowd – out on the veranda.


‘So you’re holding this other feller over at the pub?’


‘Nowhere else to put him, sarge.’


‘Who’s keeping an eye on him?’


‘Couple of Transport and Works blokes. Don’t worry, he’s going nowhere.’


‘What was his name again?’


‘Petherbridge.’


‘And he’s admitted that he did it?’


‘Well…’


Exasperation rippled across Cockburn’s face. ‘Well what?’


‘He hasn’t said he didn’t do it.’


‘I haven’t said I didn’t do it either.’


‘They had a barney at the pub – a dozen witnesses saw em havin a go at each other. Ozolins came back here, Petherbridge followed. Admits they went another round. Says he passed out on the bed. Woke up when the publican come in.’


‘Yeah, right.’ Cockburn lifted his eyes to the heavens. ‘Tell the undertaker he can get it out of here.’


As we walked over to the roadhouse, I glanced back at the shack and its surrounds. Rusting car parts, blue coiled fencing wire, shredded tyres. A broken wheelbarrow, shovels and picks. A rubbish dump, mostly bottles and bones, tins.


And to the west of the shack, up against the hills, a rock formation that didn’t look right.


A slippage from the cliffs?


‘What’s with the rocks?’ I asked Jenkins.


‘Old dero was crazy. Used to be a prospector. Spent his days out there, rearranging his bloody rock garden.’


‘He built all that himself?’


‘Suppose so. Been at it for weeks. Months. See him out here sometimes, muttering away, shifting things around.’


‘Must have been a fit old dero,’ I commented.


Cockburn gave the rock pile a moment’s consideration. ‘Or a determined one. Crazy determined. Had a feller once, over Queensland. Same thing. Spend all morning digging a hole, afternoon filling it in again. Same hole. One day he decided it was finished. Jumped in, blew his brains out. Son-in-law said it was an accident. Told him, yeah; life’s an accident.’


I glanced at him, mildly surprised.


We made our way to a crusty dwelling behind the pub.


A concrete blackfeller beside the garden path raised a spear at us. I gave him a sisterly wave as we filed past.


A weird little dog, a cross between a shitzu and a toilet brush with pop eyes and jutting lower teeth, confronted us at the door, tail erect. Confronted me, more to the point, clearly unimpressed by the colour of my hide. The animal had a growl like an electric toothbrush and gave it to me, full throttle.


A woman came to the door: body and dress featureless, her face thinner than strained tea. She called the dog away, distracted. Ran her fingers through her hair.


‘Mrs Redman sarge,’ said Jenkins.


‘June,’ she said; the vowel squeezed past her sinuses and came out as flat as the dog’s face. ‘Me and me husband own the place.’


June led us through to the kitchen, where two monstrous Works blokes towered over a stocky old man who sat contemplating a mug of what might have been wormwood.


‘We’ll be off then mate,’ mumbled the lesser of the monsters, climbing to his feet.


‘Good luck, Wireless,’ said the other.


Wireless? The name Petherbridge hadn’t meant anything to me, but Wireless sure as hell did.
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