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Beth


When Lauren found me, I was sitting on the sticky floor, flicking the plug-socket-switch that powered the lights on and off. Staring straight into space.


Click. Off. Click. On.


The bar was empty at that point. There was the smell you get in bars after closing time, when everyone has gone home. Yeast and sour fruit, cut at the edges with a little stale tobacco. I remember looking at my hand, and noticing I was holding a half-drunk bottle of beer. At some stage, the sun came up. Harsh dawn rays began shining through the cracks in the heavy curtains, the blinding yellow hue of outback Australia.


That’s when it suddenly felt real.


Click. On. Click. Off.


The yellowed socket was overloaded with multiple plugs from a cowboy lighting rig that should have been ripped out in the Sixties. Back then the building was a prospector’s big house, during a short-lived gold rush, when this little nowhere town had money. When that changed, there were more mining men needing beer than ladies wanting fancy houses.


I wonder how long after it was, when someone decided that backpackers – girls like me and Lauren – made the perfect barmaids. My understanding was expendable females were a long tradition.


Click. On. Click. Off.


There was a blood spatter on my ankle. It was shaped a little like a bird with one wing. I was still wearing the short-shorts they made us wear to our bar shifts. Not a good look with bony legs and prominent knees.


The outfit worked on Lauren, though. Obviously.


Click. On. Click. Off.


The teacher who used to visit disadvantaged kids in the trailer parks, told us there was something like five litres of blood inside a human being. You don’t really appreciate how much that is, until a man’s heart has stopped pumping.


Lauren


I mean, I was hysterical. That was what Beth said.


‘You were hysterical.’


I was. Of course I was. Some guy was dead.


Well, yeah, OK. He wasn’t just some guy. I mean, we knew him.


Some guy is, like, a turn of phrase. Beth and I worked in the bar every night. He was there every night. We knew him.


No, I would not say we were friends.


No. It is not accurate to say I was his girlfriend.


Not at all.


Like. Ew.


I’ll bet that guy Dillon – the one with all the sketchy tattoos – has been saying stuff. He didn’t like me from my first shift, when I got his drink order wrong.


Anyway, it’s true, I didn’t feel exactly right about it, getting on the bus out of town. But we had missed it once already. It didn’t come for a straight week. So yeah, we grabbed our bags and left in the morning. And I appreciate, that makes us look bad.


Dillon


Most of us blokes who drink in The Gold Rush are mine workers. Single and in our prime, if you know what I mean. The pub gets new barmaids every three months. Fresh meat. Keeps things interesting. But I always knew something was wrong with these two. None of the others are gonna tell you like it is, but I will. Blondie-Lauren was a fucking prick tease, plain and simple. She liked all the attention. And the dark-haired one? Fuck me dead. What’s with that? Like you send a girl who’s flat as a board to work in a bar?


I didn’t understand why they were friends at first. Like, you’d think Lauren would have another good-looking girl. Then I worked it out. I’m smart that way, right? Smart with people. Lauren isn’t all that up close. She’s boring too. One of them who loves the sound of her own voice. Tried to talk her through all my tatts one time, and she cut me dead before I’d even explained the spider on my neck. Beth was more like us guys from around here. Had a similar upbringing, moving around all the time. She’s had some hardships, you know? Lauren was on another planet. Like, after two months she still couldn’t figure out where to get the cold beer from the cooler. And she acted like it was funny. You can imagine what old landlord Pete made of that.


Anyway, I reckon Lauren kept Beth around to make her look better. I told Lauren that too. That’s when she started getting mean. Giving me the old brush-off. Well, maybe just after that.


Few days before the camping trip.
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As the familiar police station comes into view, I’m fighting a pop of anxiety. I take out my ID. The picture shows a young woman with scruffy blonde hair, making fierce eye contact with the camera. Tara Harrison. Probationary Constable.


The metal-clad box of a building with its Australian flag hasn’t changed at all in six years. As I press my palm on the heavy door, bad memories filter up of my time here as a civilian.


Inside, the small waiting area has three metal chairs bolted to the green lino floor. A woolly-hatted Aboriginal woman is watching a vending machine where a pack of Cheetos has only partially fallen, caught suspended in its coil.


She makes a slow double-take of my blue eyes and tanned skin against the navy box-fresh police uniform as I enter.


‘Tara?’ She’s staring in disbelief. ‘You in fancy dress or something?’


‘Hello, Aileen.’ I look down self-consciously at my clothes. ‘I’m a probationer cop now.’


She returns my uncertain smile. ‘Heard you moved to the city.’


‘Yeah, I got sick of equality and good coffee. Thought I’d come back here for some bad treatment.’ I grin. She smiles back. ‘I’m only in Dead Tree Creek until I earn my stripes,’ I explain.


I glance at the vending machine, walk to the side, and slam it with my shoulder. Her snack drops free.


‘Rough town for a trainee cop,’ says Aileen.


‘So people keep warning me.’ I’m trying to keep a light tone, because the shock in her face at seeing me dressed for work hasn’t gone away. ‘What brings you here?’ I ask. ‘Someone in trouble?’ I jerk my head in the direction of the secure door whilst stooping to retrieve her food.


‘Misunderstanding with one of Mirri’s kids,’ she says, her eyes flashing thanks as she takes the Cheetos from my hand. ‘I’m here to pick him up.’


We exchange an uneasy glance. ‘Misunderstandings’ between police and the Black community are why I joined the force.


‘Is someone coming to give you a ride home?’ I ask.


‘Nah. Them with cars, they’re all working today.’


I reach into my pocket and pass her my keys. ‘Red car out front,’ I tell her. ‘Pump the gas pedal hard or she won’t start.’


‘Appreciate it, Tara. I’ll get one of the boys to drop your car back later.’


I shrug. ‘You’ve done me heaps. I’d better get inside.’ I head towards the interior security door and fit my key.


On the other side is a familiar space. An unmanned desk. Rooms beyond, two with safety glass windows. An ancient fan grinding away. Out of view, a snoring sound suggests someone is sleeping in one of the two cells. The station is eerily empty. The complete opposite to the madhouse of Perth.


My eyes glide to a large map of Australia on the wall, its corners peeling away. Left-centre, is a jagged red-marker outline of the station’s jurisdiction.


Three thousand square kilometers of red dirt.


In the centre is the tiny speck of Dead Tree Creek – now just a grid of streets, the old river having long since been run dry by the mining industry. The smaller Aboriginal Moodjana community sits north, a few kilometres out of town. I stare at it for a moment. As a kid I lived in the suburbs with my foster sister, but as soon as we got old enough, we spent most of our time with her mob in their place. I’ve not been back for years.


Taking a breath, I head for the open door marked, SERGEANT ANDERSON.


He’s at his desk reading some papers, exposing the thinning parts of his white-streaked strawberry blond hair. He looks up to reveal the genetics of a man who doesn’t belong in outback Australia. Heavily freckled skin, and a nose knobbled by relentless sun damage. He might have been a constable when I was last here. Like me. The weirdness of that throws me, and he starts speaking before I can announce myself.


‘Harrison. I’ve been trying to get hold of you all bloody morning,’ he says, without preamble. ‘Something’s come up.’


Before I can ask what, Anderson reaches across to grab a sheet of paper from the far edge of the desk. I catch my name at the top. ‘So you’re making a go of the police now, eh?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good. When I knew you, you were just a scruffy young girl giving us coppers grief.’ His washed-out blue eyes are on mine, piercing for all their lack of colour. ‘You could still do with dragging a comb through that bloody bird’s nest,’ he adds. ‘Police set an example to the community.’


‘Wishful thinking, in this town I think, sir.’


His eyes flicker amusement. ‘Maybe, Harrison, but that doesn’t stop us trying.’


He looks like he’s about to say something more, then changes his mind, dropping his eyes back to my file.


‘I imagine Perth have already told you. This beat is a tough learning curve for rookies. You qualify at my discretion, and I don’t do any female-quota-filling bollocks. It’s merit or not at all.’


‘Quite right, sir,’ I tell him. ‘Why bow to progress?’


He eyes me for a moment. ‘Let’s see how you go,’ he says finally. ‘I know we’re all supposed to be right-on nowadays, but I’ll tell it to you straight. This is a mining town. Little thing like you is not going to be much help to their partner if they get into strife.’ He shakes his head. ‘When I joined the force, there was a minimum height.’ He looks me up and down sadly. ‘People don’t realise what police out here are up against.’


‘I might be small, but I’m strong and I keep going. Like the Duracell bunny.’ The joke falls flat. ‘And maybe my partner won’t get into so much strife with me around. Female cops are more likely to have a conversation before getting heavy.’


Anderson gives a dry laugh. ‘Spoken like a true city copper,’ he says. ‘Last policeman round here who tried to talk down a fracas wound up with a pool cue as a facial piercing.’


He claps his hands together.


‘Well, like I say, I was trying to get you in early. Something big’s gone down, and we need all hands on.’


My heartbeat picks up. I wasn’t expecting a chance to prove myself so soon.


‘What happened?’


He looks me dead in the eye. ‘A murder in the local pub, Harrison. Bloody bad one. Horrific, to tell you the truth.’
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Dillon


You want to know about that last lock-in? It got really messy, really fast. Us mining blokes who drink in the bar had never seen anything like it. It was like a dick-swinging contest, only with girls. And fuck me dead. Girls can be fucking evil.


I reckon they got carried away, eh? Sense of power and all that. You could see it in their eyes. Lauren had this mad look to her.


Everyone’s saying she killed Paul. Seeing her that night, I can believe it. One of the fellas cracked a tooth and Skinny Dave says it still hurts when he uses the toilet.


Sex game gone wrong is what all the blokes reckon. ’Cause Lauren was into that stuff, wasn’t she? Bondage or whatever you call it. I know I like getting inked-up and all, but she was into pain in a serious way. It’s not only me that says it. Paul had pictures. And you only had to be there that night. The things she made us do, you know? What they get up to in American colleges, they got no business complaining about a bit of banter.



Lauren



We wanted to get our own back. That’s the whole point of hazing, isn’t it? We paid our dues. You get your own back in the end.


Beth


When I think back, I guess it all started in Thailand. We got scammed. Lost all our money, besides some cash in our pockets.


After that it was only a matter of time before we needed to find work. Or rather, I needed to find work. I’m fairly certain that Lauren could have called home at any point. She was maybe playing along, being a good friend. I don’t know. We’ve been buddies since college, so I know how wealthy her family are.


I said to Lauren we should go to Australia next, because we had these open-jaw tickets. We had been planning on Venezuela, but we could pick fruit or work on farms. Save up.


I don’t know what got into Lauren in the recruitment place. Maybe she was hungover. In college, I always looked to Lauren to know what to do. Out in the real world, though, it was definitely the other way around.


The agency lady took an instant dislike to Lauren. Some people do. Personally, I think her lack of inhibitions is completely refreshing. And what people don’t get, is Lauren might look in her pocket mirror and say out loud how gorgeous she is or something, but it is a total outer shell. Underneath she is not confident at all.


The lady had a phone call come through. I remember her saying: ‘I don’t hire anyone who lies on their CV. If they lie, they’ll cheat. And if they cheat, they steal.’


I had this nasty feeling she was talking about me, but of course she wasn’t. But coming from poverty, you’re used to people forming a bad impression of you, not based in fact.


Halfway through the call, Lauren gets up, helps herself to some water. Then starts, kind of, moseying around the office, lifting papers and things. The recruitment lady’s face was hilarious. She flapped her hand at Lauren, like, sit down! And Lauren comes and sits down all puzzled, like she can’t figure out what she did wrong.


The agency lady got off the phone. The files in front of her she moved to one side. Like, not for you!


She looked at us carefully, tapping her nails.


‘Not much work about,’ she says. ‘Banana picking season is basically over and capsicums won’t start for another month. I do have some bar positions.’


We sat up a little in our seats.


‘A place on the outskirts of town,’ she says. ‘Technically a strip joint but you’d be waitresses, wearing the teeniest tiniest little uniforms. Crop top and hot pants. Means you get a lot of tips.’ She was looking at Lauren.


Lauren glanced at me. ‘What do you think?’


‘Sounds OK,’ I said uncertainly. ‘I mean,’ I tried to sit up straighter, ‘if you think they’d want me.’


We both knew they’d want Lauren.


The woman looked me briskly up and down.


‘You’d do fine,’ she said, picking up the phone. ‘I’ll give ’em a call.’


She made another lengthy call. I was praying Lauren didn’t go for another look around. Eventually the lady put the receiver down.


‘Good news and bad news,’ she said. ‘They’ve just been raided. They’re not so keen to take on foreigners without visas for waitressing. What they do have is a slot for a couple of dancers.’


There was a pause.


‘Like … lapdancers?’ said Lauren finally.


‘It’s all very classy,’ said the woman. ‘You’d be on stage, using a pole. Technically you’re freelance, so no visa problems. You don’t have to interact with the audience. Not if you don’t want to, anyway. And you keep your knickers on.’ She meant panties. ‘Again, if you want to. Your call.’


‘We’re not that desperate,’ said Lauren, with this dismissive snorting sound.


The lady made a big deal of pausing. I was anxious now. I had fifty bucks to my name and it looked like there were no jobs.


‘That leaves …’ She picked up a piece of paper. ‘There is a place, but it’s in the outback,’ she said. ‘I mean real outback. Not Alice Springs.’


‘Well … OK,’ replied Lauren. ‘Part of our itinerary was to make a trip to The Outback.’


Lauren said it with capital letters, like it was the Taj Mahal, or Hollywood Hills, and you could tell the lady couldn’t imagine anything more stupid, than going out into the middle of Dirtsville just to take a look. Coming from Dirtsville, Nowhere, USA myself, I couldn’t help but take her point.


‘There’s a pub,’ she explained, speaking slow like we might be hard of hearing. ‘Real local place. Best meat pie for two hundred kilometres.’


We only figured out that joke later. Best meat pie. Only meat pie. Ha ha.


It’s funny until you actually have to eat that meat pie.


‘We’d love that,’ interjected Lauren. ‘Local culture.’


‘Ri-ght,’ said the woman. ‘Well, there’s a lotta that, to be sure. I won’t lie to you, girls, the landlord out there has had some problems in the past. He’s an old-fashioned type. Used to work the place with his wife, but she died five years ago and things have gone a bit downhill since. He likes things done a particular way. Been there a gazillion years. Lives in his own little bubble, if you know what I mean.’


We didn’t.


‘Hashtag-Me-Too has skipped him by, put it that way,’ she said, framing quotes with her hands and taking in our confused expression. ‘Ordinarily we send girls somewhere else. Lotta nice pubs between here and Alice. Family run places. But since fruit-picking season is coming to a close, all the other jobs are booked.’


‘It’s just bar work, right?’ said Lauren uncertainly. ‘No … table dancing?’ She glanced at me. ‘It sounds good, right?’


‘You need a sunny disposition,’ said the lady, staring hard at me.


‘Oh, that is me, totally,’ said Lauren. ‘I am always sunny. It’s a life skill I have.’


It was true but the lady looked annoyed.


‘I like bar work,’ I said.


She looked at us some more.


‘We-ell,’ she said. ‘It’s free accommodation, free food. The girlies who work hard, they leave with good money.’


‘What about the ones who don’t work hard?’ I asked.


‘Well. They tend to just … y’know, leave.’ Her fingers danced around the desk. ‘But you look like good workers. I can make a call, getcha a ride this afternoon.’


Relief was flooding through me.


‘Sign us up,’ I told her, looking at Lauren, who shrugged.


The lady reached for her phone. Before she dialled the number, she looked at us both again.


‘You sure you girls don’t want to be dancers?’
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In Sergeant Anderson’s office, his words hang in the air.


Murder. A bloody horrific one.


I stare back at him. His beat is in a wild town of miners and prostitutes. Anderson isn’t a man to use phrases lightly.


‘Victim is a white male, aged twenty-nine. One of the mining regulars who drank in the pub. General opinion is the murder was carried out by two backpacker girls who worked behind the bar for a couple of months or so.’ He pauses. ‘There was a lock-in. Drinks after hours. Dead bloke is Paul Hunter,’ he adds, as though this explains it all. ‘He was the same age as you, so you must have gone to high school together.’


‘I remember the name,’ I say, dredging details. He was in with the crowd of popular kids. A football player.


‘You can understand why a young woman might take against him?’


‘I haven’t seen him in nine years,’ I say. ‘And I didn’t know him very well then. Different mobs, you know.’


‘But?’


I shrug. ‘I thought he was a prize dickhead, who fancied himself a ladies’ man.’


I expect him to remind me to use impartial facts. But he nods.


‘Paul can’t-keep-his-hands-to-himself Hunter,’ continues Anderson. ‘Two pretty Americans. Locked in a pub together with a lot of strong grog. It was a bloody recipe for disaster.’ Anderson clears his throat. ‘Not the kind of thing I’d put a new recruit on if I could help it. But. I’m a man down, because Craig is out on the road. And some kids have already managed to get into the crime scene through a window, or cellar door or something; took pictures of the body. Uploaded on bloody-Insta-whatsit. Townfolk are getting hysterical. We need to police the area, keep people away, alright? Until the clean-up people arrive from Perth.’


‘You’re bringing in outside clean-up?’


‘Blood splatter experts, the works. Like I said, it’s a bloody shocker in there. Word on the street is the blokes in the pub gave those girls a standard Gold Rush welcome, if you know what I mean. No joke too blue. Looks like these backpackers blew up over it.’


‘You wonder what made them do it,’ I say.


‘Americans are more sensitive, maybe,’ opines Anderson.


‘I meant the blokes, sir. Why treat the barmaids so badly?’


Anderson looks confused.


‘The other officers are out on the road?’ I ask, deciding to change topic.


‘Officer,’ he corrects. ‘Singular. He’s tracking down the suspects. Lauren Davis and Darla-Beth Jackson jumped on a bus out of town first thing this morning.’


He pauses. Takes a breath.


‘If they did it, it’s a bloody terrible thing, what those girls were capable of,’ he said. ‘You’re in at the deep end, Harrison, no doubt about that.’ He throws his freckled hands apart in a gesture of uncertainty. ‘Like I say, I got no choice. In a couple of days, Perth will send their boys, and commandeer the case for themselves. Until then it’s all on us. I need you to secure the door or window, or however those kids got in. And get some plastic sheeting over the corpse before the flies get it.’


‘Isn’t that contaminating the crime scene, sir?’ I’m wondering why the sheeting wasn’t put down right away.


‘Yes, it is, Harrison, but if the alternative is to let the town’s population of teenagers sneak in for a selfie with the body, whilst two thousand bluebottles chew on the victim, I reckon it comes down to lesser of two evils. So I’m expecting you to be bloody careful and keep this between us. Wear gloves. Refrain from pouring yourself a pint and using the bathroom.’


I nod, the logic of it weighing heavily against my training. ‘I won’t let you down, sir.’


‘See that you don’t.’ He locks eyes with me. ‘I’ve read your file,’ he says. ‘Top marks on all your written tests. But as far as I’m concerned, your firearms scores are a fail. You’ll need to get those up.’


‘I got the highest mark for fitness,’ I point out. ‘My superior officer in Perth said that could count towards firearms …’


‘Not on my beat,’ says Anderson, firmly. ‘You got blokes in this town who bench a hundred kilos for fun.’ He eyes my arms pityingly. ‘I need you with good weapon skills for your own safety. I don’t hold with sitting a few exams and fast-tracking to a senior role. In my day you learned on the job.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Alright, get going, Harrison. You know the pub, right? Gold Rush Hotel.’


‘You sure they’ll let a woman inside, sir?’


‘Very funny, Harrison. It’s not as bad as it was. One of the young blokes from the Aboriginal reserve will be waiting to let you in.’


‘Reserve, sir?’


He picks up on my tone. ‘Isn’t that what we’re supposed to call it nowadays?’


I wrinkle my nose. ‘I guess it just sounds a bit … I dunno, like you’re protecting wild tigers or something. The Moodjana people call it the mission.’


‘I thought “mission” was offensive. Enforced Christianity and all that.’


‘The Moodjana never converted, just kind of absorbed the bits of Christianity they agreed with. So I guess they’ve taken that word’s power, you know?’


Anderson shakes his head. ‘I can’t keep up with this stuff. Reserve. Mission. Whatever you want to call it. The local fella is called Jarrah. Sometimes helps unload their beer barrels now the landlord’s past it. You know him, right?’


‘Yes.’ I’ve been trying to forget all about him.


‘Not seen him for a bit?’ suggests Anderson.


‘I haven’t been back to the Moodjana community since my sister’s funeral.’


Anderson frowns. ‘Your foster sister, you mean? The Aboriginal girl who died?’


‘Died in police custody in this station, yes, sir.’ I keep unwavering eye contact. ‘And we were both fostered, which makes us sisters in my book.’


Anderson looks as though he is considering saying more on the subject but changes his mind. ‘We’re still waiting on another vehicle,’ he says. ‘But you’ve got your own car, right?’


‘Yeah. Not right at the moment,’ I qualify. ‘Someone’s borrowing it.’


Anderson’s brows move together. ‘And when will you get your car back?’


‘Probably tomorrow.’


Anderson makes an exasperated noise. ‘Well, you can walk to The Gold Rush but it’s bloody hot out there. Use my car for the time being.’ He slides the key over the desk. ‘Don’t run it flat out,’ he adds. ‘She’s got a two-hundred-horsepower engine and one hundred and ninety-nine of them are dead.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ I say with feeling, as my hand closes on the key. ‘For giving me the chance.’


‘No need to thank me, Harrison,’ he says gruffly. ‘I’ve only got you and Craig to police three thousand kilometres and he’s got a better car.’
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The Gold Rush Hotel is a big building, taking up an entire corner of a block. A wrought-iron veranda in pale green creates a shaded walkway on the street below. The sign above the entrance where the two streets meet is recently painted but completely outdated.


Like Anderson said, Jarrah is outside waiting in the beating mid-morning heat. It’s a strange feeling, seeing him again. Annoyingly, he’s even more good-looking now. Broad shoulders prominent beneath his red T-shirt, and a few extra centimetres on his softly waving dark hair. He looks older than the laidback musician I remember. The brown eyes I’ve been trying not to think about since I left still have that unusual golden hue.


‘Tara!’ I wasn’t sure how he’d greet me, but his smile is totally disarming. ‘Welcome home.’


I smile back, struggling to make eye contact. ‘Hi.’


Perfect. I’ve regressed to the ten-year-old girl with a massive crush on Yindi’s older cousin.


His eyes track to my uniform and his happy expression falters. ‘Not sure I’ll ever get used to seeing you dressed that way,’ he says wincing. ‘Prefer you in T-shirt and boardies, eh?’ He winks.


Is he flirting with me? Jarrah is my shortest and longest relationship to date. Friends for eight years, two more to realise how we felt about each other. Then … I don’t like to remember how quickly it all fell apart.


I look at my shirt self-consciously, then force myself to look into his eyes.


‘After Yindi,’ I say, ‘I had this idea I could get justice, you know? Do something from the inside.’


Jarrah’s face takes on a mischievous smile. ‘You thought you’d come in with your white skin and save all us poor blackfellas?’


I laugh. ‘Maybe a bit in the beginning. I was so angry. But … when I started learning all the police stuff, it became more than just about doing something for Yindi, you know?’


Jarrah raises an eyebrow. ‘True?’


‘Yeah. It’s the first thing I’ve been good at. Even made me care enough to get my head around the books.’


Jarrah absorbs this. It’s funny how easy he is to be around, after so long apart. Some people are like that, I guess. You feel like yourself with them. I find my mind drifting to whether he has a girlfriend now, and I pull it back.


‘I’ve got a bit of purpose too,’ he says. ‘I’m studying to be a human rights lawyer. And I’m involved in a lot of community projects now. Helped build the new school. We’re fixing the meeting hall roof now.’ He pushes a hand through his wavy hair, like he’s proud but doesn’t want to admit it. When I knew Jarrah, he played music when he wasn’t singing and wrote songs with any leftover time. I guess Yindi’s death affected both of us differently.


‘You still play guitar?’ I ask.


‘Yeah. ’Course I do. You still speaking some of our lingo?’ He has switched to the Moodjana language.


I shake my head, keeping doggedly to English. ‘I don’t have any connection to the community anymore.’


Our eyes meet for a moment. It’s impossible to read his expression.


‘Shame,’ he says finally. ‘Your Moodjana wasn’t bad. You’ll come down and see Mirri, though; your honorary mum?’


He’s joking about Mirri. She’s everyone’s mother, who’ll let her. House full of kids, and I was always welcome there. Mirri is all soft curves and smiling eyes – the exact opposite of the foster mother who added me and Yindi to her house of neglected kids.


Jarrah is waiting for an answer.


‘Um.’ I rub behind my ear, where sweat is stinging from the sun. ‘Yeah, probably after I’ve got settled.’


He looks annoyed. I’d forgotten how he could always read me.


The pause widens. I glance over to The Gold Rush, and suddenly we’re both very aware of why I’m here.


‘Lot of our mob reckon Paul Hunter caused trouble in the community, you know?’ he says finally.


‘What kind of trouble?’


‘There was a big fight. One of the Elders, Uncle Jimmy, accused him of arranging parties with our girls. The young pretty ones.’


I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. ‘Has it been reported?’


‘Probably not. You know how things are. People are afraid. Report a problem and the welfare come and take our little kids away, eh? Like what happened with Yindi.’ Jarrah jangles the keys. ‘Given to some weird white foster farm. No offence.’


I shrug. ‘They weren’t my family either. I was just lucky Yindi was there. Don’t know how I would have survived without her.’


We exchange a look.


‘I’m proud of you, turning copper,’ says Jarrah, finally. ‘Make something good come of it, I say.’


He turns to the door and fits the large key.


‘You ready?’


It’s all happening too fast. ‘Have you seen it?’ I’m stalling. Suddenly the last thing I want to do is go inside.


Jarrah’s eyes cloud. ‘No, but I saw the other copper when he came out. Want me to go in with you?’


‘I’m OK.’


‘Sure? It’s no bother …’


‘I’m sure. It’s a crime scene.’


He unlocks the door and pulls it open, unleashing a waft of pub fumes.


‘Take care in there,’ adds Jarrah, stepping back to let me go past.


I barely hear him. The fear is hitting me.


Inside is dark, with chinks of bright light shining through gaps in the heavy curtains. Dust and a few fat blowflies turn circles in the slices of sunshine. The wood-panelled bar is up ahead. Almost immediately as I step further in, the boozy tang takes on the metallic edge of blood. The flies are already settling in one area. Only a handful, but by midday, this will be a black hump of wings and eyes.


Heart thudding, I unroll the plastic sheeting given to me by Anderson.


The dark mass beneath the flies has a shape now. One I can’t quite identify as human. I force myself to put one foot in front of the other.


When I’m a few metres away, I make out a hand, bloodied, curled up. Muddied fingernails. The wrists are secured behind the back with … handcuffs. Blood and dirt-spattered fluffy pink handcuffs.


Shade by shade, other details reveal themselves. Bruises. Blood clots. What’s left of Paul Hunter is unrecognisable. Was he beaten? Tortured? There’s a ragged dirty opening where a mouth once was.


A pulse surges in my throat, and I swallow hard. But now my stomach is heaving. I throw the sheet wildly at the body and it lands only partway on the remains, sending blowflies winging away in all directions.


Shit. Shit.


I hold my breath, step forwards, and tug a corner of sheeting to fully cover the corpse. I want to straighten the plastic, respectfully right-angled, but nausea wins the fight. I lurch for the door, hand tight over my mouth and race out on the blistering street.


Trust my luck, Jarrah is still out there. In two staggering steps I pitch forward and only just manage to chuck my guts up into the nearest drain. Jarrah takes a quick step to my side, and sweeps two falling strands of blonde hair back from my face.


Great start to the new job, Tara. You’ve lost your breakfast in front of your high school crush.


‘That bad, eh?’ Jarrah says, sympathetically, still holding my hair. I only manage a half nod, before a second wave hunches me back over the drain cover.


I straighten, wondering where the hell I’m going to clean myself up. I’ve never been the kind of girl who carries Kleenex.


‘Here.’ Jarrah notices me patting my pockets, takes his T-shirt off in a single-handed easy movement and passes it to me.


‘I can’t use your shirt.’ I’m looking everywhere but his chest.


Jarrah presses it firmly into my hand.


‘Crikey,’ says a high-pitched male voice from somewhere near my shoulder. ‘Female coppers, eh? No stomach for it, I reckon.’


I straighten up and turn, trying to pull together the remains of my dignity, grateful for the T-shirt to hold to my mouth.


The speaker is a wrinkled old man in an outsized black cowboy hat. He eyes Jarrah, now dressed only in jeans and sneakers. ‘I see you wasted no time getting undressed for the pretty police lady,’ he observes.


A flicker of annoyance flares on Jarrah’s face. I catch his eye and it melts away.


‘I’m Pete, the landlord,’ the little man says. ‘I won’t shake your hand.’ He tilts his head, looking angry. ‘Best come upstairs,’ he decides, indicating the first floor of the pub with his head, ‘I’ll show you what those girls have done to the place.’
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Lauren


Beth and I became besties at our college sorority. For two years, we did a bunch of stuff that was supposed to be charitable works but was just a donation tacked to an excuse for a foam party, or an all-night pancake house. I felt protective towards Beth from the get-go. Not everyone is neurotypical. Not everyone makes a lot of eye contact. People are different. But college girls can be very judgemental. Like, I’ve heard people say Beth looks shady. She has a cunning face or untrustworthy eyes or something.


I guess it’s easier to blame someone for their difficulties than accept life deals some people a shitty hand.


Anyway, Beth and I always said when we graduated, we’d travel the world and volunteer. Like really help people. Not wash Thai elephants and all those backpacker clichés.


However. If I’m being honest, up until Perth, that was what we had been doing.


So Beth took us to this recruitment agency place to get a job. I had never considered real life actual work before. It all sounded totally fun. An outback bar. At the time, I didn’t think about what sort of place would send someone on a ten-hour round trip to Perth to pick up a couple of barmaids with no notice.



Beth



When I started college, I had a plan. I wasn’t going to be the nerdy girl anymore. I was going to be the kooky girl. Subtle but important distinction.


College-girl-kooky means you can like books; so long as you also wear red lipstick, quote arthouse movies, and dress in creatively mismatched items obtained from thrift stores. This was way out of my skill set, but I was determined to get into the best sorority house, Alpha Sigma Psi, where all the politicians and senators’ wives and lawyers went. There were sponsored places for dirt-poor applicants like me, I just had to get selected.


My name wasn’t going to work, so I shortened it. Darla-Beth to just-Beth. Knowing nothing about sororities I did a lot of research. At the start of college there’s a process called rushing, where the houses are supposed to fawn all over you to get you to sign up. Then the tables flip and they select who they want.


First day of rush week, and things were not going so hot. My plan not to let my voice get all reedy and strange in group situations had tanked. Plus, I was fairly certain my new style wasn’t working.


Two perfect-looking girls had approached me about joining Alpha Sigma Psi, and I’d talked fast about how the right houses can set you up for life. I was trying for animated but I think I came off as intense.


You could tell they were already dismissing me. ‘Sororities aren’t about getting into a “social elite”,’ said one, miming quotation marks, ‘or setting you up with employment prospects.’


‘Oh.’ I was totally confused. The girls exchanged glances.


‘They’re about philanthropy,’ said the second girl in a patronising tone. ‘Charitable acts, you know? Doing good?’


‘Um, can you tell me anything about the admissions process?’ I managed lamely.


They looked shocked like I’d breached another protocol. Or maybe it was fear because they knew what girls were put through to get in Alpha Sigma Psi. I sometimes find those expressions hard to distinguish.


The first girl grinned. ‘Let’s just say, only the strongest make it,’ she said, her face suggesting this didn’t include me.


I frowned. ‘Like … hazing?’ I thought dangerous initiations were only in movies.


‘Oh no,’ said the first girl, winking at her friend. ‘Hazing totally isn’t allowed anymore.’


‘Uh-uh.’ Her friend shook her head smiling. ‘Hazing is illegal now.’


‘OK.’ I swallowed. ‘So … how do girls pass the admissions?’


‘Well, we could tell you,’ said the first girl. ‘But then we’d have to kill you.’


I must have looked terrified, because she put both hands on my shoulders in a way that made me jerk in shock, and peeled out this totally over-the-top laugh. The other girl dutifully joined in.


‘I’m kidding,’ shrieked the first girl. ‘Oh my gosh. It’s just, you know. Our house slogan or something. We’re all sworn to secrecy, so don’t ask, OK?’


I nodded.


She pressed a form into my unresisting hand. ‘So come by the house maybe,’ she said. ‘See what’s up.’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘What’s the address?’


But they were already walking away.


Good job, Beth. You’re the only girl on campus who didn’t even get rushed.


I was leaving when this lone blonde girl came up to me. Effortlessly beautiful in this effortless way, clothes thrown on in a way that just happened to perfectly complement her honey skin, and light blue eyes. Her hair was streaky highlights, artfully tousled as if she’d just rolled out of bed. I figured she must be pretty dizzy if she didn’t notice I had been rejected by two of her sisters.


‘Hey, girl!’ She had this totally fake tone to her voice. That undulating LA thing. She paused. ‘Did you sign up to Alpha Sigma Psi yet?’ She looked me up and down. ‘We could use some more interesting girls around.’


That was how I met Lauren. I’ve been looking out for her ever since. Especially where men are concerned.


Mike


The mine is an all-male environment, fellas in their mid-twenties to late-thirties. One or two a bit more cuddly like me, but most of the blokes are muscular build from the work. We earn good money, but you’re underground, long hours. So there’s a lotta men who sorta lie in wait for the new barmaids. There’s not much else to do in this town. When the girls arrive, I try to make sure no one’s giving them a hard time. And yeah, of course, after a few drinks you can think silly stuff. Marrying one of them, or whatever. But it’s not like they’re ever gonna look at me. Backpackers have everyone cracking on to them in Dead Tree Creek.


It’s weird to think … I just can’t get my head around Paul being gone. Doesn’t seem real, you know? We grew up together. Paul was the life and soul. This place won’t be the same. Won’t be the same at all.



Dillon



Pete the landlord, he always sends old Bluey out to pick up new barmaids. Talk about a trial by fire. Some of them girls never seen an honest-to-God workin’ man before, in all their lives. This big, bearded … this great galah … two teeth in his whole damn head … drivin’ up in his stinkin’ old ute, that he lets his dogs sleep in …


Pete reckons some of those backpackers don’t even get in. Anyway, first night, we like to scope ’em out. See what they’re like. What they might be up for. A girl’s gotta be pretty stupid to go actin’ like Lauren did the first night, though. ’Cause the contract is for three months. And you’ll be having all the fellas not takin’ no for an answer, if word gets around you’re easy.


Lauren


So. Beth and I were in Perth, outside the recruitment office, 2 p.m., like they said. This vehicle pulls up. I thought it was an extra for a movie or something. I’m from LA, right?


It was like this broken-down truck thing, and all the paint had peeled off. And it had been sprayed. Like graffitied, in this jerky writing, like a crazy person had done it. It had ‘Merry Christmas’ in red on one side, all dripped and dried like the car was bleeding.


And this guy gets out … I was like, holy shit.
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Pete leads me up a broken staircase to a back part of the pub.


‘You got your notepad?’ he barks over his shoulder. ‘Because there’s damage I want you to take down, right?’


Notepad. I can picture it, left ready on my kitchen counter this morning. Growing up in a chaotic foster home where the policy was ‘more kids equals higher profits’ didn’t give me the best start in organisation.


Distracted, I fish around and manage to find a folded-up takeaway flyer in my pocket. I click my pen, ready.


‘Mr Neville …’


‘How d’ya know my surname?’ he demands as we climb the staircase. ‘You cops been checking up on me?’


‘I saw your name on the licensing sign,’ I tell him.


‘Oh, right. You’re observant at least. They teach that, do they?’ He doesn’t wait for an answer. ‘You’re a little thing for a copper, aren’t you? What are you? Five three?’


‘Five five,’ I reply, gritting my teeth. ‘Not that it’s—’


‘Small-boned is your problem,’ decides Pete. ‘Makes you look little even under that big vest they make you wear. You can tell Sergeant Anderson, I was asleep,’ continues Pete. ‘Didn’t see nothing. Didn’t hear nothing.’ He stops as we reach a mouldering hallway carpet and taps his right ear. ‘Deaf as a post in this side. Mining accident. Always lie on my left side, that way I don’t get woken up by that rabble downstairs after I’ve gone to bed.’


‘You go to bed with people still in the bar?’


‘On their first and last Friday the barmaids do a lock-in. I’m too old for 3 a.m. finishes nowadays.’


‘You sleep here?’ I peer into the dark rooms beyond.


‘Fuck me dead, woman, don’t you listen? This is the barmaid quarters. I’m on the other side.’ He waves a hand.


‘Just to welcome you to the twenty-first century, Mr Neville, they let us women officers arrest people for bad language nowadays.’


He eyes me. ‘This way.’ He throws an exaggerated arm and signals I follow him past peeling wallpaper through a door at the end.


It opens into a good-sized room, with basic furniture and kitchen facilities. There’s a flabby brown leatherette sofa, sagging in all directions, as though heaving its last sigh, and a bulky TV several years shy of the invention of plasma screens. The cooking area is marked by a stripe of lino glued to the wall.


The whole place has a morning-after-party feel. Old beer tins populate a chipped glass coffee table, empty bags of Cheetos strew the floor, and multiple ashtrays are flowering with brown-tinged dog-ends.


‘You only have to look to see the mess they left it in,’ says Pete, jabbing a gnarled finger in random directions. ‘There’s more. This way. It’s a nice place. Or least it was.’


I follow him, glancing back to note a broken slide lock, hanging by a single nail on the door behind me.


‘What’s the reason for the lock on the door?’ I call to him, pausing to take a better look. Pete turns, seeming gratified I’m taking his complaint seriously.


‘Security. Like I say, it’s good quarters they get.’


‘You thought they’d need something besides the mortice lock on the door leading to the street?’ I’m remembering the way the door outside was secured.


‘There’s another door on ground level, links to the pub,’ he says. ‘Good for the girls, ’cause they can roll out of bed and start their shift. But we’ve had problems in the past. Locals getting confused after a few too many. Wandering up here, and scaring the life out of some poor girl in her bath towel.’


The small lock suddenly seems completely inadequate.


‘Do you know how it got broken?’


Pete shakes his head savagely. ‘I only know it’ll cost to fix it. There’s more,’ he says. ‘This way.’


I move across the carpet which is spongy underfoot.


‘You got your kitchen here, kitchenette,’ says Pete, proudly, as if I’m an interested rentee. ‘You can see they done some damage to the microwave. Must have turned the stove on when they were drunk, or something. Melted the bottom. See?’


I’m wondering why a microwave would be perched on a working stove.


‘Sixty dollars if you were to buy it new,’ continues Pete. ‘Sixty dollars.’ He glares at me, looking for a reaction. Finding none, he beckons me to another open door.


‘Come look at the bathroom.’ He points inside a tiny windowless room, where the oldest bathtub I’ve ever seen has been stuck down with a rim of toothpaste-thick calking. My tanned face is reflected back at me in a brown-spotted mirror. The heat has added a halo of frizz to my streaky blonde hair.


‘They made their own shower without asking.’ Pete jabs an accusing finger. ‘Reckon they’re plumbers or something.’


A plastic pipe, held in place with duct tape, runs from the bath up the wall, where it connects to a basic bathroom tap. I’m quietly impressed by their innovation but think it best not to mention that either.


‘They damaged the paintwork,’ explains Pete, pointing. ‘And left a big mess besides. Don’t they teach young ladies to clean up after themselves nowadays?’


I take in the collection of expensive-looking shower gels and shampoos littering the floor. Designer branding and graphics. They look so out of place it makes me feel sad.


‘I haven’t shown you the worst part yet,’ says Pete, interpreting my silence as quiet disgust. ‘This way. The bedroom.’


‘There’s only one?’ I confirm.


‘Only one bed, love. Usually one barmaid takes the bed, one has the sofa. These two, they liked to share.’ Pete makes a face as though this is somehow unhygienic.


He covers the short distance to a closed door and pulls it open. Across the doorway is a ragged line of string, and a handwritten sign that reads: DO NOT ENTER.


I take in the bedroom beyond. When I do, a thousand micro-observations explode in my brain at once.


Blood splatters on the bed.


Broken glass.


My eyes flit over all the devastation.


‘Mr Neville,’ I say, swallowing hard. ‘What in hell happened here?’
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Beth


When Bluey pulled up outside the recruitment place, I didn’t even want to get in the car.


Bluey’s not a real big guy, but that great beard makes him seem enormous. Plus, he’s all gummy and gross, where most of his teeth have fallen out. Wife-beater shirt, bleached-out tattoos. And he stinks. Like, no offence to Bluey, ’cause we know him now, and he’s a good person and all. But he smelled like he’d been drinking for a straight week.


Lauren, however, is never fazed by people. Her default is to like everyone until they prove her wrong. The opposite of me. So faced with this great lumbering alcoholic, she starts out all friendly, shaking his hand, which shocked him a little. You could see he looked pleased, like a little kid. Lauren made some joke about the fact his car said ‘Merry Christmas’ on the side in spray paint, and he gave this grisly wheezing laugh. Like for real, I expected him to cough up a lung.


He goes: ‘Yeah, ’cause I’m like Santa Claus, right, delivering new toys to all the good little boys down in Dead Tree Creek.’


I nearly said to Lauren, right then, ‘Maybe this isn’t such a good idea.’



Lauren



Bluey reminded me of one of the prospectors from those old cartoons, you know? Big ginger beard and eyebrows, and little twinkling light blue eyes underneath. True, he could have used a shower. But after my time at rehab I have learned never to judge on appearances. The sweetest, nicest people can let themselves fall into bad condition in certain circumstances. They’re still human beings, under dirty clothes or unwashed hair. Just sad ones.


But inside that truck. OMG.


Keep in mind Beth and I were both hungover. At the start we were being polite, but after a few hours we gave up and had our sleeves over our mouths. Bluey rolled down the window but somehow the smell didn’t get better.


I got talking to Bluey, asking him stuff. He admitted the real reason his truck had ‘Merry Christmas’ on it was an attempt to win back his ex-wife who, several decades ago, had thrown battery acid over his ute around December time, before leaving with the children. Back then he’d thought it was a good idea to paint over the wreckage, and drive over to the women’s refuge, but they wouldn’t let him in.


‘What kind of place won’t let a man see his wife and kids at Christmas?’ he said.


I asked him how his children were now.


He said: ‘Ah, they’re all grown up. Don’t see ’em much. On me birthday, I sometimes get a call.’ He went quiet.


I asked him about the guy who ran the bar, and he looked confused. Then the question kinda worked its way through his brain.


‘You mean the pub? The landlord? That’s Pete. Yeah, since his old lady died, he’s a real old bastard. Don’t worry, love. As soon as the girls can tell one fridge from the other, he stops givin’ ’em hell.’


I wasn’t worried. Even crammed in Bluey’s stinking car, the red-rimmed highway felt open and exciting. This great grey line stretching flat, with the sun setting on the orange-gold sand.


Beth


First time we saw Dead Tree Creek it was getting dark. We’d passed straight up nothing for what felt like forever. Not a gas station. Nothing. I kept thinking what would happen if the car broke down, since there was no cell phone signal. I asked Bluey, and tried not to sound nervous. He said: ‘Beak down? I’ve got enough supplies in the back to last us a few days, ’til someone finds us.’


Dusk was falling and the first sign of civilisation was this twinkling town in the distance.


‘The gold mine,’ Bluey told us. ‘Most of the blokes round here work underground.’


I realised the lights were moving. It was big diggers or trucks or something.


Dead Tree Creek finally came into view. Two blocks of these pretty brick houses with iron balconies out in the middle of nowhere. The phrase that came to my mind was ‘faded grandeur’.


Lauren clapped her hands together and was like, ‘Oh, cute!’ Then she remembered the smell, and put her sleeve back over her nose.


There was another block lined with a bunch of stores, with names like the Golden Nugget, the Lucky Prospector, the Gold Mine, that sold trinkets, and nice old municipal buildings that suggested someone expected this place to do big things back in the day. That was it. The whole town was barely larger than three blocks, plus a convenience store on the outer limits, and a red-light district street we later accidentally walked down.


Bluey explained you couldn’t see a lot of the homes, because miners had blasted out subterranean domiciles with dynamite. This was cheap and kept a constant temperature in the desert extremes.


‘You got the Aboriginal place a few kilometres out,’ said Bluey, gesturing a ways off with his hand. ‘Government houses and that. Got their own community. Everything they need.’ He looked sad. ‘Lot of bad feeling between the townspeople and the Indigenous folks at the moment. ’Cause of what the mining corporation are doing to Aboriginal land.’


The Gold Rush Hotel was right on the main truck highway out of town. Bluey dropped us on the step with our backpacks and drove away.


The pub looked … unique. There were signs pasted everywhere. The bumper-stickers-humour you get in novelty shops. Like: FREE BEER YESTERDAY!, and SOUP OF THE DAY: BEER. Not exactly funny, but … eclectic. It was a theme that continued as we moved inside, where the air switched from hot and dry to hot and moist, with a distinct boozy odour. Homemade signage on every wall. Beer mats, postcards, and pinned-up currency bills from all over the world. Like a junkshop or something. Cork hats, strings of crocodile teeth, and a bunch more signs. The largest one read: BAR RULES: MEN, NO SHIRT, NO SERVICE. WOMEN, NO SHIRT, FREE BEER.


I glanced at Lauren. She was taking it all in like it was the greatest thing ever. There was a big smile on her face.



Lauren



The Gold Rush Hotel was so exciting. From the outside it reminded me of an old movie theatre. Inside everything was really old. There was a bar made of real carved wood, with a ton of colourful bottles and local paraphernalia stacked behind. I was totally thrilled at the idea we would actually work here.


At that point the place was empty besides this little guy. Kind of shrunken. With this strange mismatch of a white shirt, shorts, knee-socks, and a big black cowboy hat.


He pushed the brim up to get a good look at us, flashing a red sweaty line where he wore it too tight. ‘You the new girls?’


I didn’t know what to say, but luckily Beth was there, and she has worked jobs before. So she said: ‘We’re here to work. Are you Pete?’


He gave this grudging little nod, like maybe he was, but he wasn’t ready to tell us just yet.


Beth


Landlord Pete was a small, perpetually angry man, wizened up with his own rage. The first thing he said was: ‘Do you girls know what a lock-in is?’
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I’m staring into Lauren and Beth’s bloodstained bedroom, wondering where to start.


‘God only knows what they got up to last night,’ says Pete, his lip curling in disgust.


‘You taped up your own crime scene?’ I manage, eyeing his makeshift barricade and signage. My heart is sinking, running through all the contamination that has already happened.


‘Not for the first time,’ Pete confirms proudly. ‘In a small town like this, sometimes you gotta help the coppers out.’


‘Has this been reported to the police?’


‘I’m reporting it to you now, aren’t I? And make sure you take down all the particulars, because there’s a chance the insurance will cover it. The mirror. Smashed all over the bed. Write that down.’


My eyes track to the wall. Scrawled large in deep red lipstick is ‘Alpha Sigma Psi’.


Alpha Sigma Psi?


‘Mr Neville,’ I begin firmly, ‘have you moved anything from this room?’


‘I’ve only got started,’ says Pete, apparently disappointed with his own idleness. ‘Any personal bits, I chucked ’em all in there.’ He gestures to a cardboard box outside the door. It contains an assortment of worn cosmetic tubes and pots, a lonely stub of Chanel lipstick with the lid missing, and a notebook journal. ‘But the girls at the launderette already told me they won’t do bloodstains. So sheets, pillows cases, all need replacing. Gonna cost me twenty bucks a piece.’


‘It’s important you don’t touch anything else,’ I tell him. ‘We’ll need to take a statement of what you’ve moved or cleaned.’ I’m jotting furiously on my makeshift notepad.


‘Police don’t clean anything other than body parts, that right?’ Pete is saying,


‘Yes, but …’


‘I’ve already lost today’s trade. Now you’re telling me my Saturday night’s gone, over a pair of murdering mongrels?’ he demands.


‘You’re very certain the backpackers are murderers, considering you didn’t hear anything,’ I say pointedly.


Pete shakes his head in disgust. ‘They were bad news from the start. Very first shift, the blonde one, Lauren, reckons she’s scared of the dark or something. Won’t get the beer from the cellar. I knew then they would never keep that cooler stocked.’
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