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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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