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			Trigger Warning

			This novella contains depictions of an armed robbery and covers other potentially traumatic life events including financial distress, infertility and addiction. Please take care while reading. 

		


		
			

			 

			Mum and Chris

			This story took the better part of three years to write, and in that time you both left this world. 

			There were days I wanted to walk away from the page altogether, but the memory of your love, kindness and fierce support kept pulling me back.

			I finished this book for you, and because of you. 

			May it stand as a small part of your legacy and a thank you for everything you gave me.

			You will never be forgotten and are missed dearly.

			Carmel Mary Bell 1952–2025

			Christopher John Boyle 1989–2023
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			CHAPTER 1

			Closed

			Brisbane, late 1992

			Michael Whelan lay in darkness in his southside Brisbane bedroom. Nothing stirred. A lone streetlight outside cast a dim glow through the blinds. His mind cycled through every misstep that had brought him to this unfamiliar edge.

			Beside him, his wife Daniela breathed softly. Did she still dream of hallways echoing with laughter, or had disappointment pulled her into the same uneasy undercurrent of regret and yearning that tugged at him?

			That morning, he kissed Daniela goodbye as she left for work. He told her he was working from home that day. Mid-morning, he drove to Aspley. His heart thundered, sweat trickling down his spine as he stared at the duffle bag on the passenger seat. Inside: a balaclava, a crowbar, cable ties and a shotgun wrapped in tattered cloth.

			Michael Whelan, a well-educated office professional, had never imagined himself here. The law saw him as a clean slate, with only a few traffic offences. He had always viewed robbers as reckless or hopeless, not men like him.

			

			He had chosen his target carefully. Not a bank, not a petrol station, too many cameras; he needed a target slow to adopt new security measures. A TAB outlet in Aspley, on Brisbane’s northside, had caught his attention. A safe distance from his Mt Gravatt home. No reinforced screens, a single cashier, and older-style security cameras mounted high and poorly angled. There would be an alarm, perhaps a delay safe, but he was ready to risk what little he had left.

			He parked with deliberate caution, neither too close nor too far. His fingers drummed against the steering wheel, each tap fuelled by dread as anxious questions crowded his mind. From the car, he could see the entrance and the constant shuffle of patrons.

			The late morning heat radiated from the pavement. A sleek black Mercedes pulled into the car park. The driver emerged, polished in a Hilfiger shirt with a sharp jawline. Michael sneered. The man reminded him of his brother-in-law, Leo Jr, the golden boy in the extended family. Three children, a holiday house at the coast and a big boat, “Pity he’s still a wanker,” Michael muttered while slamming his elbow into the car door.

			He snapped up the duffle bag and yanked it open. The mental countdown began.

			Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

			He tugged the balaclava over his head, stepped from the car and slung the bag over his shoulder, one hand gripping the hidden shotgun.

			Once inside, he flipped the sign from OPEN to CLOSED and wedged the crowbar between the door handles.

			“Hands up. No one move. No heroes and everyone walks away.”

			The shotgun was shaking in his grasp. Then he saw her, the cashier. An older woman. Her eyes, wide open, staring straight down the barrel.

			A hush swept through the room.

			

			Michael Whelan faltered. His thoughts fractured, as an overwhelming tide of self-loathing and doubt surged through him.

			“Fuck me,” he mumbled.

		


		
			

			 

			CHAPTER 2

			Celebrations

			Brisbane, 1955-1988 and late 1992

			Hazel Andrews had always believed fear didn’t need proof.

			Proof was for accountants and men like her now-departed husband.

			Fear didn’t wait for any of that. Fear turned up in the body first and argued its case afterwards. Sometimes it whispered. Sometimes it crawled up the back of your neck and sat there for years. And sometimes, she was discovering, it simply walked in one ordinary day and pointed a shotgun at your chest.

			The man in the balaclava stood three metres from her, breathing hard through the knitted wool. The gun looked foreign in his grasp. His hands weren’t steady, not properly. Anyone else might have seen that nervous tremor and felt reassured.

			Hazel knew better. Men like that often did their stupidest thing when they were trying to prove they weren’t scared.

			“Hands up. No one move. No heroes and everyone walks away.”

			His voice cracked halfway through the sentence. If he heard it, he gave no visible sign to Hazel. Adrenaline had a way of making people deaf to themselves.

			

			Hazel’s fingers uncurled from the betting slips she’d been tallying. Paper fanned onto the counter, sliding across the laminate. Someone behind her gave a small, shocked sound and smothered it. Outside, traffic hummed along Gympie Road as if the situation inside hadn’t yet solidified.

			Her shoulders lifted, slow and deliberate. She raised her hands where he could see them.

			Her attention went where it always did in a crisis: not to the weapon, but to the faces.

			The man in the nice shirt by the form guide board froze mid-page turn, lips parted. The pale woman in the summery blouse clutched her handbag strap tightly. A bloke in a singlet near the back had his mouth set, eyes already fixated on the robber.

			Hazel’s gaze found her own outline in the scratched Perspex screen. A small woman in a green TAB polo, silver hair scraped back, glasses on a chain, expression somewhere between wary and tired.

			Once, there’d been a different kind of image she portrayed.
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			1955, Brisbane. The Johnstone Gallery in Bowen Hills smelled of solvent paint and opportunity.

			Hazel Clarke stood just inside the entrance, pretending to read the small catalogue in her hands. She’d spent all morning convincing herself she had the right to be there. Ten minutes in the room, and she was already waiting for someone to tap her shoulder and ask who had let her in.

			Guests drifted past in pairs and clusters. Pearls, hats and summer fabrics. Murmured opinions, careful laughter, the tinkle of glassware. Down the central wall her canvases hung between bigger, brasher work.

			

			“Excuse me, are you Hazel Clarke?”

			The voice came from just behind her right shoulder, smooth and clear. Hazel turned.

			The woman facing her wore a simple dark dress with a strand of pearls that somehow made the whole room look underdressed. Her name badge read Jennifer. Her gaze was level, unhurried, the kind of attention Hazel wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of.

			“Yes,” Hazel managed. “That’s me.”

			“I’m very glad.” Jennifer’s eyes flicked to the wall. “Your work is striking. There’s a tension in it that stays with you.”

			Hazel glanced instinctively at her nearest canvas: a bruised sky, storm-heavy water, a single dark shape on a headland, caught between leaving and staying.

			“Plenty of tension in the person who painted it, also,” she said.

			Jennifer smiled, not the standard dismissive smile people gave when they didn’t want to argue. This one had weight.

			“Art doesn’t belong to deserving,” she said. “It belongs to honesty. And you are telling the truth, even when it’s not pretty. That’s rarer than you think.”

			“I’ll spend some more time with the pieces,” Jennifer added. “But I already know one of them is coming home with me.”

			The words home with me landed hard. Hazel had prepared for indifference, even mockery. Not this. Someone claiming her work because it mattered to them.

			When she finally flopped into a chair behind a display wall, her legs were shaking. From there she watched people tilt their heads in front of her canvases and debate their merits in low voices. It felt, briefly, like she existed.

			“Pardon me. May I join you?”

			

			The man standing there didn’t look like he belonged in an art gallery. His suit was ordinary in a well-meaning way, his tie slightly crooked, his hair more sensible than stylish. He held himself like someone more used to committee rooms than champagne.

			“You can,” Hazel said. “But I may not be sparkling company.”

			He smiled and offered his hand.

			“Jim Andrews,” he said. “And you must be the talented Miss Clarke.”

			“Talented?” Hazel looked down at the floorboards. “Art’s fickle. Admired one minute, ignored the next.”

			“So is life,” he said, settling beside her. “But some things endure. I hope your work is one of them.”

			They talked until staff began stacking glasses and murmuring about closing. Jim asked clear, unpatronising questions about her process. He listened when she answered, really listened, brows drawn, occasional little nods as if he were filing each answer somewhere useful.

			When he finally stood to leave, he took a napkin from the nearest tray, pulled a pen from his pocket, and scribbled on the paper.

			“If you’re ever in the city during the week,” he said, sliding the napkin towards her, “come by this café. I’m there most mornings around eight. We can argue some more about what deserves to last.”

			Hazel took the napkin. The ink was already smudging slightly where he’d pressed hard.

			“I might,” she said.

			She tucked it into her handbag later that night. Not out of any grand romantic conviction, she wasn’t foolish enough for that. Out of curiosity. And out of the quiet, unfamiliar pleasure of having been seen.
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			A cough snapped her back to the TAB.

			The pale woman near the trifecta board cleared her throat. The man in the balaclava jerked towards the sound, like a skittish horse avoiding a pesky blow fly.

			“Don’t move,” he barked, louder this time.

			Hazel’s breath tightened. Years of painting had trained her to notice tiny shifts in light and shape. Years of being married to Jim had trained her to notice tiny shifts in men right before they did something reckless.

			The TV above the robber’s shoulder flicked between silent ads. Banking. Cars. Politicians shaking hands. For a heartbeat the image froze on a younger Bob Hawke during Australia’s Bicentennial year, in a garish blazer, microphone in hand, selling optimism to a racing crowd.

			Hazel almost snorted. Rogues came in all forms. Some sold dreams, some sold schemes. Some turned up with a shotgun.

			The time warp on TV took her back to a time when celebrations were regular.
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			1988, Brisbane. The lift doors to the sixteenth-floor function room opened and pushed Hazel and Jim into a wall of noise.

			Applause rolled across the carpet. Someone wolf-whistled. A band in the corner stumbled halfway through a sax solo as the room pivoted towards Jim.

			

			“This is too much,” Hazel said, half-laughing, half-wincing.

			“It’s not enough,” Jim replied, already straightening his tie, smoothing his hair with the flat of his hand. “Nearly forty years of service and they still made me bring my own cake.”

			“They’ll reimburse the cake,” Hazel said. “Provided your form finds the right in-tray.”

			“You know what I mean.” Jim grinned, the showman spark already in his eyes.

			He let go of her hand to listen to formalities. The boss said a few words about loyalty and dedication. Jim shook his hand, nodded at the right places, then stepped forward.

			“Most of you know I started in this department when we still had ink wells on the desks,” he began. The crowd laughed obligingly. “We’ve seen typewriters give way to computers, paper ledgers give way to screens, and afternoon smoko give way to whatever this,” he lifted his champagne flute, “is supposed to be.”

			More laughter. Hazel watched him from their table near the front, pride and unease doing their usual wrestle in her chest. He was good at this. Too good.

			“What doesn’t change,” Jim went on, “is my desire to build something that matters. To leave a little more than we found.”

			His eyes found her in the crowd and softened for a fraction of a second.

			“I haven’t always got that balance right,” he said. “But I’ve had someone beside me who believed I could. Hazel, love, raise your hand.”

			Heat rushed into her face. The room clapped. Jim waited until the noise died.

			“This woman held our life together so I could chase opportunities,” he said. “She backed every hunch, smiled through every late night. Now it’s time for me to back one of hers as she spends more time dedicated to her art.”

			

			Curious looks rippled through the room.

			“And as some of you already know,” Jim continued, “I’ve taken a stake in a new venture … a TAB, up in Aspley. Well, with the help of a close friend and expert in the numbers game.” He gestured towards a man at the bar.

			Hazel followed his gesture. Craig stood there in an immaculate suit, glass in hand.

			After the formalities subsided, Jim leaned across the half-eaten desserts where Hazel was now seated and took her hand.

			“This is it,” he said. “Our last big move. Craig’s set it up through a trust, very clever arrangement. We buy in cheap and sell it down the track to maximise the upside.”

			Hazel listened. She understood almost none of the jargon and all of the tone.

			“How much of the house is in it?” she asked quietly.

			“Not the house,” he said, too quickly. “Just … you know. Some up-front cash equity. It’s safe, love. I wouldn’t do it otherwise.”

			She held his gaze. She’d watched him work a room all evening, watched the way the story of his career became smoother each time he told it. Underneath all the polish, there was the same young man who’d once sat in a quiet café and asked her about colour and light until she forgot to be shy. She still believed in that young man.

			She didn’t entirely trust the man beside him at the bar.

			“Promise me,” she said. “Five years. Then we walk away. No matter what Craig says. We don’t chase it past that.”

			Jim’s smile faltered for the first time that night.

			“It won’t come to that,” he said, then caught himself and adjusted. “But alright. Five years. You have my word.”

			He raised his glass.

			“To our future,” he said. “Five years from now, we’ll have our pick of horizons.”

			

			Hazel clinked her flute against his. The band roared into another song, laughter rose, cameras flashed. On the outside it was a celebration.

			But inside, something cold stirred deep down inside Hazel Andrews.
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			In the Aspley TAB, four years later, that cold thing felt like a stone.

			Hazel’s glance dropped to the counter, to the dull metal of the till. Behind it, hidden from Craig, from the bank manager, from every well-meaning relative, from this jumpy idiot in a balaclava, lay the last of her safety, folded notes and the tiny hope that she could still claw something back.

			She swallowed, mouth dry. The gun’s black circles hadn’t shifted.

			This was what all those retirement dreams had bought her: a fading little shop with a busted alarm, an accountant who’d circled her like a vulture, and now a stranger deciding whether today was the day everyone’s luck ended.

			She drew a slow breath, willing her voice to behave.

			“Alright, love,” she said to the robber, and her own steadiness surprised her. “Let’s not do anything stupid today.”

			The room tightened. Somewhere beneath the stone in her chest, the old artist who still lived in her bones framed the scene out of habit, four people, one gun, and several bad decisions all converging in a strip-lit box on Gympie Road.

			However this picture turned out, she intended to be alive to see it.

		


		
			

			 

			CHAPTER 3

			Craig’s Creative Accounting

			Brisbane, late 1992 and earlier that year

			The balaclava dipped as the shotgun shifted a fraction closer.

			Hazel could see the man’s eyes now, dark through the wool, unfocused in that particular way people got when fear was driving faster than sense. Sweat gathered under the strip of skin visible between mask and collar. His finger twitched near the trigger.

			“Open the register,” he said. “Now.”

			The room seemed to tilt. Behind him, the TAB screens cycled through odds and fluctuations. A multitude of numbers that only meant something to a select few. Hazel’s fingers curled around the edge of the counter to stop her tremor.

			It wasn’t just the gun. It wasn’t just the robber. It was that same feeling.

			Cornered again. Men holding all the power; her left to sweep up the mess.

			An old kitchen in Geebung rose up in her mind.
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			Hazel sat at her sister’s table, a pile of envelopes between them.

			Kathryn’s linoleum floor had started to curl at the edges. There were faint outlines where old rugs had once been. Tiny ants wandered over the pile of paperwork, scavenging for any stale food remnants.

			In the middle of it all sat a chipped teapot and a plate of dry biscuits better suited to a dog.

			Kathryn nudged the plate towards her sister. “You really should eat something, lovey. Might help you.”

			Hazel picked up a biscuit. Her veined hands shook as she snapped it in half. Crumbs scattered onto the lace doily like little fragments of something that used to be whole.

			“I’m too old for this stress, Kath,” she said, staring at the crumbs. “Too tired. How could Jim do this to me?”

			“You can’t blame yourself,” Kathryn replied, voice soft but firm. “You did what all of us did. That’s how it is. Men handle the money. I let Mervyn do the same.”

			Hazel snorted, a rough little sound. “I wouldn’t compare Mervyn with Jim. At least your Mervyn didn’t leave you indebted to half of Brisbane when he passed on. Can’t say the same for my ‘not’ dearly departed.”

			The last words came out brittle. Tears welled.

			She stared into her tea. Leaves drifted in slow spirals, like they were going somewhere she no longer could.

			Kathryn reached across and laid a calming hand over Hazel’s fingers.

			

			“God help me, Kath,” Hazel whispered.

			“All the savings gone,” she said. “His super bled dry. I worked my whole life as an artist and I’m one bill away from your couch for life.”

			“You come here as long as you need,” Kathryn said simply. “We’ll manage. But I still say you talk to Craig. He’s been your accountant since forever. He’ll have to explain this mess.”

			Hazel’s mouth tightened. “Craig explains everything in a way that just happens to end in his invoice being paid.”

			“He’s clever with numbers,” Kathryn said. “You need clever right now.”

			“I need honest,” Hazel muttered. “Preferably in writing.”

			She looked again at the envelopes. Somewhere in there was Craig’s details.

			“Fine,” she said. “I’ll go see him. But I want answers, not a condescending performance.”
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			Inside the TAB, the robber shifted his stance.

			“Did you hear me?” he snapped. “Open it.”

			Hazel forced herself to nod, fingers creeping toward the keypad.

			Just as her fingertips prepared to hit CASH OUT, a different kind of fear flared, the memory of the last time she’d met with Craig.
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			Visiting Craig’s office in the CBD always made Hazel feel inferior.

			Too many certificates on the walls, all those gold seals and heavy frames insisting he knew best. A view over the river that said success even if Hazel now knew how thin the foundations underneath could be.

			“Hazel,” Craig said, rising as she stepped in. “Please. Have a seat.”

			He looked much the same as he had at Jim’s retirement funeral: hair tidier than his conscience, glasses halfway down his nose, tie that had seen better years. His smile rehearsed. His authenticity was like a motel’s ‘genuine Monet’ print; technically there, but nobody was fooled.

			Hazel didn’t sit. She closed the door behind her and stayed standing, handbag clutched like armour.

			“Save it, Craig,” she said. “I’m not here for pleasantries.”

			He blinked, then let the smile dim a fraction. “Alright. Straight to business.” He gestured at the chair again. “Please. You’ll be more comfortable.”

			Reluctantly, she sat. Not because he told her to, but because her knees had started complaining about righteous standoffs some years ago.

			He slid a manila folder across the desk.

			“I’ve been going through Jim’s affairs in more detail, as you requested,” he said. “There are … complexities.”

			“My life seems full of those lately,” Hazel shot back. “Start with the basics. Where has all the money gone, Craig?”

			He cleared his throat.

			“Some of the investments Jim made in the last few years were high-risk,” Craig said. “I set up the structures; he chased the returns.”

			“Don’t you dare put this all on him,” Hazel snapped. “What about our superannuation? What will happen to the TAB?”
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