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      The woman entered the bank, paused for a moment and glanced at the lone teller behind the counter. She shifted her gaze and smiled briefly at the internal security camera mounted on the wall of the customer area, routinely albeit discreetly filming everyone who entered. Nothing about her demeanor or her general appearance, other than being quite beautiful, distinguished her from other customers. Relaxed and confident, her body moving like a runway models, she crossed the short distance to the service counter.

      Thomas Freeling, the only staff member working in the front service area of the bank, was preparing for the end of trading for the day and the long weekend ahead. He glanced up from his workstation as the woman entered. Thomas noticed immediately how pretty the lady was. No, she was more than pretty, he decided; she was stunning. Her hair, soft and glossy, like she’d just stepped out from an up-market salon, hung in long, cascading, auburn tresses to her shoulders. Thomas thought he knew most of the customers who came into the bank, especially the regulars, but he was sure he had not seen this woman before; she was not someone he would easily forget.

      As he watched her approach his service point, his eyes took on a life of their own. They scanned the woman from the top of her head to her elegantly clad feet. Any desire to appear discreet in his appraisal of the woman disappeared. Thomas was, after all, a twenty-three-year-old, testosterone-charged, Aussie male — he was not dead.

      She wore a light, almost transparent white blouse, tucked neatly into a figure-hugging black skirt that fell several inches short of her knees, displaying long, smooth, tanned legs. The top three buttons of her blouse, unbuttoned to a point just above the tantalising swell of her cleavage, offered something else that did not escape Thomas’s attention; the woman carried herself with a stylish elegance and confidence demanding admiration.

      Thomas watched the woman glance briefly at the security camera. Then she smiled and fixed him with a look indicating, “I’m yours, take me right here on the floor of the bank.”— or so he wished.

      She stepped up to the counter, ran the very tip of her tongue across her top lip, and smiled seductively at Thomas. “Hi,” she said throatily.

      Not usually one driven to distraction, Thomas immediately and involuntarily adapted the persona of a blithering, stuttering, pimply-faced adolescent, faced with his very first sexual experience with a member of the opposite sex.

      “H… h… hi,” he stammered. “H… how may I help you?”

      “I would like some money,” the woman purred.

      “You would like to m… make a wi… withdrawal?” Thomas managed to ask, albeit with embarrassing difficulty. Positive he was dribbling down his chin, and thereby making a complete ass of himself, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “Yes, I would like to make a withdrawal,” the woman smiled.

      “Excellent,” said Thomas. “If you would like to swi… swipe your card,” he indicated the card reader on the woman’s side of the counter.

      “I don’t have a card,” she said.

      “Oh… oh… you don’t have a card?”

      “No, I don’t have a card.”

      “Do you have an account at this bank, Ma… ma’am?”

      “No, I don’t have an account, either.”

      “I… I’m sorry, but you need an account with the bank before you can withdraw money.” Beautiful but dumb; a bloody shame, Thomas decided.

      As though it might somehow be magically aimed directly at him, an almost imperceptible waft of perfume drifted across the counter in his direction. Suddenly, it became a momentous struggle for him to keep his eyes focused on a point, any point, above her silky-smooth neck.

      “Perhaps I can use this.” The woman lifted her handbag onto the counter and reached inside.

      The momentary distraction as the woman fished in her handbag, offered the perfect opportunity for Thomas to lower his eyes briefly to her breasts. The gentle swell of her bosom was the last thing Thomas Freeling saw before a 9mm slug crashed through the centre of his forehead.
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      Separated from the front-of-house customer service area by a prefabricated wall, the staff room of the bank came equipped with facilities enabling staff members to relax during their lunch breaks. It was also where, from time to time, management conducted staff meetings to update bank personnel with the latest banking news and procedural changes.

      A door at the rear of the staff room opened into a narrow, single-vehicle, one-way service lane running the length of the rear of the Yeperenye Shopping Centre. It provided access to service vehicles delivering merchandise to the various stores plying their respective trades inside the centre.

      It was also the door all bank staff members entered and exited through when arriving and leaving work. For security purposes, it was always locked. Staff gained access with secure key-cards embedded with security software unique to each member.

      Alerted by one of his staff members, bank manager Luke Watson peeked through the spy hole in the door and saw black smoke rolling up the outside surface of the door. He immediately reached out, turned the internal dead-lock knob and swung the door inwards.

      They came through the door fast. There were two of them, and although heavily disguised, it was obvious from their body shapes that they were women. The first woman through the door swung at Watson with the butt of a short-barreled 12 gauge shotgun, hitting him high on the side of his head. Watson’s knees folded beneath him and he collapsed to the floor. She stood over him and pointed the barrel at his head. She wore a full-face ugly witch mask complete with nose warts and sporting long strands of bright pink hair hanging limply over a soft rubber face.

      The second woman kicked a smoldering bundle of rags into the room, slammed the door behind her and stepped over the bank manager’s prone form. Dressed in large, baggy, bright green coveralls, she also wore a full-face mask, this one of a clown’s face topped with a shoulder-length iridescent-purple wig. In one hand she carried a large sports bag, the type a cricketer might use to carry all his sporting equipment to and from a game. In her other hand she brandished a heavy tyre iron.

      She waved the tyre iron menacingly at the remaining two staff members. “One sound from either one of you and you die. Right here, right now!” she hissed.

      Carly Preston, nineteen years old, and the youngest and newest employee, sobbed loudly.

      The woman in the clown mask quickly crossed the room and stepped in close to Carly. “Shut up!” she growled. “You start that hysterical shit and my friend is going to shoot you. Do you understand me?”

      Carly stifled a sob.

      “Do you understand me?” the clown lady spat.

      “Ye… yes, I understand,” Carly stammered.

      “Good girl,” The clown said. “Sit down on the floor.”

      “Wha… what?”

      “Sit… down… on… the… floor!” the clown ordered.

      Carly leaned back against the wall, and with no regard for personal modesty, she slid-awkwardly down into a sitting position on the floor, her skirt rising high around her thighs.

      The woman turned to the remaining staff member, thirty-seven-year-old Rochelle Browning. “You, too. On the floor!” she ordered.

      Rochelle sat next to Carly and took the younger woman’s hand. Their eyes, wide with fear, oscillated back and forth between the two women in the horrible masks and their boss lying semi-conscious on the floor with blood running freely from a deep cut on his head.

      The woman with the shotgun knelt on the floor next to the bank manager. “Luke, right?”

      Luke Watson’s eyes fluttered open. He felt dampness trickle down his face and wiped at it. His hand came away covered in blood. He blinked a couple of times and looked up at the woman, her face just centimetres from his own.

      “Luke Watson, right?” The woman asked again, her voice muffled and indistinct from behind the mask.

      “Ye… yes,” Watson answered

      “Where’s the tape, Luke?” the woman asked.

      “Wha… what tape?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Luke. The CCTV tape filming the front counter, where is it?”

      “Th… there’s no tape,” Watson stammered, unconvincingly.

      The witch woman stood, and placed the barrel of the shotgun centimetres from the bank manager’s mouth.

      “You’ve worked for the bank a long time, Luke. You know the bank’s policy regarding armed holdups. Don’t resist. Give the robbers what they want. Remember? Now, I’m going to ask one more time, and if I get the ‘there’s no tape’ shit again, I’m gonna blow your face all across the room. Are we clear on that?”

      Luke Watson’s eyes crossed as he looked into the cavernous barrel of the shotgun. “It’s in my office,” he offered submissively.

      “Thank you, Luke. You might just have saved your life. Now slide over there and sit next to the ladies.”

      Watson was slow to move, and the witch moved the shotgun closer until the end of the barrel touched the manager’s lips. “You need to start co-operating with me, Luke. I’m sure you don’t want to die, and I’m sure the ladies don’t want to see you die. Now, move your arse and sit next to the ladies.”

      Watson slid awkwardly across the floor on his backside and joined his two staff members.

      The woman turned to her accomplice, the clown lady, and handed her the shotgun. “Watch them,” she ordered, as she stepped over to a closed door at one end of the room, opened it and disappeared inside.

      She returned less than two minutes later. In her free hand, she carried a small cassette-type tape. She waved it at her colleague. “Got it,” she announced.

      The clown handed the sports bag to the witch, who dropped the tape into the bag and turned to the three terrified bank employees. Her eyes darted from Watson to Rochelle, to Carly and then back to Watson.

      “I’m going into the strong-room, folks.” She indicated her colleague. “My friend, Crackers the clown, is going to stay right here. If any of you try anything stupid, she will shoot you. Are we clear on that?”

      “Yes, we’re clear,” Watson answered.

      The witch looked at the girls. “Are we clear, ladies?”

      Rochelle and Carly nodded in unison. “Yes.”

      “Excellent,” the witch said.

      Built into the rear wall of the staff room, adjacent to the rear exit door, a heavy steel-reinforced door stood slightly ajar. The witch lady hurried across the room and heaved on the door. Inside was a small windowless strong-room lined with shelves on both sides. A bank of safety deposit boxes occupied most of the rear wall.

      In one corner, below the shelves, a large, bulky free-standing floor safe, approximately two metres tall, stood with its door invitingly open. The last of the day’s monies from the front service area would be stored and secured in the safe for the coming weekend. On each of the three shelves inside the safe sat bundles of cash. Hundred-dollar notes on the top shelf, fifties on the second, twenties, tens, and fives on the third. The base of the safe contained a large number of coin trays, stacked three high, containing coins of every denomination.

      Behind her witch mask, the lady smiled widely, dropped to her knees in front of the safe, and began filling the sports bag with money. She started with bundles of hundred-dollar notes. When the shelf was empty, she moved to the fifties, then the twenties and continued in descending order down through the face value of the notes until the sports bag was bulging.

      With difficulty, she pushed down on the contents, stuffing as much as possible into the bag, zipped it closed and glanced at her watch. Less than five minutes had elapsed since they’d burst into the staff room.

      “Perfect,” she murmured to herself. She got to her feet, hitched the bag over her shoulder and hurried from the strong room.

      “Time to go,” she announced to Crackers, the clown.

      Both women quickly crossed to the back door of the staff room and stepped outside into the rear access lane. The clown lady pulled the door closed behind them and, as was meticulously planned, they climbed into the waiting car, driven by the very pretty lady with the long auburn hair.

      One minute ahead of schedule and they were gone, a million dollars richer than they were six minutes ago.
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      Glistening soapy-white bubbles generated by a softly humming motor and multiplying quickly, rose and spilled over the rim of the spa bath. Sarah Collins laid her head against Sam Rose’s shoulder, nestled in closer to him, and murmured softly, “Mmm… this is nice.”

      Sam pulled her closer to him and kissed the top of her head.

      Sarah reached to the edge of the spa, where two glasses of wine sat amidst the bubbles flowing gently over the side. She passed Sam his glass, raised her own and lightly touched it against Sam’s. “This is such a lovely way to end what has been a wonderful day,” Sarah smiled. “What is it about a bubble bath that’s so nice?”

      Sam shrugged. “You can fart and no one knows?”

      Sarah laughed. She turned her head and looked up at him. “You didn’t… did you?”

      “No, I didn’t, but the look on your face right now is priceless,” Sam said.

      “That’s what I love about you, Sergeant Rose. You are such a romantic.”

      “It’s a gift,” Sam smiled. He sipped his wine and kissed her.

      “Where are you taking me for dinner?”

      “Dinner?” Sam exclaimed. “We’ve had the best sex either of us has had in a month, I buy you an incredibly expensive bottle of wine, run you a lovely spa bath… and you want dinner, too?” He looked suitably miffed.

      “Firstly,” Sarah began, “the sex was the best we’ve had in a month because it’s been that long since I was last in Alice Springs. Secondly, the price sticker is still on the wine bottle, and twenty dollars does not constitute incredible expense. Lastly, we had sex again when you climbed in the spa with me.”

      “And your point is?”

      “My point is that I want dinner, too,” Sarah kissed him again.

      “You have expensive tastes. Do I have to mortgage my house?”

      “This is not your house, as I recall. It’s supplied by the department.”

      “It’s my spa bath,” Sam said pointedly.

      Sarah shrugged. “So you can mortgage your spa bath. Or rob a bank. Either way, I expect something a little classier than McDonalds.”

      “Oh, alright then,” Sam frowned. “But, just so you know, Maccas has some really good stuff.”

      “Then you can go to Maccas three times a day when I go back to Yulara. You can clog up your arteries, get all fat and puffy, drop dead before you’re fifty, and they can take your bloated, diseased body out of here on a fork-lift. But tonight, while you are still reasonably fit, healthy and mildly attractive, you can take me somewhere nice.” Sarah stood to climb out of the spa.

      “You think I’m attractive?” Sam asked.

      Sarah leaned back and looked at him studiously. “Hmm… mildly… like in a leading-man-in-a-horror-movie kind of way.”

      Sam grabbed her by the leg. “Well, at least you have me as the leading man. No small bit parts for this boy. Why don’t you get back in here and I’ll show you my best part?”

      Sarah smiled down at him. “You’ve shown me that twice today already.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “Impressive?”

      “Amazing. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like it.” Sarah lowered herself back into the spa bath. “You should send a photo to Ripley’s Believe It or Not.”
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      Sam’s phone rang shrilly. “Can you get that, Sarah?” he called from the bedroom where he was dressing for dinner.

      Sarah grabbed his phone from the kitchen table and flipped it open. “Hello.”

      “Sarah? Hi, Russell Foley here.”

      “Hi, Russell, how are you?”

      “I’m fine, Sarah. I didn’t realise you were in town,” Foley said. “I was looking for Sam.”

      “He’s in the other room, dressing for dinner,” Sarah explained. “I’ve got a week off, and I thought I better come to the big smoke and catch up on his housework.”

      Foley laughed. “I’m so glad you did. He’s been unbearable to work with without you to straighten his tie for him.”

      “Do you want to hold, or will I get him to call you back?” Sarah asked.

      Foley paused. “Unfortunately, this is not a social call. I’m afraid you’re going to have to put your dinner plans on hold.”

      “Sounds serious,” Sarah said.

      “Yeah, it is,” Foley said.

      “I’ll tell him to go straight in,” Sarah promised.

      “Sorry about dinner,” Foley apologised.

      “Forget about it,” Sarah said. “I’ve been on the job long enough to know how it works.”

      “Thank you,” Foley responded. “Oh, I just had a thought… “

      “Yes?”

      “We’re short on man-power with the Finke Desert Race this weekend. I know you’re here on a break, but how do you feel about going on the clock?”

      “You want me to come in with Sam?”

      “Only if you want to,” Foley said. “We could use all the help we can get.”

      “Okay,” Sarah agreed. “Gotta be better than eating alone and waiting for Sam to get home.”

      “Great,” Foley said. “Commonwealth Bank, Yeperenye Shopping Centre, ASAP.”

      “A robbery?” Sarah speculated.

      “Yeah… and more. I’ll see you both soon.”

      “We’re on our way,” Sarah said.
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      Sam Rose never considered himself to be a particularly handsome individual. He knew, however, that such an opinion was at odds with those who considered his looks to be well above average. He also knew that those who took such a view were, in the main — at least he hoped they were in the main — members of the opposite sex. The topic embarrassed Sam, and many times in his life, he wished people didn’t judge him by his looks.

      Sam vehemently believed he had much more to offer than his physical appearance. While his record as a police officer substantiated that belief, it was a source of concern to him that there were those who found it difficult to look beyond the facade. It was not something Sam stressed over; it was much more a case of mild irritation than it was the catalyst for sleepless nights. He had been on the job for more years than he was ever out of it, over twenty, in fact, and he had long ago become inured to the insecurities of others.

      He ran a comb through his hair one last time and stepped away from the mirror.

      “That was Russell,” Sarah announced as Sam entered the lounge room.

      Sam stopped and looked at Sarah. “Wow! You look lovely.”

      “Thank you,” Sarah smiled. “That was Russell,” she repeated.

      “I heard you,” Sam said. “Okay, are you ready… let’s go to dinner.”

      “We’re not going to dinner,” Sarah announced.

      Sam’s shoulders slumped visibly, and he adopted a grossly exaggerated, forlorn look. “He hates me,” he moaned.

      “No, he doesn’t hate you,” Sarah smiled.

      “What’s the job?” Sam asked.

      “Bank robbery.”

      “Where?”

      “The Commonwealth Bank, in the Yeperenye Centre.”

      “Bloody hell!” Sam cursed. “All my money’s in that bank.”

      “Don’t worry, the bank will be insured, you’ll get your money back,” Sarah offered encouragement.

      Sam shrugged indifferently. “Doesn’t matter. The bastards will never get rich on what I had in there.”

      Sarah crossed to Sam, wrapped her arms around his neck, stood on her tiptoes and kissed him lightly. “There is some good news,” she announced.

      “We’ve got time for another spa before I go?” Sam suggested hopefully.

      “No, no spa,” Sarah said. “But I’m coming with you.”

      “You are?”

      “Yes, Russell wants me on the team.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, really. Most of the troops are deployed to the Finke Desert Race. I’m on the clock.”

      “In that case, I feel better about going to work. It will be nice working together again.” Sam leaned down and kissed her. “Are you sure there’s not enough time… “

      Sarah pushed away from him playfully. “No, there’s not. Let’s go.”
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      In the front customer area of the bank, behind the counter where the body of Thomas Freeling lay in a pool of rapidly-congealing blood, Sergeant John Singh, a senior forensic officer, clad from head-to-feet in protective clothing, carefully stepped around the body, taking photographs from various angles. Another similarly clad member stood on the customer side of the counter, carefully studying the floor and the countertop for clues. Outside the bank, in the mall complex, several uniformed officers kept a rapidly growing throng of curious onlookers outside a cordoned off area. Murder, despite its ugliness, seemed to have an element of the curious to it that attracted onlookers like moths to a flame.

      The forensic examination of any crime scene was a critical component of any subsequent investigation. More often than not, the successful prosecution of an offender depended on forensic evidence collected at the scene of the crime. Detective Inspector Russell Foley knew that, perhaps better than most, but he was also particular, some believed overly so, about the methodology of evidence collection.

      When the forensic members were done, Foley ordered everyone present to leave the crime scene. Those on the staff side of the counter and in the rear area of the bank were to wait in the service lane behind the bank. Those on the customer side were ordered to assemble outside the front doors, in the shopping mall.

      Russell Foley was a meticulous cop, one of the few on the job who seemed to take an inordinate amount of time standing alone in a crime scene taking everything in, absorbing the ambience, he called it. Perhaps it was an idiosyncrasy, perhaps not. Either way, Foley didn’t care how others might view his methods. There was something he found helpful about standing alone in a crime scene and examining it minutely with his trained eye. If anything was going to be overlooked, any clue, any tiny piece of evidence, he was not going to be the one that overlooked it. He was not going to allow his crime scene to be contaminated by an overzealous cop trampling all over it before he had the opportunity to examine it himself.

      Like Sam Rose, Russell Foley had been on the job a long time, and as unorthodox as his routine might be seen by others, it was the way he had always operated. Particularly at scenes where an unfortunate soul had lost his, or her, life.

      Whenever a criminal investigation involving the death of an innocent victim arose, and that was way too often for Foley’s liking, he almost always assumed the role of Officer in Charge. It came with the responsibility of being OIC of Major Crime. Only an absence due to personal illness or annual leave would change that position. He had long ago concluded that he had a personal obligation to the family of the deceased to leave no stone unturned in finding the person or persons responsible for the death of their loved one.

      That was not to say that others involved in the investigation didn’t give their utmost to solving the crime; he knew everyone did. It was just that he had a particular way of doing things that worked for him, and that was all that concerned him. If others found that pragmatic, or even problematic, so be it.

      Foley squatted on his haunches and looked at the body of Thomas Freeling. The bullet had entered the young man’s forehead almost dead centre. He looked up at the counter and mentally calculated the distance between where Freeling would have been standing and the shooter on the opposite side of the counter. It was a guesstimate at best, but it was a start.

      A strong, clear, shatter-proof security panel fixed to the ceiling and the counter top separated the staff member from the customer. Neatly cut into the panel, two conveniently placed gaps, one running vertically from the ceiling down, and one horizontal at counter-top level, allowed for ease of communication between the teller and the customer. They also allowed for the passing back and forth of cash, deposit and withdrawal slips, receipts and any other official bank correspondence transferred between customer and bank staff member.

      The distance between shooter and victim and the narrowness of the gaps in the security panel notwithstanding, it would have taken a very good shot to hit the unfortunate young teller in the middle of his forehead through one of those gaps, Foley decided. He stood and stepped back several paces, away from the body.

      Earlier he had asked one of the two female staff members to unlock the door separating the customer area from the staff area. Foley stepped through the door and stood in front of the counter, approximately where he figured the perpetrator would have stood. He focused on the gap in the security screen. The gap was easily wide enough to accommodate the barrel of a weapon, he thought. Even so, the shooter still had to be a damn good shot.

      Slowly and studiously he ran his eyes back and forth across the floor around where he stood. He was looking for a shell casing. A casing ejected would indicate the murder weapon was an automatic. No shell casing would indicate either that the offender took the time to retrieve it or had used a revolver.

      While not definitive, any bullets retrieved during an autopsy may determine what calibre of weapon was used. However, autopsies took time, and Foley knew that the first twenty-four to forty-eight hours of any investigation more often than not proved to be crucial in regards to a quick resolution.

      There was no shell casing.
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      Sam and Sarah stood together on the threshold of the rear door of the bank. Behind them, the forensics cop John Singh and his colleague waited patiently. Russell Foley had moved from the front service area, separated from the private staff area by a prefabricated floor to ceiling partition, and now stood outside the manager’s office at one end of the staff room. His back to the office doorway, he stared fixedly at the staff room in front of him.

      In the middle of the room stood a table with four chairs neatly placed around it. Immediately next to the manager’s office, a bench top with sink, microwave oven and the makings for tea and coffee ran along the wall. On the opposite side of the room, another door led to a small interview room where the manager, or perhaps a member of his staff, might discuss the many varied opportunities offered by the bank to a potential investor.

      Sarah inclined her head close to Sam. “What is he doing?” Sarah asked softly.

      “Absorbing the ambience,” Sam answered.

      Sarah leaned back and looked at Sam. “What?”

      “Getting a feel for the crime scene,” Sam explained.

      “Why?”

      Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. He does it all the time.”

      “Have you ever asked him why?”

      “I did, once.”

      “What did he say?”

      Sam looked at Sarah. “He said he was ‘absorbing the ambience.’”

      “That’s weird,” Sarah observed.

      “You wanna tell him that?”

      “No,” Sarah said adamantly. “You’re his friend; you tell him.”

      “No, I’m not gonna tell him it’s weird.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s my friend,” Sam said.

      Sarah paused for a moment. “You know what?”

      “What?” Sam asked.

      “You’re weird, too,” Sarah declared.

      “Do you still like me anyway?”

      “Sure,” Sarah nodded. “I like weird.”

      “Really?”

      “Sure. Weird is okay.” Sarah shrugged.

      “You wanna go back home, I’ll show you weird.”

      Sarah slapped him playfully. “Behave yourself.”

      Russell Foley looked across at Sam and Sarah. “What are you two whispering about?”

      “Nothing,” Sam answered.

      Foley beckoned. “Come in.”

      Sam stepped into the staff room, followed by Sarah. Foley crossed the room and hugged Sarah.

      “It’s lovely to see you, Sarah. Welcome to the team.”

      “Thanks for the opportunity,” Sarah smiled.

      Sam extended his arms.

      “What?” Foley asked.

      “I don’t get a hug?” Sam sounded miffed.

      “Grow tits, chop your weenie off and I might consider it,” Foley responded tartly.

      Sam ignored the suggestion and looked around the room. “What have we got?”

      Foley gestured to the front of the bank. “One dead bank teller, shot in the head at close range. Three traumatised staff members, including an injured bank manager.”

      Sam moved to the front of the staff room and peeked into the front service area. “Head shot,” he observed.

      “Yeah,” Foley said.

      “How many offenders?” Sarah asked as she also glanced briefly into the front area.

      “Looks like three,” Foley said. “At least two women… the witnesses never saw the offender out front. There may have been a fourth, outside in the service lane driving the getaway car. There were two here in this room.”

      “Women?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah, women,” Foley confirmed.

      “Any descriptions?” Sam queried.

      “Yeah. In here there was a clown and a witch.”

      Sam furrowed his brow, considering the revelation. “A clown and a witch?”

      “Face masks,” Foley explained.

      “I figured as much,” Sam said. “I didn’t think for a moment that it was a real witch and a real clown.”

      Foley ignored his friend’s sarcasm. “They wore coveralls and realistic face masks. All we’ve got is two women of average height and weight. That’s it.”

      “And they were definitely women?” Sarah probed.

      “The witnesses said both offenders spoke. They were women. No discernable accent.”

      “What about the shooter?” Sam asked.

      Foley shrugged. “No one saw the shooter,” he repeated. “Could have been male or female. The whole thing from start to finish took about five, maybe six minutes.”

      “Did they get much?” Sam asked.

      “We won’t know until the bank completes a full audit. The manager’s still in the care of the paramedics. He took a hit on the head with the butt of a shotgun. His ball-park guess is at least a million.”

      “A million!” Sam exclaimed.

      “Apparently this is the bank of choice for many of the big businesses in Alice Springs, including Lasseter’s Casino,” Foley explained. “The manager said it’s normal to have at least that much cash on hand on any given day. Also, it’s a long weekend. The Finke Desert Race is on and there are about ten thousand more people in town than there would normally be. The bank was cashed up to cater for all contingencies.”

      “Sounds like a well-planned gig… in and out in five minutes, leaving one dead teller and a million bucks richer.”

      “Well-planned and well-executed,” Foley agreed.

      Sarah glanced around the room. “I don’t suppose they were careless enough to leave any evidence behind?”

      “Haven’t found any yet,” Foley said. “The offenders in here, the clown and the witch, both wore surgical gloves. They took the CCTV tape from the manager’s office and carried a large sports bag that they filled with cash, notes only, from a safe in the strong room.”

      Sam and Sarah stepped across to the strong room and looked inside. Sam turned back to Foley. “What time did all this happen?”

      “Right on closing time,” Foley answered. “The manager hit the silent alarm in the front service area at eight minutes past five. According to the dispatcher in Communications, the first responders were here at 5.15 pm exactly. The offenders were gone.”

      Sam looked at his watch. “It’s six-twenty now. They’ve got over an hour head start on us.”

      “Road blocks?” Sarah asked.

      Foley nodded. “I had the Watch Commander contact the chaps at Kulgera, down south, and Ti Tree up north. Road blocks at both sites should be in place now. I’ve ordered every vehicle, including trucks, to be stopped and searched. If the offenders are heading in either direction, they will not have reached the road blocks yet. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

      “This thing sounds like a very well-planned operation,” Sam said. “I expect the offenders will have considered the likelihood of road blocks.”

      “There’s nowhere to go either east or west,” Sarah said. “Unless they take the desert route over rough four-wheel-drive-only tracks, they don’t have a lot of options other than north or south.”

      “Or they could still be here,” Sam suggested.

      “Here?” Sarah asked.

      “Why not?” Sam said. “There are ten thousand extra people in town for the desert race. All they have to do is lay low in town for a few days and then leave when all the race visitors leave.”

      “I tend to agree with Sam,” Foley said to Sarah. “Keep a low profile and don’t do anything to draw undue attention. Do the tourist thing and leave town next week.”

      “What’s the plan?” Sam asked.

      “The plan is to have John Singh go over this place with a fine-tooth comb. I want a Command Centre set up at headquarters, and I want to rattle a few cages, have our people lean on their informants. Somebody has to know something.”
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      Amber Martin looked different. The long shoulder-length auburn wig had been replaced by her natural hair: an attractive, light brown bob trimmed neatly at the nape of her neck and falling to a point halfway down her ears. To the casual observer, this was not the same woman who, a few hours earlier, casually and deliberately shot and killed a young bank teller while in the process of robbing the bank of a million dollars in cash.

      In a booth tucked away in a secluded corner of Tempo, a newly-opened wine and cocktail bar in Lasseters Casino Resort, Amber sipped at her mango martini and surreptitiously studied the other patrons in the bar. She had been in the wine bar for only thirty minutes and had already been hit on twice. The first time had been by a grossly intoxicated, overweight slob with a heavy Greek accent, who had quite obviously been munching on garlic for God knows how long.

      He introduced himself as Stavros, or at least it sounded like ‘Stavros;’ it was hard to tell, given his state of inebriation. He was also persistent. Amber, however, was used to the persistence of male suitors hell-bent on sleazing their way into her pants. She had long ago come to accept that she was an unwilling target for every would-be lothario who came within fifty feet of her. Eventually her impatience with the drunken, slobbering idiot reached its limit and she smiled up at the grinning, incoherent pig. “I see you are married,” she indicated a wedding band on a chubby, hairy finger on the man’s left hand.

      “Doesh’nt madda,” the drooling drunk slurred.

      “Why don’t you take your fat, drunken arse home to your wife and tell her it doesn’t matter?”

      The lecherous smile disappeared, the man turned away, almost falling over in the process, and staggered away towards the bar, mumbling obscenities as he went.

      The second time was much more pleasant but just as keenly unsolicited by Amber as had been the rejected Greek God of Amour.

      Tony, as he gave his name, was a nice looking, sober, clean-cut, well-dressed Aussie male, somewhat of an anomaly these days, Amber thought. He was tanned, probably worked outside, she figured, and he had the body of a man who obviously spent a lot of time in the gym, or at the very least working at hard physical labour.

      He was polite, respectful, had a lovely smile and, on any other occasion, Amber felt she might even be interested, but not today. Today was not about meeting someone new and getting laid, regardless of how appealing the prospect might be. Today was about meeting up with her friends and sharing a drink while they discussed the day’s events.

      With a polite apology for disturbing her and a slight, respectful nod of his head, Tony left her on her own and returned to the bar on the far side of the room. As Amber watched him walk away, a tiny hint of regret fluttered through her mind.
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      Ebony Aitken and Anna Blaine entered the wine bar together. They paused inside the door and peered around the dimly lit room. Several male heads at the bar turned, almost as one, and eyed the two newcomers appreciatively. It was coincidental, of course, but it was almost as though a hush fell over the room when they walked in.

      They were quite beautiful; both were impeccably dressed in light summer dresses that fell to a point just above their respective knees, displaying long, shapely tanned legs. Both ladies had long flowing blond hair, neatly coiffured and styled in such a way as to frame and showcase their respective very pretty faces. To the unknowing, Ebony and Anna might have been sisters.

      It was not unusual to see attractive women enjoying the ambience offered by Tempo. Although a relatively new addition to Lasseters Casino’s bar options, Tempo had already earned a reputation as being considerably more up-market than many of the pubs and bars around Alice Springs.

      Good looking women and men had become as much a part of the ambience in the wine bar as the dim romantic lighting and the Tony Bennett-Frank Sinatra style music playing softly, unimposingly, through the in-house sound system. For the moment, and that could change at any time given the competition in the hospitality trade, Tempo was the “in” place to be and to be seen.

      Then, of course, the quality of the clientele was also enhanced by the strict dress regulations imposed by the casino management that prohibited the wearing of anything other than neat casual attire, at the very least. You either left the quintessential, Northern Territory preferred attire of singlet and flip-flops at home or you patronised one of a handful of establishments in town with less-stringent dress codes.

      Ebony and Anna were never going to be disallowed entry to Tempo for being inappropriately attired. Both women carried an indefinable quality about them suggesting they would both look good should they be clad in the dusty, soiled work wear more commonly associated with the tough, rugged Aussie road worker.

      Anna spotted Amber across the room. “There she is,” she announced to Ebony. Both girls hurried across the room and slid into the booth, one of them on each side of Amber.

      “Hi,” Ebony and Anna said in unison.

      “Have you been waiting long?” Anna asked.

      “No,” Amber said. She lifted her glass. “This is my first drink.”

      A waitress approached the booth and smiled at the three women. “Can I get you a drink?” she asked.

      “Chardonnay, please,” Anna said.

      “I’ll have the same,” announced Ebony. She dropped a fifty dollar note on the waitress’s tray.

      The waitress looked at Amber. “Can I get you another?”

      “No, thank you; this will be fine.” Amber returned the smile.

      Two men, like predators poised to swoop on unsuspecting prey, appeared at the table immediately after the waitress left. Although not yet drunk, they both appeared as though they were rapidly heading in that direction. While they conformed to Tempo’s dress code, both were in need of a haircut. One of them, the shorter of the two, definitely needed to run an iron over his shirt, since it looked like he had just pulled it from the bottom of a duffle bag.

      The man in the wrinkled shirt leaned down close to Anna. “Can we buy you lovely ladies a drink?”

      With a well-manicured finger, Anna beckoned wrinkled shirt closer. He smiled widely, perhaps thinking he was about to strike it lucky, and leaned down, his face just centimetres from Anna’s.

      Anna moved her head, so her lips almost touched his ear. “Thank you,” she whispered seductively. “But we’ve already ordered a drink. So, here’s a suggestion. Why don’t you take your limp-dick friend and fuck off?”

      Wrinkled shirt started and pulled back quickly, spilling his beer down the front of his un-ironed shirt. He nudged his mate. “Let’s get out of here,” he mumbled.

      “Why, what’s wrong?” his mate asked.

      “Nothin’, come on,” he grabbed his friend by the arm and steered him away from the booth. “Fuckin’ lesbians!” he murmured, just loud enough to ensure the three women heard him.

      “Where are all the nice guys?” Anna asked as she watched the two men retreating to the bar.

      “This is the Northern Territory,” Amber explained. “Supposedly, the men up here work hard, play hard and drink way too much.”

      “Good job we’re not here looking for love,” Ebony suggested.

      When the waitress returned with the drinks, she handed Ebony her change and left to attend to the needs of other guests. Amber raised her glass. “A toast, girls,” she announced. “Well done today. Everything went like clockwork, just as we planned. Here’s to a successful beginning to a whole new career for us.”

      All three girls touched the rims of their glasses together and sipped their drinks. “Any questions?” Amber continued.

      “How are you?” Anna asked. She reached out and lightly grasped Amber’s hand.

      “I’m fine,” Amber nodded. “Someone was always going to die; we knew that going in. Fortunately, your people out the back decided to co-operate. If they hadn’t, one or both of you, would have had to do the same. I’m satisfied that, had it come to that, both of you would have been able to do what had to be done.”

      Anna and Ebony nodded.

      “Let’s finish our drinks, order another and then have a nice dinner together,” Amber suggested. “Today’s work is done. We need to go over our plans… there’s more to do before we leave Alice Springs.”

      They clinked glasses again. “This is exciting, isn’t it?” Ebony said.

      “And going to get even more so,” Amber acknowledged with a smile.
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      Ahmad Farrokhzad was an Iranian-born Australian citizen who came to Australia on a leaky boat as a teenager, seeking asylum along with sixty-two other would-be refugees fleeing their respective homelands and the alleged persecution they faced therein. Openly Muslim by faith, Ahmad remained a devout follower of Islam. As he matured into adulthood, a disturbing transformation embraced his life: he embraced the ancient, barbaric teachings of Sharia law.

      Considered a bastardised adoption of modern-day criminal law by most nations of the western world, including Australia, Ahmad was never going to advance his career opportunities through his public support of Sharia. Having learned his adoptive country had laws of its own, laws far removed from those of Sharia, his obsessive devotion to the teachings was conducted covertly and confined primarily to his domestic situation. What happened in the privacy of his home had absolutely no bearing on what happened or how he conducted himself outside the home, he reasoned.

      Ahmad Farrokhzad was wealthy, not in the sense of being mega-rich, but wealthy by standards accepted by the general population. Exactly how he’d made his modest fortune was unclear to most of the people he mixed with, but then, the type of people he associated with knew better than to ask. Suffice it to say that the unspoken belief was that none of his wealth was obtained by legitimate means. Ahmad lived by a code that dictated to Ahmad, even if to no one else, the distorted ethic: He who has the most money wins.

      At home, Ahmad never gave his wife money of her own. She was forbidden to work and he insisted she wear only clothing and makeup he chose and which he paid for. She was never to wear makeup outside the home, she could only leave the house when accompanied by him and only then when clad in clothing he deemed appropriate. In fact, Ahmad’s preference was that his wife should never leave the house, but he knew that was impossible to enforce. Australia was not ancient Iran; people would ask questions regarding her whereabouts he was not prepared to answer. Any concessions Ahmad made, he made with reluctance. He was aware that there were some things, regardless of how distasteful they may be to him, he simply had to abide, particularly if he was going to appear to fit into the widely-accepted Australian way of living.

      Ahmad ruled his domestic home life, including his very pretty, younger, Australian-born wife, with an iron fist. He was the man of the house. His philosophy regarding the female gender was uncomplicated — women are for cooking, cleaning and bearing children. They were, and always would be, on earth for no other reason than to please the man. Disobedience or non-conformance by a wife was punishable, if not by a hundred lashes, a punishment regime acceptable in ancient Iran, then by a severe beating, at the very least. Women had to know their place in the order of things and, although never considered a possibility by Ahmad, it was only a matter of time before the clash of cultures came to a head. Explosively.
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      At thirty-two years of age, Amber Martin had suffered, physically as well as emotionally, more than most women of her age. A victim of domestic violence from the very first day of her marriage to a man ten years her senior, Amber endured both the pain and the indignity of almost daily beatings. The constant fear of dying at the hands of her husband became an all-consuming, omnipresent expectation for almost eight years before it finally ended. Not in the divorce courts or the relative safety of a shelter for victims of domestic violence, but in the kitchen of the home she shared with her abusive husband.

      Ahmad Farrokhzad came home wanting and demanding that which he considered to be his conjugal rights. Sex on demand was one of the things a good wife should provide, Ahmad believed. Refusal was not an option. Unfortunately for Amber, she refused.

      Amber had been beaten before for refusing Ahmad’s sexual advances, and she knew she was about to be beaten again. Nevertheless, she stood her ground and defiantly, bravely, refused. It was not so much the actual sex; she had long ago conditioned herself to block that part of it out. It was the perverse, disgusting, painful pre-cursor to the act, the part Ahmad referred to as foreplay that terrified her. She was tired, still bruised and sore from the last beating just a couple of days earlier. Maybe this time it would be different. In her heart, she knew it wouldn’t be.

      Ahmad beat her so badly he broke her nose, fractured her jaw, dislocated her shoulder and broke three of her ribs.

      When he moved in close, with that all-too-familiar evil smirk of anticipation on his face, determined to finish what he started, Amber plunged a kitchen knife deep into the side of Ahmad Farrokhzad’s neck, severing both the interior and exterior jugular arteries. Ahmad bled to death in less than a minute and a half, his eyes filled with hatred for his wife even as the life faded from them.

      Charged with Ahmad’s murder, the court ultimately declared Amber not guilty. Medical evidence tendered in court dating back to the early days of their marriage indicated a sustained, constant pattern of physical and sexual abuse by Ahmad Farrokhzad. Amber walked free from court, vowing never again to place herself in the position of being a victim of a violent relationship.

      Amber also walked away broke. The marital home was in Ahmad’s name. Unbeknownst to Amber, he had created a secure trust fund that allocated his entire estate to an Islamic charity, including the proceeds from the sale of the house he shared with his wife.
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      Twenty-nine-year-old Ebony Aitken and thirty-year-old Anna Blaine met in their first year at primary school in Brisbane, Queensland and had remained inseparable friends ever since. Ebony and Anna also shared a somewhat checkered history, having walked a thin line between right and wrong for most of their adolescent years.

      Mostly their indiscretions amounted to what might be considered by others in their age group as innocent, albeit borderline, mischief. While there were, however, among the select few friends who knew them well, some concerns that the occasional joint smoking, pill popping and excessive alcohol consumption might well, at some point, perhaps sooner rather than later, bring them to the notice of the police, nothing in their past amounted to anything criminal, at least nothing Ebony and Anna considered criminal.

      During one incident in their more recent past, a man died, and while the police might well consider the circumstances of his death as constituting a crime, Ebony and Anna did not consider his death a crime in the true sense of the word. They did reluctantly concede, however, that neglecting to report the man’s demise might be viewed by the authorities as a criminal offence. Also, the fact that they both played a part in killing the man was something they agreed might also be frowned upon. Nonetheless, they were both steadfast in their belief that the deceased had forfeited his right to breathe the same air as everyone else on the planet, and by jointly instigating his unfortunate passing, they had in fact done the world a service.
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      Simon Dougal was in love with Ebony Aitken, or at least he was in his warped, deeply disturbed imagination. In reality, there was not a relationship therapist anywhere in the world worth his or her salt who would interpret the emotions raging deep inside Simon Dougal as ‘love.’

      What Simon was, and it did not take a relationship expert to recognise it, was a violent psychopath. He had fantasised for four years about extracting revenge on Ebony for her rejection of him.

      He was not always a violent man. On the contrary, he was once a kind, gentle, respectful individual who believed passionately in the sanctity of love, marriage, family and the concept of a lifelong union of husband and wife. These were character traits many would envy, he believed, but it all went to Hell in a handbasket when Ebony decided to end their relationship.

      Simon was a virgin when he and Ebony first got together. Paramount in his ideals was the firm belief that sexual relations between a man and a woman should be avoided prior to the legal union of marriage. A product of a strict, albeit outdated and unfashionable Catholic upbringing, Simon held true to his ideals under fear of eternal damnation should he stray from the path of goodness and right.

      At first, these were ideals the then-twenty-two-year-old Ebony found commendable, even sweet. There were not many men in this day and age who could honestly say they followed such purist beliefs, and she was genuinely happy in the early weeks and months of their relationship.

      Ebony, however, was not a virgin; those days were long behind her, and she made a conscious decision, perhaps wisely, perhaps otherwise, not to disclose this inconsequential fact to Simon. The problem that ultimately developed with her relationship with Simon was simple, at least to Ebony. It wasn’t rocket science. Nor was it anything that required weeks or possibly months of therapy. She was horny! That was it, plain and simple. She wanted sex.

      Ebony was not a raving sex maniac. Far from it, but she was no stranger to the obvious pleasures of the flesh, either. She had not had a lot of sexual partners, perhaps not as many as most young women her age, but she had had enough to know that she would like to continue to revel in the experience every now and then. She had no intention of getting married to anyone until she was at least thirty years old, so Simon had a choice: put out or get out!

      Simon did not take it well. He flew into a rage that took Ebony completely by surprise. Never in her wildest imagination had she thought he would react as he did. He did not hit her, although she feared he might at any moment, such was the vitriol that spewed from him. The names he called her, the accusations he screamed in her face, the disappointment and disgust he spat at her filled her with dread. A sense of guilt like nothing she had ever before experienced and never wanted to again consumed her.

      Ebony fled the relationship and moved in with her best friend, Anna. Simon had scared her. The transformation from nice guy to out-of-control maniac was the last thing she would have expected from him. While she didn’t think he would come looking for her, it gave her an enhanced sense of security having her friend close.

      The two girls set a course of enjoying their young lives to the fullest. When they weren’t working, they partied. Both girls were young, very attractive and they made no secret of the fact that they were both available. The line of suitors queuing up for the opportunity to date them seemed unending, and for Ebony, the drought had well and truly broken in the sex department. Life was good and only getting better.

      Simon Dougal, on the other hand, was obsessed. He spent every available moment over the next four years covertly stalking Ebony. Every day, every week, every year, his silent, suppressed rage, like a cancer, festered and intensified. He rarely found Ebony alone and followed both girls when they were together. He followed them when they went to clubs and pubs. He followed them when they went shopping together, just the two of them enjoying each other’s company. When Ebony went on dates with other men, he was never far away. He would follow them home after their date and wait, out of sight, for hours, sometimes discreetly parked outside her date’s house and sometimes outside Anna’s house. As he watched and waited, the rage continued to simmer deep inside him, and his imagination ran amok thinking about the disgusting, distasteful things she might be doing at that very moment.

      Then one night he could contain the rage no longer.

      Ebony came home to Anna’s house with a man she had dated just three times. They went inside, and the man left two hours later. From a dark, covert position across the street, Simon watched Ebony kiss her date goodnight at the front door. It was a long, lingering kiss, just like the kisses she once said were reserved only for him.

      Simon watched the man climb into his car, and he watched Ebony wave goodbye as he drove away. Ebony stood silently on the porch for a few seconds, watching the vehicle taillights fade in the distance, then she turned, went inside the house and closed the door behind her. It was dark, but Simon was sure Ebony was smiling as she disappeared inside the house.

      Something inside Simon broke. For what seemed like an eternity but was in fact just a few minutes, he sat and stared at the closed door from his position across the street. Silent tears flowed freely from his eyes and rolled unchecked down his cheeks.

      Finally, he sniffed hard, wiped at his face with the back of his hand and climbed out of his vehicle. Purposeful and determined, he strode smartly across the street, up the short driveway and approached the front door of Anna’s house. He knocked loudly.

      Thinking her date had returned, perhaps for more of what they had both just enjoyed together, Ebony opened the door wide. The smile on her face quickly turned to surprise as Simon thrust her inside and kicked the door shut behind him.

      Then the nightmare began. Simon raped Ebony viciously. All through the terrible ordeal, he screamed at her, insisting that he would make a better lover than any of the others she had been with and was determined to prove it. He raped her three times.

      When Anna Blaine came home and opened her front door, she was immediately confronted with the full horror of what Simon was doing to her friend, right there on the floor of the small lounge room. At first she thought Ebony was dead. Her friend was not moving. She was lying in the middle of the lounge room floor, her eyes closed and her expressionless face beneath a mask of blood. Simon was on top of her, his back to Anna. He was naked from the waist down and he was screaming obscenities into Ebony’s face as he thrust savagely into her motionless, bloody and broken body.

      Anna reached for a heavy glass vase on the small table just inside the front door. She crossed quickly to where Simon, oblivious to her presence, continued his horrific assault on Ebony. She swung the vase and hit Simon in the back of the head. He rolled to one side and flopped like a rag doll onto his back alongside Ebony. Briefly he looked up at Anna, his eyes registering surprise, then he simply sighed deeply once and died. It was never Anna’s intention to kill Simon; murder had never been one of those indiscretions so much a part of her past. All she wanted to do was get him off her friend.

      Simon lay dead on Anna’s lounge room floor for several hours while she tended to her friend’s injuries. The physical damage would heal, but Anna feared the emotional damage would linger long after the visible effects of the assault were gone.

      Hours later, together Ebony and Anna wrapped Simon’s body in an old blanket. They cleaned up the small amount of blood on the floor where he had fallen and carried the heavy bundle under the cover of darkness to Anna’s car. Struggling under the dead weight, they shoved it awkwardly and unceremoniously into the boot.

      They drove all through the night, talking little and occasionally holding hands across the front seat of the vehicle. In the early hours of the morning, when the very first hint of a new day peeped over the distant eastern horizon, they buried Simon’s body; his final resting place was a shallow grave in an isolated bush location some two hundred kilometres from Anna’s home.

      Ebony had not seen Simon for four years. Should the body ever be found, and they considered that highly unlikely, any connection between herself and Simon would be years old. Any conclusions drawn from that connection would be tenuous at best, they believed.

      The most important thing to both Ebony and Anna was that the bastard was dead. In the car, on the way back from the burial site, they made a pact never to discuss Simon Dougal again. They never did, until they met Amber Martin.
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      The meeting came two years after the demise of Simon Dougal. Introduced at a party by a mutual friend, they immediately hit it off. Very soon the three girls were firm friends. There seemed to be some unspoken bond between them that none of them fully understood, not until several months later.

      Amber was looking for somewhere to live. She lost her house following the death of her husband and she had no money. It was a foregone conclusion that Ebony and Anna would invite her to live with them. It was the unspoken bond thing that drew all three girls together.

      During an evening’s over-indulgence in cheap Chardonnay — drinking anything containing alcohol had been forbidden while she was married — Amber confided in her new roomies about the death of her husband. She confessed to her two friends that she had killed her husband, a serial domestic abuser. The court freed her, she explained. Justifiable Homicide, they called it. She cried as she related how her life had descended into what she now perceived as little more than a miserable existence, at least until her two new friends had cast a little sunshine into it.

      With their perception of what was and what wasn’t good judgment somewhat dulled by the effects of too much alcohol, Ebony and Anna subsequently confessed to Amber about Simon Dougal. The admission changed all their lives. Like fine scraps of shredded tissue paper caught in a vortex, the three now firm and inseparable friends were carried away to a place from which they quickly realised they could never return.
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      It never started out as a plan, but more a throwaway line by Anna to a question posed by Amber.

      Each girl perceived her future to be one of poverty and misery. Fueled by an overpowering desire to make something of their lives, Amber asked, “How am I ever going to make any money and get my life back on track?”

      Ebony countered with a question of her own. “How are any of us going to make enough money to get all our lives back on track?”

      Anna shrugged and said, “We could always rob a bank!”

      The three women laughed, but only for a minute or two. Then the contemplations began. The planning that followed and slowly developed over several weeks was meticulous. What started as an informal, untailored, jocular suggestion slowly morphed into a genuine proposal worthy of serious consideration. Each of the girls offered suggestions as to where they might find a bank that would make the intricate planning and the not-inconsiderable risk involved worth the effort. Each of the girls contributed suggestions as to how exactly they would go about robbing a bank and getting away with it. Some ideas were rejected. Others were set aside for re-consideration at a later time. Only a very few, those offering genuine promise, were discussed in detail.

      It had to be a bank far away from where they lived, they decided. It had to hold cash reserves on the premises, perhaps in a strong room somewhere in the back. Those cash reserves had to be far in excess of that held at any one time in the cash drawers in the customer service area. The return for the effort and the risk had to be sufficient to keep all three women in a state of lifelong financial security. They further decided that figure had to be at least a million dollars. Each.

      A little on-line research offered several options. By far the most enticing of these was the Commonwealth Bank branch in Alice Springs in the Northern Territory. The most suitable time to rob the bank, they decided, had to be over the long Queen’s Birthday weekend in June. On that weekend, the Finke River Desert race was held and the population of the central Australian city almost doubled. The banks would be holding truckloads of cash. Amber was elected to lead their little group. The decision was unanimous.
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