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If I hadn’t ducked to pick up the piece of paper I would have
been decapitated by the high velocity bullet that shattered the
mirror behind me. As it was I got sprayed with razor shards that
left the side of my face feeling wet and numb.

My eyes focussed onto the envelope lying near my face. The
childish scrawl spelled out in red crayon just one word.
DUCK!

I heard running footsteps and shouts. In the distance a cars
siren approached.

I gingerly crawled through the shattered glass to the corner
of the room and peered towards the open window. Somewhere out there
someone had tried to kill me and maybe was hanging around for a
second shot.

The envelope that had saved my life was still on the floor. On
an impulse I crouched and picked it up. I turned out the light and
groped my way out into the pitch black corridor. I heard voices and
someone was slowly climbing the stairs at the front. Whatever was
going on around here it was time to get out. Moving as fast and as
silently as possible I made my way down the fire exit and out into
the cold wet darkness of the night.

I walked quickly away from the tenement, pulling my thin coat
around me. It was freezing cold, the rain like liquid ice, the wind
stinging the cuts on my face.

I couldn’t comprehend what had just happened, how that
scrawled message had saved my life and why someone would be
shooting at me? The whole thing was impossible to
understand.






~~~






This morning I had got up late, rushed through a shower and
half a cup of coffee and got to the bus station just in time to
miss it. Every Monday was the same and I rang in to give my excuses
as usual.

Frank answered the phone “Hi John – so what’s the problem this
time?”

“There’s some kind of accident on the South East freeway. It’s
stuffed up the bus lane and everything’s running late. I’ll be in
about 10” I lied.

“No problems – I heard about that on the radio. This weather
is causing havoc everywhere, so I don’t expect you until 11 or 12.
See you later”.

Amazing! Looks like the gods were on my side today, I thought.
After a weekend of overtime working I needed a break. The failures
with the project were frustrating; I was beginning to think
something was fundamentally wrong with the science.

With this unexpected free time on my hands I decided to go and
have a decent breakfast somewhere. The weather had gone crazy.
Yesterday it was 28 degrees and sunny and today it was 19 and cold
and dark. A small café across the road looked inviting and had a
breakfast special on so I entered. It was cosy inside with a few
people tucking into a late breakfast and reading
newspapers.

The coffee smelled good and I sat at an empty table. The
waitress approached, offering the menu. I ordered the Special with
extra toast and a long black. The headline on the paper caught my
eye –“Henry Madden Missing” filled most of the page. I grabbed a
spare copy from the rack and read the article.

The Billionaire had disappeared without a trace, his limo
found abandoned in a country lane. There was no sign of a struggle
and no ransom note but foul play was suspected. The police forensic
team was combing the area for clues.

A picture showed a well fed man in his 60’s shaking someone’s
hand. He looked vaguely familiar.

The bulk of the article described how Madden had made his
fortune by an uncanny knack for picking winning technology stocks
whilst they were still 1 cent start-ups. He was a philanthropist
noted for making large donations to biomedical research. I recalled
there had been some kind of scandal a few years ago, but then my
Big Breakfast arrived and I got down to serious
business.

Relaxing over the coffee I picked up the paper again. On page
two it continued with the headline story. Turns out the scandal had
been about a missing air hostess last seen arguing with Madden at
one of the night clubs down town a couple of years previously. She
was never found and the story had gone away.

Further down the page I noticed someone had circled a small
advert with a red crayon.



It said “John Banks CALL ME on 0135 362 431.
Alice”.

My heart missed a beat and I nearly spilt my coffee. Was this
addressed to me - how many John Banks were there?

I didn’t recognise the number or the name.

Why was the “CALL ME” in capitals?

Who had circled the ad - Someone in the café had been
interested in this. I looked around the room. A woman glanced in my
direction and then back to her food. No one else was paying me any
attention. The woman gave me a funny look so I looked a
way.

The only Alice I had known was years ago in college. She was a
classy hard worker who never gave me a second glance. I was a
player and she was strictly there to study so we never moved in the
same circles. I couldn’t even remember her last name.

I figured the advert was just a strange coincidence and looked
at my watch. It was past 10am and time I was getting to work. I
pocketed the paper for something to read on the commute and paid
the bill.

Outside it was pouring with rain and getting colder. The
traffic was bumper to bumper and not going anywhere. At the station
there was a big sign saying that the freeway was still blocked and
very long delays were to be expected. I called work and told Frank
that things were looking bad about getting there. He knew all about
it. It seems there had been a really big smash between a semi and
several cars and all the lanes were still closed.

“Ok, just take the day off. We’ll put it down as a sick day”
He said.

“I’ll be in tomorrow on time” I promised, relieved that I
wouldn’t be docked any money.

Things were not turning out too bad. Mondays were never my
favourite days and now I could take it easy without having a bad
conscience.

The weather was really something. The temperature seemed to
have dropped even lower and the wind had picked up. I needed to
find somewhere warm to spend time. My apartment was too cold and
miserable so I headed for the Mall, maybe there was a movie worth
watching.

It was warm, bright and packed with people getting out of the
rain. I shook the water from my hat and undid my coat.

There was a Jackie Chan movie starting at 3.30 so I had 5
hours to kill.

I walked through the Mall, window shopping and watching girls,
killing time.

Starbucks smelled good. I ordered a cappuccino and pulled out
the paper I had picked up at the café.

“John Banks CALL ME on 0135 362 431. Alice”. Why would Alice
want me to call her after 6 years?

On impulse I dialled the number. It rang once and then picked
up.

“Hello John.” It was a husky female voice I didn’t
recognise.

“I’m sorry, my name is John Banks, but who are you? “ I said
hesitantly.

“It’s Alice Danes – we were at college together – don’t you
remember?”

“Hi Alice – yes I think I remember you, but we weren’t exactly
close friends. Why do you need to speak to me so
urgently?”

There was a long pause.

“Alice?”

“John – I” Her voice was a whisper “- It’s very important that
I meet you today, tonight at 7” she said.

Why would this person I hardly knew want to meet me - and why
put an advert in a newspaper that I had never read
before?

“What is this all about? I’m sorry but I have made plans for
tonight” I lied.

Her voice was low and hard to hear “John, this is very
important for you. If you don’t meet me tonight you will regret it
for the rest of your life. Come to room 17, 37 Westlake apartments,
at 7pm. Ask yourself – who circled the advertisement in the
newspaper?”

The line clicked dead.

My head was spinning. Who did circle the ad in the paper? If
she had been in the café, why not just meet there? How did anyone
know I would be in that cafe and pick up that newspaper?

I looked around. People were milling everywhere. I didn’t see
anyone watching me, but who could tell.

The Jackie Chan movie was a waste of time; I couldn’t
concentrate on the action. The darkened theatre felt oppressive and
smelled damp. I was glad to get back into the acid lights of the
mall.

It was 5.45. I ate a burger and fries and drank scalding
coffee from a Styrofoam cup at a table in the food mall.
Nice.

Westlake apartments were a 20 minute walk away but this wasn’t
a day for walking. It was too early so I lit a smoke outside the
Mall entrance. The ground was littered with cigarette stubs and
fast food wrappers. The cold rain beat down and rivulets ran
through the garbage.

At 6.30 I grabbed a cab and headed for my appointment. The
traffic was still bumper to bumper but the Black and White managed
to edge forward, the wipers thumping away torrential
rain.

I paid the cabby and ran into the entrance of a dilapidated
building. I checked the street number; number 37 was hardly the
kind of place I would have associated with Alice Danes.

The foyer was dark and deserted; a feeble neon the only source
of light. It was close to 7pm and the lift didn’t appear to be
working so I took the stairs.

The first floor corridor was dark, with only a gleam of light
coming from under one or two doors along its length. The door
nearest the fire exit was marked “17”.

I knocked but there was no answer. There was no gleam of light
on the linoleum floor. No one appeared to be at home. I turned the
handle and the door was unlocked. It was dark.

“Hello?”

There was no reply. Where was Alice?

I found the light switch and turned it on. The room was small
and dingy with space for a single bed, a small table and not much
else. I caught sight of a movement and, startled, turned to see my
own reflection in a mirror. I smiled at myself
ruthfully.

It was cold, the window was open and the curtains were
billowing in the wind. I walked forward to close it and something
on the floor caught my eye. It looked like a letter, maybe a note
for me blown onto the floor by the draft.

I stooped down to pick it up – and the world exploded around
me…
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I walked swiftly down the alleyway and out into the brightly
lit street. Dodging through the snarled traffic I slipped into a
dark shop front and looked back and waited. No one seemed to be
following me.

What the hell was going on? I felt like I was stuck in a cheap
pulp fiction thriller. Reaching for a cigarette I felt the envelope
in my pocket. That single red word sent a shiver down my spine.
DUCK!

There was something inside the envelope. I tore it open and
pulled out a faded newspaper clip. It was dated from 20 years ago,
a story about Henry Madden when his incredible stock market skills
first began being noticed.

This clip was for me. Someone wanted me to know that Madden
was somehow involved with whatever was going on. But he was
supposed to have been kidnapped!

The article said that he had just bought a 5 million dollar
mansion up in Parkville, a lot of money in those days. It gave the
address.

It was looking like Alice had set me up for a hit and this
Madden guy was the only clue as to why. Whoever had left me the
envelope wanted me to check out the house; ok, but first I wanted
to go home and clean up my face. And get a gun.
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