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Chapter One
Curious how our lives can take on the shadings of a fairy tale, the line between reality and fantasy becoming fuzzy. 
New Year’s Eve morning, fourteen hours to a fresh start. I parked my Jeep at the far end of the mall lot and speed walked toward Macy's for a quick stop at the Lancôme counter to get my favorite wrinkle-poofer. The gentle Miami winter sun kissed my face. 

A striped cat crossed in front of me, stopped and grinned. A full set of human teeth. I closed my eyes and shook my head. When I opened them, he was gone.

I heard the low idle of a car driving slowly behind me and looked over my shoulder. A dark limo with a tinted windshield was following me. Instinct kicked in and I broke into a trot. The limo moved forward. I had reason for concern. Two women had been murdered in separate incidents in that very parking lot the past year. 

Halfway to Macy’s and still not sure if I was being followed; I zipped through the line of cars, stepped over the grass median, into the next lane, and ran.
The limo looped around. I fumbled in the side pocket of my bag and freed my cell phone, punching in 9 and 1. The phone slipped from my sweaty hand, hit my shoe and slid under an SUV. Screw it. Leaping over the bushy islands that stood between me and safety, I fell flat on my face, hitting my cheek against the turf. I pulled a clump of my red-blond hair away from my eyes.
“Ms. Harte.”
I looked up at a man’s face in the window of the limo. He had a droopy, walrus-like mustache.
“Ms. Harte, we'd like to talk to you.”
“Call my office.” I threw him a pissy look as I scrambled to stand.
“It's about Leslie Archer.”
“Who?” I played dumb.

Before I could run again, two men stepped out of the car and grabbed me. Twins, Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee dressed in dark clothes; both had noses that twisted to the right beneath scarred brows. They lifted me into the car by my elbows.
So this is how it ends. I flashed on the headlines – Alice Harte, Miami Real Estate Broker, 42 and Three-Quarters, Found Murdered at Biscayne Mall. 
A stocky guy sat shotgun. He had slicked back hair, a hard-set jaw, bull-neck and sunglasses perched on large ears. One Tweedle took the driver’s seat and the other sat directly across from me in the rear-facing back seat. Next to me was the man with the walrus mustache, a portly guy with prominent front teeth, a derby and pince-nez glasses. He said, “Ms. Harte, I’m an attorney. My name is Walter Lewis. I represent Marc Hare.”

My heart rolled over. I knew the Hare name.

“We’re going after your employer, Leslie Archer, for fraud and racketeering, civil RICO. You’ll be testifying against him.”

 “Look, whoever you are, I know nothing about Leslie Archer’s business. I just work for him. I've been trying to quit. He won't let me go. I'm no good to you.”
“Exactly why you are good to us – you're part of his inner circle. We want everything you can dig up on him. You will take the stand against Archer.” He poked his fat finger in my face. 

I reached up and smacked his hand, hard. The backseat Tweedle grabbed my wrist and bent it. I yelped in pain.

The thick-necked man in the front passenger seat looked at me through his sunglasses. “Enough bullshit. You know the name Jug Hare?”
Jug Hare had been a small time contractor with a wife and five kids. He was found beheaded days after he filed suit against Leslie Archer.

“Jug was my baby brother. I’m Marc Hare. I’m sure you’re afraid of Archer, but he’s the least of your worries.”

Leslie Archer scared me in many ways. But who was Sunglasses? Why should I be afraid of him? He talked lawsuit, but he looked and acted like a thug. I’d met his kind before. I narrowed my eyes and said, I’m not going into court again, not for you, not for anyone. 
I felt like I had stepped into a gangster film. All I wanted was face cream, now I'm some sort of witness against Leslie for a guy who acts like he might be even more dangerous.
My gut churned. “Leslie has won every lawsuit thrown at him. What happens when you run out of money and can’t keep your suit? Where does that leave me? He’ll kill me.”

Sunglasses answered not trying to conceal his venom, “I’m taking the bastard down, one way or the other. And if you had a hand in my brother's death, you’re going with him.”
My gut churned harder. For months I'd feared being accused of participating in Leslie's slimy and possibly illegal shenanigans. I looked at Marc Hare. Leslie was dead meat and I might be the side dish.
“You’re testifying,” Sunglasses said in a bone-chilling hiss.
I wanted out of that car. “When is this going to happen? I need to get away from him before it does.”

“You don't get it,” Walrus Mustache said. “You're going to continue working for Archer and keep your eyes open until your deposition.” 

My stomach was like a washer on spin cycle. “Deposition?”

“It’s a proceeding where my partner and I and Archer’s attorneys question you about your testimony. 

I wanted to barf on his shoes. Suddenly wrinkle-poofer was the least important thing on my list of things to do. 
Sunglasses said, “You won't be hearing from us but we’ll be hearing from you. And find out everything you can about a company called Red Queen, Ltd.”
A thorn lodged in my throat. “You want me to spy for you?”
Sunglasses’ mouth curled up in the corners, but it was far from a smile. “It would be to your advantage to play ball with us. If you don't...” he slid his finger across his throat. “Get out.”
I stepped from the black car onto the surface of a marshmallow. My legs buckled. I leaned on the nearest vehicle and set off its alarm. 

 “You’ll need this.” One of the Tweedles handed me my cell phone. I took it with shaky hands.

Going to the office was out of the question. No one would miss me on New Year’s Eve day. I drove back to my house in Westminster Lakes, a gated community just outside Miami. 

My garage door came down with a reassuring thud. It would be easier to think clearly within my own walls. And I had a lot to think about - Sunglasses, Leslie… and what the hell was RICO?
I walked into the kitchen, threw my bag on the counter and grabbed a bottled water from the fridge. My cat Gem and I share a large contemporary Florida house on a tiny pristine lake. It’s an island of security in a crazy world.
What did I know about RICO? In the back of my mind sat the slippery eel of a thought I had heard that word attached to Leslie before today. I work for Leslie Archer, the worst human being on the face of the earth. He develops upscale resorts; I brokered the luxury apartment buildings that sit on the land he owns, mostly to pension funds and investment groups. In his fifty-three years, Leslie has managed to insinuate himself into the top slot on some impressive enemy lists.
At my computer, I typed RICO in the search bar and like a slot machine, the tumblers spun. Up came a definition that fit Leslie like his spray-on tan: Racketeering. If Hare won under civil RICO, he would be able to get all Leslie's money, homes, and jets. Leslie was all about possessions. This was going to get ugly. 
I was mouse-trapped. Leslie wouldn't let me out of my employment agreement with Archer Resorts. And now I was supposed to be an undercover snoop for some thug.  
Chapter Two
For many years I had promised myself I would find a way to live in England. It was the perfect time to split. I called my best friend Ron, a good looking guy with two great shoulders for my slender body to lean on. “I need to talk.” 
A multi-talented guy with polished street-smarts, Ron Watson came close to getting his law degree from Tulane, but dropped out and traveled the world. Professionally single with a taste for Rubenesque women, Ron brokered and built apartment communities. After teaming up for the sale of the Dormouse Arms Apartments we became close friends and confidants. Though we talked every day by phone or in person, neither of us was willing to give up our friendship to try for a romance. 
As I drove to Ron’s office, the road appeared to change and drift. My hands grew tiny and I couldn't control the steering wheel. When I pulled into a parking space, I misjudged the length of my car and bounced against the curb. I hate when that happens and it was happening more often.
Since my divorce court days my personal growth was non-existent and my life was out of control with day dreams and nightmares colliding. The stress generated by Leslie was pushing me over the edge.

Ron had a one-man, one-secretary office due to a recent downturn in his finances. The furniture was rich and bulky with original oil paintings on the walls and oriental carpets on the hardwood floors. He was alone when I got there.
“Gimme a hug. I need it,” I said.
He gave me a buddy-hug with three pats on the back. I returned the thumps. 

We shared a seat on his leather sofa. He opened a bottle of Johnny Walker Blue and poured us each a double shot in crystal cocktail glasses. I shook my head to clear the little stabby pains that threatened to poke my brains out. 

He stretched his long legs, his wing-tips touching the end of the coffee table. Head back, he studied the ceiling. “Do you think Archer did it… had Jug Hare beheaded?”

 “There’s more. This Sunglasses dude wants me to dig up dirt on an Archer company – Red Queen, Ltd. I think I might be the registered agent for Red Queen. When I first started working for Leslie he had me sign to be director of an off-the-shelf company he formed in the Bahamas. He did a lot of that back then.”

Ron focused his dark eyes on me. 
I looked away. “I tried to forget. I was embarrassed. It was dumb. I believed him when he told me it was routine. I have no idea what Leslie has done with that company. If he used it to destroy Jug Hare, then I’m as good as dead. Marc Hare is not going to be satisfied with Leslie’s assets. After he takes the toys, he’s gonna kill Leslie and maybe me too. That's why I’m going to leave Archer Resorts... ASAP. I firmly believe in running when the time is right.” 

“It might be your imagination that’s running… amok.”
 “You had to see these guys. The lawyer looked like the Walrus in Alice in Wonderland.  And the two thugs looked just like Tweedle Dum and Tweedle Dee.”

“The stress is getting to you. It’s not normal to meet fairytale characters, not at your age. Lay off the pills.”
“No. They were the Tweedles. He’s the Walrus. And I keep seeing the Cheshire Cat.”

He shook his head. “So you’re going to run away.”

I wished I smoked. I reached in my purse and popped a Xanax. “The first time I ran away from home I was only three years old. I had enough of my mother. I packed up my doll's suitcase and marched down four flights of apartment stairs, dragging the suitcase behind me and hitting every stair with a thump-bump. I knew my mother was following, I could hear her creak. When I stepped into the gutter to cross the city street, I was lifted airborne by my hair and carried home.

“After my mother beat the punk out of me, I curled up in the hall closet with my White Rabbit doll. I shut my eyes real tight and wished and wished with all my might that my White Rabbit would take me to Wonderland for keeps. My mother yanked the closet door open and pulled my bunny from me. She put him on the highest shelf. The next day I tried to get him. I stacked boxes on a chair and climbed up to that shelf, but... he was gone.” I closed my eyes to hold my tears back. “He’ll come back to me someday.”

“And what’ll you do when he returns?”

I was starting to feel the scotch. “He’ll be from England if he’s a real white rabbit. I cling to the dream of starring in my own British romance, sharing scones and clotted cream with someone who says outrageous Oscar Wilde things. He’ll be like John Cleese and make me laugh until my sides ache. I’ll go to bed giggling and wake up with Cleese, naked, at my pillow serving me coffee.”  

“Now I understand why you give those White Rabbit dolls to the Children’s Shelter.”
“I feel like the Rabbits are a tiny piece of hope for those abused kids. Let’s not talk about it.”

Ron put his arm around my shoulders. “So until your personal White Rabbit returns…”

“I feel like I’m in the wrong kind of Wonderland – the Blunderland version. I need to start documenting all this insanity, maybe start keeping a journal or a diary to protect myself.”

“There is no such place as Wonderland.”

Irritated, I deflected his remark. “How’s your bankruptcy doing?”

“I’m working it out with my creditors according to Chapter 11. I can’t help but be mad at myself for getting involved with that Crete-It product. My building looks like a giant piece of Swiss cheese on the 17th green. Every golf ball that goes astray leaves a round pock mark in the yellow fake stucco.”
“Logic says the Crete-It company would have settled with you. They sold you defective construction materials.”
“Instead they folded the company and reincorporated under a new name. There’s no one to sue. I’m left with sixty condos I can’t sell because they look like they’ve been under mortar fire. The things that seem like slam-dunks are the things that most often do you in.” 

He put down his glass, took my elbow and nudged me out off the sofa. “New Year’s Eve is amateur night. Get your butt home before the drunks hit the road. And forget about the diary.  It’s a stupid idea. What you write down can only come back to haunt you in the end.”
“You got a date?” I asked, feeling a teeny bit jealous.

A cloudy look crossed his face. “Nothing special.”

We clinked glasses and did the pal hug thing. Then I hit the road, making a quick stop at Barnes & Noble against Ron’s advice. In an effort to avoid any more thugs in parking lots, I parked at the curb with my emergency flashers blinking.

        In the dim glow at the back of the stationery section I found a solitary diary just waiting for me. It was a thick daily journal with quotes from Alice in Wonderland on each page.  It was perfect.
 The Diary 
     ~ Friday January 1
In another moment, down went Alice after it, 
never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.

If my body is found without my head, Leslie Archer did it. With it… Sunglasses.
~ Monday January 4

The rabbit hole went straight on like a tunnel for some way, 
and then dipped slowly down...

11:00 p.m.    I’d been pouring myself into my work at Archer Resorts for almost a year and the door hinges were beginning to talk to me. I’d earned the right to reclaim my life. The time was ripe for an adventure. 
It was easy to accept the fantasy contained in my home computer. I watched as England came to me with the click of a few keys. It was now or never. I became “AliceUSA” and slid down the rabbit hole.
Drastic steps were necessary to escape and find enchantment in England, a dream I had been training for all my life. A romantic in love with all things British, every fairy tale I carried in my heart ended happily ever after in England. 
I would rent a cottage in the Cotswolds, one of the prettiest places in the world, the countryside just west of London, a land of thatched cottages and villages with names like Chipping Camden and Bourton-on-the-Water. It would be a tiny two bedroom retreat, just large enough for visits from my daughter Dana and grandbaby Lily. We would spend glorious days feeding ducks and walking the countryside. The girls would come to love England and maybe settle there with me.
Holiday Home Exchange looked like a great place to start. I scrolled through roadside cottages and gardens, through houses on knolls and next to knolls. Pink flamingos walked the lawns of a house in Bourton-on-the Water, a perfect Alice in Wonderland scene. I would be quite happy. I could forget about Leslie and Sunglasses. Perhaps I would take up painting and sell my landscapes to tourists.

I typed in the request box, “American Alice seeks long term rental in Cotswolds area.” Advertisements danced along the right hand of the page. A pop-up ad appeared for European Dating. Hmmm. What harm could there be? One click and I was on the site. I scrolled down to the United Kingdom and focused on London. As long as I was going to live in England, I should have a British guy friend.
Listed were men wanting women, vice versa, and same sex shoppers. I clicked on gents who were looking for ladies.
Daniel showed up first. His profile was laced with four letter words. His language was coarse and his spelling was gruesome. I imagined him costumed in a trench coat and sucking on a stinking cigar with brown teeth and fierce eyes. 
Graham came up next. An aerospace engineer who traveled the continent, Graham sounded interesting. He listed times when he was available for chat rooms, always day times. I figured Graham was married and playing while at work. I skipped over his profile, slightly saddened for his wife. 
I read a few more profiles, inserting hunches between the lines. Then growing tired of married men pretending to be single, I posted a message on the dating board proclaiming myself to be in the market for a move to England:
 American Business Woman, age 42 and three quarters, considering long term stay in English countryside. Looking for a house exchange and would also enjoy the company of a cultured, kind Brit with a good sense of humor. John Cleese clone preferred.
I smiled at my handiwork, logged off the computer, and crawled into bed, offering a
whispered prayer that Leslie and Sunglasses would disappear from my life.
~ Tuesday January 5

She was looking about for some way to escape, 
and wondering whether she could get away without being seen.

4:00 a.m.   I dreamed I was facing a faceless emailer. He was strong of shoulder. In his crisp British voice he pronounced me to be far cleverer and so much more than he ever dared to imagine. He handed me into his ancient Bentley and we rumbled down a lane framed with cottages and pink blossoms. Wooly sheep scurried away from our car. Smiling British ladies in tweed skirts and sensible walking shoes waved us on. I woke up thinking I had dreamed of heaven.

It was far too early to start the day. I tottered over to the computer and hit a key. I had mail. I clicked and there he was. 
From: Nchanning
To: Alice USA
“Hi. Just a quick note to say hello. I noticed you are looking for a retreat in England.
I’ve just returned from a rather rain soaked trip to Holland and am ploughing through 
the back log of mail. I will send you a proper letter over the weekend. You sound like a 
most interesting person and I am sure we will have some fun together. 

Must dash.
Best regards,
Nigel
Nigel sounded so perfectly British. I responded to his email without disclosing anything a stalker might use.
10:00 a.m.   “Good morning, Salli,” I said as I breezed past the administrative assistant’s desk. I was wearing white St. John slacks, a black V-neck top and attitude.
“Good morning,” Salli said without looking up from her keyboard. Her thick blond hair flopped over her shoulder blocking my view of her face.

“Where is he?” I asked glancing at Leslie’s closed door.
“In court. Maris has been asking for you.”
“Make my day...” I said under my breath.
Maris Archer, the former Mary Christine, the belle of Brooklyn Heights, firing off insults like a drive-by shooting. Her mouth was in gear long before her mind woke up. She dropped out of high school and ran away from home at sixteen. She waited tables in Manhattan, hoping to catch a rich husband. All she picked up was a great collection of one-liners and a bad case of the clap. A slave to fashion, Maris devoured Glamour and Vogue, pilfering the worn copies from doctors’ offices she visited, forever in search of the perfect weight-loss plan. She survived on white wine and Metamucil biscuits.
Leslie’s wife had developed a sick dependency on me. Fear of being alone drove Maris to cling like Saran Wrap to anyone who showed her any kindness.
I settled in my office, comfortable in my swivel chair, and pushed the Archers out of my thoughts. In the center of my desk, sat my favorite picture; it was a snapshot of my daughter Dana, taken ten years earlier. In the photo, twelve year old Dana stood on the boat dock of a house on a lake outside of Atlanta. Her dark brown hair was blowing in the breeze, her chocolate eyes shining. We had rented the house for a long, sweet summer of mother-daughter play. 
I’d done everything I could to give my daughter a childhood, to protect her. I didn’t do a perfect job, but not bad.
I was never a child. My father was a war hero, my mother was a war and I was a casualty. There are some things that shouldn’t happen to a kid.
Every time I look at the picture of my child, I smile. Chronologically Dana was my daughter but emotionally she was the kind of mother I never had.
When I married Patrick I was just a kid. I flipped a coin and it came up heads. We lasted ten years. Then the attorneys stepped in erasing my life in a few short months and burying me in lawyer bills.
That was my first experience with our legal system. My second one took a greater financial toll.

For eight happy years before I met Steve the Sleaze, I had deftly avoided remarriage, refusing proposals after my first marriage ended. Steve was slick. He force-fed me his sad story and appealed to my need to nurture. Within a few weeks of our meeting, we were in front of a minister. That's when my migraines started.
Twenty-one days after our wedding, Steve’s name was on the deed to my house. His extra-marital sex life soon surfaced. Two years in court and I was granted my divorce… but only after the judge and lawyers had stabbed nasty holes in my happy world. Steve was awarded half my pre-marital assets and monthly payments until he got on a job. I came away with migraines, palpitations and a dependence on little pink pills. It had been five years and I was just starting to get back on my financial feet. I learned to hate the legal system. 
“Nuts.” Maris banged into the door and leaned over my desk, her skinny frame bent in two like a croquet hoop.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“I wanted to show you this photograph.”

 I was about to bite her head off, but thought better of it. I had more to gain by humoring her. I was the ever-available audience for Maris Archer’s search for validation. Left alone, Leslie’s wife would probably disappear in an overdose of laxatives, folding in on herself like a black hole.
“Now look at this, what do you think?” She held a candid photo of Leslie on his yacht. 
Maris was obsessed with capturing the “real” Leslie with her digital camera. She hoped one day to write a book about him.

The picture was nicely set up. Maris did have an eye for structure. Leslie stood at the bow of his ship, head slightly turned, gray hair blowing in the wind. He wore baggy swim trunks on his bony frame. His legs bowed out causing his knees to look at each other.
“Good shot,” I complimented her. “You know that Leslie is going to kill you when he finds out about your photography.”
“I don’t care. I’m going to sell the book to a big publisher and he’ll be happy in the end.”
“Did he give his permission for this book?”

“Well...” Stuck for an answer, she switched topics. “Can you come to dinner tonight? I think we’re going straight from the office to a steak house. Please...”
“Maris, you’re whining again.” My voice was a bit shakier than I would have liked. “I do not feel like sharing a meal with you guys right now. I have a news flash; I'm resigning from Archer Resorts, effective as soon as I can wind up my business.”
Maris unfolded and slouched to the door. She reminded me of an exotic bottle of poison, with her small head, narrow chest and wide, wide bottom. Her expensive clothes hid a multitude of problems. Marrying Leslie was the best thing Maris ever did for her figure.
“I’ll tell Leslie,” she said.
“Do that.” 

“You can at least go to lunch with me,” she said. She blocked the doorway, “I’ll buy.”
Nice and friendly, I reminded myself. “Maybe.”
12:30 p.m.  Maris and I walked into the seafood restaurant across from the Archer Building. I had the time for lunch since all my clients had gone dormant on me. We were in one of those slow market cycles, not a single pension fund was looking to buy apartments.
Maris was pleased I had come along. She would rather eat dog biscuits than eat alone. Maris made Maris edgy. 
She stepped to the front of the line and assaulted the hostess, a woman-child of nineteen. “I want a table. NOW. I’m in a rush.”
“There are others ahead of you. It will be just a minute.” The hostess was controlled politeness while she looked down at her reservation chart.
“I said NOW,” Maris demanded. “I’m good friends with George Smithers. I have no trouble speaking to him about your attitude.” Her nostrils were flaring. I wished she could see herself in a looking glass.
Bemused, the young woman asked, “Who is George Smithers?”
“He owns the friggin’ place.” Maris’ voice rose. She needed her wine.
“Maris, have you forgotten what it’s like to work for a living?  I know how raw your nerves are. It’s not easy to feign an inability to type, hour after hour, day after day, especially when the office is busy and we could use your secretarial skills, Mary Christine.” I was trying my mightiest to be friendly; it just wasn’t working too well.
I stepped aside and pretended to watch some lobsters clamber over each other while Maris continued to abuse the help. There was not much I could do. Maris was a lonely, frightened animal. Leslie had proven to be an empty shell – not much for her to cling to there. 
The hostess, who had already gained my respect, wisely escorted us off to the side, away from the ears of standing customers. I flashed her a look of understanding. She promised a table and scampered off.
“Maris, what’s with you? That was embarrassing.”
“What’s with you?” she asked. “You didn’t have to throw the secretary bit at me. And don’t you dare ever say that name again.”
“What? Mary Christine?” 
She glared at me.
“Maris, I feel for you. I really do. You’re afraid to be with Leslie, and you're afraid to leave him alone because you don’t trust him. You’re afraid to act civil to people because you think Leslie will take it as a sign of weakness.” I was on a roll and couldn’t shut up. “You’re just frightened. You built yourself one fine mess that you can’t get out of.” I wasn’t sure to whom I was directing my lecture.
She waited till we were seated, and then spoke. “Look, Leslie is worth a ga-zillion dollars. The stakes are high. I didn’t hang in there through his divorce for nothing. I might have been a secretary once, but that’s not fitting for the wife of Leslie Archer. So I’m not doing it. And why should I be nice to people who are serving me? How does that make any sense?”
She looked around, stretching her long neck like a cormorant in swamp. “Speaking of not being ourselves, what’s going on with you? Leslie said you tried to quit twice last week. Why do you want to leave us?” She fixed her heavily made-up eyes on me. “Aren’t you happy?”
“Just drop it.”
“Do you really expect Leslie to let you go?” 

The waitress arrived.
“I’ll have an iced tea,” I said with a pleasant smile.
“I’ll have your driest white wine.” 

Maris drummed the table with her fingers, her French-manicured nails tapping. “Why are you avoiding my questions?”
“What are you talking about?” 
 “I was thinking, you know, if you could meet a man with money, wouldn’t it be nice? Then we could do more things together.”
“I’m not interested in money. If money brought happiness, you wouldn’t be so bloody miserable. It would have been the answer you were looking for when you trapped Leslie.”
 “I’m just trying to find a way to keep everybody happy. You’re asking for a lot of trouble if you try to leave Leslie. He’ll sue you silly.”  
“Sue me? He’s the one who’s standing on slippery sand.” 
Maris shrugged her skinny shoulders. “He can do much worse than drag you into court.”
She looked right and left as if someone might be listening. “Can I tell you something? I know you can keep a secret and I need to tell someone.” 
“You tell me too many secrets. Why don’t you just keep this one?”
“Fine, but I need some advice.”
Her tears started flowing and her nose started dripping. She dabbed at her face with her cloth napkin creating pinky-red smears that she folded out of sight.
“I’m going to tell you anyway.” She leaned forward and whispered, “Leslie’s seeing a shrink. He has CDR – Control Domination Response”
 “You mean he’s a control freak.” 
“And you’re destroying my sex life.” 
“I beg your pardon.”
“Last night I was in a horny mood and all Leslie wanted to do was play back the tape of his latest conversation with you. The only thing he’s interested in is you.” 
Leslie had taken to recording all his conversations. It was part of his obsession. He carried a hi-tech pocket recorder and clicked it on, frequently. I knew every word I said to him was preserved for his listening enjoyment. He was nuts and Maris was a dimwit, of that I was positive.
“What’s wrong with him?” 
“What’s wrong with YOU?” she shot back. “Why do you want to leave us? I need you.”
I shivered. 
3:30 p.m.  I knocked on Leslie’s open office door and walked in. He studied every step I took. Avoiding his short-legged guest chairs, I stood over his desk and looked down. He was into playing all sorts of psychological tricks.
“Leslie, here’s my resignation in writing.” I handed him a one page letter. “I don’t have to tell you why I leaving. There’s way too much going on here that I didn’t sign on for.”
He took the paper and laid it on his desk, then got up quietly and walked across the room.  Archer had a spineless way of walking – like a chameleon on a greasy floor. He kept his thinning grey hair in a small pony tail at the base of his skull. His huge colorless eyes enhanced the reptile affect.
“They’re getting better at eating each other.” He spoke softly as he plucked an orange striped fish from the wall-to-wall tank in his office. He stroked its head. The fish gasped, fighting for breath.
Having spent the previous year trying to get out of Leslie's grip, I felt for the little creature. It was always a death dance with Archer – an uber-control freak.
“Put that poor thing back in the tank, you melodramatic putz. You’ve made your point. But I’m still out of here. And I want all the commissions you owe me.”

My heart raced and my neck throbbed. I managed to execute a neat spin on my tan suede pumps. I headed for the door, flipping my hair in an effort at attitude. After being grabbed by Sunglasses and catapulted into heaven-knows-what, all I could see was the red “EXIT” sign.
I heard a tiny plunk in the background. The exotic fish had escaped his grasp, but I had not. 
“This is the third time in less than a week you've pulled your resigning stunt. You try quitting again and I’ll sue you so fast your head will fall off.” Leslie yell-whispered. “No one dares leave me unless I say they can. You can’t break your contract with me and live to talk about it. I own you.”

He pointed to his wall of trophies – photos of lawsuit victims he had screwed, sued, and tattooed with judgments against them. He could underwrite a small nation with the court-ordered payments he collected from litigation-losers each month. He smirked. His expression hung loose on his face just like his expensive clothes sagged on his skeletal frame. 
“I've learned a lot about you, Leslie. All of it bad. It’s time for me to move on.”
“I’ll get my lawyers on you,” he yelled.
“Go ahead. Nothing I can’t handle. I’m going to take the next few weeks to wind down my clients; you get ready to pay me what you owe me and sue me.”
I marched past the offices of Archer Resorts, where every person sat exposed in a glass cubicle. “It’s a giant fishbowl. Leslie can reach in and grab one of us at any moment,” I muttered as I put my hand in the pocket of my pale green suit jacket and pulled out a tiny pink pill. I bit off half and tucked the remains back in my pocket for later. 
I was trapped and cracking. I lost my social life once I started working for Leslie. I was expected to attend all Archer parties like some sort of lure. If I tried to beg off, Leslie held up my monthly draws against commissions. I couldn't quit and I wouldn't get paid unless I cooperated with him. 

Leslie Archer was all about power, the litigious kind, and the violent kind when necessary. And litigation was the one thing I feared, not to mention beheading. Leslie’s threats echoed after me. I hit the corridor at a near run. The elevator doors closed behind me with a whoosh. 

The floors slipped past, I smiled at my reflection in the steel doors. Escape was near – all I had to do was keep my head.
  ~ Wednesday January 6

“Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas – only I don’t know exactly what they are! However, somebody killed something; that’s clear at any rate.”
9:45 a.m.   I sat in the glass conference room pretending I needed the space to spread out some aerial maps and apartment renderings. What I was really doing was spying on Leslie because I was afraid of Sunglasses. I could see the corner of Leslie’s office and his huge aquarium. If he had files and he didn’t want me to see them where would he keep them? I angled my seat so I could see the mirror in the foyer of his office. Maybe I could catch a glimpse of… He looked up and caught my eye in the reflection.
          Back to fussing with the oversized papers, I hated to confess to myself that I couldn’t figure it out at all. Was Leslie really a beheader or just a jet-set jerk?
          Within minutes Maris was on me like a flea. “Leslie wants to know what you’re up to.”

            “I’m up to trying to finish at least one sale before I leave here. It’s a new building concept. Nothing he would be interested in.” I pushed her aside. “Give me some space.” 

        She stomped her foot and left the room.

I could feel Archer watching me. A migraine inched its way up my neck. My arms suddenly felt way too short and my legs became shaky. What was that weird shrinking feeling? 
11:10 a.m.  “Dallas Little on line one,” Salli said.

Leslie used that five foot tall, pint-sized lawyer Dallas Little for the real dirty work. My heart thudded to a near stop. I sat at my desk, pushed aside a packing box, and pulled a notebook in front of me. 

“Ms. Harte, I’m an attorney and I represent Leslie Archer.”
“Yes?” I scribbled down his words exactly as he said them in case I remembered them wrong.
“I understand from Mr. Archer that you are thinking of breaking your employment

contract with Archer Resorts?”
“I am ending my contract prior to the termination date for good cause. Leslie knows all the reasons.” I heard my voice getting higher, my throat tightened. 
There was a smirk in Little's voice, “Ms. Harte, I suggest you reevaluate the situation. The terms and conditions of your contract do not permit you to cancel the contract. Only Mr. Archer can terminate an Archer contract and only he gets to chose how it ends.”
Fear and anger jammed my heart.
“It will be my pleasure to handle the suit against you.” 
I wished, at that moment, that I had taken acting classes. It was easy to tell I was scared. “Tell your client to go stuff himself.” I smashed the receiver for effect, grabbed up my things and stomped out of the office.
The walk to my car cooled me off. I threw my briefcase in the front seat with a quick glance in the back. I needed a fix – junk food.

1:30 p.m. How the devil was I going to get anything on Archer that would save me from Sunglasses? Sitting at the table in my Country French kitchen that looked like a cook might actually use it, I opened the white Steak N Shake bag and took out a double steak burger. I put a straw in the frothy pink milkshake and sucked. Soul-food.
8:30 p.m.  I clicked on the Internet. And there he was. I felt a tingle. A letter from Nigel Channing. He asked about my day and told me about his. He filled me in on his life to date, which he made sound exciting and lacking at the same time. Perhaps he was also looking for someone special?
Nigel said he graduated Cambridge and toured Europe and Africa with a bunch of friends. He and his wife Margaret divorced seven years ago. They have a son and a daughter who attend college in England.

He sounded quite normal. I started to imagine interacting with his children and how he might fit into my life. He said he dealt in brokering caviar, internationally. Nothing dangerous there, I thought. He said he was Captain of the ESSO Europe chess team, enjoyed tennis and was a good swimmer, but a hopeless dart player. He sounded both proud and modest, a great combination. He stood a fraction under six feet, weighed slightly less than thirteen stones, was a Taurus and had turned forty-five last May. 
He chatted on about his mother, “I have a widowed mother who appears to be getting romantically involved with a long time friend also recently widowed. I can’t help but notice the new clothes, change of hairdresser, and her recent tendency to giggle at his every remark. I hope they find peace and happiness together.” 

He offered to email me a photo and asked about my business and hobbies.

I printed out the email, thereby making it real. His name was magic on my tongue. Nchanning. I wrote across the bottom of the page in magic marker:  He Might Be The One; and carried the message with me reading and re-reading it, and wondering how the pieces would come together. 
A door was opening and I was starting to see a romantic escape in my future. I might be able to pull this caper off.  Deciding to play hard to get, I waited an hour to respond to his email.

9:05 p.m.         From: AliceUSA
To: NChanning
I enjoyed your letter. I like the fact that you are so open. I am too and it usually gets
 
me in a lot of hot water.

Tinkle. A box appeared on my computer screen, and words began to type themselves. 

Message Alice

There. That's better. 

I'm ever so much more comfortable this way.

Startled, I sat watching the words.

Message Alice

Are you there? It's me Nigel.

I guessed he wanted me to type in the little box.

Message Nigel  

How did you do that?  That little bell sound?

Message Alice

I'm just full of magic. Did you like it?

Instant messaging? I clicked.
Message Alice

No. Pixie dust. Much more personal.

Message Nigel

Well, this is neat. I’ve not used it before. I rarely use the internet personally and my clients are pretty old-fashioned. They still don’t trust the Internet. 

Message Alice

You make me chuckle. Tell me about yourself. What do you do for a living or are you part of the American idle rich?

Message Nigel

I broker investment grade properties. It can be very tense. To lighten up I do things that terrify me. I can’t swim and I am afraid of heights. So I play in white water and hot air balloons. That way I appreciate the business stress more. Make any sense???

I sipped my wine and waited while the faceless Brit typed his response. I could suddenly see how people got hooked on this IM stuff. It was like tennis only you flip written words back and forth. I wondered if I should be careful, perhaps Leslie or Sunglasses could read my IM’s. 
Nigel’s writing was pretty nifty. I imagined I had a kindred brain on the other end of the computer. He could turn a phrase and he did sound proper British. I threw out another line or two, testing.
Message Nigel

Other bits and pieces: I have red/blond hair cut in a longish bob and green eyes that are sort of almond shape. I am 118 lbs. and 5'6". I alternate between Borodin and the Beatles. I can’t do anything that takes coordination. And I live in Miami.

Message Alice

Curious. I have a villa in Coral Springs, north of Miami. Although I rarely visit it, I cannot bring myself to sell it. I wonder if fate had some reason for my holding onto the property. Perhaps we should be neighbors?  Regarding your love for hot air balloons, I’m sure you will never get me up in one of those. I do have a splendid hot air balloon tie. What do you love the most?

Oh... that seemed a forward question. I thought about how best to answer.



Message Nigel

I love England, especially the Cotswolds. I hope to return soon.
I nibbled on my lower lip, wondering if that might be too much, too soon.
Message Alice

Please consider sending me your phone numbers. It would be fun to chat.  
Good night sweet Alice
And with a sprinkle of pixie dust and a tinkle of bells, he was gone.
 ~ Thursday January 7
After a time she heard a little pattering of feet in the distance, and she hastily

dried her eyes to see what was coming. It was the White Rabbit returning.
4:30 p.m.  My daughter, Dana and I were in her car carrying a load of groceries back to her house. 
“I met someone on the Internet.” I let my sentence sit.
Dana rolled her eyes. “You?” she said, sounding incredulous and worried at the same time. 
Having tested the waters and finding them unsafe, I backed off. “I was just looking for a vacation home to trade. An exchange of residences... with someone in England... you know.” My words hung heavy in the air between the front seat and back. 
“You and England.” My daughter smiled. “My mother the anglophile. You never got over your first love, did you?”
I laughed. By the age of eleven, I was seriously, permanently smitten with Cary Grant, a result of too many hours spent watching old black and white movies when I should have been out enjoying the New Jersey smog. 

“Okay, tell me once more, who was Cary Grant?” Dana asked.
“Sweetie,” I said, “he was the Hugh Grant of your grandmother’s era.”
“Were they related?”

“Only by accent.”

 “The man was magic compared to the men I grew up with in New Jersey. I imagined listening to him speak to me in that classy way, I dreamed of gazing into his eyes as he quoted Oscar Wilde at his most ridiculous. The thought of Cary in a tuxedo during the day or a smoking robe at night would drive me into a –”
Dana cut me off. “You didn’t give out your real name, did you?”
“Uh… not exactly.” I looked at my granddaughter Lily snoozing in her car seat. At twenty-four months, she was too wise to get between us. 

“Mom, you’ve got to be careful. You’re way too trusting.”
“What’s the worst that could happen? If I get into trouble, I’ll find my way out. You know me.”
6:00 p.m.  Lily and I played magic ball, a game I created to make her giggle. I sent a ball ricocheting off the walls and ducked in mock panic. Lily doubled over with laughter that sounded like pixies at play. Grandparents are the keepers of silly. We have a license to be goofy. I was the custodian of quality silly-time. I didn’t want my granddaughter to remember me as a stressed out lady, but rather someone who laughed at life. And so we frequently put aside her Fisher Price bells and doodles and just got silly.
Dodging a soft pink and white rubber ball as it careened off the living room walls, Lily and I fell into fits of laughter. A little glob of rubber had us at its mercy. It became the Magic Ball – able to leap a tall credenza in a single bound. We yelped with delight, clutching our sides at my hammed-up klutziness. If a grown-up could act silly, then it was officially okay for a toddler to let go. Lily followed my antics with her own clowning. Low tech buckets of fun continued. I hoped I had created a place for Lily where she could go to in the future when perhaps the real world might be temporarily too much to handle.

10:30 p.m.  I laughed as I read Nigel’s silly email full of quirky British expressions. Again, he asked for my phone number. I promised to send my numbers soon and then signed off. Dogged by a creepy feeling I was being watched, I kept looking over my shoulder for Sunglasses and his boys. I should have felt safe in my own home. 
It was almost midnight when I finally settled down to sleep, thoughts of the RICO guys and Leslie eased out of my mind by a little pink pill. 
 ~ Friday January 8
Curiouser and curiouser

12:15 a.m.  When I slid into dreamland I felt the pull of an email. It was like a kiss on my cheek. I walked to the computer and clicked on the Internet. Nigel had sent me his photo. Hesitantly I hit the download. A picture had slowly taken shape on my computer screen. Well, he had a face and a body. That was good.
The picture couldn’t have been more out of focus if it were taken under ten feet of water, none of his features were discernible; just a blurry man in a red sweater. He was standing in a doorway raising a wine glass in a toast. Under-impressive.
I had to admit, this was NOT Cary Grant. The picture was too fuzzy to reveal much. If Dana were here, she’d say, “It’s out of focus for a reason.” She’s such a little cynic.
If I squinted my eyes just right, I could make Nigel looked a little like John Cleese. I have always been an unreliable witness to my own life. 
Slipping between the sheets, I fell asleep with thoughts of England happily squeezing out visions of Leslie and Sunglasses.
1:10 a.m.  The sound of bagpipe music told me I had a call on my cell phone. My heart raced. It could only be an emergency with Dana. I fumbled for the phone without looking at the caller ID.
“Why didn’t ‘cha call me back?” Maris whimpered, she sounded drunk. “I'm in the bathroom, crying my eyes out. Here’s what you have to do for me –”
She hadn’t called me.  “Maris,” I spoke slowly so she would understand. “It’s the middle of the night. You scared the daylights out of me. I don’t have to do anything for you.”
“No, no. You have to talk to Leslie. You have to explain to him –”
“Maris, I'm fast asleep –”
She cut me off. “Leslie thinks I told you about him listening to his tapes of your conversations every night. He is really hot. Really mad. You have to tell him, right now, that I didn’t tell you.”
 “I couldn’t care less about your domestic squabbles. Leslie is a paradox.”
Maris hesitated. “What do Leslie’s pants have to do with this? He’s never worn Dockers.”
“Maris, I’m hanging up. Go back to bed.”
Clicking off, I promised myself I would be out of the Archer trap... soon, very soon.

8:00 a.m.  I had hoped to find the office empty so I could review all my client files without being watched. Did I have anything on Red Queen and if I did, should I share it with Sunglasses?
I was surprised to hear loud male voices. Sam Church, one of Leslie’s many lawyers, barreled out of Leslie’s office with Leslie swaggering after him.
“You’re on your own.” Church yelled over his shoulder as he made his exit. “I'm not going up against those PETA people. You're crazy if you try it. I quit.” Church jumped when he saw me.
Leslie waltzed back into his office. 

The scent of a lawyer gave me an instant migraine. It was the smell of nasty divorce court memories. The stench of retainers paid to “sympathetic” lawyers who forgot to return my calls once my check had cleared. It was the essence of confidences broken and life savings taken by those sworn to uphold the law. It was a feeling of utter helplessness. 
Was this scene one of the things I was supposed to report to Sunglasses? Or was this a test to see if I would spy on Leslie? I decided I didn't see or hear anything.

11:30 a.m.  I spent two hours looking in my files. There was nothing on Red Queen, Ltd and nothing on Jug Hare.
Salli put a call through from Ron. We talked about his listings and the slow market. I was sitting on the corner of my desk when my female intuition kicked in. He sounded relaxed, too relaxed.
“Have you got a new romantic interest?” 
“Connected with her on the Internet,” he said.
“Really?”
“We finally met face to face...”
I was nonchalant but kind of angry Ron hadn’t told me about her. What are best friends for and why didn’t I feel happy for him?
“Got another call, can I put you on hold?” He slammed me in to elevator music while I pondered his news.
Ron Watson... on the Internet?  I rolled the thought around in my brain like a marble. 
My friend Ron in a chat room? I wasn’t pleased with the thought of losing him to some Internet babe. Strange things happen to sane people when a mysterious someone appears on a glowing screen in short sentences and frantic punctuation. 
It was like the days of pot and mushrooms. Back then there was an induced romantic haze over almost everyone; they were all love-sick and loving every minute of it. In the 70s everyone was a bed head with glazed eyes and silly smiles. And now it was happening again - but this time the drug of choice was the Internet.
THUD. My office door blasted open. Leslie stood in front of my desk, hands in the pockets of his trendy baggy jeans. He was wearing a Tommy Hilfiger shirt with the logo on the pocket. He wore no socks and loafers with tassels. Ugh.
He smiled an unfriendly, condescending smile. His large reptilian eyes were fixed on my phone.
“Just a minute, please.” I dismounted my desk and stood meeting my employer’s possessive gaze.
“I have to call you back,” I told Ron.
 Leslie sat on the far corner of my desk. Desk-sitting was the only thing we had in common. “I've been thinking and I've come up with a deal for you. You sell Lizard Links for me and you’re off the hook. You can leave in peace with no strings.”
I tried not to look dumbfounded. Lizard Links was a “lemon” property Leslie had been holding onto for years. To my knowledge, no one had ever seen the abandoned golf course. My sense of it was that Leslie had screwed it up in some way. He never talked about it because he never admitted his mistakes. 
“Leslie, I’m not even sure I know exactly where Lizard Links is. It’s out near the Everglades, isn’t it?” Why this property and why now? Was this part of the RICO case? It smelled like a set-up.
“Think of it as the escape clause from your employment contract with me. Want to terminate early?  Sell the Links. Otherwise you’re mine. Here’s the package on the property. I’m asking ten million, no less.” He handed me a red folder with Lizard Links written on the tab line.
I’m not a quick thinker. I hate that about me. I struggled to get my mind around his challenge. Was this something I should tell Sunglasses or was it a trap?
~ Sunday January 10
Presently the Rabbit came up to the door and tried to open it.
10:30 a.m.  The weekend slipped by with my head spinning. Should I communicate with Sunglasses?  What about Lizard Links? I looked at the package Leslie had handed me. The folder was the color of blood – not a good omen.
Back to my escape plan. I typed out an email to Nigel, hoping I had a future in England.
Hi Nigel,
Our correspondence has been one of my first ventures into cyberspace. I was
 cautioned by friends (aren’t we all?) The usual thoughts occurred. I could make 
contact with a serial killer or worse yet, the teenage son of a client. But I feel so
 comfortable now and like I said, I’m very open. So...my full name is Alice Harte. 
I typed in my telephone number and the best time for him to call. Gem jumped into my lap, a hungry feline fuzz ball. I hit SEND. “Okay girl, I get the idea.” I laughed and followed obediently while she scrambled to the kitchen tripping over my feet.
As I popped a plastic lid back on the foul smelling cat food, I felt a “you’ve got mail” tingle dart through me. I was getting good at sensing when Nigel was communicating. That’s a true sign, I told myself.
Hi Alice.
Thanks for your email. Yes, your friends are right. One should proceed 
cautiously on the Internet. There may be the risk of predatory violence, 
alternatively, there may also be the risk of meeting someone that one gets 
very fond of and...bang go those carefree (dart playing) bachelor days.  
I will ring you after three your time – today.

Kindest regards,

Nigel. 

12:20 p.m.   I wandered around the house, afraid to leave in case he called early. “I’m acting like a swooning teenager,” I scolded myself.
A powerful urge to dust something engulfed me. Busy work. I rubbed gray powder off the frame of a picture of me – dragging a downed hot air balloon through a clearing. My cheeks were flushed and my hair looked like shit, but my smile told it all. A renegade rush of adrenaline pumped through me, spurred by the memory. I balled the dust up between my fingers; at least I could control dust.
I lifted another picture from my memory shelf. Taken just after my first wedding, I wore a light blue suit and big hair. We had borrowed witnesses. We ate Chinese dinner afterward. I remembered thinking, I'd try the marriage thing and if it didn’t work out I’d just escape.
I pushed a few trinkets aside while I dusted. My little porcelain statue of Alice in Wonderland. That was a good omen.
I changed my mind about leaving and opted for a run to the grocery store.

2:10 p.m.  The phone was ringing. I knew in my heart it was my Englishman. I dropped my grocery bags on the counter, kicked the kitchen door shut, and went long for the phone. I caught it on the fourth ring.
“Hey there,” I said all bright and breezy. “I knew it was you.”
“How could you possibly?” His voice was rich and creamy, like English butter.
“I just did. Oops.” One bag flopped off the counter. “Dropped my mushrooms.”
“What? Is that one of those clever American expressions?” he asked.
“It means I really did drop my mushrooms... Portabellas.” 
He laughed a deep, salty laugh. “I love mushrooms, but especially Portabellas.”
I sighed, clutching the package of mushrooms to my happy heart. “I slice them and cook them slowly in olive oil and fresh garlic. One plate is enough for a meal for me.” I wondered why my mouth was rattling on about mushroom nonsense when my head was so full of romantic thoughts.
He spoke again, his words tastier than any mushrooms. “When you come to London, I’ll take you to a restaurant that specializes in mushrooms. I’m told that every dish they prepare from soup to dessert is made with mushrooms. They have thousands of varieties”
“Really?” I heard my little voice say, trying hard not to interrupt his great big voice.
“You’ll love it. I promise we shall dine there for sure.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “Thank you for the picture, but I couldn’t see you very clearly, you were a bit fuzzy.”
“I am always fuzzy. That is my nature.”
I laughed. Noticing a puddle forming under the ice cream in the unpacked grocery bag, I checked the stove clock. “Nigel, we’ve been chatting for more than an hour. This must be costing you a fortune.”
“Not to worry. But I’m being thoughtless. You have more important things to do. I just feel such wonderful pleasure listening to your voice.” 
I was caught. I was wrapped in the silk words of a man who spoke of his heart and listened to mine. Reluctantly, I hung up.
Pacing around the house, I mentally replayed our conversation. “Yummy.”
Returning to the phone, I picked it up. Nigel was on the line. It didn’t ring. What just happened? Serendipity?
“What kind of champagne do you drink?” He asked. “And your birthday?”
Nigel continued in his perfect upper class British accent. “I just remembered I may have to schedule a trip to New York City within the month. Perhaps we can chat in person.” He paused. “Would that be possible?”
“Oh yes, I’d love it. Just give me a few days notice.”
I heard a sigh from his end of the phone. I stumbled, looking for the words to put him at ease. “I love Manhattan. Where do you stay when you’re in the city?”
“Well, I won’t repeat my last stay. It was a nice enough hotel, just off Lexington at 41st Street, I think. Do you know the area? It’s right across from the firehouse. And all night long the firemen would circle the hotel with their hooters on. I couldn’t sleep.”
“Arf.”
“Are you all right?” He asked in response to my choking.
“Just swallowed wrong.”
That night I fell asleep to the sound of my own laughter. Visions of firemen with huge hooters circled in my head.
~ Monday January 11
Thus grew the tale of Wonderland. Thus slowly one by one.

8:00 a.m.  I was tucked in bed, cradling the phone between my head and the pillow talking to Nigel. The diary sat in my lap. The blinds were slightly open and I could see the morning moon with just the slightest haze around it.
“Alice,” He spoke and I melted. 
“I was afraid our conversation hadn’t really happened. But here you are, so it did,” he laughed softly. “And someday perhaps you’ll be with me.”
“Beep.” Call waiting cut through his words.
I looked at the caller I.D. It was Sunglasses’ lawyer’s number. I let it go to voice mail.
9:15 a.m.  Spurred on by the negative ions in the shower I came up with a plan to have my cake and eat it too. I would pass my clients on to Ron and we could settle up if and when he made any commissions. He was my equal at brokering apartments and in his current financial condition, he could use the money. He was the one who had all the listings and I had the institutional buyers. Ron would work well with my clients. I wouldn’t have to worry about Leslie screwing with their corporate brains. My move to England could be accomplished with a clear conscience.
“Good plan,” I said to my reflection as I toweled off.

11:30 a.m.  I was in my office packing a few of my smaller personal items into a bag, hoping Leslie wasn’t watching me on his video screens. Packing my files would have to wait until the Archers weren’t around.
I wasn’t about to sell his Lizard Links, I had never seen it and didn’t want to. I knew in my gut it was a trick and I wasn’t going to fall for it. If Leslie tried to stop me from leaving, I would have to deal with whatever he threw at me. 
The door to my office burst open and there he was in his Tommy Bahama splendor.  “So...” Leslie began.
Just then, my cell phone piped up. It was Nigel, “I’m sending you a special email,” he said. 

Leslie’s eyes narrowed while he watched the expression on my face. “I look forward to receiving it,” I replied and flipped off.
“Who was that?” he demanded.
“That was none-of-your-business.”
“If you are cutting deals on the side, I’ll have your head,” he spoke in a deathly cold voice. “Have you done anything on the Lizard Links offering?”

“No. And I don’t intend to.” I grabbed my shopping bag and flounced out of the office to meet Ron for lunch.
I could feel Leslie’s eyes laser through the back of my head. 
12:40 p.m.  Ron arrived ten minutes late. “Sorry, parking is a bitch.” We were at Kelly's, a downtown bistro famous for its steak burgers and wheeler-dealers. The place was a zoo crowded with people chowing down. Wannabe’s and bottom feeders plied air kisses and hugs, while plates clattered and glasses clinked.
“I should have remembered there was some sort of political gabfest going on at the Convention Center. The waitress hasn’t come by yet.”
“So what’s the latest on your Brit?”
“He’s funny and understanding and sweet and attentive...”
“Trust your instincts.”
“How about you? What happened with the lady you met on line?”
Ron squirmed. “The chemistry just wasn't there. I would say something really funny and she would give me a blank look. So... if it doesn't click, don't stick.”
I laughed.
“On the other hand, you sound like things are going swimmingly well.” 
“Yes, I have a blossoming romance, threats from the employer-from-hell, and being called as a witness in a racketeering case.”
“Have you heard anything more from Sunglasses?”

“Oh, nuts. I had a voice mail from a woman in his office this morning. I forgot to call her back.”

“It’ll have to wait until after lunch. You couldn’t hear a canon in here.”
 “I took a shopping bag full of my stuff out of the office today, moving piece by piece. I can't help but wonder if Leslie knows about Sunglasses. He’ll have my head.” 
 “People don’t have people beheaded. That’s more of your Alice in Wonderland fantasy.”
This wasn’t a fairy tale. His remark annoyed me. I hadn’t said it was Alice in Wonderland. I just mentioned a few similarities. I knew it wasn’t, didn’t I?
I told him about Leslie's challenging me to sell Lizard Links. “This is a property that he owns, but never talked about before.” 
Ron moved his head in closer and spoke softly. “Eventually you’re going to end up in court with him unless you’re in England. Don’t trust anyone except me. From what you said, he loves his electronics. Not to make you paranoid, but watch what you say on the phone and even at home. It would be easy to bug your place.”
~ Wednesday January 13
“You’d better not talk.” said Five. 
“I heard the Queen say only yesterday you deserved to be beheaded.”

11:00 a.m.  The doorbell rang as I was moving furniture in the living room. Adrenalin scrambled to my head. I wasn't expecting anyone and I'm not a “drop-in” kind of gal. Based on Ron’s warning I was searching my house for listening devices.
When I opened the door, I saw a strange woman standing there. She was about my age, dressed in khaki colored shorts and sleeveless top. She offered her hand with an effusive “Hi. I'm Rose White, your new neighbor.”
Reluctantly, I invited her in. “Welcome,” I said. “I didn't know any homes had changed hands in the neighborhood.”

“It was a quiet sale. We bought the house directly from some friends of friends.”
We went into the living and Rose sat in my favorite armchair, running her hand through her short brown hair. 

“Your home is lovely. I like your colors. That soft shade of green against the cream is very calming. Country French is one of my favorites. You get wonderful sunlight in here. Is that your family?” Rose pointed to my collection of photos on the sofa table.

I nodded and found myself hesitating.

She continued, “I'm originally from New Jersey, but I've been down here for five years.”

I’m from New Jersey. Is this a trick or a trap? I decided not to open that door. I wasn’t in the mood for small talk and she was coming at me full throttle. All I could think of were bugs… listening devices planted by Archer’s minions.

“Can I trouble you for a glass of water?” Rose said.

 “Excuse me. That was thoughtless of me. I should have offered. Would you like coffee?”

“Water’s fine. I just thought I would stop in for a minute to introduce myself,” she said.

Feeling like a clod, I apologized again and went into the kitchen to get the water.
When I returned Rose was standing, looking at my framed photos and memorabilia. “Nice looking family,” she said. “How old is the baby?”

I paused, not wanting to tell her anything about my family. The hairs on my neck stood at attention. Had it come to my not being able to trust my neighbors? I deflected her question by asking if she had a family.
Rose White glanced at her watch, handed me the glass and said, “Oops. Forgot my kids get out early today. Got to run. We’ll chat later.” She raced to the door and I was left with an overwhelming feeling of paranoia.

I stomped around the house, furious. Who were Leslie and Sunglasses to make me feel insecure in my own home? This “bugging” thing was bugging me. I began to search again. This time I found what I feared.

On the credenza, just behind a framed black and white photo of my grandmother, I spotted a small metal wire about two inches long with a tiny blue bulb on the tip. Rose White. 
I lay the wire down with shaking hands and called Ron.

He took my info in his calm stride. “How about putting it in a glass of water? That might defuse or confuse it.”
I grabbed a coffee cup, filled it with water, inserted the wire and placed it on the kitchen counter.
Every chance I got, I walked by and examined it. It just sat there. 

I hoped I had ruined Leslie's evening of listening.

11:15 p.m.  The wire was the only listening device I found after a day of tearing my house apart. I had worked myself into a minor frenzy. 
As I went through my bedtime preparations I realized I was out of toothpaste. I went into the guest bath for an extra tube. Reaching in the drawer, I saw something very familiar. More wires with little blue tips. There were dozens of them… all attached and ready to listen to my private conversations. The embarrassing part was they all stemmed from Gem’s cat hairbrush. I was falling apart.

It was time to press Nigel into action. I needed to visit his world to see if it offered escape. I fell into bed in complete exhaustion and dreamed Leslie was behind bars using his razor teeth to eat through the steel.




 ~ Thursday January 14
Alice was not much surprised at this, 
she was getting so well used to queer things happening.

Noon.   On my way to Dana’s for lunch, I gave her a call and told her I was going to stop at a church, first. “Don't worry, I'm not terminal,” I told her. Not being very religious, I hadn't thought of prayer. But I was willing to try anything.
A little old-fashioned church sat midway between my house and Dana’s. When I got there I was annoyed to find a mid-day service in full swing. My intention was to sit alone for few minutes and ask a higher being for some direction. There were about two dozen people in the pews. I settled down and tried to tune in.

Seconds after I sat, a tall, muscular man took a seat in front and to my left. He looked back over his shoulder and gave me a smeary smile. His jaw clenched and unclenched during the service. I figured he had a big problem on his mind.
I got an uneasy vibe and decided God wanted me to split. Getting up, I silently stepped out of the pew and walked slowly backwards until I reached the front door. I pulled open the heavy panels and stepped out into the sunlight, making a dash for my car.
As I was getting in, my head was yanked by the hair and I was pulled back and into a standing position next to the church guy. More angry than scared, I said, “Only my mother has ever pulled my hair and she’s dead. Let me go.”
His eyes were colorless, cold. He had huge jaws, probably from all those clenching workouts. His skin was tinged with ancient acne and chain-smoking. I could pick him out of any line-up. 
“You didn't call. Mr. Hare’s not happy. He sent me to get you.”

The message on my voice mail. “I’m sorry. I forgot.” I tried to wriggle free. I thought about screaming, but it was too late. With one scoop he had me in a car and down on the floor. He threw a scratchy blanket over me and within minutes I was being dumped into Sunglasses limo which was parked in what looked like a construction site.
Eye to eye with Sunglasses, I could see why he wore shades. His eyes were yellow-red and spun as he spoke, “Don't push your luck with me, lady.” He said. “When you get a call from me you come running.”

I wished I were in England.

“My kid brother was slaughtered like a pig. I know it was Archer, but I wanna know how it played out. Then Archer and me can rest in peace – each in our own way.” Those spinning scarlet eyes were driven by pure revenge.
“Mr. Hare, Leslie doesn’t share his information with anyone. I have no idea what he’s up to. He forms and un-forms businesses twenty-four hours a day. There’s no way I can watch him all the time.”
“When Archer's sucking his last breath I want to be standing over him holding everything he ever cared about. By this time next year there will be no Archer Resorts and no Leslie Archer. The best thing you can do for you and me is to get me Archer’s confession on tape. I wanna hear him say it. I’ll take it from there.”

Before I could object, “Jaws” grabbed me with ham-hands. He forced me to scrunch down on the seat for the return trip to my car. Being a middle-man is not my favorite position, especially in a circle of beheadings.
Once back in my own car I took a minute to quiet my nerves, called Dana and canceled. 
I didn’t want to carry the taint of gangsters to my daughter’s house and desperately needed time to think. Bruises were forming on my arms where Jaws had grabbed me. I did the only thing a woman can do when faced with a temporarily unsolvable situation, I made a nail appointment.
1:15 p.m.  Kit fit me into his schedule. I was desperate with shredded cuticles and nerves to match. The smell of chemicals stung my nose. He grabbed my hand firmly and layered on shiny pink polish. Kit’s a six foot four inch nail genius by day and a Miami drag queen by night. He has a gift for understanding the human animal and enough quirky stories to launch his own sitcom.  

“Internet, huh?” he said without looking up. I could see a grin spread across his handsome face.

“Ok, what are you thinking?” I asked, squirming in my seat.

 “It’s all the rage. Everybody’s linking up on line. What do you know about him?”  He asked and stopped lacquering a second to stretch.

“He’s British,” I said, “and that’s all that matters right now.”

Kit laughed. “That’s right. You’ve got that anglophile thing going on. Where does that come from?”
“Childhood, I guess. Every joyful kids’ book or movie takes place in England – Peter Pan, Alice in Wonderland, Mary Poppins, Bed Knobs and Broomsticks.”

“And this guy you met on line, he’s really in England? Not Idaho and faking it?”
“Oh, no. He’s the real deal. He mesmerizes me with his words. He’s kind and considerate and he listens to me.” 

I watched the concentration on Kit’s face. His large blue eyes zeroed in on my fingers. While he painted on a second coat he spoke, “He’s getting your mind off something, isn’t he?” He looked up, brushed a clump of thick blonde hair from his eyes and grinned. “That jerk you work for is still giving you a hard time. I told you before; he’s what they call a narcissist. He needs to dominate and control and to be more special than anyone else. If you start mooning over some guy in England, the jerk will try to derail whatever plans you make. That’s what narcissists do.” 
“The English guy’s name is Nigel. I’d like to get to know him better and maybe create a life with him. But if he feels my life is too complicated, I might lose him. You think I have a chance of making a success of an Internet romance?” 


“Honey, I’m a drag nail tech not a psychic, my clients are mostly successful women and they can be very naïve, it must have to do with being distracted by business. I know it’s nice to have a man you don’t have to worry about, but be careful. Before you get in too deep let me give you a number for a private investigator. I’ve recommended him before.”  He dug around in the drawers of his manicure station and came up with a battered card. “His name’s Richard Dick.”
“Dick?” I laughed. I was about to hire my first private dick.  
4:00 p.m.  I realized I’d been sitting in my car in Kit’s parking lot for over an hour, talking to myself.  It was time to act. I would get a recorded murder confession from Leslie and give it to Sunglasses. Then I was off to Europe. It sounded like a simple plan… to me.
 
I dialed Archer Resorts. Salli picked up. “Tell Leslie to meet me at Alfredo’s in thirty minutes,” I said.


She put me on hold. “He wants to know why.”


The truth was I knew Salli would be gone by the time I got to the office and I didn’t want to meet him alone. We needed a quiet public place if I was going get a clear recording.
Leslie was a regular at Alfredo’s. I figured he’d relax his guard there.

“Tell him we need to talk. I’ll buy the drinks. Alfredo’s upstairs in the club room at five.”  I hung up quickly before Leslie had a chance to change the setting. I knew he’d come.  He couldn’t resist the opportunity to be alone with me.


I checked my recorder. It had the ability to be voice activated, but you had to have your lips on it for that feature to work. I pushed up the volume and set it in my right jacket pocket. 

5:10 p.m.  I parked in the lot and walked to the entrance. A black Lamborghini sat on the curb, its hood almost touching the front door; I had to squeeze past it to get into the restaurant. The place was deathly quiet; it didn’t officially open until six. 
I went upstairs to the club room. Leslie was sitting in a darkened corner. I walked to the table, discreetly clicking on the recorder. A waiter held a chair for me. I sat down and locked eyes with Leslie. The server made the mistake of asking if we needed anything. Leslie glared at him. “If I want anything, I know how to ask for it.” He spoke in his snake-whisper voice. 
Archer was wearing tan slacks, a light blue business shirt and an obnoxiously large Rolex on his right wrist. By the level of tension in the air, I guessed his mind was operating on animal instinct. He smelled my fear.
He placed a small black case on the table between us. It was slightly bigger than a key case and didn’t look like his usual silver recorder, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I wouldn’t get a confession out of him, if he were recording. “Leslie,” I said, “I don’t want our conversation recorded. This is just between us.”
He shuffled the case, “I’m not recording.”
“Put it away.”

 “I told you, I’m not recording... it’s just keys to my new car,” he said and flicked the case with his hand, dismissing it.
 “The one blocking the door?” I asked.
He smirked. “You know I bought another plane? A larger jet,” he said, ignoring my question and trying instead to impress me.

He kept his keys that were surely a recorder on the table between us. I kept my hand in my pocket and on the button of my recorder. We were two techie gunfighters ready for a duel.
“Leslie, why’ve you pulled this Lizard Links stunt? What gives?”
 
He stared at me, his eyes lit with a strange inner glow. “You signed to be director of that Bahamian Corporation, Red Queen when you first came to work for me. Since then, you've done some nasty things in the name of Red Queen.” 
I clicked on my recorder. “You tricked me.”

He moved his recorder closer to me. “You were a willing participant,” he said in a loud voice. He smiled and shifted in his seat. His eyes darted around the room then came back to rest on me.

 “Why have you set that worm, Dallas Little, on me?” I asked figuring he’d shut off his recorder to answer.
He clicked off his “keys.” I positioned my pocket and eased my chair closer to his. Leslie gave me a peculiar look. “My attorneys are having a ball playing with you. Lawyers are like the fish in my tank. You starve ‘em and they are willing to eat their young to survive,” he laughed. 
I inched closer easing my pocket open and removing my hand.
“Dallas Little will do anything I tell him to do. I keep him so busy he has no time for anyone else but me. When I say jump he wets himself.”
“But why do this to me?” 
“Because I can, and because people like you will always drink the Kool-Aid.”
I grit my teeth. “Since you’re not recording, tell me about that guy, that young contractor who was found beheaded. You had something to do with that, didn’t you?”
His eyes spit fire at me. “You’re recording this!”  

I started to stand up. Leslie reached over and pressed my hand down catching it in a painful mash against the table. 

“I'm not done with you. Have you spoken to Hare? I take it by your expression, you have.”
I sat back down, placing half my butt on the chair ready to run.


“Don’t think for a second that I won’t take you down with me. You’re the point person for Red Queen. I can ruin your credibility in less than a heart beat. When I get done with your reputation you can yell fire in a burning building and no one will believe you.”


Screw you. I twisted, putting my recording pocket closer to him. “So Red Queen is the key to Jug Hare’s murder… how?”

He smiled and clicked his keys. “As I recall, you have a deathly fear of courts? I’m going to set you up and knock you down. No matter what it costs me.”
“But what good does all this do for you?” I asked.
“It's better than sex.” 
I sat pinned to my chair stunned, but unwilling to show it. Leslie watched my eyes, waiting for tears. I didn’t think I had enough on tape for Sunglasses.  
 “Leslie, stop these stupid games.”
He stood up again. Gripping the key case, he thrust it under my nose and clicked off. “I will destroy you.” he lisped. And then he strutted away down to his expensive sports car. 


Once back in my Jeep, I pulled out my recorder and hit rewind. I played back the muffled sounds of nothing. Not only did I not get a confession, you couldn’t even tell if there were human voices on the tape.  
~ Friday January 15
Oh dear, what nonsense I’m talking.
6:00 a.m.  I was inspecting the bruises on my arms, a full set of Jaw’s fingerprints on both my biceps, when the phone rang.

It would be Nigel. For two weeks he had called me every morning and every afternoon. I would lose myself in his silly talk and temporarily forget about Sunglasses and even Leslie. He was planning our romantic meeting while I was dealing with thugs and scheming to skip the country.
Wrapped in my blue robe, I sat out on the patio, enjoying Nigel’s nonsense conversation. It was a lovely morning.  
“Nigel, there are two herons chasing each other in the sky. They are diving and twisting in an air ballet.” 
“You know, we have this problem in England with herons eating all the goldfish.” Nigel spoke in his pretend-authority voice. “Goldfish ponds are a feature of most English homes. My friend lost two thousand goldfish to one heron. He sat up all night with a shotgun waiting for the heron.”
I laughed. It was absurd.
“Nigel? How do you stop a fish from smelling?” I asked.
“My dearest, I have no idea. How do you stop a fish from smelling?” He chuckled.
“Cut off his nose,” I answered and laughed.
“I will send you an email confirming our conversation.”

10:00 a.m.  When I got to the office, Salli was the only one there. I nodded to her, slipped into my room, and closed the door. I stuffed a few files into my briefcase. A list of client particulars could come from my laptop at home, but there were bits and bobs that had to be given directly to Ron.  
There was an email in my personal account. It was from Nigel. I must note it in my diary as it was terribly funny.
Subj: Response to your query 
From: Nchanning
To: AliceUSA
Dear Madam, 
In response to your question as to “how to stop a fish from smelling?” We at the Channing Research Institute are happy to inform you that a fish is a water living animal that takes in water through its mouth and expels it minus the oxygen through its gills and as such does not breathe or smell as we know it. Accordingly, your problem is solved, because you never really had one in the first place. Unfortunately, we have had to make our usual scale charge for this advice, which are two hugs and a kiss, although as you are a new customer, we are prepared to extend 20 days credit. 


Instead of clearing out my files and getting out of the office, I stopped to script a witty response – 
To: Nchanning

In an effort to test your recent Goldfish Theory, I spent the afternoon sitting outside doing my best impersonation of a goldfish waiting for another goldfish. As a result a rather large white bird with yellow feet, whose name I believe is Henry, has come to settle at my patio door. As he will not go away, I intend to tell him all about the abundance of goldfish to be found in England. Any particular cities you can recommend? 
And so it went, each word between us forged a step in the bridge from my old life to new. Women are won over at first by words, and only later by deeds. Was I falling in love with the idea of Nigel or just his ability to make me laugh?
8:00 p.m.  I finished eating dinner. I rinsed off my dishes and settled in at the computer. It was time to see if the door to England was open for business, I needed to escape, soon.
Nigel had written. I had been promoted to ‘Darling.’ He wrote – 
I spoke to Lucas, the salesclerk about a Harrod’s shipment to you. Something well 
baked and something smelly is on its way to your office, and I don’t mean Lucas at Harrods, although having heard what a wonderful person you are he wanted to 
deliver it personally, however to minimize the competition, I informed him of the highly infectious swamp fever you had contracted, loss of hair, bulbous veins and wooden 
leg, so he has reluctantly sent it by DHL. My mother has gone on the missing list again, 
I am trying to track her down. If she arrives in Florida please send her back.
I rose to the challenge of being funnier and wrote back.
 
I cannot correspond right now as I am busy polishing my wooden leg.
It was as if Nigel knew I needed to retreat into silliness. He spoon fed me his special tonic and I slurped it down. The days flew by with me dodging Leslie, ducking Sunglasses, and longing for Nigel. 






              ~ Monday January 18
...And so she went on, taking first one side
and then the other, and making quite a conversation of it altogether...
6:20 a.m.  Nigel had exciting news for me. “If neither of us can sleep after talking to each other via phone or Internet, then we must meet in person. I have really enjoyed our story so far but now it’s time to write the last chapter and then see if we can make it really happen. I have a strong desire to give you my heart and so I am flying you to London next week, my treat. Do not argue,” he said.
9:30 a.m.  I buzzed into the office glowing but unable to share my good news. A smile would give it away. I was going to England on a quest for romance… and escape.
If only Leslie and Maris would take another trip, I could tear this place apart before I left, and find those Red Queen files for Sunglasses.

One call on my voice mail, a request for the income and expenses on an apartment complex I listed the year before. That was the first inquiry I’d had on anything in eight months. Talk about a slow market. I gave the financial folder to Salli with the Fedex instructions and then slipped back into my office. 

Two minutes later, I heard rustling outside my office door. I assumed it was Leslie creeping around. The door popped open, and Maris, in all her bulimic femininity slithered in.

“That guy’s on the phone, and I won’t let you pick up until you tell me who the hell he is,” she said.

    
“Watch your language,” I gave Maris one of my best icy looks. “Who are you talking about?”

“That English guy you keep talking to. That’s who.”


“Maris, back off. If I wanted to tell you anything, I would have by now.”


“Fine… Miss Big Secret. He’s on line 4,” she slipped back out of my office.


I waited a few minutes until I saw her phone line light up. Good, she’s annoying someone else.


“Are you still there, Nigel?  Sorry I took so long.”  


“It’s okay, you are worth the wait.” Once again his warm voice wrapped around me and made the Archers go away, temporarily.


“I just couldn’t wait to speak to you again. Sorry I must have called you at a bad time. Who answered the phone?”

“Just now?  That was Maris Archer, my employer’s wife.”

“She seemed nice. She must be very close to you. A bit inquisitive, but nice.”

“What?  What did she say?” I could feel my body shriveling up.

“Nothing. She just asked about me. She told me she and her husband feel very protective of you.”
“She what?”  My head hit the roof. It was way past time to set some ground rules.

“Nigel, do me a big favor, please. Do not discuss anything, I mean the time of day, the weather, anything with Maris or Leslie Archer or for that matter with anyone who picks up the phone here,” I spoke firmly leaving not an inch of doubt as to my request.

“I thought she was a friend,” he said.
“Let me explain to you about Maris. Please listen carefully. I’m warning you to stay clear of talking with her; she is a strange duck. Under the guise of friendship that woman can do a lot of damage. She’s an unhappy person. She spreads grief.” I paused, hoping he was absorbing my words.

“Unhappy?  But didn’t I understand from you that Leslie is very rich?  Surely, this Maris woman must benefit from that wealth?” he asked.

Sigh. “Haven’t you ever heard the ditty about money not buying happiness?”  

“Poppycock.” Nigel responded. “When I have made you wealthier than you have ever dreamed you will understand the value of being able to buy anything, including happiness.”

“Trust me on this and do not trust Maris. The woman lives on white wine and Metamucil biscuits, so she never has her wits about her. When she’s not in the bathroom, she’s on the phone gossiping. I just don’t want her to know about us. Not yet.”  

Nigel gave me one of his special British pauses and I filled the void with more details.

“Maris is very unhappy with herself and jealous of anyone who is genuinely happy.  She’s riddled with guilt.”

Nigel sucked in air … I could hear it over the transatlantic phone line. “What is she guilty of?”

I took a deep breath and dove in. “She set her cap on finding an unhappily married man and luring him away from this family. Maris took Leslie away from his wife and kids.  And it’s not like she even liked him. Any married man with money would have worked for her. Now she’s miserable.”

“Why is that?” Nigel asked.

“He’s a lot more screwed up than she guessed he was and she can’t get away from him.”  I realized as I spoke that I had just discovered Maris’ secret. She was in a bigger trap than I was.

“Isn’t she entitled to half of his assets? That’s the American way? She hires a good solicitor and gets her portion of holdings.”

“It’s not about the money. It’s about life and death. Leslie’s opponents have a way of disappearing. Maris is stuck. She did this to herself. I don’t approve of women who hunt men down and then trap them.” A bit of a self-righteous tone echoed in my ears.

“She’s not after me,” Nigel said.


Silently, I marveled. Men. It’s always about them.

“She’s not interested in you. She’s interested in gossip. Please, don’t give her anything to work with.”


He continued to prod me. “She must have some redeeming quality.”


“She did pee in her former husband’s cologne bottle.”


“What?”


I laughed. I had caught him off guard.


“When Maris’ second husband walked out on her, he left his things behind for a few days. She found a bottle of his favorite cologne and she emptied half of it. Then she peed in the bottle. He came back and got his things, including the cologne.”


“I don’t understand. What do you mean by peed? Like wee-wee?”

I suppose it was the proper British accent trying to decipher peeing in a cologne bottle; I started laughing hysterically. When Leslie walked in, I was wiping the tears from my eyes. “Let’s talk later. Bye.” 
10:45 a.m.  “Having fun?” Leslie’s words dripped with sarcasm.
“Yes, I am. Thank you.” I was strangely relaxed. I think it had to do with the thought of Maris crouched over a cologne bottle. 
The Leslie-beast sat on the edge of my desk and dangled his sock-less feet.  Yuck.
“Why are you making me do this to you?” he asked.

“What are you talking about?” I wasn’t sure which evil act he was threatening. “I thought you were coming in here to tell me you were letting me leave in peace.”

“Where did you get that stupid idea? If you attempt to leave my employ I will go after you. And you have such a nice life. A daughter who loves you... ”

I jumped up and came close to shouting at him, “Are you threatening my daughter?  You’d better not try it.”  
“Consider yourself warned,” Leslie whispered.

I pressed my nose to within an inch of his. “I am a lot more connected than you imagine. Back off.”
6:30 p.m.  I was on the phone, listening to Nigel, who sounded all stuffy and runny. He was sick, truly unwell. “I have a sty, the size of a Volkswagen, in my right eye,” he said. “I don’t want you to see me this way. Perhaps we should postpone your visit.”
“Nigel, you will get well. Right now. I insist. Make some homemade chicken soup. That will do it.” 
I worried he had subconsciously willed himself to be ill. “Go see the doctor. Get some antibiotics. It sounds like pneumonia; I can hear it in your chest.”
“Yes, darling,” he agreed and made sniffly kissing sounds into the receiver. 
I hung up and turned to the keyboard, jotting off a cheery greeting.
Nigel,

Just a big wish for you to GET WELL. Remember chicken soup for the cold, raspberry tea bags for the eye and fresh onions to kill the germs. Also spread olive oil all over your chest. (I made up the part about the olive oil.) Please call me in the morning, if you feel up to it.
8:00 p.m. “This is for my own good,” I told Gem as I dabbed on night cream. I stepped back from the mirror and admired the sight of me in my Daffy Duck pajamas. “Okay. Time to call the private dick.”  Meeting Nigel in person was becoming a reality. I needed to lay some ground work.
The conversation was short and to the point. I agreed to send Richard Dick a check for two hundred and fifty dollars, and he agreed to do a speedy check-up on Nigel’s background and his foreground. 
“It’ll take about four days. My people in England don’t like to be rushed. Fax me all you know about him – birthday, business, place of birth and any info on his former wife. Where can I reach you?”
I gave him my home number and told him not to leave a message. Just reach me late at night or early in the morning. 
Okay. It was done. I hung up feeling a bit like Judas Iscariot with a touch of Nancy Drew.
 ~ Tuesday January 19
          ...after waiting till she fancied she heard the Rabbit just under the window,
   she suddenly spread out her hand, and made a snatch in the air.
4:00 a.m.  My eyes popped open and I glanced at the clock. Something or someone had awakened me. I rolled over and looked at the ceiling. A dream still lingered in my head and I felt uneasy.
The parts of my sleep-vision came together slowly. I was standing in a fog shrouded moor. I could see a mysterious man beckoning to me. Before I could move toward him, the fog rolled over me. Thick curtains of damp, white air obscured my vision. I couldn’t see him. Fear gripped me. I must find this man. I took a tentative step forward and sank deep into the dense bog. I called out to him. The fog parted and he slowly appeared – body, then head. The faceless man glanced at his watch and stepped away, suddenly dropping out of sight.
Nasty business this dreaming stuff. Had to get up before I had another. I dragged myself to the computer and hit the button. Ding. Nothing. I needed a fix. I needed to hear from Nigel. The big question in my mind was: did I really care about Nigel or was I merely escaping? It had all happened so quickly. And now, dead silence.
Nigel said he was leaving for Moscow despite being very sick. He had warned me that the phones didn’t work there. All I could count on were emails while he was in Russia. But there were none. I was on creaky ground with a dark, cold spot spreading like a virus in my chest. Where are my emails, where are my love letters, where is my escape route? 
How could I miss someone I had never met? But I didn’t need to meet him to care about him. Before I met him I loved the thought of him, my very own John Cleese, and I would care about him after I lost him. 
Then it hit me... hard. Nigel could just disappear, victim of a mugging or a downed flight and I would never know what happened. There was no one who would tell me. No one I could call. He could just choose to step out of my life as easily as he had entered. And I would never know. I hated not being in control.
Gem jumped into my lap, I stroked her cotton candy hair. It came off in clumps and stuck to my sweaty palm. “Oh Gem,” I spoke to my purring cat as if she held the answer. “My connection to Nigel is so fragile. It could disappear just like that.” I blew a wisp of her fur into the air; it floated for a second and then skated to the ground.
A long shower with eucalyptus soap began to set my energies right. I pulled out my navy blue suit and slowly worked my way into it. Routine can be a comfort. I put an egg pastry in the toaster and poured a large cup of dark chicory flavored coffee. 
I headed into the office to look for those Red Queen files. I dreaded going, fearing Leslie would read my mind and know about Sunglasses or that I would fail to report the right information to Hare. Either way I was screwed. 
Not a word from Nigel in twenty-four hours. I was worried. Did he find out about my detective?  Were his feelings hurt? Did he think I didn’t trust him?
If he was sick, was my trip to England to be postponed?  Tentatively, I poked the computer to life. There was an email from him.
Dear Dr. Harte,
I still admire your early diagnosis of pneumonia and wish to reassure you that yesterday a very vigorous attack was launched (1,500 mg Erymax antibiotic per day – enough to blow your socks off) against the infection which will elevate my antibiotic levels to Guinness Book of Records levels. Indeed, after collecting you from the airport I intend to tour the local Gatwick hospital to kiss all sick children suffering bacterial infections, then departing for Danesfield Manor House on a donkey wearing only a fig leaf, humming songs from “Jesus Christ Superstar.” I plan on relaxing with you in sunny Prague. I have already bought the tickets and made business arrangements for only one day. I would like to introduce you to my daughter Jill; we can talk about that when you are here.
See you soon my love.

I was so relieved. Nigel was well and my trip was still on. Five more days and we would be together. Would it be everything I hoped for? 
7:30 p.m.   The day slipped by without another word from Nigel. I busied myself following up with the pension fund inquiry. They were sending someone down to Florida to look at the property.  
I didn’t want to complicate my escape by starting any new real estate transactions. If everything went well, I would be in London by next week. I decided to pop off an email to Nigel, I’d not been able to get him on the phone all day and I was a little concerned.
Nigel,
I’m home now. I can’t seem to reach you on any of your numbers. When you have time, please make corrections on the phone numbers I have. I’m worried about you.
10:30 p.m.      Darling Alice,
I must have more numbers than AT&T yet the love of my life cannot reach me.

I must attend a social event this evening. I am tiptoeing around the email network like a fairy with wings so as not to wake you. Sleep peacefully my love, knowing that I love you and care about you.

He was well and going out for the evening. I wrapped myself in a blanket of suspicion and went to bed.
    ~ Wednesday January 20
It was the White Rabbit, trotting slowly back again,
 and looking anxiously about as it went, as if it had lost something.
6:15 a.m.  No wake-up phone calls from Nigel, but he did send another email blathering on about his evening. He had written it after two in the morning, London time. He’d made a miraculous recovery from his pneumonia.  
I felt as if I was coming to a cross road, I had only to look over my shoulder to see Leslie and Sunglasses bearing down on me and Nigel was behaving dicey. I finished reading the last of his email:
The cocktail party was the usual blend of rumour, scandal, gossip and tall
 story telling that comprises the financial industry in Europe. Will call darling when you are awake. We will light a candle at the Sacre’ Coeur in Paris and pledge our love because it is a very special place for me. I have waited all my life to take only one woman there and promise myself to her and that woman is you. Goodnight my sweet Alya. Enjoy your strawberry ice cream.
All my love... Nigel XOH
I lay in bed thinking. Something wasn’t right. Alya? Strawberry ice cream?  I knew I didn’t say anything about ice cream. Alya is the Russian way to say Alice. When my emotions were sufficiently knotted, I got up, went to the computer and wrote the Brit.

Nigel,
Who is Alya?  What’s with the strawberry ice cream? And why do you all but disappear on weekends?  

8:45 a.m.  I was in a determined mood when Nigel finally rang me. Curiosity and suspicion were making me nuts.  
“You sound strange,” he said.
 “I am strange. I’m lapsing into a state where I’m starting to believe you don’t really exist and are just a figment of my imagination. I dream your arms are around me and then I dream you have no arms. It’s so confusing. I don’t want to sleep anymore ‘cause my dreams are getting weirder and weirder.”
“Darling, please. I feel that you are so much a part of my life and I really do want us to be together.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Alice, you are the only thing in my life that is real. In less than a week, we shall be together. I promise.”

If you pass my private dick test. “We’ll see.”
 “And I can’t wait to hold you, my love. Just remember,” he sighed, “we can never go back. We can never be the wonderful mystery we are to each other at this time, never again.”

I felt a migraine coming on. “You haven’t answered my question. “Who is Alya?”

He hesitated. “Are you afraid to trust me? Trust in what we have. Don’t worry. Very soon we’ll have all the answers to our mystery. Very soon we’ll have the rest of our lives to spend together. “Alya” is Alice in Russian. I was being funny.”
“What about the ice cream?”

“Didn’t you tell me you loved strawberry ice cream?”

I was confused. “No. Because I don’t.”

“Darling, I thought you did. I’m sorry if the ice cream reference upset you. I shall send you a lovely email. Right this minute.” He hung up.
9:15 a.m. I was sorting through my client files arranging things so Ron would have no problems picking up where I left off… if I left off. My phone rang.
 “Alice Harte?” The voice was winded and gruff. It was the private dick. I hung suspended over the scene; it was like watching an accident. Slow Motion.
“Tell me, Dick.” I could hear the sound of my palms sweating.
 “He’s not married. All the business he’s done in Britain has been as a single man. He lives alone. He’s well respected,” Dick repeated himself while my last sigh drowned out his words.
“Any criminal record?”
“Nothing,” he continued. “He pays his bills on time, has a legit business. No law suits. He’s fine.”
“Are you sure?” 
“Alice, go enjoy yourself. He sounds like a regular guy. Maybe this will have a happy ending. Just use some caution, but you did the right thing in contacting me. Anything else I can do for you?”
“You’ve done enough. Thank you,” I said as relief washed over me. I went to the computer to write an apology to Nigel. His email was waiting for me. 
Subj: Message from Datin Agency
From: Rogoff411
To: AliceUSA
Halo Ann,
Please allow my introduction to you. My name is Dimitri Olag Rogoff (my friends call me Dim.) I live in a small village Beletrystyka in Russia about 100 km from Kalinggrad. You have a pretty name. I think full name is Annabell, which has a nice ring to it, but perhaps I am being pre sumptuous full name is Annie, rhymes with granny…yes.
I inform you of my family. My Mother is a tomato picker, and my Father is a dear hunter. I have two sisters who are dancers and work in the theatre. When not dancing they work in coal mines. They region of Beletrystyka is very mountainous with crumbling rocks (avalanches) deep thick forests which contain many bare, and fast flowing rivers treacherous currents strong enough to suck a goat to the bottom of the river bed.
I have very important job. I am chief officer for Teurism for whole region. The committee for Teurism has just published a plan for luring rich fat Americans to this region, so that the millions of Roubles they will spend will provide bridges, roads, piped sewerage etc. I am also account which is historic title handed down by my fourfathers the Stroganoffs, their fame will reach the shores of America one day.
You will find me everything that a man should have. Honour, passion, a hairy body etc. In my country we have a sacred saying “Woman has not loved until she has made to a Russian”... please think on these hallowed words. I ask you to inform me of your situation and what feelings you have for this exciting teurism. I have consulted Mystik Megorski a local gypsy woman who tell me that a big bird will soon land on me from America. This is proof enough that we are meant to be together.
Kind greetins from Russia count Rogoff (Dim)

As I read the last line, I burst into gales of laughter. He was such a divinely funny man. He was my very own version of John Cleese. 
I returned to organizing my files with a fresh energy. This was going to work out. I would live in England. Dana and Lily would join me. I separated the pension funds that were likely to buy apartment communities this year from those that had fallen off my radar, making neat piles that I would give to Ron. 
The last batch went into a file box when I felt the tingle of a Nigel email. The thrill of connection. It must be love. I hit the computer button.
My Dearest Alice,
In this whirlwind romance, I have given you my love, my heart and my soul. You know my mind, my spirit, my humour and I am clearly transparent to you in any disguise. In the next few days you will have my body as well. As time goes by you will learn of my loyalty and sincerity yet I sense that you are looking for some reassurance. Well one day I hope to give it to you, permanent and final, but for the next few days let’s just stay as close as the Atlantic will allow.
I did a little jig of joy chanting bye-bye to Leslie and Sunglasses. I could smell happiness wafting toward me.  It was the scent of Yorkshire pudding and the shoe department at Harrods.
                                                                                               ~ Sunday January 24
And then...she found herself at last in the beautiful garden, 
among the bright flower-beds and the cool fountains.
7:30 a.m.  I woke in a panic. How many Xanax had I taken? Where was I? Not in my bed. I was in an over-sized leather seat. Who was that person talking to me?
“Would I like a drink?” I repeated in my Xanaxed state. I remembered I didn’t want to waste any time on movies or tray food or conversation. I wanted to get to sleep right away so I would look rested for Nigel. Nigel. 
“Yes, please, I would like some water,” I said, my eyes focused on a Virgin Flight attendant. The Virgins were treating me like a princess. I was in First Class on my way to London.  
Alice’s big adventure. Nigel came through for me. DHL delivered the ticket to my doorstep on Friday, on Saturday I stepped onto the plane for London.
“Off for a holiday?” The flight attendant, a man with a flaming complexion and faded blue eyes, asked politely.
I rattled off the places Nigel had scheduled: London, Prague, and Paris, and then back to England – all in nine days.
“Sounds lovely.” Mr. Flight Attendant cut me short and moved on.
I touched my new dress – bought especially for the trip. It was the green of my eyes and molded around my body creating curves where there were none. I managed to sleep and not wrinkle too badly. Good.
Dana turned paste-white when I told her about the ticket.
“Don’t give me that look. I need to do this. I’m being offered an adventure. Do you have any idea how rare true adventures are?” I said. 
 “I’m accustomed to your cliff-hangers, Mom. But how will I rescue you?” she said as seriously as a daughter can say to a mother.
“I’ll make sure Ron has all the info. Do you still have his numbers?” I spoke quickly before she could cut me off with another slice of logic. “He’ll help you. I wouldn’t be doing this if I thought I was in danger.” 
 “Mom, the one thing about you... you make the wrongest things come out right. You are like a little pit bull.”
I hugged my daughter and stuffed a piece of paper in her hands. “Here, these are the numbers Nigel has given me.”
“Do they work?” my sensible child asked.
“Yes they do,” I laughed. “And here’s the number of a cell phone Nigel is giving me to use in Europe. And here is his mother’s home phone and her address.”
“His mother? At his age?”
“Never mind, take it. The best news,” I chirped, “Leslie and Maris have left on another of their junkets, a two week trip to Hawaii. They won’t be here to interfere. I can do this. I can make this work.”
The phone rang. I knew it was Nigel before I lifted the receiver. 
“Darling, after I pick you up at Gatwick I have a special surprise.” He didn’t even wait, just barreled on. “A wonderful place. It will be magical. Oh, what ho. I’ll tell you. It’s Danesfield Manor. A true English manor house and a five-star hotel,” He was breathless with excitement. “And then we’ll fly to Prague. Would you like that, darling?”
“Oh yes.” I sighed.
“There I will show you a city almost as beautiful as Paris.”
“But without the French.”
He missed the point. “We’ll have dinner at the Golden Pear. It’s Margaret Thatcher’s favorite restaurant in Europe. Many famous celebrities have dined there. It’s so romantic. And then on to Paris. You must see my favorite city. We shall go there and back again to England.”
“Nigel, this is all too astounding.” 
“Just put yourself on the plane and I’ll take care of the rest. Oh, and darling, I’ll be the only one at Gatwick airport wearing a hot air balloon necktie,” he added.
“You think I won’t recognize you?”
“Just in case there are any Nigel impersonators at the airport that day.”
Soon I would put a body to that voice, that very special voice. If his words turned out to be real, he was supposed to be athletic and about the same age as me. But it didn’t matter; I just had to touch him, to know him.
Right now I needed a trip down the aisle to the First Class potty. This was so cool. Not a potty, a loo. A First Class loo. Loo, loo, loo.
The pilot said we were an hour out of Gatwick, just enough time to work makeup magic. I had to put myself back together again. I dug through my bag and I propped up my little magnifying mirror. I painted and pasted and created a vision of American womanhood. Darn eyes were red. Airplane air conditioning and eyes is a bad combo.
My excitement-starved soul was amazed. To actually be going to some of the most romantic places on earth, and with someone I cared about. Wow. I felt like the luckiest lady in the whole world.
“Is this for real?” I asked my magnified self. After all the takers, have I finally found a giver? Are you about to get paid back? Alice, you are being carried away from nasty old Leslie and scary Marc Hare. What have you done? How long will this last? 
I opened the white leather album, my surprise for Nigel. I had bound our emails for his pleasure. The correspondence was as thick as the Miami Yellow Pages.
Nigel’s written words washed over me. I could taste the clotted cream and feel a heavy wool skirt lapping at my ankles while we walked through the meadows along old stonewalls. This man would fly me over the rooftops of London. He would make me feel like Audrey Hepburn.
“Alice’s big adventure,” I chanted as the plane landed flawlessly.
11:20 a.m.  My suitcase was as large as a body bag. I wheeled it to the front of the customs line; burning with superhuman energy. I thought everyone was in on my secret. Strangers smiled and winked at me.
“Where will you be staying?” the customs official asked routinely.
I delighted in repeating the list of exquisite sounding hotels.
The bag and I made our way into the greeting area. I searched the crowd for my love. He was here... somewhere. I knew it. I could feel his presence. Okay, well... not yet. I walked the concourse, my sensors alerted.
Where the devil is he? I watched other women getting hugs and kisses. Where was my man? I know he’s frightened, maybe shy. I looked around the thick columns thinking he might be just out of my view. A mother struggled with her bags, while simultaneously holding a squirming tot in her arms. I would have offered to help, but I was afraid I’d miss seeing Nigel. I stood still and did a three-hundred and sixty degree scan of the waiting area.
He’s not here. The bugger isn’t here. 
12:30 p.m.  No time to panic. I was familiar with Gatwick and I knew my way around London, so it was time to fall back on plan “B.” I always have a backup plan. I shall take charge of my own adventure. Darn Nigel.
Take a deep breath. Now... what hotel would you like to stay at? And where are the cabs? I was back in control. 
I walked through the crowds one more time. I saw tanned people being hugged and kissed by pale people with tea-stained teeth. There was the smell of tiredness and home in the air. I wheeled my bag back to where I started.
Okay. One call to Nigel, and then a call to a hotel. Thank goodness for American Express. No calls to Dana until I rescued myself. She would only worry. 
Nuts. I didn’t have British coins to pay for the phone. Shit. Now I would have to drag this damn bag to the cash exchange booth. There was a line, excuse me, a “queue” out to Sunday. But still I was happy. I was in England and I got here first class. I was disappointed, but Nigel did sound frightened by this entire meeting thing. “It’s Nigel’s loss.” I spoke too loudly and heads turned my way.
I spotted a John-Cleesian man in a pinstripe suit, standing school-boy alert, his arms at his sides, trembling visibly. He was struggling to see through the crowd. That had to be my guy.
Quietly, I sneaked up on the dark blue pinstripe and jumped around in front. I was sure it was Nigel. He looked nothing like the photo he sent. That picture had to be fifteen years old. But I was sure I had the right guy.  
“Nigel?” I asked. Without waiting for an answer, I kissed him directly on the mouth, lightly but firmly.
The man in the pinstripes gasped. He stuttered. I thought he was going to pass out cold.
I was glad I had so astounded him. I felt pretty. I felt powerful. I noticed his necktie. It had hot air balloons on it. Whew, I had kissed the right man.
“I was about to get a cab.” I laughed.
“Oh my,” he said. “Why? I promised I’d be here.” He sounded hurt.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you. I felt your presence but I just couldn’t find you.”
“I was here the entire time. I paced around trying to find where you would come through customs.”
He didn’t try to hug me. He just stood there reeling on his heels. I looked down. His shoes were a nightmare of orthopedic practicality. But I didn’t care as long as they kept him up.
I hugged him; I was so darn happy.
“This is American for packing light?” He grabbed my bag in one powerful move and circled it in the direction of the exit. We made eye contact and he blushed.
“Sorry,” I said again. So far I had apologized twice in three minutes.
“I just need to stop and get some British money.”
“You won’t need it,” he said.
I felt myself glowing. For the first time, I had found a man who wanted to take care of me. I was truly in wonderland... with no escape money.
He moved quickly for a large man. He looked to be about fifty – not forty-five and didn’t have the muscles he said he did, unless “muscles” meant something different in England. I raced to keep up with him. He looked over at me and smiled.
“You walk like a Jolly Hockey Stick.”
“I what?”
“It’s a compliment,” he laughed. “Girls who play hockey well have this chipper, positive walk. Boys call them Jolly Hockey Sticks.”
He was adorably English. I could definitely fall for this fifty-something man in practical shoes. It was hard to reason that the gentleman who wrote the most romantic words I had ever read looked like a big, goofy kid. Nigel was the kind of kid all the other kids would pick on. He had an okay nose, chubby cheeks, and puffy blue eyes. His hair was dark brown, with tiny traces of gray. It was fine and feathery, not heavy and thick, but his mane covered his whole head, no bald spots.
Being used to nice-looking men, I felt sympathetic and protective of him; and very strangely in lust. I trotted along, keeping up the pace. He, on the other hand, had a lumbering walk. I forgave him. I secretly peeked at him, sizing him up.
“Darling...I have some distressing news,” he spoke softly seeming to fear my response.
He’s married. I knew it. Run. My body experienced a rush of adrenalin.
“Darling, in my excitement I forgot where I parked the car. Gatwick parking decks represent the best in British maze design, you see.” He chuckled at the dismay on my face. “Even when you are not in love and know exactly where you left your car, you are not allowed to find it in under an hour. It’s an old English law.” His chubby cheeks were blazing with red splotches. 
I took his confusion to be a compliment. I had this man completely off balance. 
“Blue deck. I’m sure it’s the blue deck.” He made a sharp left and marched in the direction of the blue parking deck. I stepped along following my white rabbit and my luggage. My adventure had taken on a decidedly comic turn.
“No wait. Love, I don’t think the blue deck continues there. It must have an extension on another level. Either that or my car has been stolen.” Nigel appeared to be panicked. I took his actions for a joke, and I started laughing.
He stopped short and I stepped into him. “Here we are.” The car was a combination luxury auto and station wagon. The back section was loaded with files and suitcases. He moved my bag into loading position and plopped it on top of a stack of papers.
 “We have a great distance to go.” His thick eyebrows knit together while he spoke. “I’m not sure of the route to the hotel. I’ve not been there before.”
“Will I get to see your house?” I asked.
“Yes, but let’s not try for it today. In you go, darling,” he said while he held the car door. I took one last long look at him and decided to seal my fate. 
We sped toward Danesfield Manor. I took it on an act of faith that Danesfield Manor was not a slaughter house for women dumb enough to meet British men over the Internet. Nigel was a good driver. He possessed a boyish confidence behind the wheel. He was cute in a middle-aged way.
“Nigel, I am so happy we found each other.” 
He beamed. We settled into a comfortable silence. There was so much to be said, and yet we had said tons and tons over the last few weeks. This was another part of being together, the pause button. We savored that unique wedge of time that occurs between being friends and becoming lovers.
Bolstered by my acceptance, the Brit sped over the concrete mass that is the M-4. I dozed while he drove for hours. When I woke, the terrain looked familiar. “Was that the entrance to Gatwick Airport?”
 “Well, yes love. We’ve passed it twice now. I believe we may be lost.”
“Are you sure you live in England?” We both laughed. He could take a teasing well.
Tiny beads of sweat appeared on his forehead while the kilometers clipped away. “Love, let’s just stop for some hot chocolate, and I’ll review my maps. I’m missing something here. Very sorry.” He blushed.
“That’s fine. I could use a stop at the ladies’ room.”
“I could probably wee-wee myself.” 
Wee-wee? Oh lord, wee-wee; this from the man who wrote me those beautiful letters?
I exited the ladies’ loo, a gallon lighter and buoyant with energy. Nigel was studying his maps; his steaming cup of cocoa threatening to spill over northern England.
“Sorry, Darling. I see where we went wrong. Let’s try again.”
His cell phone rang and rang. He apologized and suggested I nap again while he sorted out his business. His conversation was foreign, but he was not. I felt I had known him all my life. 
I smiled and he smiled back. We were good together. He was funny and kind and a gentleman. And so far he had not pulled over into any darkened areas and attempted to strangle me. This would be okay.
8:15 p.m.  A small castle appeared on the horizon and the sky turned from dark blue to black. The castle had genuine medieval turrets with white flags flying from each one. We drove through a massive stone entrance, the gravel crackling under our tires. 
“Darling, this is Danesfield Manor.”
Tears flooded my eyes. I couldn’t control them. It was real. The whole bloody thing was real. Nigel was real; the world I dreamed of was real. My nose started to run. Real classy, Alice. 
While Nigel registered us, I wandered in a storybook cloud. It can rock your world when a dream finally comes true. My knees shook and my heart thumped. I felt drunk with joy.
Just off the lobby was a huge medieval gathering room, the heart of this fifteenth century fortress. The ceiling soared fifty feet, carried on the shoulders of dark, heavy beams. Huge wonderful tapestries hung dramatically on the rough stonewalls, their pictures told stories of battles won and lost and things that were and might have been.
Somewhere I heard an expression that for a building to endure, three things are necessary: money, masons, and stone. But I think to endure; a building must also have magic. And magic clearly dwelt here.
I imagined King Arthur. I could see him sitting in front of the massive rock fireplace, warming himself with a goblet of deep, red wine. 
His robe was draped around him; his sword lay on the table. He looked content.
“Darling?” he said.
Startled, I turned. There were few things more amazing to me than the sound of my Nigel’s voice. Would I ever get accustomed to it?
“Would you like to sit by the fire and share some wine before we go up to the room? It would warm you, I see you are shivering.”
We sat by the fire on a dark velvet sofa. Nigel ordered a vintage bottle. I could see from the butler’s reaction that it must have been a very special wine.
He lifted his glass toward me. “Have you any idea how enchanted I am with you? How amazing all of this is?”
I tapped my glass against his. “I still can’t believe that we’ve done this. We have actually found each other. In the whole, wide world, with all the possibilities and all the things that could have gone wrong, we’ve come together.”
He stared into the fireplace. It crackled in response. “I’m a practical business man. I don’t deal in dreams and fantasies. This is so hard for me to believe.”
Nigel sipped his wine, and then spoke. “Darling, look at me. You hold my heart in your hands. You have the power to destroy me. Please be careful.”
Once again the tears came. I blinked them back. “I will never hurt you. I promise.”
I turned to watch some very British couples wander in. They sat in small gatherings and spoke in subdued voices. I wanted to stay frozen in time in this place, forever. If only I had.
“Shall we go upstairs?” Nigel reached out and touched my hand.

9:30 p.m.  We wound our way up staircases made warm by colorful peach and green carpets and golden wood. The door to our room was heavy and pure white. The keyhole was brass and very old. I stared at it knowing there was no going back and wondering how all this magic could come into my life so easily and what I would have to do to hold on to it.
Nigel locked the door behind us. He turned and took me in his arms. He was a bear of a man with a strong grip for a guy with English muscles. I felt weirdly safe in this stranger’s arms. In a manor house in a country that was not mine I had come home.
Our room was pink and cream and satin. The mullion windows opened out onto a luscious lawn. The green rolled on until it touched a bend in the Thames, just below the horizon. And at that bend if you tried very hard, you could barely make out a cluster of black and white cows in the clear light of the full moon.
The tension of the unknown was thick between us. I tried to defuse the awkwardness by saying I needed to call Dana. 
“I just want to let her know I’m here and safe,” I said.
I was talking to Dana. Nigel came up behind me and kissed the top of my head. When I hung up he turned me around and kissed me, first tenderly then hard. Here stood the reason why I had begun this journey. It wasn’t about the journey, it was about the destination.

As I was melting in his arms, Nigel said “Our reservation is in thirty minutes.”
I stepped back from his embrace wondering if I could handle the tension a bit longer. I was ready to jump his chubby bones.
10:00 p.m.  For our first dinner together, I wore a moss green velvet dress with thin shoulder straps. A belt of colored stones rested on my hips. Once again, he was speechless.
Nigel’s dress code was frumpy professor, but I couldn’t care less. I felt so proud of him. Besides, from what I could tell, that was the style of the gentrified Brit, frumpy.
We had the best of dinners. Our salad was minutes out of the garden, with greens I had never experienced, and a dressing that hinted of tarragon and garlic. 
We ate rack of lamb, so tender it barely required chewing, tomatoes that tasted like tomatoes, not our American red-rubber things, green beans that crackled with the scent of fresh air, and wedges of new potatoes with salty skins. 
For dessert we chose a pastry the size of a pie with paper-thin slices of yellow pear shining through a slightly sweet and creamy glaze. And, of course, the wine, it was a twenty- year-old, full-bodied Margaux, with an amusing but not guffaw-able bouquet.
11:50 p.m.  Back in our room, Nigel confessed that he didn’t know whether to reserve two rooms or one. “I went through quite a dilemma on that one.”
He held me tightly. I couldn’t breathe.
“Nigel, I’ve never felt safe, before tonight. Never in my entire life.” I looked up at him while I spoke. I could see the effect my words had on him. Whatever he was before tonight, my words made him stronger.
Boom. Pow.
“Nigel!” I screamed at the sound of the explosions. I knew it. Something had gone terribly wrong. Was it Leslie or the RICO guys?
We raced to the windows.
“Oh Nigel, look.” The night sky was alive with fireworks – wonderful, beautiful fireworks. The heavens rained down color on the Thames and the river returned the lights in dark ribbons of red and white and purple. I fought for my breath. 
Nigel held me close. We kissed while another explosion lit the sky.
Just to the left of the windows was a small door with a little gold knob. We scrunched down and wonder of wonders, my Brit followed me through the door and out onto the ancient roof tiles, made slippery from the evening dew.
“Oops.” I felt my feet heading south.
Strong arms grabbed me.
“I’ve got you.” Nigel stood behind me. He held me while we watched the fireworks.
“It’s a wedding. The celebration looks like it’s running down to the river.” On this magical night, two people had promised to stay together forever. What does forever really mean? 
It was cold, very cold. I could see my breath and feel his heart. I turned to look up at him. I liked what I saw. Long before we met in person, we had been able to feel each other across an ocean. There was no doubt in my mind that we would be able to leap across any physical ripples in the pond that was our love. 
I had been waiting for Nigel since I was three years old. My White Rabbit had come back to me. 
Minutes later, we were back in our room. I shook but not from the cold. Waiting for the other shoe to drop can make you pretty quaky. I retreated to the bathroom to calm my jitters. I thought I knew the heart of Nigel, but was I ready for his body? 

After a proper amount of time, I peeked out the door. Nigel stood there holding a shirt to hide his tummy. He was a large man with an excess of stomach that rolled over his boxers. He had a burly mat of chest hair. His most redeeming quality was that in the half-light of our room he did look a bit like a shorter, chubbier version of John Cleese. My prayers were answered. I kissed his cold cheek. “Show me how an Englishman makes love.”
“Darling, I’ve not had much experience. I must claim a certain innocence in sexual matters,” he confessed.
I had to let him know how I felt about who he was behind this bulky thing that was his body. I was at once Alice with the Rabbit and Beauty and the Beast. I felt good and comfortable and un-threatened. I watched him trot about in his Marks and Spencer tailored striped boxers and knew he was mine. What other woman could see past his appearance to the gem that lay beneath?
I slipped into the marble bathroom and took out my bag of tricks. I slathered on the most expensive of fixings designed to make me appear dewy and freshly scrubbed. Half an hour later I emerged from the bathroom. Being seen as natural can take a long time. I was wearing my new ivory satin Victoria Secret bias cut negligee and a smile.
Nigel lay in the bed, his eyes two big blue eggs above the cream colored sheets. I scrambled under the covers and slid my legs down along his.
“Ouch.” I yelped and jumped from the covers, afraid I had been attacked by some exotic animal.
“What is it? Is it something alive?” He scrambled from the bed, terrified.
This was the first of many quirks I would learn about my lover. Lessons are part of relationships aren’t they? I pasted a band-aid on the four-inch scratch on my right leg. I would have to politely tell him about cutting those toe nails. They were as large as Wilkinson’s swords and twice as sharp. 
I scrambled back to the sheets and he kissed my eyelids and then my mouth. “Please take off the gown,” he whispered. “It has been so long since I lay with a woman next to me. Just let me hold you.”
Since his kids were in college, I assumed he meant he had not had sex in twenty years. He must have spent all those years waiting for this night.
I took off the gown and lay my head against his chest. I could hear his heart in the darkness. His bulkiness enveloped me and I delighted in the quirky contrast of my body next to his. Our love reached its peak and I physically faded away. I melted into an exquisite mind-meld.  
As he slept, I watched his face. A tear slid down my cheek. “Oh White Rabbit…” I whispered. What I felt was a pocket of peace, a safe harbor which I knew could not last forever. I didn’t want to sleep because those minutes were so rare and life raced by. I told myself his was the last face I would see before I left this earth. I kissed his forehead.
All thoughts of home evaporated and I could have, would have stayed curled against his big body until I died. 







     ~ Monday January 25
                                  “It’s – it’s a very fine day.” said a timid voice at her side. 
She was walking by the White Rabbit, who was peeping anxiously into her face.
4:20 p.m. We arrived at the airport in Prague now a couple. We spent one day at Danesfield Manor. I would have liked to linger and wander the gardens, but Nigel had some sort of internal gyro that kept him in racing mode. I promised myself I would relax and let him set the pace; how better to get to know him?
Prague was peculiar. The people were friendly enough, but there was something missing. I smiled at strangers, but they never smiled back. It was a sour city.
Nigel spent hours on his cell phone. He seemed upset
 “This is the Diplomat Hotel, Darling.” The doorman held the door and nodded to Nigel in recognition. “You have barely to ask for something and they shall have it for you. We’ll just be staying the night.”
“Is someone chasing you?” I joked, referring to the one night hotel stays.
“Why… did you see someone?” He swiveled his head like an owl.
I didn’t respond; but followed him into our room. If there was something he wanted to share with me, he would tell me. I didn’t want to be nosey.
The hotel room was all teak and retro. Very 50’s. Nigel watched my expression. “Petal, this is where the communists used to put up their more controversial visitors.”
“Are these rooms... bugged?”
“You Americans have such a wonderful way with words. Bugged... hmm. Yes, they all have microphones.”
Clunk. I could hear my romantic mood hit the floor. 
Nigel read my mind and chuckled.
9:30 p.m.  “So this is the Golden Pear Restaurant you’ve told me about.” The building was ancient with stone stairs and walls three feet thick. The streetlights were faintly visible through the stained glass windows. It was dark and romantic.
I sipped my wine, enjoying the strong flavor. Dinner would be a slow and languorous interlude. 
“Darling, you’ve told me a bit about Leslie and Maris, could I ask a few questions?”
“Sure.” I was suddenly worried. Would I sound like I was coming to him with big, bad baggage?
“Is there anything between you and Leslie?”
“Well there’s a corporation agreement with by-laws.” I wondered if he could read my mind. Did he know about the RICO suit and Marc Hare?
He smiled. “That’s not what I mean. Is there a relationship?”
“Leslie’s only love affair is with money.”

 Nigel kept on ruining a good evening. “I just get the feeling that he has some sort of hold on you. Would you leave your business arrangement with him if you could?  Maybe I could do a deal with him.”
Was Nigel interested in me or Leslie?
11:30 p.m.  Once back in our hotel room we lay in our turned-down beds. He stroked my hair. I leaned over and kissed his chapped lips. Something smelled fishy. 

“What’s that smell?” I slid my hand under his pillow and pulled out a dead fish.


Nigel sat up shaking. He grabbed the fish, unlocked the door, threw it into the hall and re-bolted the door. “I will complain to housekeeping in the morning.” He said.

Curious. 







~ Tuesday January 26
Down, down, down.

There was nothing else to do, so Alice began talking again. 
9:00 a.m.  “I want to show you all of Prague... my Prague,” he said. I chased after him, barely keeping up. He was all happy energy.
We followed an elderly Czech guide who led a group of tourists through the historic sites. We stayed in a straight line like two school kids and obediently did what our leader instructed until we were given the boot for giggling.
Strolling Charles Bridge, an ancient construct that’s said to be made of mortar mixed with egg yolk, we laughed at the puppeteer who drew faces on his kneecaps and danced a silly jig. Nigel hugged me while I leaned over the bridge and watched the dark waters of the Vltava River. There were musicians, souvenir vendors and artists. He insisted on buying me a water-color painting of the view of Prague Castle from the bridge. 
We lunched at a café in Old Town. I ate while Nigel spent an hour on his cell phone. He excused himself and paced the patio area. I watched the tourists and pigeons and felt quite alone. I had no idea caviar brokering could take up so much time.
Nigel returned to the table agitated. “Some people can be a nasty piece of work,” he said and performed the owl head-swivel again. 

3:00 p.m. Our twenty-four hour visit to Prague was over. We were halfway through our adventure and I felt insecure. I nibbled from both sides of the mushroom... had I given him too much information or too little?







~ Wednesday January 27
Speak in French when you can’t think of the English for a thing-
Turn out your toes as you walk and remember who you are.
10:15 p.m.  Three countries in three days. I was wishing we could stop and smell something; it didn’t have to be the roses. In a tiny rental car, we raced away from the Charles DeGaulle airport. 
  
The night was a swirl of car lights and angry horns. My Brit’s bulky frame was the only thing between me and certain death at the hands of crazed French drivers. The little car wouldn’t be worth a damn on impact. I decided my best defense was not to look. I covered my eyes.
Nigel drove with one hand, frantically twisting the wheel right, then left. In the other hand he clutched his cell phone. He was talking to his travel agent. “Peter? I know it’s late. Our flight was two hours circling and another hour deplaning.”
“Peter, a Comfort Inn? That’s out of the question.”
Nigel turned to me and shrugged. “There’s a convention of sunglass designers and all the hotels are overbooked,” he said repeating what his travel agent said. “Okay, where is this Comfort Inn? I don’t like the sound of it. Okay. Right. Bye.”
Sunglass convention? What are the odds?
“Darling,” he said, finally showing signs of weariness. “I am embarrassed to say that we lost our booking for tonight. We must stay at a hotel outside of Paris. My travel agent made a botch of the reservations. I hope that’s okay. I’ll make it up to you.”
“Nigel, this trip has been so wonderful. Don’t you dare apologize for one minute. I’ll bet the hotel is charming.”
“Well love, the room is guaranteed so no matter how late we get there it will be ready for us. You will spend your first night in France snug in a Comfort Inn.”
It was pushing eleven o’clock and the night was coal-pit dark. I lost track of our speed. Little Parisians went spinning past and ambulances raced in the opposite direction.
Lost, Nigel called Peter the travel agent again. “I know what time it is. Don’t bloody remind me. Where is this Comfort Inn?” He listened to the garbled voice on the other end of the line. “That’s on the other side of Paris!” 
Nigel looked distraught. “Peter never travels so he has no sense of distance. Sorry, love.” 
Strange, a travel agent who doesn’t travel. I slipped back into my seat and remembered Danesfield. I filed away all the emotions, all the smells, all the sounds. They were there to pick up and savor whenever I needed something soothing.
 “Darling, does that say Comfort Inn?”  I woke to Nigel’s voice.
I strained to see in the smoggy night air. “I think so. The sign’s not lit so it’s hard to tell.”
Nigel circled back, turning the miniature wheel of the tiny rental car. We pulled into the gravel parking lot. It was deathly quiet.
“Stay in the car, love. I’ll go check us in.”
I watched Nigel ring the buzzer, over and over. No answer. The Comfort Inn was asleep. Nigel returned to the car and called the Inn from his cell phone. No answer.
Crunch, Crunch... another weary traveler rolled into the parking lot. A man of middle age and medium height got out of a slightly larger car and approached. He was wearing a trench coat. Nigel seemed nervous. He pushed the door locks and rolled down the window a smidge.

The man was French, but spoke tolerable English. “Leave it to me. I’ll get you into this inn,” he said through the window crack. He rang the bell and yelled up at the windows. No response.  
He pulled out his cell phone and started dialing. After a volley of rings, a light came on in an upstairs room. The Frenchman argued into his phone. He said there was an Englishman here who had already paid for his room. It was the law that the innkeeper must open up.
Rubbing his ear, the Frenchman said, “The inn keeper, she slammed the phone but she is coming down to open up. It is the law. May I speak to you, sir?”  He motioned for Nigel to get out of the car.

Nigel hesitated and then got out taking the car keys with him. They stepped away caught up in an animated conversation. I wondered if Nigel knew him. After a few minutes they shook hands and my Brit returned to me, smelling fishy.
“Hurry,” he said as he grabbed my body bag and rolled it into the hotel. I didn’t have time to ask him about the stranger. 
The lobby was exactly five feet by eight feet. I could tell because if I collapsed at this point I would have to do it the long way.
I stepped aside when a little black thing raced past me. She stomped to the light switch, flicked it on and then stomped back to her counter. The tiny innkeeper was a vicious bat. Her black hair fuzzed out in right and left poles. The back of her fast moving head was flat. Her dark robe blew around her as she fluttered behind the counter. She was wearing little black ankle boots on her skinny white legs. Fury was conveyed and received. I knew we weren’t wanted.
I tried a silent smile but my mouth was so dry, my lips cracked. I thought I heard her mumble “Useless Brits,” but it could have been some other French expression.
The bat lady would not be won over. She may have to accept us as prepaid guests, but she did not have to be happy about it. “We close at eleven.” She pointed to a sign on the counter. 
A thin shadow of a man in a tee shirt and jeans appeared in the hallway. He was good looking in a messy way. He had bed-hair and smelled of something incomplete. The bat lady yelled at him and he disappeared back into their lair. I got the picture.
Nigel did not get the picture. It is the British way to offer words for all occasions. We did not yet know each other’s facial expressions well enough for me to convey by a look just what we had interrupted, and why he should stop talking and start registering. He waffled on about delays at the airport and the sunglass convention and getting lost and our confirmed reservations.
The bat lady slammed the registration book down on the counter. Grabbing the glass top with her bird-like hands, she clearly, quite clearly said, “Do not speak English to me. I do not speak English.” 
Now the moment of truth was upon us. I was forced to present my American passport. I slid it out of my fanny pack. There was a high tension hum in the air. She sensed what was coming. She knew she had been duped. Slowly, I revealed the dark blue cover of my passport.
She hissed. The sound frightened Nigel. All two hundred and ten pounds of him left the floor for an instant.
I stood my ground. I knew her time frame and she knew I knew. I moved the index finger of my left hand to where her sleepy friend had been standing and watched the Gallic menace mentally weighing which scene would give her more pleasure. She opted for the bed-hair.
Nigel lugged my body bag and his travel bag up to the room, there was no elevator. We climbed two floors. The key said Room 25. The floor boards creaked when we approached. Nigel opened the door and fumbled for a light switch.
“Don’t look, darling.” He held me back when I tried to step in the room.
“Is something dead?” 
“Worse. This room is just… well look.” Nigel stepped aside so I could enter.
The room was a tad smaller than a fitting room at Macy’s. The bed was child-sized. The bathroom – which could only be accessed by stepping onto the mattress – held a portable trailer size shower, one hand towel, no drinking glasses, two paper shoe buffers, a miniature commode, and enough toilet paper to last the night.
“I’ll be right back. Don’t unpack.” Nigel turned on his heels. 
“Honey, don’t,” I called after him, but it was too late.
I was so thirsty. I feared the water, but I couldn’t control myself. I folded a Comfort Inn brochure into a cup and schlossed down tap water. It tasted like an old attic. I stood in the doorway and waited for my man to return since I couldn’t get the body bag into the room. 
I heard Nigel before I saw him. He was humbled. He stood in the limited light of the hallway. I laughed to ease his discomfort. “It’s okay, dear,” I said.
“She insists the other rooms are being held for guests. She sees nothing wrong with this room. We could drive on and find another place.” He looked so distressed.
“Darling, it’s fine. We’ll make do. Someday we’ll laugh at this.”  I smiled.
We stuffed my body bag into the stall shower. It barely fit upright. I downed a Xanax, and fully dressed, I curled up next to Nigel on the tiny mattress.
We didn’t sleep that night. We didn’t move an inch. We spooned, me on the outside, since I soon discovered Nigel’s weight was a bit too much for me to bear. Every once in awhile I burst into laughter and Nigel joined me.
~ Thursday January 28

Before she had drunk half the bottle she found her head pressing against the ceiling,
and had to stoop to save her neck from being broken.

8:00 a.m.  Nigel moved my body bag onto the mattress and I was able to access the tiny shower. I peeled the paper from the damp bar of soap and used the two shoe buffers in place of towels. My time spent camping was not in vain; I knew how to make due.


Nigel just shook his head in wonder. He opted out of cleanliness and waited while I labored with my make-shift toilette. 


Side by side, with our luggage, we lumbered down through the mini-lobby to the dining room. The Comfort Inn took on a different aura in daylight. It was sunny and quiet.


The buffet breakfast was a continental affair with pastries and orange juice. The bat woman even smiled as she poured hot dark coffee into our cups. The evening must have turned out well for her.

9:30 a.m. Nigel chattered away as we lugged our suitcases down to the sidewalk. “We shall find a better Parisian hotel, my love. I give up on Peter.”  
I was starting to think there was no Peter. And why had Nigel’s finances taken a sudden tumble?  Not wanting to admit to myself that I couldn’t understand his behavior, I acted as if it were all quite normal.
Nigel hefted my bag into the little rental car and we forged through the congested streets. “I want you to enjoy the City of Romance. I want to show you my Paris.”

“Just show me a clean room with a shower and fluffy towels.”
No room, no vacancy. We were turned away from hotel after hotel. Exhausted and ready for a cardboard box on a street corner, I was finding it harder and harder to be a good sport. “Let me call Peter,” I said.

“Peter only talks to his personal clients. He won’t speak to you.” Nigel dashed into a cigarette shop and came out carrying a guidebook. “Michelin says there is a four star hotel around the corner. Let’s pop in there.” I am not a popper, I am a reservation gal.

The Royale Flush looked like my kind of place. I could smell clean towels. We struggled up the stairs to the revolving door. Nigel stopped and sniffed the air. He looked like a rabbit on alert as he stared at the entrance. Something had spooked him. My man turned and raced down the steps dragging our bags. “This place won’t do at all. No good. Move on.”

What if I don’t want to move on?

We rounded a souvenir booth on a street corner. “Look here,” he said. This looks like a charming place full of old French flavor. I hesitated at the entrance; the smell of ancient ashtrays assaulted my nostrils. The Chunnel Chateau.

1:00 p.m. Our second Parisian love-nest was twice as big as the Comfort Inn, but three times as dirty.
 “Yuck.” I looked at the mattress sinking low in the center and torn about the box spring. The carpet was a flattened compost heap. Neurotic about cleanliness, I was ready to turn and run. But to where?  If I left now I might as well give up completely on Nigel. I was sure I would permanently wound his feelings.

I shuddered. This sort of miss-booking thing could happen to anyone, right?  But why won’t he let me talk to his travel agent? I decided to keep my socks on no matter what. I grabbed my germicide, soaked a paper towel in it and wiped down all the surfaces including the toilet seat, the shower floor, and all the knobs.
Nigel pulled the rubberized drapes back from the window. “We’re just across from the Chunnel Station.”  
And this was good how? Budget window dressings framed a panorama of buses and baggage carts. This trip had taken a u-turn into Motel Hell. 
Nigel acted as if the room was just dandy. He dodged my look of horror, “This evening we shall dine in a unique restaurant, drink your favorite champagne, and dance until our socks fall off.” 
It seems we both had my socks in mind.

9:30 p.m.  It took Nigel over an hour to find the Bateaux-Mouches docks. He kept winding around small streets and then speeding up on broad roads while performing last minute turns. I started to think we were being followed. 
 Dinner that evening was okay in a funky tourist way. The dinner boat, a large pleasant flat-bottomed thing, carried maybe thirty couples, mostly tourists from the states or Japan. Everyone had a twinkle in their eyes and drops of moisture on their lips.
As we cruised the Seine, Nigel put his arm around my neck. He began to stroke my cheek just as the Eiffel Tower slipped into view. It looked like a giant Christmas tree decked out in white twinkly lights. 
I chugged down more of the expensive champagne, knowing that the creepy room with the creepy carpet had to be faced before this lovely evening was over. Maybe if I got good and soused I could bear to take my socks off.

Midnight.  We stumbled off the boat, both a little tipsy. We walked along the Seine. Nigel pulled me close and kissed me tenderly, nibbling on my lower lip. I nuzzled my face into his pinstripes and came away with a chapped nose.

Walking and necking, we’d gone a good distance when Nigel remembered the rental car. “Where’s the car?  I forgot where I parked. Do you remember?”

“Let’s retrace our steps along the river,” I said.

                                                                                     ~ Friday January 29
‘Will you walk a little faster?’ said a whiting to a snail,

There’s a porpoise close behind us, and he’s treading on my tail.

1:30 a.m.  We walked the streets along the river for over an hour, and then circled back to the Bateaux-Mouches boat dock. It was deserted. 
 “Someone has stolen the rental car.” Nigel said.

“Nigel, not to offend the rental company, but that little car hardly seems like a desirable automobile. See there are two Mercedes, a lovely Fiat, a BMW and that cute red Volkswagen beetle parked along the curb. I don’t think a thief would have chosen that little nameless rental over these cars. Let’s take a taxi back to the hotel and look for the car in the morning.”

At that very moment, a shadowy figure ran up to us and flung a fistful of what smelled like rotten fish at Nigel, I was collateral damage. Another guy ran up, and swearing in French, flung a second wad of goo.

Nigel took it in his stride. “Jump back on the boat, love. I’ll lead them away.” He turned and sprinted down the road with the fish-flingers in hot pursuit.

I leaped from the seawall to the empty dinner boat managing to get my high heeled feet on the deck while grasping the horizontal safety rope with both hands. My feet slipped and the weight of my butt pulled me off balance. I dangled from the ropes with my nose pressed against the germy hull. 

No one saw which was good for my self-image but sucked because it meant no help was on the way. I craned down at the inky black water, a plastic bag floated at my feet in a rain-bowed oil slick.

Think. Think. I pushed off from the hull with my forehead trying to reach the seawall with my feet. I scraped my brow. This had to be my imagination. If I hung on long enough I would wake up. 

Using my velvet pumps, I tried to hook onto the seawall but both shoes loosened and fell into the river. My mind raced. If Nigel didn’t return and I hung there, would anyone find me?  I wasn’t about to let go and fall into the Seine in a cocktail dress. Where were my stalkers when I needed them?

2:00 a.m. I had been hanging from the side of the dinner boat for about thirty minutes; my fingers were stiff, permanently formed into claws. My feet were frozen and my bladder was bursting. I heard footsteps. “Alice? Where are you?”


My voice was scratchy and I had trouble forming the word. “Help… ”


I could hear Nigel race past me and leap onto the boat. Bully for him. He walked the deck calling my name. 


I had one last breath in me. “Help” I called.


He ran toward me. Thank you, sweet lord. He laughed and grasped my wrists. My fingers popped when I tried to let go of the rope as he pulled me onboard.

Nigel held me close to his pinstriped chest and guided me to tarp covered deck chairs. My guy smelled like a third world fish-market-garbage-can on a hot day. 
“Who were those guys?” I whispered.

“Paris hoodlums – The Gourmet Gang. They take great delight in throwing rotten fish at Englishmen. There’s been a spate of that lately.”

Curiouser.
It took another twenty minutes for me to gain the nerve to leap from the boat back to the seawall. Nigel hailed a taxi. The cabby opened all his windows on the drive back to the Chunnel Chateau. 

We burst into our hotel room. I elbowed Nigel for the bathroom and jumped into the shower, turned the water to the hottest, and scrubbed for all I was worth. I finished off with a thick coating of anti-bacterial hand wash over my entire body. And put on a fresh pair of socks.
Nigel tried to beg off showering, he said he was exhausted. “Are you kidding?” 

I pushed him into the shower, suit and all. Then I popped two pink pills and fell sound asleep. My White Rabbit had saved me from a slimy death in the Seine.

8:00 a.m. The next morning, my socks were still in place and bacteria lay like a haze on the carpet. I showered again for an hour, wearing thin the small bar of hotel soap. I felt as if I might never be clean. Not exactly the sexiest holiday I’d ever had.
You are a good sport; I reminded myself and dried off with the teeny towel. I dressed in tourist togs, carefully placing my passport in my money bag and then clipping it around my waist. I covered up with my London Fog coat; I was ready to face the Eiffel Tower. But first a new hotel was in order.
Before we left The Chunnel Chateau, Nigel spent an hour on the phone and was able to secure a reservation at what he promised was a good hotel. It turned out to be the Nikko and I gratefully embraced the cleanliness of a Japanese hotel. When we got there our room wasn’t ready so we left our bags with the concierge.
It took us nearly two hours to find the little rental car. It was parked on a side street near the docks headed in the opposite direction from where I was sure we left it. We unlocked the car and the smell of fish assaulted us. Once we had the car, we made our way to a little sidewalk café. 
Nigel spent two more hours on his cell phone talking in Russian and then Italian. He was sure to get a brain tumor. Bored, I people-watched the skinny grey Parisians hustling to places unknown, carrying newspapers, loaves of bread and cell phones. I wished I could politely break free and do my own thing. 
4:00 p.m.  We arrived at the Eiffel Tower late in the afternoon. It loomed in view, a postcard vision, an engineering wonder. It lacked dignity and yet it was compelling. It was both a carnival and a shrine. 
“It’s like walking through the bones of a dinosaur,” I marveled while Nigel pushed his way into the ticket line. Somehow, tickets took the romance out of the visit. 
I started to babble, I do that when I’m nervous. “It’s so old. Those cars take us up there? Are they safe?” Elevators. Yikes. 
For years I had been plagued by dreams of falling, sideways-sliding elevators. I read somewhere that they were symbols of financial insecurity. They were horrible nightmares.  I dealt with them by relying on pink pills and hard work. 
Now, I was meeting my worst dreams in 3-D life. Cars packed with tourists slid along then angled up, every passenger trusting the engineering skills of a man who died a long time ago. What to do? I hadn’t actually anticipated this massive Freudian dream encounter. 
Xanax. I took one and crammed myself into the little metal box, clinging to Nigel’s arm. I hoped the anxiety was worth it. I watched the ground break away while tourists elbowed me on either side. A fat lady with leathered skin stepped on my foot. I yanked free and cast a dirty look at her hoping to transcend any language barrier.
We arrived at the first level, changed elevators a few times, and soon were at the top of the Tower. He whipped out his camera and had me point to an information sign pretending to demonstrate where we were. It was truly the city they show you in the movies. I sighed a tranquilized breath of smog free air and took in the view.
I couldn't help but notice a man in a trench coat with a fedora pulled down over his eyes. The guy did a double-take, fixing his sights on Nigel. He had that look people get when they see someone they had expected but didn’t really want to see. I pulled on Nigel's arm and he turned in the man's direction. “That guy’s staring at you,” I said.

 “My face is well-known in international caviar. He must recognize me from the newspapers. Well, time to start down.” A pearl of sweat trickled on Nigel's brow. He scooped his arm around me and ushered me to the elevator.

“We just got up here,” I pleaded. I was ready to enjoy the result of all the risk I had taken to get to the top of the city of romance.
“Petal, you’ve seen it. Now let’s hurry along. We have to see the Louvre and then the Sacre’ Coeur.” Nigel escorted me into another line, this time headed down. Were we leaving because of the guy in the coat? I wanted to ask Nigel but he pushed his way through the pack of people. I could barely keep up. We took a series of down elevators and bingo we were at ground floor. The guy was no where to be seen.
“Well that was special.”
Nigel missed the sarcasm.
5:45 p.m.  We hopped into our rental car and drove over curbs and tourists while we hauled ass to the Louvre. Nigel wanted to show me the Mona Lisa. I wanted to see the Egyptian Antiquities. Instead we saw the stern face of a guard named Mr. Richelieu. He told us in French and English that we were late and the museum was closing. 
Nigel made one of his British-charm appeals which only got us escorted out of the museum. 
“What are you thinking, love?” Nigel asked me. 
“I’m thinking it was funnier when it happened to Chevy Chase.”
“What does that mean? Translate that from the American, please,” he said, cranky. 
“Just babbling ‘cause I’m tired.”
“I’m sorry, love. We should have gotten an earlier start today.”
Yes, we should have, I thought. But I smiled my accommodating smile. “That’s what makes you my White Rabbit.” I tweaked his nose.
6:30 p.m.  The Sacre’ Coeur looked like I imagined it would. Not ornate like the cathedrals in London or Prague, it was still a thing of beauty. Built in Byzantine style, it sat on the butte Montmartre, overlooking the city. 
The Paris sky took on that rosy glow that invades European nights. The steps leading up to the church were the length of a football field. Vendors camped in the shadows.
Nigel moved tip-toe, among the purveyors of hats, watches, and souvenirs. He was a funny sight, the bulk of him in his pinstripe suit and large feet working his way up the stairs to the cathedral.
I shivered with excitement to think that this had been a site visited by Joan of Arc. My history-loving heart was rolling in the romance of it all. We walked into the apse and passed a mosaic entitled Christ in Majesty, one of the largest mosaics in the world. A little plaque carried a quote that gave me a chill: “It is here, it is here where the martyrs are” Joseph-Hippolyte Gilbert 1872. Yes, people had been murdered here, beheaded, for their faith. And now my faith was about to be tested. I was ready to light a candle with Nigel. 
It was noisy inside the church. People were packed on top of each other. They spoke loudly in many tongues. There was a mass being celebrated but very few visitors gave it a thought. This was a religious circus.
We were in the candle-lighting section. Wax tapers were being lit all around us, but there were none for us to light. 
I saw people blowing out candles and re-lighting them. What happened to the prayer that went with the first lighting of that candle? Did it go up in smoke? If Nigel and I lit a candle, would someone blow it out after we left?
Nigel whispered, “Stay here, love. I’ll be right back.”
Audacious people smothered the wishes of others.  I glared at them and thought of Leslie.  If he were here he would take great delight in blowing out my candle. How many candles had he squished? How many lives had he extinguished? I shook my head to clear the evil thought of Archer. 
Nigel returned with a fresh stick of wax. I imagined my Brit must know a secret source of candles here in this church in Paris. We lit ours and he kissed me. 
“I will love you forever. I will be with you forever. You are the love of my life.” He kissed me again. Then he placed the stick in a holder and that was it. It was over. While he bear-hugged me, I looked over his shoulder. “Nigel, don't turn around but that guy from the Eiffel Tower, the one that was staring at you, he's watching us right now. He looks like a fox wearing a fedora.”
Nigel jumped, coming down in his rubber shoes on my tired little feet. Then despite my warning, he glanced over his shoulder. “There's no one there, love. You’re just being a worrier.”

I looked around and the man was gone. “Nigel, he was there a minute ago.”

“These Frenchmen all look alike,” he said and grabbed my arm easing me through the crowd.
We wound our way out of the Sacre’ Coeur. If someone was following us, they would have had no trouble keeping up. It was dark but the light from the cathedral and the nightclubs on the Montmartre lit the way.
The vendors were still on the steps. “You must have a hat; let me buy you a hat.” He stepped ahead of me to inspect the cheap chapeaus. 
“Nigel, I don’t need a hat.” Especially a cheap stair-sale hat.
“You should have a souvenir and it should be a hat. You love hats.”
“Whatever... How about that one?” I pointed to a nasty, fuzzy orange colored thing. Let's just get it over with. Since when do I love hats?  
I was sure we were being watched and wanted to get away.
Nigel paid the hatter and we pushed our way through the jumble sale, the French version of a flea market. Vendors sold tee shirts, crucifixes, rosaries, sandals and more hats. Music from festive nightclubs created a cacophony while the aromas from cafés crazed our appetites.
We shared a white pizza at a French-Italian bistro. Nigel ordered a rich cabernet. We ate without talking since the noise made conversation impossible.
He begged me to wear my new cap, so with the orange abomination on my head, we made our way back to the rental car. I collapsed in the passenger seat, too tired to worry about the Parisian traffic. 
Back at the hotel, I stared at the fuzzy day-glow hat on the dresser. It looked glaringly out of place on the pristine dresser in the modern black and white room that cost a small fortune a night.

 Nigel and I had now completed the candle ceremony, it was underwhelming. And what was with the guy in the trench coat? Leslie? Marc Hare? No, he was clearly focused on Nigel. Could he be some sort of fish-egg groupie? 
The Hotel Nikko was situated on the left bank of the Seine, close enough to the Eiffel Tower and the Mirabeau Bridge. The view from our room was perfect. I stood at the window. Nigel came up behind me, held me in a bear hug, and nibbled on my ear driving me temporarily nuts in a sexy way. I hadn’t had a migraine since I met Nigel. That had to be a good sign.
We tumbled into bed. Nigel continued the ear kissing and then gravitated to my neck. I thought about Jug Hare’s neck and how it must have looked without his head. I shivered. “What’s wrong, love?” Nigel asked.

“Can you ask me why I ran you from the Eiffel Tower?” That didn’t come out right. My sentences were folding back on themselves. “Let me try that again. Can you tell me why you ran from the Tower?” 

“Love, you do ask the strangest questions.” He distracted me with hugs and kisses and twenty minutes of gentle love making.

Naked, Nigel fell asleep cuddled next to me. I slipped out from under his arm and went into the bathroom to think. My eyes looked red and my skin had the ruddy look of travel. I took out my facial scrub and tried to polish away the Parisian soot. After I showered, I used my anti-bacterial hand wash and ran fistfuls of the cool gel over my entire body.
I considered the facts, Leslie had Jug Hare beheaded; there was no doubt in my mind. But I had failed to record his confession. Dare I return to Miami? Would Marc Hare be satisfied with what I almost heard? 
I took a long hot shower with a chunky bar of eucalyptus soap. Then wrapped in a huge white towel I curled into bed next to Nigel, who was snoring softly. I stared past him at the view of the river. Where will I be, this time next year?







  ~ Saturday January 30
For, you see, so many out-of-the-way things had happened lately that
Alice had begun to think that very few things indeed were really impossible.
9:30 a.m.  We had taken the early morning train back to England and were in Nigel’s car headed to what I thought was Gatwick airport. My flight was leaving a few minutes after five. I felt dizzy. Nigel’s frantic pace had left me spinning.

“This is where the crack kidnappers step out of the shrubbery and carry you away.” 

Startled, I looked at him.
“I don’t want you to go back, Alice. You know that. Please stay another day and I shall take you to your favorite place in England.”

“The Cotswolds?”
“Your wish is my command. You’ve mentioned it so often; I thought we should go there. I have reservations for this evening at a charming five-star place in Upper Slaughter. You can fly out tomorrow.”
“I could fancy that,” I said. “Nigel, you don't have to keep entertaining me. But, could we stay in the Cotswolds for a few days and relax? It would be nice to hold still.”
“Alice, I can't hold still, it's not in my nature.”
“We're moving about so quickly, at times I feel as if we’re being pursued.”
“Pursued? My gracious. With so many things to see and people to meet why would anyone stay stagnant?”

“Speaking of meeting people, you had mentioned that we would be connecting with your daughter during my visit.”

 “I believe Gillian won’t be able to meet with us on this trip. She's at university and deep in her studies.”
I was disappointed. I had hoped to meet with someone from Nigel's world besides hotel clerks and rental car agents. He would remain a mystery for now.
The scenery slipped by, I could tell we were headed west toward the English Countryside. I fell into a fitful sleep and was soon dreaming. I tumbled down endless stairs. And at each landing, Leslie ran out. He was twelve inches tall with razor sharp teeth and glassy blue eyes. He bit at my ankles and I kicked him away. He screamed; his voice a shrill echo in my head. I woke with a start.
3:00 p.m.  “We’re here, love.” Nigel pulled onto the crushed gravel at the hotel entrance. It was a sprawling one-story estate built of warm, honey-colored stone circa 1600’s. Horse stables which had been renovated into a luxurious hotel, the buildings sat on rolling uplands, promising peace and well-being. 

Our room was a low-ceilinged, stone affair with a huge bed, a fireplace and a divine bathroom suite. The bellman placed our suitcases on two stands, the one holding my bag gave out with a loud creak.


No sooner had the door closed than Nigel came at me with all his unspent passion. He was finally learning to loosen up just when I was ready to leave. 

Thirty-five minutes later Nigel was clutching his back in mock agony. Evidently I had just experienced his personal best. Why is it that when you are about to part from a lover, they feel that’s the time to “give you something to remember?” 

We were beginning round two. Nigel pranced out of the bathroom in a pair of bright red boxers. “I have a surprise for you, love,” he smiled.

“The boxers are nice, darling,” I said.

“Thank you, but that’s not it,” he teased.

“Ok, what is it?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

The idea of a surprise burned in my head. It was soon burning in another part of my body, too. I began to burn and burn. I tried to stay in his arms. When he was finished I ran to the bathroom.

“What in blazes was that?” I moaned as I jumped into the shower.

As I frantically washed myself, I spotted an opened jar next to his shaving kit.  Vicks Vaporub. In what god-awful sex manual did he pick up that little tip?

“Love, are you all right?” Nigel asked when I slipped into the bed.

 “Did you just use the Vaporub?”

“Yes. That was my surprise. I wanted to make you burn with desire. It’s a little British secret for passion.”

That and the Black Tower. “Nigel, darling, you have so much passion. You don’t need that.”

“Why, love, thank you. You’ve given me confidence. I just feel the need to experiment with lots of ways to satisfy your desires.”

I desire no more of that. I marched back in the bathroom and threw away the jar. 

 Once back in bed, Nigel scooped me closer; his arm lay like a rock under my neck. “Let’s not think of this as our last evening,” Nigel said. “It is just the beginning of many more wonderful times we shall share.”
The words last evening stung me. I wasn’t ready to return. This holiday had been heavenly in a frantic, Victorian way.

 “Shall we go for a walk in the rain, love?” Nigel asked. “Let’s go exploring.” It was just before five o’clock and the rain had been quietly falling for most of the afternoon.

“Great.” I jumped out of bed, threw on my jeans, a bright blue turtle neck sweater and a scarf. I pulled on my boots and grabbed my coat.
“Darling, won’t you be cold? I wish you had an overcoat,” I said while I watched Nigel don his pinstriped suite.
“I have a fine overcoat. It’s just not here.”
He grabbed one of the inn’s courtesy umbrellas from the lobby. It was a beastly huge green thing. The rain was cold and sharp and felt like needles on my face. Nigel put up the big umbrella and we walked along under its shelter. I felt like the heroine in a romance novel.
I pointed to a steeple. “Let’s follow this stone wall. Maybe we can get to that church,” 
Our path grew increasingly marshy while the rain kept falling. I slipped and skidded, but Nigel caught me each time.
We walked along, going deeper and deeper into wet dirt and other mushy stuff. I was extraordinarily happy strolling with my very own Brit in my favorite village in England. 
“Darling, I believe we are up to our ankles in sheep droppings,” he said.
Coming out of my reverie, I ceased to stare at the rolling Cotswold countryside long enough to discover we were in sheep paddies.
“Ah, the dastardly sheep,” Nigel laughed. The church bell chimed and he jumped. “Sorry, love,” he splashed me with brown muck. “Look lively, darling. There’s some vicious sheep ahead.”
I counted twenty angry-looking sheep. They lined up, their black faces all staring at us, black ears all extended like the handlebars of so many white scooters.
They watched us as we approached. Nigel stopped, so I stopped abruptly in my muddy tracks.
The flock moved one step closer to us. 
“Watch, love. They have fangs. That ‘Lead Sheep’ is a vicious scoundrel. We have a real problem with renegade sheep in the U.K. Did you see the gleam in their eyes? They’re evil buggers. That’s why we eat them. Stand behind me now, I will protect you.” Nigel closed the big umbrella and snapped it tight and waved it like a sword.
He leaped about brandishing the great green umbrella, his pin striped suit soaked with English rain. “Take that you old beggar.” He lunged at the pack of wet wool. The sheep stood firm. 
I fell into giggle-fits while he dueled his way past the sheep. The mud was slippery; I had to squat to keep from stumbling. Leaning and laughing and leaking mud, we made our way back to the hotel. I reached up and kissed Nigel’s cold, damp cheek.
7:10 p.m.  Back in our room, we congratulated ourselves on escaping the killer sheep. I broke laughter, recalling how absurd Nigel looked fencing with sheep for my amusement.

Nigel’s cell phone rang. He passed it to me. “It’s for you. It’s a man.”


Oh shit. Thugs flashed before my eyes. How did they get his number? Once again I worried about Nigel discovering my complicated life. I took the phone but didn’t step away figuring he would think it was another man… it was another man.


It was Ron. “Are you okay? You were due back today.”


I gave Nigel’s numbers to Ron just in case I went missing. “I decided to stay on a day longer. It’s been such fun in a peculiar way,” I said.


“You should have let me know. If someone is listening and you’re not okay say… goose.”

“Goose?”


“So you’re not safe? Someone is nearby? Are you in danger?”


“No. Sorry, sorry. No goose. You know how wonderland can be. You forget time and place.”


“Stop with the wonderland already. Flying tomorrow?”


“Um. I’ll call you when I get home.” 


He clicked off without saying goodbye.

Nigel was fussing with papers but I could tell he was listening.
“I think I'll celebrate our victory over the sheep by taking a bubble bath.” I kissed his cheek and trotted off to the loo.
The bathroom was the size of my living room at home. Besides the shower it held a huge granite tub with a whirlpool, gold faucets and super fluffy towels.
I was up to my neck in bubbles when Nigel knocked on the bathroom door. He walked in carrying a flute of cold champagne.
“What a marvelous sight you are, my darling,” he said. “May I take your photo, just as you are? Nothing’s exposed. I just want to capture your happy face amid the bubbles.”
I covered my face with my hands.
He said, “Please don't be a spoilsport, petal. I just want to remember this moment.”
I lowered my hands. My body was covered in bubbles. What harm could it cause?
~ Monday February 1
              I do wonder what can happen to me. When I used to read fairy tales, 
I fancied that kind of thing never happened, and now here I am in the middle of one.
9:30 a.m.  We were in Gatwick Airport. My visit was over. The days had gone by much too quickly.
“Nigel, you’re crying,” I said while he hugged me. I never had a man cry for loving me before. I stared at the departing flight board. Its white letters blinked “Boarding.”
“Are you boarding this flight?” the attendant asked. “If you are, this is final boarding call.”
“Don’t go, not just yet,” he said to me. 
It was so hard to leave him. 
“Darling, we can't be apart. I’ll be in Miami next week, I promise,” Nigel whispered. He made plans to travel to see me the following week. I was excited and fearful. This was more than just a fluke of fate. Events were coming together in a way that defied explanation.
“Good-bye, love, bye.” We were a weepy team, my Brit and I. Nigel blotted tears with a yellowed handkerchief. “I’ll have a car waiting for you.”
12:35 p.m. The plane skidded to a stop. Nine hours ago, I had left pretty English gardens, crazed mutton, fishy hoodlums and close encounters of a weird kind. I was back in Miami.  Rampant fantasy versus stark reality.
As I hauled my bag off the carousel I noticed a man carrying a sign with my name on it. He could either be the driver Nigel had sent or a hired thug from one of my friends. I gave him a nod.  
“Ms. Harte? Mr. Channing sent me.”

He took my bag and escorted me to a limo that was waiting at the curb. I could get used to this.

The ride home was uneventful. The driver carried my bag to the door and refused a tip. I let myself in. The house seemed closed-in and foreign. Gem came crying up to me, voicing her unhappiness at being cared for by a pet-sitter. I picked her up and walked into the kitchen. I grabbed a bottle of water and went into my study. 

I had been away from Nigel for half a day and I needed to see if he missed me as much as I missed him. I clicked on the computer and waited for it to wake up. 
Hi Darling,
I know that when you read this you will be safe in your house and I will be relieved from worry. One month ago, you lit a candle in my heart, this week 
you turned it into a torch that will burn forever. I am so in love with you, I cannot find the words. I feel so lonely without you.  Nigel
   ~ Monday February 15
She came upon a neat little house, on the door of which was a bright 
brass plate with the name “W.RABBIT” engraved upon it.
7:10 p.m.  Two weeks after my leaving England, Nigel came bounding up the Miami International Airport escalator steps. He wore his navy wool pin-striped suit despite the muggy weather. He was sweating as if he had run a marathon and his eyes held a frantic look. 
“Calm down,” I said.
“I’m just so excited to see you, darling,” Nigel crashed into my arms. “Let’s dash to my villa in Coral Springs. I can’t wait for you to see it.”
“Don’t we have to pick up your luggage?” 
“Sweet girl. That’s where I've been. The plane came in early and I sprinted through customs. My luggage is already in my rental car.”
“No wonder you’re so out of breath. You do work quickly.” I went along with his plan although I really wanted him to see my house. He was giddy, child-like. I followed him in my car while he sped along I-95. 
The house was a typical resort “villa” as Europeans call our tract homes. The place was decorated in light wood Rob and Stick-it furniture. His color choices were pinks and blues. Not so macho. 
“Look around, petal. I have an important phone call to make.” He ran into the den. 
I started to ask about his luggage in the car, but decided to take an un-chaperoned exploration instead. It wasn't that I didn't trust him; it was just that I didn't trust him completely. My life was about to meld with his and I felt it prudent to poke around. I still didn't know much about him, other than the investigator's report and his own tales of adventure.
I hit the master bedroom first, checking under the sink for feminine do-dads. Nothing. Good. I checked the closet. Aside from two floral print men’s shirts and a pair of male shorts, there was nothing. 
I wandered into the second bedroom. Twin beds, small dresser nothing interesting here. I opened the closet and yelped. It was packed full of ladies clothing. The garments were mostly tacky, glitter denim and rather large in size. I felt the blood rush to my head. I found what I had NOT been looking for. 
I opened the top dresser drawer. It was stuffed with white ladies panties. I didn’t know they made bikinis that large. I did a rough count, there were at least fifty pairs-all identical. 
What woman buys all her underwear exactly the same? And they were so large. Could Nigel be a transvestite? The room spun. I sat down on the bed. 
“Nigel. Come here. Now.”
Nigel raced to the door wearing a look of terror. “You weren’t supposed to make yourself comfortable in this room...” 
“Please explain these clothes.”
Without hesitation, he spoke. “These are my mother’s clothes. She’s quite a shopper.”
“Fifty pairs of identical panties?”
“She is a creature of habit.”
I ground my teeth. “Nigel, these are bikini briefs. Eighty year old women do not wear bikini briefs.”
“I think my mother is having an affair. Let’s not discuss it.”
He trotted from the room and refused to continue the conversation.
 ~ Tuesday February 16
 'What a curious feeling.' said Alice.
The next week was filled with house-play. Nigel and I cooked, we messed up the beds, we rummaged and we puttered. I figured the homemaking thing was some sort of test to see how we got on. 
I pondered over the glitter-denim and panties, but decided for the time being to accept his explanation. For all I knew, they were his mother's clothes. Glitter denim. 
Mostly I tried to forget about Leslie and Sunglasses. Occasionally, in some distant corner of my psyche I felt the sharpening of the guillotine as surely as I felt my affection for Nigel deepening.







~Wednesday February 24
“How can you learn lessons in here? Why there’s hardly room for you, and no room at all for any lesson books,” said Alice.
It was the last day of our in-home vacation; I was fiddling in the kitchen when Nigel called from the den. “Petal, I want you to have a key to my house.”
I thought I heard him wrong. I trotted to his side and looked up into his bright blue eyes. He appeared content. I smiled. “I don’t need a key, Nigel. I will only be here when you're here.”
“No. I think you should have a key. Let’s get one made, right now. We can just pop into Home Depot.” His eyes glowed when he spoke.
“Now?” I looked a sight. “I need to change clothes and throw on some makeup.”
“Nonsense. You look wonderful.”
Before I could say anything else, specifically about his appearance, he was out the door. I scampered after him.
Fifteen minutes later we were in Home Depot. Nigel navigated the aisles wearing baggy tan shorts, floral print shirt, argyle socks and white running shoes with the left big toe popped out. He was oblivious to style. I prayed we didn’t bump into anyone I knew. I tried to look like a British tourist figuring to blend in with him. 
Nigel ferreted out his handkerchief, a nasty piece of cloth, and applied it to his nose, which he blew in the same rhythm repeatedly... two longs and one short. 
He looked around for a clerk and I looked to hide. Finally one came near. Nigel questioned the clerk. The first upper class British word he spoke in that deep baritone and the hardware man was his. 
Suddenly, we were royalty. The clerk escorted us through the store until Nigel was completely satisfied. We left with a shiny metal key. 
“There now. I feel better knowing you can look after the villa for me while I dash back to England.” Nigel pressed the key into my hand.

Back at the house Nigel leaped through the door and picked up his home phone as if he were expecting a call. “Darling. My phone is dead.” 
“Let’s see,” I said and took the receiver. “Yup. It’s dead.”
He dialed the service number from his cell. “That can’t be right,” he said 

in a pompous voice. It was Sprint’s mistake, not his. “I assure you, I pay all my bills on time. What’s the amount? Twelve hundred dollars? I never received it. Let me speak to your supervisor.” He looked at me. “Bloody Americans.”
Nigel paced the family room, the cell plastered to his head, waiting for the Sprint supervisor to get on the line.
“Ah hum...” Nigel cleared his throat. “What’s this about a measly twelve hundred dollar invoice? My average bill with you is two thousand dollars a month. This charge would have been paid had your company made sure I received it on time.” 
His voice took on an aristocratic tone when he spoke again. “Actually, I was born in Nottingham.Yes. Robin Hood. Oh yes, continuously. That’s what I do. Rob the rich and give to the poor.” He laughed his sexy laugh. “All in a day’s work. Hah, hah. Yes.” He chatted on for twenty minutes.
I sat hypnotized.
“Oh, Angela, thank you. You are an angel,” he told the Sprint supervisor. “What, a credit? Of course, I wouldn’t consider changing services. A credit of five hundred dollars? Now, that is plus the credit for twelve hundred dollars? What a clever girl you are, Angela. I can’t imagine how we Brits ever let you Americans get away from us. Thanks again. Bye. Bye.” He clicked off his phone.
“What just happened?” I asked in amazement.
“Nothing, love. Just a bit of British charm. Sprint apologized for cutting off my service. To make up for the injury to my business today, they have done away with the twelve hundred dollar charge due on my account and issued me a forward credit of five hundred dollars.” He looked pleased with himself.
“What?” My mouth fell open.
“It’s the accent, Love.” He smiled and stepped into the bathroom.
 How does he do it? I just watched it happen and I couldn’t follow it. It was like verbal slight of hand, magic with words.
He returned and strode across the family room.
“Nigel?”
“Yes, Love?”
“Your fly is open.”
~ Thursday February 25
“Where can I have dropped them, I wonder?” said the White Rabbit.
4:40 p.m. Ten days of cuddles and silliness had slipped past. We were at the airport. “Paging Mr. Nigel Channing. Please report to the Virgin Airlines gate.”
I dashed after my guy as he raced to the gate. “I’m late again.” he groused. “I won’t even have time to wee-wee.” He turned and planted a big kiss on my lips then beat it through security. A pile of letters fell from his briefcase.
“Nigel. You dropped these.” I called after him, but it was too late. The envelopes were empty, un-postmarked, and all addressed to Mr. and Mrs. Nigel Channing. I felt my face burn acid red, my mind turned over and over like a cement mixer mashing my thoughts to a soggy paste. How stupid could I have been?
6:00 p.m.  I drove home on auto-pilot, the lump in my throat caused my vision to blur and a major migraine took roost in my head. The first thing I did when I got back to my place was to call Detective Richard Dick – Dick Dick – and ask for a refund. The second thing was to kick myself so hard that I needed a glass of Scotch to ease the pain. Bugger. 
I felt like “My Nigel” had died. I was left with liar guy. I jotted off an email, telling him he dropped his envelopes and never to contact me again.

10:00 p.m. My answering machine whirred on for hours, flinging Nigel’s perfect British voice into the room. “Petal please let me explain. It’s not what it looks like.” 
I ignored the calls for most of the evening, occasionally tuning in to his pleadings.
“Darling, the envelopes are old. You can see they were pre-addressed. That's how the neighbors used to forward the utility bills to me. The marriage to Elizabeth was a sham. It was annulled right away. How can I prove it to you? Shall I send you the annulment papers?”
I needed to crawl out of Nigel’s world for a while. I unplugged the phones, shut off my cell and turned off the computer. No glowing screen for a night light. I showered and threw on an old Holyfield/Tyson tee shirt and flopped into bed.
My comforter enveloped me. It would be my cocoon for the night. I needed to fold myself up and protect my exposed heart. How could I have let myself believe in a stranger? I felt the helplessness and unease creeping back into my mind. Maybe I was a coward to take a time out like that, just turning off the switch, but I hated feeling vulnerable. This was the only way I knew to retain some sort of control. 
“Don’t dream tonight,” I told myself as I switched off the lamp








~ Friday February 26
Poor Alice. It was as much as she could do, lying down on one side, to look through into the garden with one eye;
8:00 a.m.  I woke up with a headache and two fists full of anger. The very minute I plugged in the phone, it rang. “Nigel, I don’t want to talk to you. I want to talk to your wife. Put her on the phone, now.”
“Petal, you don’t understand. Elizabeth is not my wife.” 
“Shut up and put her on.” 
“I can’t,” he wailed. “You don’t know what you will unleash.”

“The truth?”  I slammed down the receiver.

Being a brilliant after-the-fact super sleuth, I studied the phone numbers Nigel had given me. The ones I could never reach him on. I chose the number that ended in 82; it looked most like a home phone number. If phone and fax numbers were anything like in the states, they frequently ran in sequence. I decided that if Mr. and Mrs. Channing had a fax, the number would be identical except that it would end in 81 or 83. 
I drafted a fake-sweet love letter to Nigel, finishing with ‘I can’t wait to feel your arms around me once again.’ I faxed it off to the 81 and 83 numbers and waited.
Less than ten transatlantic minutes later, my home fax machine spit out a marriage license:

 Nigel Channing married to Elizabeth Bennett, in Miami, Florida, five years ago.
I dialed Nigel’s cell phone. He caught it on the first ring.
“You are married! I have a copy of your marriage license.” The receiver bounced when I threw it down. I went into a major funk and studied my bedroom ceiling for the next few hours.
6:00 p.m.   I hadn’t eaten all day; food was no longer important. The phone rang. I heard the brittle voice of a British woman. “Is this Alice? This is Elizabeth Channing, Nigel’s wife. I don’t care what Nigel has told you, we are married not annulled.”
I was drowning in undeserved guilt. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.”
Elizabeth Channing continued, “Any annulment papers are a forgery. Nigel is a sneaky liar. He lives in his fantasies. He is a Walter Mitty. He can’t resist yet another scam. I advise you to stay away from him.”
I tried again. “I’m terribly sorry for any pain I may have caused you.”
“Yes. Well then, goodbye.”
Looking at myself in the bathroom mirror I tried to figure out if I really was that dumb. How could I care for Nigel? Was my judgment that skewed? Had I ignored the obvious? 
The phone rang. I was tempted to yank it out of the wall.
“Please don’t hang up. Petal, you must believe me. Elizabeth is a raving lunatic.”
I took a deep breath and bit off half a pink pill before I spoke.
“Nigel, I will not see a married man. That’s it. I’m not a home-wrecker.” I hung up and went for a walk looking like a nut job, talking to myself and striding around my neighborhood. When I got home, a fax was waiting for me. 
DEAR ALICE,
I HOPE YOU ARE RECOVERING FROM THE SHOCK. I JUST WANT TO CONFIRM THAT NIGEL AND I HAVE AN ANNULMENT AGREEMENT AND THE PRESENT DIVORCE CASE IS BASED ON THAT. NIGEL IS DIVORCING ME. WE HAVE NOT LIVED TOGETHER FOR YEARS. YOUR RELATIONSHIP WITH HIM DOES NOT FEATURE IN ANY OF THIS AND YOU SHOULD NOT FEEL GUILTY AT ALL. HOPE TO SEE YOU IN FLORIDA OR LONDON FOR TEA SOMETIME. 
ELIZABETH
Shit. Did he honestly think I would fall for this? I was stunned.
I dialed Nigel’s cell phone. “I got your fax.”
“Petal, I did not send you a fax. It must have come from that crazy woman. How can I make you believe me?”
Out of spite, I bluffed him. “Nigel, I guess the only way I will ever know the truth is if I meet Elizabeth and speak with her in person. I’m coming back to England to speak with her in person.” 
Two faxes later, Elizabeth and I had confirmed a time and place for our tea party.
“Let me pay for the trip, darling,” Nigel said. 
I hadn't expected that response. I took a second to think and then followed up with my best one-two punch. “Right. You're going to pay for the trip and I’m bringing someone with me. I’m not going to journey into your wonderland alone.” 
“Fine. I would love to meet your friend. She is more than welcome to accompany you.”
 Bad assumption on Nigel’s part. The she was a he. It was Ron.







~ Saturday February 27
“But I don’t want to go among mad people,” Alice remarked.
“Oh you can’t help that,” said the Cat:
“We’re all mad here. I’m mad, you’re mad.”
“How do you know I’m mad?” said Alice.
“You must be, or you wouldn’t have come here.”
1:45 p.m.  Less than twenty-four hours after threatening Nigel, Ron and I left for London at Nigel's expense.
“You did it,” Ron said to me over the roar of the jumbo jet’s engines. It was all too weird. I watched Miami drop away as we tore through a cloud bank. Leslie and Sunglasses were both out of the loop on this adventure; they had no idea I was winging it back to Europe. I hoped. 
“Anything to drink?” our flight attendant plumped the pillow under Ron’s head. “Bloody Mary?” he asked me. 
“Mind reader,” I said.
The attendant took our order and made her way through first class chatting and plumping.
“This is hysterical, you having tea with Nigel’s wife. He must be dying.” Ron stretched and smiled fondly at me. 
“He can go on dying until I get to the bottom of this mystery,” I said. The theme music from Mission Impossible played in my mind.
An hour out from Gatwick, the pilot gave the passengers a heads-up. Along with half the ladies in the plane I took this to be my warning to work my way to the potty. Climbing over Ron, who looked every bit as crisp and polished as when we left Miami, I carried my makeup case to the first class loo and joined the line. 
I wore a black suit with short pencil skirt and a light blue knit top. My red hair had been recently bobbed and the style was easily tossed back into shape. However, my eyes were a challenge. I opted for double-squirts of drops in each, relined the upper lids, brushed on orchid shadow to bring out the green, smeared concealer under the orbs and finished with a puff of blush. I smoothed on lip gloss and cleaned the ooze off my fingers. Relinquishing the restroom to the next lady, I headed back down the aisle. Ron shot me a wink. I returned it momentarily blinding myself and stumbling into the stewardess.

2:10 p.m.  We were on the ground and taxing to the gate. Ron and I exited quickly and made our way through customs. “Come, Watson,” I laughed. We kept throwing each other conspiratorial grins as we headed to the international arrival area, where I spotted Nigel.
“Darling.” Nigel caught me in a bear hug. I was not in a hugging mood. He looked over my shoulder at Ron. “Where’s your … friend? Didn’t she come?”

I stepped aside, enjoying the confusion registering on Nigel’s face. Ron was perfection even after almost nine hours in flight. His thick black hair, his shiny baby face and his action-figure posture seemed to set Nigel on edge. Good.
Introductions were hastily made. “This time I know exactly where the car is. Let’s hurry.” Nigel swept up my suitcase and we were running once again. We rushed through a mile of parking deck to what remained of Nigel’s car. 
“What happened to your car?” I squeaked out the words, fighting for breath. The lovely sedan of my last visit now looked much like a crumpled old beer can. Part of the left front door rested on the left front seat. The hood of the car looked like a rhino had walked through it.
“Skip Lorrie backed into me while my car was parked at the office overnight,” Nigel answered while hefting our luggage into the trunk. 
“My god, was he drunk?” I asked.
“Who?” Nigel asked.
“Skip Lorrie. Does he work for you?”
Nigel laughed an irresistible laugh. “A skip lorrie is what you would call a garbage truck.”
“Oh.” I tried to get a visual on what happened.
“Darling, if you would be so kind?” Nigel held open the driver’s door and beckoned me in.
“You want me to drive?” 
“No, love, just climb over the console and the gear shift, there. See it? Careful. I can’t get the passenger door open. Just be a dear. There you go.”
I scrambled over the gear shift in my terrifically short skirt. The end of my jacket caught under my knee and I was frozen in mid-console facing the rear. 
Ron sat quietly in the back seat. Our eyes locked. I shot him my most menacing look. He glanced away as I tumbled into the front passenger seat, fighting with my skirt.
Once at our hotel in Swiss Cottage, a suburb of London, the doormen were gracious enough to look the other way while Nigel stepped out, making way for me to exit his wounded car. “This could be dangerous,” I carped.
My gallant Brit got back in his car and scrunched down so that all but the top of his head was visible over the steering wheel. He was clearly afraid of being seen, but by whom?
4:30 p.m.  Elizabeth was to meet me at my hotel at five for tea. I unpacked my small suitcase and studied the contents. What does one wear when meeting the cooperative wife of the single man who has been romancing you? I decided to look wholesome and perky in a gray skirt, black boots and a black turtleneck. I threw some powder on my face, dribbled red-out eye drops in my eyes, and slickered on pink lip gloss. 
The combination tea room and lounge was just off the bank of elevators in the hotel lobby. I scanned the battle field. The tables were either empty or occupied with small groups of chatters. A gray haired woman sat across the room, near the exit. She looked like a tired fox. Now I felt really bad.
My boot heels clicked across the marble floor.
“Hello...Elizabeth?”
“Yes, Alice.”
I sat, my knees knocking against themselves. I felt like I had stolen something from this woman.
Elizabeth measured me with her eyes. “I can see why Nigel is besotted with you. You have given him back his youth.”
She caught me off guard with her compliment.
Not waiting for me to answer, she continued. “Do you know I hid his passport before his trip to Miami? He was frantic. So I finally gave in.”
“In your fax you wrote to me that you and Nigel haven’t lived together for years. Why would you hide his passport? Why would you care?”
“I knew something was up with him,” she answered smugly. “I saw the photographs from your trip together. I asked about you. He said you were a business client.”
“If you didn’t care about him –”
“Even when the caring stops, the curiosity continues.” She reached down and pulled a hat, a fedora, from under her chair and popped it on her head. “Did you enjoy the Eiffel Tower? And the Sacre’Coure?  You looked a tad bit distressed.”

“You followed us around Paris?”

“I was on assignment, following you both for someone.”

“Who?”  I could think of at least two characters. I wanted to ask her if she had thrown the caviar at us, but if she hadn’t, why give her any extra information.
A waiter delivered a small silver teapot. “Shall I be mother?” Elizabeth asked as she lifted the pot to pour. She was a wacky vision pouring tea while wearing her fedora.
She continued, “You see there’s this frightful thing about Nigel. Even when you stop caring, you still care about beating him at his dodgy game. You become addicted to being right. It’s very attractive – being right. Isn’t it?”
I nodded weakly. “That’s why I’m here.”
“I know,” she said almost sympathetically and passed the plate of cookies.
I tried to collect my thoughts. “You have me very confused. First you fax me your marriage license, and then you tell me your marriage wasn’t annulled, and then you tell me it was. Nigel says it was a marriage of convenience. I don’t know what to think. But I will not be involved with a married man – so tell me, are you divorced, annulled or what?”
Elizabeth ignored my question. I wanted to strangle her.
“I found your clothes in his Coral Springs villa; he said they were his mother’s things.” I was curious how she would handle this information.
“His mother’s clothes in our bedroom?” She raised her nose an inch. “His mother’s never even been to the villa.”
Tit for tat. “The clothes were in the guest room.”
She gritted her teeth. “That sneaky devil. I was at the villa a few weeks ago. He must have moved my clothes after I left.”
I felt my throat tighten. “You were there? When?”
“I was there with Nigel for a week. I left on Monday, the 15th.”
“But that’s not possible. That’s the day I picked Nigel up from the airport and went to the villa with him. He had just arrived from London on February 15th. He got in around seven.”
 “He didn’t fly into Miami that day, he was flying out. My flight left at supper time. He was leaving shortly after me on a flight to Prague,” she said.
“So that’s why he was out of breath. He didn’t want me to meet him at the gate...”
 Elizabeth was quiet for a few seconds. “I know exactly what that bugger did and when he did it. I went over to the neighbors to say goodbye. I wanted to go back inside the house and grab my sweater. Nigel wouldn’t let me. He rushed me into the car. He must have moved all my clothes while I was at the neighbors.”
I did a quick visual in my mind of Nigel in his pinstripe suit racing back and forth, dumping his wife’s clothes in the second closet. It was a scene right out of a British comedy. A laugh began to rumble in the deepest parts of me. It was like a volcano, I couldn’t keep a lid on it.
Elizabeth turned the color of a micro-waved chicken. “He’s a Walter Mitty, that's what he is. I advise you to stay away from him,” she warned. “I can be a formidable enemy.”
I couldn’t stop laughing. Each time I thought I had it under control; I would burst out laughing again. The thought of Nigel in his pinstriped wool suit, sweat dropping from his thinning hair, racing back and forth with arm loads of tacky summer dresses just broke my funny bone.
Elizabeth smiled cunningly. “We were married in the U.S. The marriage was annulled in the U.S.” The wife who wasn’t a wife watched me, “Nigel is divorcing me.”
“Wait. Wait. I thought you said the marriage was annulled?”
“It was annulled in the U.S. but it was never annulled in England. So, as I said, Nigel is divorcing me in England, but he will take care of me. At my age one has to be practical. But I will have my revenge.” She fiddled with her butter knife.
“So your relationship with Nigel is over?” I asked.
She nodded. “Nigel and I were through a long time ago. I’m out of his life as long as he continues to provide for me. It’s you who should worry.”
She sipped her tea. I thought about this information. Perhaps she was just after his money?
Elizabeth got a sly look on her fox-like face. “How was the sex with Nigel?  Was he good in bed?” 
“How rude.” I pushed away from the table. I would have killed for a Xanax at that moment. “I cannot tell which one of you is the liar and so this tea party is over.” 
Elizabeth rose quickly. I looked at her rigid frame. She was at least five feet ten inches and built like a quarterback. “What will you do?” She asked.
I gave her a blank look and plunked some notes onto the table to cover the check. I hoped my shaking legs could get me to the elevator and up to my room.

7:30 p.m.  I lay on my hotel room bed licking my wounds. Ron lounged in the armchair looking like an ad for scotch. He’d spent the day wandering the antique shops on Portobello Road. One of us had had a good day.
“Watson, what am I to do with this mess?” I asked. Ron sipped his drink before he spoke. “Nigel lied to you. He appears to adore you; maybe he’s afraid that if he told you the truth he would lose you.”
“But he’s going to lose me anyway.”
“Maybe you want to drop the whole adventure right now. Go back and face Leslie and Marc Hare. Then again, maybe you want to give Nigel one last chance. Enjoy the game. I know you well enough to know that it will always bug you if you don’t follow this to its conclusion, whatever it is.”
“Elizabeth is somewhat frightening. She wore a fedora and insinuated she had followed us around Paris. She’s like the Mad Hatter.”
“Stop with the Alice in Wonderland resemblances. You’re making yourself crazy.”

It was as plain as the nose on his face, but he didn’t get it. I stopped talking to him.


Ron went back to his room and I curled up in a ball. 
11:30 p.m.  I slept lousy that night. I dreamed Nigel came through the airport gates dressed in drag. He would not tell me why he was in disguise but he made an ugly woman.
In my dream, we hailed a cab and arrived at Nigel’s house. There was a large gray horse inside. It clopped from room to room looking for me. I kept hiding from the animal, knowing it meant to harm me. I awoke during the night in a cold sweat. It had nothing to do with hormones.





      ~ Sunday February 28
“A knot.” said Alice, always ready to make herself useful, 
and looking anxiously about her.
8:30 a.m.  I ordered biscuits and coffee from room service, and sat in a muddle trying to decide which way to go. Ron’s words echoed in my thoughts. I needed to know or it would bug me for the rest of my life.
Room service arrived with a surprise for me – a flood of yellow tulips, Eggs Benedict with sides of bangers and stewed tomatoes, a jug of orange juice and a bottle of champagne. The waiter handed me an envelope and refused a tip.
I ignored the envelope until I had downed two glasses of champagne and knocked back all of the yummy eggs and one sausage. 
The note was written on hotel stationery:
Darling,
Our love has kept me alive. Knowing that one day I would hold you in my arms gave me the strength to accomplish turning my life around. Petal, I love you, I miss you. Please find a way to forgive me. Please, I am telling you the truth. 
Yours forever,
Nigel
Maybe it was the champagne or maybe it was the latent princess in me, but, Nigel and I were together by lunchtime. We held hands while strolling in Hyde Park. The romance was a bit tarnished; but I told myself whatever might happen I could handle it. Elizabeth was the liar and Nigel bumbled because he was so deeply in love with me. You see, I very much wanted to know how the story would turn out. We spent the night in my hotel room but there was no makeup sex. The shadow of my encounter with Elizabeth hung like a cloud over our bed. I heard her brittle voice in my ears – how’s the sex with Nigel? 
11:00 a.m.  The warm air from the hotel hair dryer barely moved my hair while I watched my reflection in the bathroom mirror.  Ron was heading back to Miami today, his job as my bodyguard and relationship coach was temporarily over. He was a doll to do this quick turnaround trip for me. I could head back with him, but then I would never know where my life with Nigel would go. I decided to stay for two more weeks – one more chance at happiness.
 I had no idea which one of my villains was looking for me. I opted for the ostrich technique – what I didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me. 
12:00 p.m.  We joined Ron in the lobby of our hotel and went to an early lunch at the Savoy, one of the fanciest hotels in London. Once again we drove in Nigel’s rumpled automobile. We could have taken a taxi, but Nigel brushed my suggestion aside.
Without any show of embarrassment, he pulled up under the elaborate hotel portico, got out and handed the keys to the valet. I climbed over the gear stick again. It’s a good thing I can laugh at myself. These English eccentricities can get out of hand. 
Lunch was an elaborate affair, the cost of which could have easily paid for the repairs to Nigel’s car. I blamed myself for not finding any sense in his behavior. I watched Ron’s face for a reaction, but it was blank.
I wore my light blue silk suit with butt-length jacket. My hair enjoyed London’s low humidity. Nigel wore his navy pinstripe and Ron looked like a Savoy Grill regular in his black Armani suit, white shirt, and black and gold tie. I scanned the room to be sure we hadn’t been followed. No Elizabeth, no thugs, no Leslie.
We all had roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with tons of gravy poured from little silver gravy bowls. We finished our lunch with three orders of creamy Peach Melba, supposedly invented at the Savoy.
5:45 p.m.  We were at Gatwick Airport, dropping Ron off. I felt a tug of emotions. I might still need my best friend, but he had to get back to his life. 
“See you in the states, kid,” he gave me a half-hug.
“I’ll miss you,” I said. “Thanks for coming with me.”
Nigel stepped between us. “Ron should hurry to make his plane.” 
As we exited the airport I reminded Nigel of his promise to show me his house.
“Okay, love. My house in Devon is just too far to drive to this visit. Will you settle for seeing my flat in London? It’s small and I didn’t want you to see that it’s so humble. The place is all that an old bachelor like me needs when he's in town, just a place to shower and change clothes. Tomorrow.”
~ Wednesday March 2
As she said this she came suddenly upon an open place, 

with a little house in it about four feet high.

4:00 p.m.  It was two days before I got to see Nigel’s London flat. He was gone both days with business meetings. I relaxed by hanging out in Westminster Abbey during the day, reading all the tombstones and then cuddling in the hotel room with my Brit at night. Elizabeth’s words about the sex with Nigel haunted me. I felt she was watching our every move and dishing out multiple sarcasms. Sure things weren’t the most erotic, but Nigel and I laughed a lot, and sometimes a belly laugh can be as good as an orgasm.
I had just returned to the hotel expecting Nigel to meet me up in our room, but he was waiting for me in the lobby. “Where were you? Don’t go off like that, darling.” 

“When you’re gone all day on business, I have every right to seek my own adventures.”
 “Err... fine. I closed a rather large contract with the Russians. Eric Smythe and I went to the Quill and Pen and had a huge business-man’s lunch. You would have loved it, but the Quill and Pen is strictly for men.” 
“I’m going up to the room to freshen up.” I turned toward the elevator.
Nigel stepped in front of me. I could see he was pleased with himself. “I’ve packed your things darling. We’re off to my flat. We’ll spend some time there, just like you wanted.”
My blood boiled. “You packed my things!”
Nigel looked confused. “I thought you’d be pleased.”
“Do me a favor. In the future, darling, don’t just up and ‘pack my things.’ I don’t like being controlled.” 
I spoke firmly but softened as the words left my mouth. He planned a surprise and I ruined it by being touchy. I hate when I can see the other guy’s side of an argument.
“Okay, love.” He looked deflated for a moment and then snapped back. “Well, off to the car then.”
6:00 p.m.  Nigel’s flat turned out to be a considerable distance from London. A condominium built from an ancient granary, the buildings sat on the banks of the Thames. 
Nigel used his security key to gain entrance into the lobby of the building and we climbed to the second floor. The stone hallways were once part of the exterior walls. Four huge windows framed in dark wood lined the corridor. Sunlight bounced off the yellow-gold of the old stone fortification creating a solid, but cheerful ambience. 
He used two keys to open the double lock. Nigel’s city apartment did not compute with the life style he had shown me. I decided this was yet another Nigel-quirk and stepped blindly into his little world ready to care for him. 
The apartment was filled with ratty furniture and smelled like an old ash tray overlaid with that creamy, sleepy smell a house gets when it’s not kept up. The edges go all round and slightly waxy. Every old house is just a shade off in smell from the others – houses have pores and the pores get clogged. 
Two large oil paintings leaned against the wall by the front door. The only bedroom had a high-placed window overlooking the garden. The bathroom was tiny, but functional. The kitchen was smaller than my walk-in closet at home. All in all, Nigel’s flat was underwhelming, six hundred square feet of existence space – a bachelor pad. 
 
He showed me around proudly pointing out the plants clinging to life in assorted green bottles, one of the tendrils snaked down the shelves. “This is my English Ivy. When it’s strong enough, I shall replant it in a window box.” I looked at the puny vine and thought that men living alone are often like these plants. They stretch and climb down or up but fail to thrive. 
The sheet on the bed was actually a dust ruffle. Odd. I guessed the flat was too small to justify the cost of a housekeeper. Either that or Nigel had slapped this place together over the last two days.
His strong arms wrapped around me. I was amazed at how excited I got over this man. I faced him and returned his kiss. He blushed and tucked a wisp of my hair behind my left ear. “Darling, let’s dash out and get some food and basics. I’m afraid I am out of everything.” 

I tried once more to settle into my fantasy of living in England, but there were many bent puzzle pieces. Things were not lining up. I might have to admit I’d made a mistake. And that was the hardest part. Even though my dream of escape appeared to be falling apart, I stubbornly hung on to it. 
I anticipated the fun of shopping in an English grocery. It was like playing house. All the made-up names like Pixie Soap and Sweet Cakes; all so small scale just like a child’s world. Nigel and I pushed a miniature cart around the tiny musty aisles. We stocked up on canned sardines, baked beans, tea, and chocolate bars. He bought fresh cut bacon and free-range eggs and white butter. 
As the clerk checked our purchases, I stood next to Nigel and rubbed his pinstriped back; while he bagged the goodies. He looked at me with such love; my suspicious heart dissolved.
8:20 p.m.   Back at the apartment with our grocery bags in hand, Nigel proudly announced that he had a surprise for me. I recalled the Vaporub and felt a burning sensation; it was not acid-reflux. “No surprises, please.” 

He laughed. “You’ll like this one. I have the photographs from our trip. He took four envelopes out of his brief case and laid them on the dinette table. I thought you might want to make an album of our adventure.”
“You are so thoughtful,” I hugged his neck. He kissed me and told me to sit and look through them while he made dinner. I shuffled the photos. The pictures were mostly of me as he held the camera, but they captured the adventure. I spent the early part of the evening sorting them into piles for the album. I repackaged them back into the envelopes which I left in the center of the table.
                                     ~ Thursday March 4
“When I get home I shall write a book about this place...
if I ever do get home,” said Alice.
8:00 a.m.  The next morning we were preparing to go into London when Nigel asked, “What will it take for you to be free of that awful Archer fellow?” 
 “Nothing short of getting a buyer for his Lizard Links fiasco. It's a half-started golf course property out in the Everglades. Leslie insists I sell it for him.”
“I think I might have heard of it.”
“How?” I asked.
“Umm... don't recall.” Nigel wandered off into the bedroom seemingly lost in thought. 
I flossed my teeth as I walked the short distance from the bathroom to the bedroom. Before I could question Nigel further, I heard a squeak like metal against metal. I looked to the front door. The mail slot, a brass plate about three feet from the ground, was open. Two piercing gray eyes followed my movements. I froze. What the devil?
“Elizabeth, is that you?” I asked the mail slot.
And the mail slot answered me, “I see you there, Alice. I see you flossing your teeth.”
I might be having a nervous breakdown, I was overdue. “Elizabeth, what are you doing?” 
“Open the door, Alice. I won’t hurt you,” the mail slot responded.
I leaped into the bedroom where Nigel was standing paler than milk.
“I’ll let her in. Let’s get this over with,” he whispered.
“No. I don’t want a scene. Plus, dear heart, I think she may be dangerous. She’s unbalanced or haven’t you noticed?” I whispered.
“LET ME IN. I KNOW YOU’RE BOTH IN THE BEDROOM.”
I inched the bedroom door closed. “Shall we outwait her? She’s got to be uncomfortable crouching down to reach the slot. She’ll leave soon or we could call the police?”
Nigel lay down on the bed. “Don’t do that, darling. It could send her completely off her onion. I would like to know how she got in.  I will take this up with the building manager.”
“You do that,” I said, once again feeling trapped in a British farce.
I took out a copy of People magazine and worked my way through the latest celebrity adventures while the mail slot continued to call to me.
“Nigel, it’s been half an hour and she’s still there.”
Just then as if on cue, the mail slot started to bang. Bang, bang, bang. Elizabeth apparently decided this would be more annoying. It was.
“Let’s let her in and get it over with,” I said.
 “No. I’ve never seen her act this way. It may not be safe. Let’s wait a bit longer.” His eyes were as big as the bags under them.
Two minutes later the banging stopped.
We peeked out the window and watched Elizabeth make her way to a little red Volkswagen.
“That car looks familiar. It was in Paris. Oops. She spotted us,” I said.
Elizabeth yelled back at our window. “I see you there, Nigel. With that American woman. I see you behind those middle class lace curtains. Lace curtains. How pathetic.” She jumped into her beetle and pulled under the window. “I’ll be back.” she yelled, waving her fist in the air.
9:00 a.m.  “Ready to go to London?” Nigel asked as he tied the scarf under my chin. I stood on tip-toe and kissed him on his cheek.
We peeked out the mail slot, the coast was clear. He turned the locks and opened the front door. There at our feet sat a clock. It was a fairly ordinary mantle clock about ten inches high and twenty-four inches long.
I jumped back. “Is it a bomb?”
“I don’t think so, but stand back, darling,” he said quite matter-of-factly.
“Call the police,” I said, not accustomed to having clocks turn up on my doorstep unannounced.
“We can handle this, love. Fill the tub with water. Hurry.”
I did as I was told. “Must be one of those British things,” I muttered as the tub filled.
Nigel gingerly lifted the clock into the tub and submersed it. The clock bubbled to its demise.
We stood there watching. “It’s definitely not the right time,” I said to Nigel trying to be as nonchalant as I could be.
“That’s true, Love,” he said. He cocked his head as he studied the clock in the tub. “I believe I know this clock.”
“Good. I’d hate to think it was a strange clock we just drowned.”
“Darling, I believe this is a clock I had stored in Elizabeth’s attic.” He lifted the clock out of the water. “Well, we’ve killed enough time. Let’s go.”
Nigel put the clock in a plastic trash bag and knotted the end. We took it with us when we exited his flat. He pulled his door shut and double locked it. “How did that woman get in here?”
We dumped the dead clock in the community trash and headed to London. I watched the road signs zip by. They all meant distance between us and Elizabeth.

1:30 p.m.  Nigel had a business meeting at the Hyde Park Hotel which gave me time to shop. I wandered around Harrods and bought a pretty little black dress at Harvey Nicols. I picked up nifty pumps at Charles Jourdan to replace the ones I lost in the Seine. Mission accomplished, I crossed Brompton and Knightsbridge to the Hyde Park Hotel. I was an hour early to meet my man.
I entered the lounge and spotted Nigel huddled over a table with a seedy looking man in a brown pinstripe suit, purple shirt and iridescent red tie. The stranger’s hair was dusted with what looked like talcum powder and his complexion was doughy. 
“Petal, I’m surprised to see you so soon. Let me introduce you to Algernon Green.” He motioned to me as he spoke, “Algy, this is Alice Harte. She’s my guest from Miami.”
“Hello, Petal. Aren’t you a pretty little thing? What a lovely outfit.” Algy Green bowed releasing a poof of powder. He looked spooked, his nose wrinkled and his eyes narrowed. I had seen that look before. It was the women-have-no-business-in-business look.
“My name is not petal, and I am not little,” I said.
I looked down at the table as Nigel flipped their papers over. A familiar looking red file slipped out of the pile. Both men appeared uncomfortable as I settled into a chair. “You can call me Ms. Harte.”
“Well, Miss Harte, Nigel and I are discussing a big, confidential business deal. One that would only bore you.” 
“Alice, please give me a few minutes more with Algernon. It’s a complicated deal we are working on.”
“Nigel, can I speak to you for a second?” 
We stepped into the entryway and I squared off with my Brit.
“That red file you have on the table there, is that my Lizard Links file? I had that in my briefcase back in the states. Why is it here?”

“Sweetheart, you are not the only one to ever have had a red file. Would you have me embarrass myself by walking over there and showing you Algernon’s confidential file?”

“I have a bad feeling about that guy. Call it feminine intuition or whatever, but don’t do any business with that snarkie. Please.”
He laughed. “Not to worry darling. I don’t do business with Algy Green. I just humor him. He’s always on to some urgent deal or whatever. I just listen. What’s a “snarkie?”

“It’s a little shrimp-like creature that lays claim to anything it wants by barfing on it.”

Nigel chuckled. “Please don’t stare at Algernon’s ears. He is very self-conscious.”
I shook my head to line up that segue. “His ears?”
“Yes. He super glues his ears to his head because they stick out so terribly much.”

I was speechless.
“I’ll meet you in Harrod’s Food Hall in thirty minutes,” Nigel said as he scooted me away.
As I walked back to Harrods, I wondered if I was trying too hard to make this relationship work. I didn’t like the vibe I got from the little creep Algy Green.  
An hour later Nigel and I were picking out smoked salmon and fish cakes from one of the seafood counters in the food court. “What’s with that guy, Green?” I asked. 

“Algy’s harmless. He runs around trying to make deals that go no where. We all humor him.”

“There’s something untrustworthy about him.”

“Aside from his ears, I assume you are referring to the talcum powder?” 

“I thought that’s what that was,” I said.

“It’s an eccentricity. Americans are rabid about shampooing everyday. Some Europeans prefer to use talcum instead of soap to clean their hair. Algy has a tendency to overdo it.”

That night we lay on Nigel’s dust ruffle sheets. I struggled not to tell him he’d gotten it all wrong with the sheets; I didn’t want to embarrass him. We played at making love, but the atmosphere wasn’t very romantic. I let Nigel stroke my head and I gently kissed his pale cheeks. I’m a noisy lover and the mail slot was too close for anything more than gentle touching. Nigel fell asleep. I listened to his quiet snore. You must love him, I told myself, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.







~ Friday March 5
 There might be some sense in your knocking –
if we had the door between us.
8:00 a.m.   The following morning I was tinkering in Nigel’s toy kitchen, making coffee when I heard a THUD outside the door. “There’s someone knocking.” I called to him. 
We arrived at the door at the same time. Nigel threw it open and there sat a clock, almost identical to the drowned mantle clock.
“Stand back, darling” Nigel again swung into clock-drowning mode.
“Call the police.” 
“No. We can handle this. It’s just another clock. Fill the tub with water. Hurry. Better to be safe.”
I ran to the tub, started the water and I laughed at myself.
“Okay. Here we go.” Nigel repeated the clock-dunk. 

~ Monday March 8
Alice felt dreadfully puzzled. The Hatter’s remark seemed to her to have no sort of meaning in it, and yet it was certainly English.
8:15 a.m.  The morning of the fourth clock, I was at the end of my good humor. I had been stalked before, but never by a time-piece. “I’m going for a walk by myself.” I pulled my hair back into a barrette, smoothed out my jeans and threw on my turquoise blazer. A quick peek in the mirror told me I looked good. 
I walked briskly along the Thames. People gawked at me as I was talking quite loudly to myself. My affection for Nigel was quickly waning. I was trying to determine my course of action when I noticed a quaint skin salon. Now that sounds like a great idea. 
I popped inside and spent the day getting beautified. I received a wonderful massage and an “American” facial, which I found ironic since in the states we are continuously seduced into “European” facials. The face is always cleaner on the other side of the Atlantic. 
The facialists were chatty, inquiring about all things American. It was a pleasant way to untangle the knots that grabbed at my neck and punched at my stomach. I had a honey peel, a pumpkin seed oil treatment and then I sat under a light to open my chakras. All rubbed and burnished, my skin glowed when I left the salon. 
It had grown dark early. I followed the sounds of the river back to the path. Headed for Nigel’s flat, I heard footsteps behind me. When I stopped, the follower stopped.
“Who’s there?” I called.
Silence.
“Look, I’m an American, I carry a gun. You’ve been warned.” I called out to the darkness.
I imagined my lifeless body being discovered by the constables. “Such a pity.” The police would say, “As she had such a lovely complexion.”
I shook off my dark humor and decided running would be a prudent action even if it closed my newly opened chakras. I broke into a gallop. As I ran I fumbled for the building key that sat in my pocket. When the key tumbled in the lobby lock, I heard Elizabeth’s insane laughter.
I raced up the stairs and put the apartment key in the keyhole.  The deadbolt was on. I hit the door with my fist calling out, “Nigel!” A shot of panic ran through me. I suddenly realized how vulnerable I was. My passport was inside for safekeeping, along with all my clothes, and my host was not answering the door. “Let me in.”
The bolt clicked and Nigel yanked the door open. His face was whiter than milk and his eyes were the color of acid washed denim.
“Elizabeth… was here,” he said and slammed the door behind me. “She knocked right after you left. I thought it was you at the door… you forgot something, so I just opened.” 
For the first time his voice was weak and deflated. “She burst in here, ran to the table and found the photographs from our trip. She got hysterical and threw them out the kitchen window. Then she ran out.” 
“I’m calling the police. I’ve had enough. That woman belongs in a loony bin. Those are my pictures.”
 The kitchen overlooked the roadway. A narrow street ran directly beneath the window. “I’ll be right back.” I raced down the stairs and onto the street. Frantic, I searched for my photos. I felt violated in a pictorial way. “They’re my memories, not hers. She’s gone mad with jealousy.” I talked to myself as I walked the pavement beneath Nigel’s kitchen window. Nothing. 
I pounded back up the stairs.
The operator was quick to connect me with the Constables' Office. When it rang, I covered the receiver and whispered to Nigel, “I’m sorry, but I have to do it. I’ve had enough. To think I shared a pot of tea with that criminal lunatic.”
“I understand,” Nigel said. His eyes were the size of harvest moons.
Within thirty minutes, two lady constables were at the door of the flat. Polite and efficient, they were female versions of the Tweedles – Tweedle Dum-ette and Tweedle Dee-ette. Both officers were about my height, with short-cropped blond hair and both wore glasses. In their dark blue jackets and skirts, there was very little difference between them.
“And the value of the photos, miss?” the first one asked.
I told them the value in pounds and then in emotions. “It’s not just the photos. This woman has been stalking me. She’s unbalanced and heaven knows what she’ll attempt next.”
“We’ll go to her home now and issue a stern warning to her. But you must file a complaint at the station within the next twenty-four hours.” Tweedle Dee-ette spoke. 
Tweedle Dum-ette piped up. “Usually in these situations a warning is enough to make the offending party stop.”
“This is a domestic situation, is it not?”  Tweedle Dee-ette asked Nigel.
“Yes. Yes. We are divorced. But she has not accepted it.” He sounded happy to confirm their suspicions.
I interrupted. “I’ll file the complaint tomorrow. I appreciate your concern.” I was awash with thankfulness. These Tweedles-of-the-law took Elizabeth’s madness with a proper degree of concern. 
After they left, Nigel moved to hug me. I pushed him aside. “I’m going to take a long shower.”
I stood in the shower and watched the English water fall on my American body. Maybe it’s in their water. If I continued to bathe in it, I might go loopy too. It was time to go home.
That night I lay in bed next to Nigel trying to find sleep. I heard the mail slot creak.  Oh, shit.
“Nigel?” I whispered.
“I know, love. Stay quiet.”
“Crush, Creak, Plop.” The sound occurred four times.
“It’s the photos.”
Nigel spoke softly. “Yes, love. We’ll get them in the morning.”
I groaned.
~ Saturday March 6
“The time has come,” the Walrus said, “to talk of many things: Of shoes - and ships - and sealing wax - of cabbages and kings.”
8:15 a.m.  I rolled my suitcase to the door. Despite all of Nigel’s begging, I was going home. I had had enough of England.
“Let’s go. I don’t want to be late for my plane.”
BAM. BAM. BAM. I jumped at the sound. Nigel came rushing from the bedroom. We shuddered in unison. Now what?
Elizabeth’s voice rang out, “I know you’re in there. I have a photographer here. I’m going to get some juicy photographs of you both and use them in court. I’m going to accuse you of adultery.”
“Great. A photo shoot. Nigel, I will not miss my plane because of your loony ex-wife. Just let her in.”
The mail slot creaked open and a flash went off. Then the sound of stomping feet. After a minute or two, I peaked out the lace-curtained window. Elizabeth stood next to her little red Volkswagen beetle, shaking her fist at the window.
“Stay still, Darling. We’re just about done.” Nigel told me.
“Done? Is this some sort of routine?” I was losing it. “Take me to the airport this minute. This is not working out. I want to go home. Now.” 
“Yes, dear, but first I have to wee-wee.”
12:00 p.m.  Before my flight, Nigel and I shared a farewell lunch at the George and Dragon Pub. He excused himself to make a cell phone call. 
Through the window by our table, I watched him pace in the parking lot, cell phone stuck to his ear. He took long strides, his face was strained. Twenty minutes later, my patience stretched to the maximum, I was ready to call a cab when he came bounding into the restaurant.
“Sorry. There was a bit of a financial crisis in Prague. I didn’t mean to take so long. Have you ordered yet?” he rattled on. “How about that wonderful mustard duck you love so much? And a bottle of decent champagne?” Nigel greeted the waiter in a jolly voice and began, “The lady will have...”  He was very calm for a man about to lose the love of his life.
Our food order was placed. “I must run to the little boys’ room.” He popped up and skittered away leaving his cell phone on the table.
“Hmn...” I stared at his phone for all of a minute and then hit re-dial. The last number he called came up. It was Elizabeth’s phone. “Shit.” I muttered. “He’s a serial liar.”
I can play games, too. I placed his cell phone in the left pocket of my jacket. Nigel returned from the restroom refreshed and ready for lunch. He had forgotten his phone, completely. I reached into my pocket and pushed the redial button. 
“Nigel, reassure me. Tell me again that your divorce from Elizabeth is real,” I said quite loudly. 
Curious how people will respond to a question in the same volume used to ask it. “Of course, darling,” he said in a great big voice. “My divorce from Elizabeth is final. You have nothing to worry about. I wish you would stay and share my life with me.”
“Nigel, I can’t as long as she keeps bothering us.”
“Elizabeth is insane. I will get a court order prohibiting her from coming within miles of us. If I have to, I shall have her committed. No problem.”
I heard faint screams from my jacket pocket. 
“Nigel, why did you marry her in the first place?”
He leaned over, inadvertently moving closer to his phone. “It was a marriage of convenience. I was lonely. She was my bookkeeper. It was never anything physical. Why do you keep asking?” 
I heard a wee wailing from my jacket and I smirked. The Mad Hatter sat in my pocket and this time I was pushing her buttons. “I won’t ask you again, Nigel.” I pressed the off button and Elizabeth was gone. Poof. 
5:15 p.m.  My plane touched down at Miami International Airport. Nigel had a limo waiting for me. I would have refused on principle, but I was exhausted and felt justified in accepting the luxury. 
I collapsed in the back of the car and tried to sort things out. In England, Nigel might still be married to Elizabeth who was certifiably insane. In Miami, Sunglasses was out to destroy Leslie and I was sandwiched in the middle. My life wasn’t working out exactly according to my plan.
8:00 p.m. That night, I invited Dana over. 
“So you broke it off completely with Nigel?” She asked as we watched Lily toddle around my living room.
“I feel badly ‘cause he’s been very kind to me and he makes me laugh. But his version of the truth needs a lot of work.”
Lily wobbled into the room clutching my Alice figurine. “Baby,” she said holding the statue out for us to see. 

“Oh. Lily. Don’t.” 
I jumped from the sofa – too late. Alice tumbled to the tile floor and cracked into a dozen pieces. Lily began to cry. I picked her up and held her close, comforting both of us.
Not a good omen.
~ Monday March 8
                       Besides, she's she, and I'm I, and – oh, dear, how puzzling it all is.
10:00 a.m.  Two days of tranquility let my body adjust to the lower adrenalin. I hadn’t heard from Sunglass but I figured every minute out of his hands was a good thing. Leslie was strangely silent and that had me spooked.
I needed some food, my cupboard was bare. It was time to hit Publix and do some serious shopping. I walked the aisles impressed and dejected over the size and volume of canned goods. I missed the quaintness of the little English grocery stores.

At home, after unloading the bags, I grabbed my mail from the box. I dropped the letters and bills on the kitchen counter. One envelope stood out – brown airmail with the Queen’s stamp on it and no return address. I tore it open. Enclosed was a flyer with pasted-on letters; it resembled a demented ransom note:
                                      HUSBAND ALERT...
ALICE HARTE of Hampton Place is a husband stealer. Previously married and looking younger than her years, she has been with her present man for two months and she may be wanting a change – you have been warned.

There was a photo below the title. It was the one Nigel took of me in the bubble bath in the Cotswolds. I looked giddy. Nothing showed except my head, my wide grin and one hand raised in greeting. There was a note attached to the flyer: 
Dear Alice,
I thought you might like to see the circular I shall be sending 
round your neighborhood. I have all the information I need 
about you thanks to my new friend in Miami.
I grabbed the phone and punched in one of Nigel’s cell phone number. “How did Elizabeth get my home address?” I yelled at him. “Take care of it. Now.” I slammed down the phone.
~ Wednesday March 10
Alice felt dreadfully puzzled. The Hatter’s remark seemed to her to have no sort of meaning in it, and yet it was certainly English.
9:00 a.m.   The next few days were my own personal nightmare. I imagined all my neighbors staring at me. It was the morning of the second day since receiving the mail from Elizabeth. Hesitantly, I sat at my computer, wondering what torment lay ready to attack me. 
I was still in my pajamas waiting for the coffee to finish when I noticed I had messages from the wee hours of the morning. Reluctantly, I hit the play button. It was Elizabeth. “Alice, don’t hang up. Tell Nigel that he had better talk to me. I have an inquirer working for me in Florida and thanks to my new friend, I know where you live.” 
I burned my hand with the coffee as I poured a shaky cup.
The phone rang. Caller ID told me it was an overseas call. I let it go to voice mail. It was Elizabeth – again. “Alice, give Nigel this message. Go to Sears and buy me a pair of those tan trousers I like so much. The ones with the pleats in the front. Size twelve will do nicely.”
My brain was spinning out of control. The woman was nuts. Nigel was right. I picked up just in time to catch her. “Elizabeth, you can take those trousers and shove them up your size sixteen fanny.”
“Well, I never. Alice, you’ve got Nigel now...”
“I don’t have him. He’s with you in England.”
“No he’s not. Tell him I need another hat. Make it a top hat.”

I hung up and called the Dade County Sheriff’s Office.  They were no help at all. The officer said that Elizabeth had to show up in person and do something physical to me before they could step in. I nibbled on a Xanax and sipped a cup of chicory coffee. What next?
1:10 p.m.  A monster migraine took control of head and neck. My arms felt two miles long. This was the first migraine since I let Nigel hold me in his arms. Surely I couldn’t be missing him?
Someone was at the door. I hate unexpected company. I checked myself in the foyer mirror. Lousy lighting – way too bright – it showed up every stress line. I placed my eye at the peep hole. Damn. It looked like it was Sunglasses. He was alone. I could pretend to be out, but I had a feeling he’d been watching my house. Deal with it now or deal with it later. I opened the door. 
As he stepped in he put his index finger to his mouth, the universal sign for “shut up.” I followed him through my living room and out the patio doors. He acted like he owned the place – maybe he would someday if I didn’t produce. He appeared shorter outside his limo. He wore a trench coat, slouch brimmed hat and looked like a cartoon hit man. “How the hell did you plan on getting a confession out of Archer if you were in Europe?” he whispered.

“Why are we standing outside?”  


“I think your place is bugged.”


“Damn.”


“Running away with your boyfriend isn’t gonna save you.” He had salami-breath.   


I stepped back. “I’ll get the confession for you.”

Hare took off his sunglasses, came nose to nose with me, and gave me a red-eyed glare, then walked through my house and out the front door. I bolted the lock after him and ran for the Lysol spray. I disinfected his path through the carpet and the sliding glass door pulls. 

Damn that Leslie Archer. Look what he brought to my doorstep. At the thought of Leslie, the red file popped into my mind. I looked in my briefcase where I was sure the Lizard Links file had been. I frantically searched in every other place it could be. It was gone. I was sure the file that Nigel and Algy had in London was my Lizard Links file.
7:00 p.m.  I swallowed half a Xanax and a tomato-free BLT and curled into bed. The television gabbed on, but I had no idea what I was watching. I fell into a dream where Sunglasses was chasing Leslie who was chasing Nigel who was chasing Elizabeth, who was chasing me around a rock in the ocean. We morphed into characters from Wonderland – Nigel was the White Rabbit and Elizabeth was the Mad Hatter, Sunglasses was the King of Hearts and Leslie was the Queen. We were all soaking wet. I woke up struggling to breathe.
~ Thursday March 11
 Alice looked very anxiously into its face to see what was the matter with it.
10:30 p.m.  I heard a soft knock on my door. Holding my breath, I walked on tip toe to the peephole. It could be anyone of the crazies. It was Nigel. I might pretend I wasn’t home, but I was curious. What was he doing back in the states?
“Can I use your guestroom for tonight?” he asked. “I have some unexpected visitors from England.”

He looked dazed. 
“Your house can sleep seven or eight people.”

“Did I mention there were eight of them?”

He looked so pathetic. I felt sorry and let him come in. “Don’t mistake a kind heart for stupidity. You can stay here tonight. That’s it.” I wondered which group of international thugs might be breathing down his neck.
~ Friday March 12
Alice guessed in a moment that it was looking for the fan and the pair of white kid-gloves, and she very good-naturedly began hunting about for them...
8:00 a.m.  The following morning, I walked into the kitchen, blurry-eyed and still groggy from trying to figure what twist of fate had brought Nigel to my doorstep. 
He sat at the kitchen counter, still in his pajamas. He had a wild look in his eyes and his hair sprang up in odd places like a broken slinky.
“Nigel, what’s wrong? You’re so much paler than normal.”
“Good morning, love,” he said ignoring my comment and staring out the window.
His cell phone rang. He grabbed it and hurried out the patio door, then lumbered back and forth talking animatedly. He stayed on the phone for hours. Not knowing who he was running from, I determined that the guest room thing was not going to work out. I should never have let him stay. 
When he appeared to be planning on settling in for a second night, I decided I had to know what new danger he was dragging into my life. “What’s going on, Nigel? What is the life and death situation that you’re carrying on over the phone?”
“Darling, it’s merely business. I don’t want you worrying about my work.”
“Why did you leave England? Are you having money problems?”
“My business is doing quite well. It’s just life in the world of high finance. Yesterday was an awful day and I just can’t cope right now. Some foreign bankers have been trying to finance a project for a charity in Indonesia with a seven million dollar loan. They’ve reached a bit of a stumble. They’ve been put out of their hotel and I have been up all night trying to arrange a room for them here in Miami.”
“Why can’t they get their own hotel?” 
 “They don’t exactly have credit cards to do that.”
“How does one secure a seven million dollar loan without having a credit card?” 
“It’s difficult to explain, but in Indonesia credit cards are not an acceptable form of payment.”
“That is really stupid. You insult me with these stories. Don’t say anymore. You need to go home. Besides, Elizabeth’s looking for you.”
He looked at me with weary eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t be sympathetic. Here are these men, who are in a foreign country, staying in a motel on I-95 and they can’t pay their hotel bill. It’s not their fault that they’re from Indonesia. One of the guys has to tend bar to work off his bill. It’s disgraceful.”
I was tempted to place a psychiatric call to 911, but with all I had bearing down on me, I decided to keep below the radar. I had to get him out of my house and back into his own, guests or no guests. My place had become a hide-out.
Noon.   I touched on some mascara and lip gloss and ran a brush through my hair. “Nigel, I have to see Dana. Lock the door when you leave. Just tell your guests to vacate; you need access to your own house. I’ll come to your place later.”  I reasoned if he expected me to show up at his villa, he would leave.
2:30 p.m.  I hung out at Dana’s for a couple of hours then returned to Alice's House of International Intrigue. As I drove up to my place, I noticed the driveway was empty. Nigel's car was gone. I reached my visor and hit the garage door button; it lifted a few inches, and then came down. I tried again. Same action. Weird. I tried it a third time and then gave up. 
I opened the front door and ran into the garage from the kitchen. The room was full of cigarette smoke. My Brit didn’t smoke, so who could it be? 
Nigel stood in my garage, next to his rental car, wearing plaid Bermuda shorts, a Hawaiian print shirt and a stunned expression. He held a large glass of wine in one hand, in his other hand he held his cell phone pressed to his ear. A black ceramic mug full of cigarette butts and wooden matches sat on the workbench in front of him and two empty wine bottles stood at attention at his feet.
“Nigel, you've been smoking… and drinking.”
He waved me off, and kept agreeing with the person on the phone.
I could out wait him. I had a full bladder, but this was way more important. It was a contest that played out in slow motion and I was an unwilling-willing participant. I was right, he was smoking. 

Finally, he had to ring off and I confronted him. I knew he hated confrontations.
“I don’t smoke.” he said. “Never have, never will.”
I felt as if I were in an alternate universe. “What about this mug of cigarette butts?”
“What butts?” he asked.
“These butts.” Stupidly, I held the mug under his nose.
“Prove it. Show me,” he said.
I walked back into the insanity. “Here, in front of you.”
“So what? What does that prove?” he asked.
He was the child and I was suddenly feeling very old. I persisted. “Do not smoke in my house. The garage is part of my house. Leave. Right now.”
His eyes were two blank orbs. “I don’t smoke. I can’t smoke. I have asthma. I could die.”
“You have one more chance to admit the truth,” I pronounced, determined to win this mind-frying game.
He paused, his face sodden with wine and his breath heavy with smoke. “Okay. I was smoking.”
I had won. But what had I won?  I broke my own rule against arguing with drunks and crazy people.
Not one to leave a good tale alone, he continued, “I know I shouldn’t smoke, but I think I want to die. I don’t want to live.”
I kept my expression straight in the face of his melodrama. “If you want to die, that’s your decision. How do you want to be packaged? Buried whole or cremated? I could have your ashes bottled up in the new lamp I bought.”
We both laughed. It was so stupid.
Weakened by my confusion, I leaned against the workbench. Where was the brilliant, loving man I fell for months ago? I touched his ashy cheek and wandered into the house wondering if I should call Ron for help in Brit-Removal.
An hour later, he still hadn’t left. I poured coffee down his throat and handed him a wet washcloth. “Nigel, look at me,” I said staring directly into his eyes. “I care about you, but you are unwinding. I’m trying to understand what is happening to you.”
 “Alice, darling, you just don’t understand international finance. Don’t try to step into an area where you have no experience. It may appear ridiculous to you at this time, but these people are all very real.”
I poured black coffee into him until he looked like he was nine months pregnant, and then I booted him out the door. I called Ron and asked me to meet me for a drink at Friday’s. 
7:15 p.m.   Ron and I shared a giant fried onion appetizer sitting at a red and white table, with a red and white waitress dressed out in dozens of colorful buttons with irritating slogans. The place wasn’t too crowed so we could hear ourselves talk.
 He listened while I poured out my tale. “I can’t get a handle on Nigel. One day he has money to burn and the next day he’s a step short of pan-handling and completely irrational.”
 “Where is lover-boy?” he asked.
“He went back to his villa in Coral Springs. He said he was leaving for Dubai, tomorrow morning.”
 “Quick, sell your house and move away, before he gets back.”
“I’d still have to deal with Leslie. That poster-child for narcissism has been too quiet since I walked out. That’s not like him.” 
“What does your gut tell you?” Ron asked.
“My gut tells me that Leslie Archer is laying in wait, ready to pounce on me.”

“How does Archer keep getting away with it?” It was a rhetorical question. Ron knew the answer.
“Leslie has the money to stay in the litigation game till the other guy dies.” I broke off a section of onion and dipped it in the horseradish sauce. “Leslie could sue me because he doesn’t like the way I part my hair. It would be a frivolous suit, but it would cost me big bucks to maybe get it thrown out of court. And if he bought the judge, forget it. Regular people just don’t understand how the game goes down, but Leslie does.”
“You need something on him, just in case.” 
“He plays it too close to the chest. He has over one hundred corporations and he weaves their businesses together.” 
“Is anyone in the office on Saturdays?” he asked.
“No...”
“Slip in there tomorrow and see what you can find. Technically you still have the right. It's the address of record for your real estate license. Go check it out.”
I thought I saw the grinning cat stroll across the floor. I looked again and it was gone.




~ Saturday March 13
“The first thing I’ve got to do,” said Alice to herself, 
as she wandered about in the wood,
“is to grow to my right size again.”
3:45 p.m.   The office was empty. I was at Leslie’s computer poking around and feeling guilty, when I suddenly heard familiar voices. I closed the computer, grabbed three skinny files from his top desk drawer, dropped to the floor, and belly-crawled behind a cabinet. 
The door opened. Leslie and Maris walked in with... Nigel. My heart hit bottom. I lay deadly still as I heard Leslie congratulate Nigel on his purchase of Lizard Links. They signed the papers with Maris acting as their witness.
“Let’s have a celebration drink at Club 56,” she suggested.
“Brilliant. I’ll follow you in my rental car,” said Nigel.
I was on Nigel’s tail the minute he left the parking lot. I muttered language I didn’t know I knew while I dialed his cell phone.
“Barely hear you, petal, the phone service in Dubai is awful.”
“Nigel. Look in your rear view mirror. You are not in Dubai … you lying putz.”
He swerved off the road, horns honking at him.
“I know what you did.” 
“Petal, I only did it for you.”
~ Sunday March 14
You can really have no notion how delightful it will be
When they take us up and throw us, with the lobsters out to sea.
10:15 a.m.  The Sunday Miami Herald lay in sections on my patio table while I sipped coffee and plotted. I knew exactly how to handle Nigel Channing and maybe get something on Leslie Archer, too. 
The phone rang. Caller ID told me it was the Brit. 
“Alice. Please don’t do this to me. You’re my whole life,” Nigel sobbed into the phone. “Maybe I don’t make the most sense at times. But that’s only because I have your best wishes at the bottom of all my work. Every minute of every day is spent thinking, ‘How can I make Alice happy for the rest of her life?’”
I pretended to be completely gullible. “Really?  Sometimes I wonder if you really

do love me. Those other women...” It was a tough acting job. 
“Trust me,” he whispered, “there really is logic behind all my actions.” 
I rang off knowing he expected me to come to his villa in Coral Springs. I would

Let him stew a bit before I drove over to his place to snoop.
As I hung, up the phone rang. NOW WHAT?
“Hi Alice, baby! It’s meeee. Elizabeth. It’s so wonderful being in America. I’m a bit drunk, you see.” she howled.
“Shit...” 
She continued, “You’ve got Nigel, wonderful Nigel. How’s he in bed these days? Is he sexy? Telling lots of lies?”
“Elizabeth, where are you?” I asked.
“I’m coming to your house with my new American friend. I’ll bet you want to know who that is.”
“Yes?”
“Well I’m not telling you. Wow! Zowee! Yoink!” Elizabeth finished her call with a dog howl, sounding like she was baying at the moon. I clicked off and dialed Nigel.
“Yes, love, what’s wrong?” he asked.
“The Lady of the Mail Slot just called and howled into the phone like a mad dog. She says she is coming to my house. Make her go away before we are all in the headlines.”
“Yes, dear.”
“And stop calling me dear.”
11:30 p.m.  The banging started, first on the front door and then on my bedroom windows. Bang, bang. I called our community security guard and the sheriff’s office. By the time they arrived, got out their flashlights and poked around in the shrubs, the bangers had gone. Logic told me if someone meant to harm me they wouldn't announce their coming with fists on glass, and yet I couldn't help but be unnerved. I never did get to sleep that night worrying. Was it Elizabeth, Sunglasses, or someone Leslie had hired to fry my nerves?
~ Monday March 15
She stretched herself on tiptoe,
and peeped over the edge of the mushroom
6:00 p.m.  The following evening, I began my investigation at the Channing villa in Coral Springs.
The door was unlocked. I let myself in. Nigel sat at his computer facing me with rheumy eyes; his pupils were black moons setting on his lower lids. The place smelled like a tavern on a rainy day. Huge empty bottles of red wine littered the living room, kitchen and his home-office. 
Nigel said he was in the process of writing me an apology letter. I want it to be special,” he smiled nervously. “I am writing the best letter I have ever written to you.”
As I stepped around to look at his screen, he flipped it off with one smooth motion. I saw nothing.
“Don’t look. I want to surprise you.”
I smiled sweetly and went out to his pink and blue pool and plunked down into one of the pink and blue deck chairs. I felt positive there was a scheme lying around somewhere in this pastel palace. At the rate he was slugging back the wine, he’d be out cold within the hour and I could start my snooping. I propped the latest copy of People onto my knees, it wilted in the humid evening air. I could out wait him. 
Time dragged by and it grew darker. I couldn’t see the magazine print. Nigel should have been able to knock out an apology letter by now. He had been at it for two hours. I wandered back to desk-side.
“I’m done – just now.” His eyes had sunk onto his cheeks. He was a ball of dough, pale and puddling. I began to read. “Sorry, sorry, sorry...” over and over the same word repeated countless times. Now I was scared. I sat and stared at the computer.
“Come keep me company. I'm feeling so sad.” He wobbled into the bedroom and lay down. 
I sat on the edge of the bed and waited. A minute later, snores escaped his nose at steady intervals. One, two, three, snore. I tip-toed into his office.
I needed to know what the hell was going on to get some leverage on Leslie, and see if I was caught up in any of their skullduggery. 
I hit a computer key. His AOL account was still up. 
My right hand trembled. It would have been a rotten, sneaky thing to do if my butt wasn’t on the line. A wave of boiling, red precognition swept over me. There wasn’t anything from Leslie, but there was a letter from Alya – the Russian “delegation” he had spent so much time with. I had a bad feeling about her from the first. I knew it. Nigel denied communicating with that Russian hot potato, but the letter was dated a month ago, when we were together. The words burned my eyes. 
Dear Nigel, 
I want very much to see you. I prefer one big bad in Helsinki. Big mean the six for you and me, or you twice or me horizontally or 78 Barsics after good dinner. Please bring cash for caviar. I understand you suffering from smelly fish on your fleshy cheeks, but I will suffer more if you do not pay my friends.
I love you very much, your breathing so loving, I go mad from it… I know it is not in my tradition to saying so... may be it is more easy, because it is not in Russian. Here is my     new telephone number as you asked.  +7-095-777-7777 
The blood rushed to my ears and my hands shook. How the devil did she know how to spell “horizontally?” She was one smart Russian. Why did he tell her about the caviar incident in Paris?  And what the hell was a Barzic?  I moved on, afraid to lose the image, afraid he’d come in and stop me. I didn’t care about him anymore; it was the idea of being lied to that fired my engines. 
I scrolled down. Still nothing from Leslie. There was more from Nigel to Alya dated today.
Hi Darling Alya,
I am in Toronto, Canada, right now. I will be back in the U.K. next week. I will send your friends a conditional check on Monday.
I love you.
Nigel XXXXX

My revenge-mind kicked into turbo. I would boil down the oleander plant in his backyard, make a poisonous liquid, and put it in his Rogaine bottle. I put the thought aside, the risk of inhaling the stuff while cooking it was too great. I needed a better murder plan. It wasn't jealousy, it was humiliation. I had convinced myself that Nigel was not a womanizer.  I really thought he would never cheat like Sleazy Steve. 
I printed out copies of his Alya-Nigel emails and placed them in the center of his desk. My hands shook and my heart drummed in my throat. I should have gotten back on task and finished my Leslie investigation, but I was sad and sick and angry and embarrassed and hurt. It felt like getting my heart waxed.
I slammed his office door. Nigel woke up rubbing gunk from his eyes.
“What’s going on?” he stumbled into the living room as I raced past. His breath was foul.
So much for espionage. You can’t rely on a jealous spy. I ran to my car, jumped in and locked the doors. Madder at me than I was at Nigel, I knew that how you meet a man is exactly how you’ll lose him. My White Rabbit was back down the Internet, trolling for more women. 
I squealed into my garage and streaked into the house. I felt empty and relieved at the same time. I stopped plotting Nigel's demise, and tried to get control of my life.
~ Tuesday March 16

...away went Alice like the wind and was just in time to hear it say,
 as it turned a corner, 
“Oh my ears and whiskers, how late it’s getting.”
8:00 a.m.   The next morning, my coffee sat like time-release acid in my stomach. I was done trying to find any truth in Nigel's lies. It was as if he were two completely different men. My original Nigel was the sweetest, most attentive lover in the universe; this new Nigel was Sociopath Man, a comic book villain in orthopedic shoes who traveled the world lying and stealing women’s hearts via the Internet.
I picked up my phone messages from the night before expecting to hear him tell me how wrong I was and how I had once again misjudged the situation. There was nothing.
I blasted music to smother my thoughts, but it didn’t work. I rummaged through my movies. The Highlander. Good choice. I needed to watch Adrian Paul’s broad shoulders, smoldering dark eyes, and his long black pony tail and wonder what I ever saw in Nigel. I popped it in and sat down. Adrian swung his broad sword. I thought of Nigel umbrella-dueling with the sheep and started to cry. 
The phone rang.
I could feel it was him – Nigel, not Adrian Paul. 
“Darling?”  His voice was strangely chipper. “I’m surprised you're there. I was going to leave a message. I have great news. I’ve been working on a rather large transaction, which will make me wealthy beyond my dreams. I did not tell you before because I did not want you to think it was another dead end.”
He should leave his barmy brain to science.
“Did you hear me? I’m about to make somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty million dollars. But I must fly to New York City immediately to meet with some bankers. They’re flying in from Washington to see me.”
“Nigel. Focus. Are you buying Lizard Links from Leslie? Tell me the truth.”
“I had hoped you would come with me.” 
I took a deep Zen-breath and answered him as calmly as I could. “Did you do a deal with Leslie?”
“I’ll send you a ticket.” He clicked off.
“Goodbye,” I said to the dead phone line. Fear washed over me in a giant wave. Before I had a chance to drown, someone was at my door.
9:15 a.m.   Bam. Bam. The knock on my door was exaggerated. Dana always rings the bell. Elizabeth? I shuddered then looked through the peephole. A nice looking young man in a football jersey stood there. He seemed innocent enough. 
I opened the door. “Alice Harte,” he said and handed me an envelope thick with papers. 
I accepted the package and thanked him. When I opened it, it took a minute for my brain to accept what I held in my hands. Leslie Archer had filed suit against me and it had something to do with Lizard Links. The letters danced before my panic-stricken mind. I WAS GOING TO COURT.
I was sure to be destroyed again, just like when I divorced Sleazy Steve. There was a big battle coming and I wasn’t up for it. I’d have trouble getting a lawyer to represent me against the notorious Leslie Archer. I’d be laughed out of court again.
The best I could make out from the papers was that Leslie was suing me for fraud on behalf of someone who had purchased Lizard Links. They wanted their deposit money back. I had no deposit money. The amount they were seeking was five hundred thousand dollars. 
I opened a can of tuna fish and shared it with my cat. “I guess we’re going to the mattresses,” I told Gem.
~ Monday March 22
“You’d better not talk.” said Five. 
“I heard the Queen say only yesterday you deserved to be beheaded.”
Six days into my lawyer search and I was near tears. Friends recommended their attorneys and those legal stars passed me on like a bottle marked POISON. 
Lawyers run conflict searches when you tell them who’s suing you. If it’s someone they've represented your butt gets pushed out the door. If it’s anyone they’ve had a bad experience with, they allude to a conflict and do the same thing. My tushie was getting pushed a lot. The clock was ticking, I had fourteen days left to respond to Leslie's complaint or he would win by default.
12:15 p.m.  Ron met me for lunch at Don Pedro's Mexican Restaurant 
“What am I going to do?”  I asked.
 “Lawyers try to keep each other papered, loaded with pointless documents and motions. They do this until one side runs out of time and money. If you're a lawyer answering tons of stupid requests, it’s hard to earn a living with other clients. Eventually a single-practitioner or a guy in a small firm has to give up the case or go broke fighting it.”
“What are you getting at?” 
“Try a big firm. They have the staying power. There's got to be somebody out there who wants revenge against Archer and can afford to go the distance.”
“You’re right.  My administrative assistant, Salli used to be a paralegal. I’ll ask her for some names.” 
 I dialed Archer Resorts. Salli picked up. 

“I need the name of a lawyer from a big firm,” I said.

It sounded like she put her hand over the receiver. The line was silent for a minute. “Here’s a suggestion.” She gave me a name and number. It didn’t occur to me Leslie might be standing over her desk.
~ Tuesday March 23

“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?” said Alice. 
“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,” said the Cat.
9:15 a.m.  Salli recommended Katz, Pillar and Gross, one of the biggest law firms in South Florida.
  “Mr. Gross is expecting your phone call.” The secretary said. “He instructed me to set up an appointment as soon as possible. Can you come in this afternoon?”
How could he be expecting me, when I didn't know I was going to call him until last night? Peculiar, but I was so thankful a lawyer, a big lawyer, would stand beside me against Leslie Archer, I was ready to do almost anything.
2:00 p.m.  Gross beamed at me as if I was the catch of the day. I was swallowed in an overstuffed chair in front of his desk. He barely glanced at my paperwork. “It’s only a lawsuit. At the end of the day one of you wins and the other is screwed.”

“How long will this suit take?”

“My crystal ball’s in the repair shop.”

By the end of our conference, I had given Attorney Gross a check for twenty thousand dollars which he was to hold until I could borrow against my house. He cautioned me that this would be an expensive battle, the twenty thousand was just a retainer and that he wouldn’t take my case for anything less. 
“This guy you are up against will throw every slime-ball trick at you. We have to be ready for anything. And that takes money. There’s going to be a lot of photo-copying involved.”
I stewed over that. Just how many photo copies would twenty thousand dollars buy?
11:30 p.m.  That night the banging on my windows started again. The sound of pounding fists in the middle of a deep sleep is a real freak-out. My house sits in a gated community with Keystone Cop guards. By the time they arrived, the culprits had skulked off. I put my outdoor floodlights on, next morning the bulbs were laying on the ground. I reset the lawn sprinklers so they went off at banging time. The creeps came later.
 The sheriff’s deputies were no help. They responded to me like a neurotic female.  What’s a little banging in the middle of the night?
It wasn’t Elizabeth sneaking around in the dead of night. She’d want me to know it was her. It had to be a Leslie-hired banger. The harassment went on for two weeks. 
Photos of the bangers might work. I went to Radio Shack and bought a cheap security camera system. Assembly instructions drive me to tears. I called Ron.

He snapped the camera into the bracket and climbed down the ladder. “One more time. I would be relieved if you would stay at my place. I have a guest room.”

I patted him on the back. “I don’t want to bring this battle to your doorstep.” I also didn’t want to start something we couldn’t finish. I had no desire to see him naked… well not so much… not that he would walk around his house naked. 


It was like catching raccoons in a trap. The next morning there were images from the camera. I turned the focus trying to not see what I saw. Two giant male butts. I was being mooned.  
The sheriff laughed me out of his office. They said they had better things to do than chase moon-shiners. 
I reasoned if harm were the intent, the bangers would just creep in and squash me. And so I tried to ignore it as best I could. I lived on little pink pills and New Age Music. I took to spending the night in my walk-in closet sleeping on pillows on the floor, clinging to Gem and playing meditation tapes. 
~ Tuesday March 30
                                               “I never could abide figures.”

Fallen from six figures a year to six bucks an hour, I was desperate to earn money. Leslie had my hands tied. The terms of my employment agreement prohibited me from working in real estate, there was an iron clad non-compete clause. Archer Resorts could sue me again if I took any sort of realty job. No more suits. The financial terror dreams and the law suit nightmares were starting again. For two years I had been able to put them behind me and now they were back – always beginning with me in a falling elevator. I’d wake in a sweaty panic. 
I had to find work that would allow me time off for court, something where I could set my own schedule. I could type and I rarely got lost in the alphabet. How hard could it be?  

 I registered with Super Temp! Clerical Service and burned through four jobs in as many days. 
Day five I found myself captive in a cubicle among hundreds of other cubicles on an office floor the size of three football fields. “Sales Tax Preparer” was my title. “I’ve never done accounting.” I told the manager, a thin man with squinty eyes. 
Hearing conversation in the next cubicle, I peeked around the wall. A young lady of Indian descent was mumbling to herself in what I assumed was Farsi. “Excuse me I said, can you help me?” She continued to talk to herself under her breath without making eye contact. Each time I peeked at her she morphed into the little muttering mouse in Alice in Wonderland. I shook my head to blur the image.
For two days I listened to mouse-girl self-chat, always in the same monotone. I worried that I could end up the like her if I stayed there. 
On day two, I imagined the pile of folders heaped on my tax desk had grown during the night. I was expected to complete thirty-six returns by the end of the week. I riffled through the files trying to get myself fired up or fired. Aargh. I can’t do this for another minute. I’d gone from working in a fishbowl to working in box. I grabbed my purse and ran to the exit.  







                ~ Thursday April 15
“And pour the waters of the Nile

On every golden scale.”

 I’d burned through five temp jobs in two weeks. I was so desperate I took the suggestion of a check-out clerk in the grocery. She told me about a friend who was working for one of those gypsy bands that pay cash for gold. They needed an honest person or at least an honest face. My kisser is pure innocence. It would be mindless work with flexible hours. 
    
I showed up per instructions at a down-market restaurant called Smitty’s which was adjacent to a community of seniors over the age of ninety. It was early in the morning and the smell of burnt toast competed with the metallic scent of old gold and musty closets.

My hunt for a temporary job had placed me, a card-carrying germaphobe, amid hundreds of baggies of cruddy old jewelry. Horowitz, the gypsy leader, gave me a magnifying loop and told me to look like I knew what I was doing and not to compliment “the crap” as that would drive the price up.

  My trainer was Marisol, a fit looking Latino who told me she was dating a lawyer.

Thinking it couldn’t hurt to know another lawyer, I asked his name saying I might need him if he handled law suits. 
“It’s Bubba. But don’t mention my name to anyone at his office. He’s married.”

That let him out. It was hard enough to trust a lawyer, let alone one I already knew was a cheat. While she talked about how she had met Bubba on line in an extra-marital chat room the Cheshire Cat appeared sitting on her left shoulder. As much as I wanted to rub my eyes, I thought of the jewelry germs and just blinked the feline image away. What was wrong with me? Was I finally cracking or was I really being followed by a fade-in, fade-out cat? 

We were into the sixth hour of eyeball straining work when a big guy stepped up to the table. He produced a clunky ring and a tooth with a gold crown that belonged to his deceased aunt. 
“Watch how I do this so you can do the next one,” Marisol said to me. I was horrified when she grabbed the tooth and started to chip away at the rotten part separating it from the crown. Gold is bought by weight; the petrified human flesh, jaw bone and denture plaster had to be pried off of the tooth.

She cracked a smile. “It’s part of the job. The next one is yours.”  

“Is not,” I whispered.

Less than an hour later an old woman in safari clothes marched up to the table. She produced two plastic bags of gold and a box containing one gold tooth complete with root and one bridge with about six or seven gold-capped teeth still in place. Marisol handed me the box. I gave it back to her. She pushed it toward me.  

“Uh, uh,” I said.

“Do it.”

“I’m not doing it,” I said through clenched teeth. 

Marisol gave in. She used pliers to clip the large root off the tooth. I was close to losing my stomach. The root shot into the air and hit me on the chest, bouncing off and falling on the floor. My trainer finished the bridge. We stepped on the jaw bone crumbles for the balance of the day. Nine hours of germs and jaws had taken their toll. I collected my meager pay and left feeling seasick. I was a princess not a dentist or a ghoul.
I left the restaurant with my dignity at an all time low, and stood on the sidewalk outside the restaurant adjusting my eyes to in the bright Miami sun. 
“Hello, Alice.” A lispy voice. I looked up and into the face of Leslie Archer. 
 “How long have you been watching me?”  

“Long enough to see you broken.”

“You’ll never see that day.” 

“I have eyes on you every step of the way. When you fall, I’ll have my foot on your back and when you beg me to let you go, I’ll have your head.” His snake eyes glistened.
                                                                                       ~ Tuesday April 20
“Who are you?” said the Caterpillar.
3:30 p.m.   Four weeks to the day that I handed over the twenty thousand dollar retainer, I sat with Lawyer Gross. He stared intently at me; he almost convinced me he was listening. Every time I stepped into his office I had to bring him up to speed on my case. 
“Mr. Gross, let me explain, again. Leslie Archer framed me. He claims I was involved in the sale of his property, Lizard Links, and that I pocketed a five hundred- thousand dollars deposit on the property. Does that sound familiar?”
“Yes, yes, of course I know that,” Gross muttered while he played with his computer. He kept his eyes on the screen which was reflected in the window behind him. A black ace, a queen, some diamonds. The creep was playing solitaire on my time. 

I leaned in and forced him to look at me. “Somebody is banging on my doors and windows in the middle of the night. I can’t sleep. I never know when it’s going to happen. I really think Archer is behind it. He’s trying to frighten me. He’s into playing mind-games.”
“Well? Is it frightening you?” he asked.
“How would you feel if you were wakened from a sound sleep by pounding on your windows?” I watched his bony face to see if I was getting through to him. “I can’t hire a bodyguard, I can’t afford to stay at a hotel and I don’t want to bring this trouble to my family or friends.” 
“Don't worry about the banging. I imagine it's just Dallas Little or one of his people. You don't think a successful man like Archer is running around knocking on your windows at night?” He sneered.
“I don’t think he is doing it. I think he hires jerks to do it for him. To freak me out. I've been sleeping in my walk-in closet with my cat so I wouldn’t hear the banging.” I thought maybe if Gross got a visual on it he would be concerned. He wasn’t. “What makes you think it’s Little?” I asked.
“It's his style. Besides, he says he's throwing every slimy trick in the book at you.”
“You talked to him? And he said that... slime thing?”
“That's what lawyers do, we trade information. He's just trying to unnerve you. The only thing I can do is to tell you is don’t answer the door.”
“Four hundred dollars an hour and I get this kind of action?”
“There’s nothing I can do about it anyway,” he said.
“Can’t you threaten him?” I asked in a firm voice.
“There is no proof that it is anybody, Ms. Hartley,” he said.
“It’s Harte, not Hartley.” I snapped.
“Yes, of course. I really don’t understand. You act like there is some sort of personal vendetta involved. You’ve angered Mr. Archer, but surely it is not personal.” He leaned over in a conspiratorial way. “Why don’t you tell me what really happened?”
I sighed. “There was no affair. I have explained that. We were never involved beyond business.”
“I need more to work with.” He replied in a bored tone and then fiddled with the computer microphone.
“Has Leslie produced his documents proving there was a sale of Lizard Links, yet? Do we have a copy of the contract?” I asked.
“No. We'll get a copy when we take his deposition.”
“Wait. Even I know that's backwards. I’ve spent hours studying the rules of procedure. We need those documents in order to prepare for his deposition. How will we know what questions to ask him unless we see the papers before hand?”  
Gross looked frustrated. “Who’s the attorney here?”
“Good question. When are you going to take his deposition?” 
“I’m waiting for the right time,” he said then he stood ready to leave. All six feet, six inches of his skinny body uncurled as he leaned near me.
“But–” 
“It is what it is,” he said giving his red suspenders a sharp pop. “Mr. Archer is a powerful opponent. We have to continue with our plan.”
I was stunned. “What plan? You have yet to tell me what we are going to do.”
Gross wrinkled his nose. “Reacting to Archer’s actions, that's the plan. If you want a new plan it will cost you a lot more money.”
I held my breath. “How much?”
He gave me the blankest of looks, “Twenty thousand dollars.”
I grabbed the edge of his desk. “What? You went through my twenty thousand dollar retainer, already? Show me where you spent it. Show me the copies.” I yelled.
Gross pushed a button on the underside of his desk and his phone rang. He grabbed it and motioned me to leave his office. As I was staggering to the door he called out to me. “By the way, they are taking your deposition tomorrow morning.”
“What?” I felt my face run red.
“Be in my office at 8:00 a.m. I’ll prepare you.”
                                                                                 ~ Wednesday April 21
It’s obvious the accused is guilty. 
Put aside the evidence and look at her face.
8:00 a.m.  It had been over five weeks since Nigel disappeared and Leslie filed the lawsuit against me. My life looked very different. Instead of romantic, gourmet dinners with Nigel, it was usually supper from a can. Instead of luxurious trips, it was driving from one temp job to another. I was desperate for money and Leslie was preventing me from working in real estate. I was completely boxed in. No income – all outgo.
Early the next morning, I walked into the offices of Katz, Pillar and Gross, properly attired in my best black suit. Ready for anything. Or so I thought.
Gross stepped toward me in his starched white shirt, black slacks and red suspenders. Marching in precise time to him was a twenty-something man.
“Ms. Hartley...”
“Harte.” 
“Ms. Harte,” Gross started over. “This is Aaron Stephens.”
Aaron Stephens nodded, puppy-like.
“Aaron will represent you this morning.” Gross said.
“Excuse me. What do you mean? You’re my lawyer.”
“Quite simply, you can’t afford me. I have filled Aaron in on the details of your case. He will do a fine job.” Gross looked like he was sniffing the air. 
“You can’t do this. It is illegal, unethical, un-American...”
I complained until Gross was out of range.
“Ms. Harte?” young Aaron said. “We’ve got a lot of work to do to get you ready for your deposition. We only have thirty minutes before show time.”
“Is that what you call it? Show time?” I asked.
“Mr. Gross did tell you that your deposition is to be video taped?” 
“What? Is Leslie nuts? I refuse.” 
“It’s too late to refuse. You had ten days notice,” said Aaron.
“Did not.”

“Mr. Gross did.”

“That two-timing, red suspendered twit. I’ve been shanghaied.”
9:00 a.m.  We sat at the conference table facing two cameras and three lawyers. Young Aaron leaned over and said, “This is so exciting. Everyone is asking me if this is a murder case.” 
I wanted to thump the kid on the head.
“Look this way, Ms. Harte,” the cameraman directed.
I thought sure they would call for “Makeup.” I knew my only way through this was to put on a brave front. So, fake it I did.
A short man with storm-trooper eyes and lacquered black hair strutted in. “That’s Dallas Little,” Aaron whispered to me. Great, my kid lawyer is in awe of opposing counsel. Little and a lawyer named Funk sat side by side with a pile of books and papers between them. This was the first time I had seen Little up close. He smelled of dried blood and POLO.
“Ready, Missus Harte?” Little said, salivating.
“It’s Ms. Not missus. And no. You have no right to do this.”
“Ms. Harte, let me present you with a copy of the court order granting permission to video record your deposition.”

“I’ve never seen this before.”

“Well then that’s a problem between you and your attorney…isn’t it?  If you refuse to cooperate you can and will be held in contempt of court. A warrant for your arrest will be issued. I suggest you cooperate.”

This was one of those dirty tricks I had heard about. I tried to remember what the Florida Rules of Civil Procedure said about notices of depositions. In my panic, I drew a blank. Little flashed me a nasty look. “Let’s begin, Ms. Harte.”  
I didn’t want to be in contempt of court. Damn that Gross. He never warned me, he never argued for me against this lynch mob.

Little verified my name, address and employment situation.  

“Ms. Harte, you’ve been married, why were you divorced?”
I leaned toward Aaron. “This has nothing to do with why we’re here. It’s irrelevant,” I whispered into his tender ear.
“Sir, that’s irrelevant,” Aaron said to Little.
The cameras whirred on. 
“Did you ever lose a hat?” Little shoved the question at me. The lawyer at his side scribbled a note to him.
I flashed Little a look of disgust, knowing it would be caught on film. I’d be damned if I would buckle. He wanted tough? He was gonna get tough.
“Yes, I believe I may have lost a hat. I may have even lost two.”
Wherever Little was going with his stupid hat question, the point dissolved and he flushed. Score one for me.
We bounced ridiculous questions and answers back and forth. They were surprise questions designed to shake me. I answered sharply. My words calculated to underline the lunacy of this circus.
10:15 a.m.  The video lights grew hotter. All I could see through the yellow glare were the black marble eyes of the rodent Leslie had set upon me. His questions grew sillier. I laughed once or twice. Little became angry. “We’ve been at this for over an hour. Let’s take a break,” he said. “We’ll resume in ten minutes.”
He bared his teeth at me. Was he thinking of the blood coursing in my neck? “Be back here in ten minutes, Missus Harte,” he said.
“Sure, Miss Little,” I said. 
Aaron ran to his office, and I hit the ladies’ room. I lingered, not wanting to be caught in an off-camera moment with Little and his associate. I waited ten minutes, popped half a Xanax, and headed back to the staging area.
I ran smack into Leslie leaving the men’s room.
“You look a little tired on camera, Alice,” he smirked, excited to have been watching me without my knowledge.
“You’re a sick man, Leslie.”
“Do you believe in evil?” he asked.
“Don’t flatter yourself. You are not anything as exotic as “evil.” You’re just a victim of Control Domination Response.”
Leslie’s pale eyes flashed red when he realized I knew about his CDR. Maris had betrayed his confidence.
“What you do to me doesn’t count a smidge.” I said. “All that matters in this glorious world is how I respond to your behavior.” I hugged myself and twirled away from him. “Besides, I know what you did.” I bluffed and blew him a kiss.
“Bitch.” he yelled after me.
“Dust mite.” I called back, maturely.
Young Aaron was atwitter when we finally sat back down. “This deposition is costing Archer over ten thousand dollars. He must want you very badly. I wish this was my case.”
Another four hours of nonsense questions and we were through. The camera men were sweating. Little’s tan suit was soaked in perspiration and his shirt collar bore makeup smudges.
I grossed out over imagining what Leslie would do with this video when he watched in a darkened room. 
3:45 p.m.  Dragging to my car in the parking deck, I felt the anger of the falsely accused wedged in my throat like a piece of old bagel. Damn that cursed man. I wish I did have something to give Marc Hare; some little scrap he could use in court, something Leslie would know came from me.
As if I had pulled him from the back of my brain, Hare's limo slid alongside me. The passenger window swooshed down and Sunglasses leaned out. “Just a heads-up. We sent Archer our witness list. Dallas Little should receive it today. Archer’s gonna know you’re testifying against him.”
“Great,” I said to the tail end of his car.
3:55 p.m.  I was climbing into my Jeep when my cell phone rang. It wasn't a number I recognized. I hit the door lock and flipped opened the phone. 
It was Maris. “Meet me for a drink.”
“Please leave me alone.”
I clicked off and pulled into the madness that was I-95, the highway was a record-holder for smash-ups. Two piggyback trucks sandwiched me in. My phone rang again. I fell behind the truck on my right in the slow lane. 
Maris again. “I'm serious about the meeting. I have nothing to gain from seeing you. This is to help you. If you don't like what I have to say, you can just leave. You need what I have. Besides, I'll buy the wine.”
Hold your enemies close. It had been a long day. Maybe a drink would be a good idea. “Damn right you’ll buy the wine.” I’ll meet you at Harry’s Grill in thirty minutes.”
4:30 p.m.  I spotted Maris Archer at the back of the room and navigated through the crowd. She looked like an anorexic model on a caffeine high. She was radiant.
“I miss our friendship,” she said. 
“Maris, we were never friends. I was your conscience, a little cricket that sat on your shoulder.”
“Okay. Maybe we were never friends. Maybe I just wanted us to be. But now I want to help you.”
We fell silent while the waiter refilled her wine. I ordered a scotch with no ice.
“Here.” She handed me a small silver tape player. “I captured this goodie with a recorder hidden in the headboard of our bed.” She looked me squarely in the eye to make sure I was paying attention to the word our. 
“Leslie couldn't sleep. He never sleeps anymore. Seeing you surviving is driving him insane.” She clicked on the recorder. It was unmistakably Leslie's voice.
 “What do you want?” He sounded groggy.
And then Maris’s voice, “Tell me again. I love to hear you describe these things. You are so good at crushing little people.”
“Maris, why did you wake me up? I need my sleep. What was in that headache pill you gave me?”
“The pill was nothing, just something I had for sleeping. It didn't affect you. You were wide awake. I could feel your thoughts. Your mind is whirring around like mad.”
“I really feel weak. I can't focus. Did you drug me?”
“I wouldn’t dare, you sexy man. Just tell me about that Jug guy. I'm busting to know.”
“Groan...” It was Leslie's voice, barely a whisper and yet the words were icy clear.
“He lost his head. No big deal. Now let me go back to sleep.”
“How?  I've heard about things like this, but I never knew anyone who could actually do it. It's fucking amazing.” 
“You can buy anything with enough money. Even a head,” his voice was weak. “S’not something I'm about to tell you.”
“But a wife can't testify against her husband.” She laughed and then there were kissing sounds.
“When you start drinking, things have a way of falling out of your mouth.”
“You can trust me.”
“No. Go to sleep.” There was a rustling sound.
“I'll fast forward,” Maris said. “It wasn't easy. But I got it.”
A slight snoring sound; then Maris’s voice. “Leslie? What about Jug Hare?”

“The little prick tried to sue me. But Bobby Knuckles and One-Eyed Billy stopped that.”

“You hired them?”
“Yes. Now will you shut the fuck up? Or I’ll have them take care of you.”
           “Maris,” I said, “that was very risky.”
“Take this tape and use it. His life is over and mine is just beginning.”
“How did you know I needed this?”

“He was bragging about how he fooled you with that tape recording duel at Alfredo’s. He thought he was so smart.”
I was impressed. “What did you give him to get him to talk?”

“Russian black market.” She smiled a big grin. “I forgot what it’s called.”
“He’ll have you killed.”

 “He’s got to find me first. He's been too scared to check his Isle of Man accounts.  He knows he’s being monitored by Jug Hare’s brother.” She leaned back and smiled, her red lipstick smeared into the creases of her surgically lifted mouth. “And once your trial is underway I’m going to split and take everything with me.  Leslie will be too busy beating up on you. I’ll tell him I’m going to the Golden Door or some other spa out west. When he eventually tries to find me, I’ll have vanished.”

She was amazing in a ditzy, Metamucil wafer and white wine way. I was surprised she had it in her.

“You should know that Leslie has that scum bag Dallas Little ready to come at you.  I heard Leslie give him your daughter’s full name. You need to prepare.”

“Dana? Why would they hurt her?”

“Dallas Little has no conscience. He’s the nastiest guy I’ve ever met.”

“You’re pretty intense about him.”

“The creep is into sex with little girls and teenyboppers. Little’s slogan is – ‘jail bait tastes great.’ He goes to Thailand where it’s practically legal. He was dumb enough to boast to Leslie about his passion and now my darling husband uses it as leverage against his own lawyer.”
Maris left Harry’s Grill; no one followed her. I walked back to my Jeep which was parked about eighteen inches from the curb. Darn depth perception. Have to get my eyes checked or my brain. Just like in Alice in Wonderland the distances keep changing.
I had what Marc Hare wanted but I wasn’t sure if I wanted anybody’s blood on my hands, even Leslie’s. Possession of his taped confession was like holding my finger over the red button of his life. I didn’t trust myself. It would be too easy for me to lose my temper. I reached in my briefcase, took out an envelope, put the mini-cassette tape inside and sealed it. Dana should have it in case something happened to me, but I wouldn’t tell her what was in it.
I drove to my daughter’s house. When the door opened, Lily came running and tackled me at the knees. We fell to the floor with kisses and giggles. Her soft baby lips planting fairy light kisses over my face. We sat on the floor, Lily mimicking each move I made and making us both laugh. 
It had been a long day and I was exhausted. I played a short game of Tickle Me Elmo and ate some pre-tasted animal crackers. Then I gave Dana the envelope. “If I ask you for this back, you’re to ask me if I’m sure before you give it to me.” She gave me a puzzled look.

I kissed them both goodbye and headed over to my house.

6:15 p.m.  Home. Weird, how the happiness can be sucked out of a house. I looked at my big dining room table, the scene of many festive family dinners and wondered if my life would ever be the same. Wandering from room to room, I touched knickknacks, lamps and pillows feeling as if I would never see them again. 
I had just climbed into a bubble-bath, a cup of tuna fish, my supper, sat on the towel stand, when the phone rang. The caller ID indicated it was out of the area. I picked it up. It was Nigel. “Petal. Are you okay?”
If I started swearing at him, I knew I wouldn’t stop. It would do no good. He would just hang up. So after several counts-to-ten, I responded. 
“I’m not okay, Nigel. You have to come back and explain what you did with Lizard Links. I am being accused of awful things. Leslie has thrown my life into a blender.” 
Nigel cleared his throat. “I can’t leave New York City until I finish this deal. It’s a big deal. The millions I make will buy the best barristers to sort out Leslie Archer.”
If I didn’t need him so badly, I would have told him to fuck off. “Face reality just this once. I gave my attorney a twenty thousand dollar retainer; it was everything I could scrape together. The lawyer told me he used up all that money. I have to find another twenty thousand, just to keep him… and he's useless. I don’t know what to do. You’ve left me in a fine mess.”
He was silent.
“You told me you would always protect me. I need you to honor that promise and come back here to testify.”
“Yes. Soon as I’m able. Leslie Archer will damn the day he met me.”
“Me, too.”






~ Friday April 23
Alice felt so desperate that she was ready to ask help of any one...
10:00 a.m.  I heard from Nigel again two days later. “My silly darling, my big transaction is in. The funds have arrived and I have hired the best solicitor. He knows how to beat Archer at his own game. You must come up to New York and meet Stan. He’s ready to go to work for you. I won’t hear another word. Bring your files. First class tickets will be ready for you to pick up on Monday at the Delta desk. First class ticket, I promise, my darling,” Nigel said. “Oh, love,” he added, “Please bring my socks. The ones I left at your house.”
Why did I agree? I was running out of options. Two purposes sat like toads in my mind. I needed legal help and I was still in my investigative mode. What went on between Nigel and Leslie? If I knew the answer I might be able to launch a defense or get mad enough to give Sunglasses the tape.
The phone rang as I was hanging up. Without thinking I answered. It was Leslie. “Alice, the naïve… did you think I wouldn’t find out about your testifying against me? I never figured you for a traitor. I admit I didn’t know that pansy Jug Hare had a bent-nose brother. Don’t worry, little one, I have it all under control.”








~ Monday April 26
Then she set to work nibbling at the mushroom
till she was about a foot high...
11:25 a.m. I arrived at La Guardia with the lawsuit files in my carry-on bag. The weekend had gifted me with a migraine that whipped into my head and didn’t let go until I boarded the plane in Miami.
Nigel limped toward me across the concourse late as usual. Huffing and puffing, he looked a frightful mess. He smiled and waved. As he drew closer, I could see his hair was longish and unkempt, his face was pale and huge bags hung below his watery blue eyes. It was tempting to turn and run, but I stood and watched, transfixed. He was a walking accident.
His strange gait drew my attention to his high-water trousers. His faded black pants showed way too much of his argyle socks. He wore a navy blue jacket, a pinkish shirt, and his necktie with the hot air balloons on it. Had he ever really looked like John Cleese or was it my skewed perception?  Was I a three-year-old child again, stacking boxes on a wobbly chair, trying to reach my White Rabbit? 
He grabbed me in one of his bear hugs, and winced in pain when he let me go.
“Nigel, what happened? Why are you limping?”
“Darling, I fell in the shower and hurt my back,” he said and then planted a big kiss on my cheek.
“That’s terrible,” I said.  A mental picture of his tumble popped into my head. I wondered if he had been in the wine at the time.
He kissed the top of my head, “Alice, you’ve come back to me.” 
“I am here to meet your lawyer, nothing more.”
He smiled a warm, yellow smile. I felt a surge of protective feelings for him. Touching his cheek, I noticed his bottom lip was cracking. “You need some vitamin E,” I told him. 
I was ready to see what Nigel had done to New York. A limo whisked us to a café across from Central Park. We sat near horse carriage stands. I could smell equine poop and Nigel’s cologne; it was almost like being back in England. Peculiar, how Nigel could afford limos, but not new socks. 
1:30 p.m. 
The Manhattan attorney was a young guy, medium height, slender with slicked-back hair and intense green eyes. He was wearing a black suit with a black tee shirt. He wore trendy slip-on shoes on his un-socked feet. He told me to call him Stan.
Within the first few minutes of our conversation, it was evident Stan knew nothing of my case. He was an entertainment lawyer seeking funding for film projects. Nigel had promised him financing. Stan hovered around waiting for Nigel's big deal to close. He was not here to help me. Two out of the three people sitting at that table had schmuck written on their foreheads. 
I could sense Nigel’s jealousy kicking in while I listened to Stan talk about his latest film project.  Nigel interrupted Stan’s story. “I’m meeting all these incredible celebrities, darling.” 
Smiling, I said, “That’s very nice. I’m happy for you,” I spoke softly so not to upset him. I wanted to get up and run, but figured the timing was not so good. My bag was in the limo on its way to Nigel’s hotel. 
“I’ve told them all about you.” Nigel said.
“Me? Who would you tell about me?” I asked.
“Why, Madeline Albright. She wants to meet you. She has invited us to lunch,” Nigel beamed across the table.
My heart turned into a frozen meat patty. He had gone completely insane. I was trapped in Manhattan with a raving lunatic of my choosing. I thought of calling 9-1-1, but would I have to sign as responsible for Nigel when the NYPD carted him away?
He continued, “You know Alan Greenspan?  We can have dinner with him. He asked us to join him.”
I cut my eyes to Stan silently enlisting his help. He studied his watch and then jumped up to leave. “I have to pick up my son. He’s at day care. Nice to have met you.” 
 Take me with you, I wanted to say. 
3:15 p.m.  Nigel introduced me to every staff member at the Bennington Hotel. They all looked at me incredulously. I could imagine them thinking what is that normal looking woman doing with that crazy Brit?

I picked up an embossed brochure from the registration desk. “The Bennington Hotel for the discerning long-term visitor” was printed in gold ink.  Nigel pulled out his yellow hanky and did his three-honk salute. He probably wasn’t what they had in mind when they came up with their slogan.
 “Let’s dash now, darling.” Nigel tugged and guided my elbow away from the counter. 
“Here, see these are very secure elevators,” he pointed to the cameras clipped in each upper corner. “No one could ever surprise me here.”
I shook my head to clear some of the webs. “Nigel, this is a very expensive hotel. How did you manage to stay here all these weeks? And why did you stay here? What’s going on and why do you fear being surprised?”
He smiled and his lip cracked, again. The blood pooled in a glob on his lower lip.
“Nigel, your lip.”
Minutes later we were in his room. My super-sleuth brain was doing hand-stands. Clues had to be here somewhere. I went to the window and looked at the view. Central Park lay at my feet, in a postcard setting. Ant-sized people scrambled along the sidewalks and cars rode each other’s bumpers – all oblivious to Leslie Archer, Sunglasses, Nigel Channing, and me.
I turned to study the room and saw a vase of long stem flowers on the coffee table. 
“For you, darling,” he said.
I touched a daisy and three petals fell to the table top. Hmm. I looked closer. The flowers had begun to rot. The water in the vase was sludge. “Nigel, these flowers are dead.”
“They are?” He rushed to my side and poked at the flowers as if seeing them for the first time.
“When did you have them sent?”
“Let me think… Friday. When you told me you would be willing to come to New York. I was so excited. I called the florist right away. I must complain. Help yourself to the mini-bar. I’m suddenly feeling weak. It must be this back thing. I’m going to check my messages and then I’ll take a short nap. We can be out and about after that.
Nigel checked his messages and then disappeared into the bedroom. 
Time to get on with my investigation. The key was in the lock of the mini-bar. I turned it and opened a small, well-stocked refrigerator. There were bottles of wine, some beer, a split of champagne, Perrier, and various sodas. On the right side were two tiny packages of Stilton cheese, water crackers, Metamucil cookies, and English tea biscuits.
Nigel snored away on top of the bed, fully clothed including his shoes. During the drive from the airport, he had recounted tales of his near starvation in the Big Apple, stories of hardship while he worked on his big deal, the sale that would make him fabulously rich. I took these urban sob-stories for what they were, the ramblings of a White Rabbit on the edge. 
Now I thought of his anecdotes of famine while surrounded by luxury. I noticed that his belly was still very much in evidence, it began at his snore and formed a crescent ending at his thighs. Starving? 
I listened to his snarly sleep sounds until I was sure he was out cold. And then I found my way into the white marble bathroom. I looked in the medicine chest and under the cabinets. No clues.
I checked out the back of the door. Nigel must have told the maid I would be staying as there were two big white terry cloth robes, not just one. Hmm... They were damp. I took one down and felt around in the pockets, coming up with a tiny bottle of breath freshener.
The fucking track is still wet. And I thought no other woman would want him.  How could I have been so wrong?  The man is a chick-magnet.
 I cracked open the bathroom door and tip-toed out. Sliding easily into my detective routine, I hit redial on the room phone on his desk. The last four numbers he dialed came up on the caller ID. That had to be his message retrieval code. I punched in the numbers and pulled up his recently deleted messages.
“Nigel, this is Diane. I know you said you would be busy this week, but I really wish you were here,” a husky female voice oozed.
I punched in the number she left in her message. Hot on the trail of clues, I told Diane I was calling from Nigel's room. Diane broke down crying. I was turning into Elizabeth. I couldn’t believe my behavior. 
“He said he was going to take me to the Sacre’ Cour? How could he?” she wailed.
I recalled Nigel knew exactly where the extra candles were kept at the church in Paris. Oh. I was such a fool. He was a regular at the candle lighting station.
Diane continued in a weepy voice. “Nigel said he has a one hundred and ten foot yacht. Was that a lie, also?”
As I hung up the phone, I noticed some files sitting deep on a shelf beneath the widescreen television. Quietly, I inched over and pulled at a red folder, it fell into my hands. The file labeled “Lizard Links” slid open. A copy of the missing agreement to purchase dropped to the floor. It was signed by Algernon Green. The name Red Queen, Ltd was typed below the seller's illegible signature. 
I plopped down onto the sofa and read quickly as I could, my whole body shaking. The folder included a copy of the missing Lizard Links package Leslie had given me. I could tell by the different fonts that the financial projections had been altered. The smoking folder.
I stuffed the red folder in my travel purse and zipped it closed. “Nigel. Wake up.” I squeezed his cheeks and pinched his nose shut. He struggled for breath and opened his eyes.
A show of jealousy would be my cover for storming out without arousing his suspicion that I had taken anything. “I can guess how you hurt your back. I just wish you had told me the truth. I would never have come here if I had known you were seeing other women.”  
 “I was very lonely and if I dined with a woman now and again, well, I was lonely.”
“The robes are still wet.” I said and clutched my travel bag to my chest.
“What robes?” His eyeballs were spinning.
“The robes in the bathroom.”
Nigel stepped into the bathroom, feeling up the robes that hung on the back of the door. “This laundry service is appalling. I shall speak to the management. How dare they put a robe still wet from the wash in my room?”

“Look in the pocket,” I said.

He reached in and with an amazed look pulled out the breath freshener. “Why they’ve given me someone else’s used robe. They shan’t hear the end of this.”

I grabbed my suitcase and dashed out of the door. The airport limo still sat under the hotel canopy. I jumped in, telling the driver to take me to La Guardia right away. I looked back to see Nigel standing next to the doorman looking bewildered.
11:00 p.m.   I drove to Ron's house straight from the airport. We sat and stared at the contract. 
“Now that I’ve got it what do I do with it?”  I asked.
 “It’s probably not a good thing you have it in your possession, you can’t swear you don’t have it.”
“Damn. You’re right. I can’t seem to get out of my own way with this lawsuit. Would you keep it for me?  So I can honestly say I don’t have it.”

~ Tuesday April 27
After a time she heard a little pattering of feet in the distance, and she hastily dried her eyes to see what was coming.  It was the White Rabbit returning.
10:30 a.m.  My phone rang all morning. Nigel would not give up. Like a criminal who can’t seem to stay away from the crime scene, he kept calling me.
“That Stan fellow lied to me. He’s not a litigation lawyer, he’s an entertainment lawyer,” he said.

“Really?”

“How unfortunate that you would talk to that Diane woman, she’s quite a liar. I suppose she told you that I have a one hundred and ten foot yacht?”
 “Yes, she did.”
“Well, see there. She lied. It’s only one hundred and six feet long.”
“Nigel, you don’t have a yacht… of any size.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. If you had stayed just a day longer, I would have taken you to see it. I knew you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, so I had planned a surprise. And you ruined it.”
“You need a psychiatrist, not a yacht.” 
“How can I help you, if you won’t let me?” he asked.
“The only way you can help me is to give me twenty thousand dollars as a further retainer for lawyer Gross.”  

 “Petal, why are you always so contrary? If that’s all you need, I will happily send a check to you by overnight.”
I agreed to accept his check. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me eleven times and I give up.
    ~ Wednesday April 28
“But who is to give the prizes?” quite a chorus of voices asked.
11:45 a.m. Nigel’s check arrived as promised. I deposited it in my account and wrote a twenty thousand dollar check to Gross’s firm. 
~ Thursday April 29

“Why, she, of course,” said the Dodo, pointing to Alice with one finger;
The following day, Gross called me. “Your check bounced. My firm no longer represents you. A letter will follow. Just thought I’d give you a courtesy call.”
Sure enough, Nigel’s check failed to clear and mine followed like dominoes. 
I called Nigel to tell him about his check. “Petal, I thought you knew... that was a conditional check.”
“A conditional check? What is a conditional check?”
“Conditional on my having the funds.”
I am the most unreliable witness to my own life. I kicked myself in the butt. I guessed that someone was fronting Nigel’s financial venture in Manhattan; helping him to put up a façade which probably didn’t include a delusional yacht, conditional checks or new socks.
His ability to dupe intelligent people was mesmerizing. “Why did you send me that check, if you knew it was no good?”
“I beg your pardon. It was a perfectly good conditional check.”
I hung up quietly and without comment. It was my own fault. I hadn’t accidentally tumbled down the rabbit hole, I had leaped. Now I had to find my own way out.







~Monday May 3

“Oh, you sing,” said the Gryphon, “I’ve forgotten the words.”
 A week slid by without a word from Nigel. I found a lawyer who would take my case for a retainer slightly larger than Gross’s number. Donald Gryphon, my new attorney said, “We’re going to keep things simple and this will be over in no time.” 

I decided not to tell Ron about Gryphon’s name. He would only tease me. There was a gryphon in Alice in Wonderland. 
 All my furniture and house wares were wholesaled to a vampiric estate broker in order to raise Gryphon’s retainer. The broker drooled while he made me an offer of a penny on the dollar for my possessions. Emotionless, I watched while strangers pawed and packed my things. I had recently begun to recover the financial footing lost in the Sleazy Steve divorce and now it was slipping again. Gryphon had most of my dehydrated net worth in his account. Twenty-five thousand dollars was a fraction of the value of my possessions. Desperation brings out the vultures.
“Mr. Gryphon, this case is anything but simple.” I cautioned. 
“It’s a cake walk. Why do you look so worried? Relax.” He snapped his suspenders. “I’ve heard Archer is over-the-top. Why is he in such hot pursuit of you?” He raised his right eyebrow. “I am having trouble getting my arms around his motive.”
“We weren’t personally involved,” I sighed worn out from addressing that question. 
Gryphon’s phone rang. He excused himself on my nickel to answer it.
“I see. I see. Okay. Thank you.” He hung up.
“Well Ms. Harte. I have some bad news,” he said. “I must resign from your case.”
“But you haven’t even gotten warmed up yet.” 
“You didn't tell me that your case was international. You’re going to need someone else. I don’t have the time or the expertise.”
“International?”  My head was spinning.
“Somebody from England has just joined the suit against you.” Gryphon looked at his scribbling. “Do you know an Algernon Green?”
“What did Nigel do?” I moaned.
“Who’s Nigel?” Gryphon asked.
“That’s what I’d like to know. Do I get my retainer money back?”
Gryphon cleared his throat. “I’ll prepare bill for my services thus far and we’ll see what’s left.”

    ~ Tuesday May 4
“I’m afraid I am, sir,” said Alice; “I can’t remember things as I used – and I don’t keep the same size for ten minutes together!”
Noon.   My house echoed with the lack of furniture. “Who needs a sofa when I have perfectly good carpet?”  I laughed as Dana pulled up a pillow and joined me on the floor. Lily toddled back and forth, repeating the phrase… “All gone.”
“My newest lawyer has finished off the leaf,” I said to Dana. This one lasted eight whole days before he was run off.”
“The leaf?” Dana asked. Her brows knit together in worry.
“I feel like I’m sitting on a juicy green leaf in the middle of a caterpillar feeding frenzy. I’m begging him to return some of my money so I can attract another caterpillar-lawyer.”
“What are you going to do?” Dana asked. 
“I will not be undone by Leslie’s stupid legal suit. It has absolutely no basis in reality.” I spoke with all the conviction of a woman fighting for her life. “This magic spell may be the only solution.”
“So, let me get this straight. You invited me over here to help you with a magic spell?” 
“I’m at the point where I’ll try anything. I found this spell to end lawsuits on the Internet.” I produced a printed copy of the incantation. That’s why I’ve been hunting for camphor crystals all week. It’s impossible to find them anymore,” I said as I took the box out of the kitchen cabinet.
“Camphor crystals?” 
“Yes. That’s what the spell requires. But all I could find were mothballs. The spell distinctly calls for crystals.” 
I pulled a block of camphor from the bag. 
“But that’s a block of camphor,” Dana said.
“I know. It was all I could find besides the mothballs. There’s that old drug store in the Vietnamese section of downtown, between the used clothing shop and the food place with the dried fish in the window.”
“Oh yes,” my daughter said.
“I bought it there. I’m hoping it will break down into crystals.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Dana was humoring me, but I figured... go for it. “I have to chant these words while I rub the top of my stove with camphor crystals which have been soaking in a bowl along with nine pieces of ice. The camphor block will have to do.”
“Chips or cubes of ice?”
“The spell doesn’t specify. I’ll use cubes. I have to do this for eight consecutive days.” I picked up the camphor block and dropped it into the bowl of ice. It didn’t dissolve. I stirred. I stirred it again. Nothing.
I plucked the camphor block from the ice and studied it. It still looked rock hard and smelled stinky.
Dana smiled. “The spell can’t be any more useless than the attorneys who charged you thousands of dollars and did nothing.”

 Lily toddled over to her mother’s knee and hung on, perhaps drawn by our conversation and nervous laughter.
“Oh, nuts. Shows you how bad my nerves are. I forgot.” I pointed to the top of my stove. “Corning glass top range. I’ll scratch the top if I slide this piece of camphor over it.”
“Will it help you win in court?”
“You’re right.” 
Screech! 
The fumes stung my nose and dislodged a mentholated idea. 

Dana choked and coughed and ran out the front door clutching Lily. 
 “I’m going to court without a lawyer. I can defend myself.” I said to her back.
 ~Friday May 7
“But it’s no use now,” thought poor Alice, “to pretend to be two people. 
Why there’s hardly enough of me left to make one respectable person.”
10:30 a.m.  Ron was helping me crate up the few things I had saved from the household liquidators. 
“You haven’t kept very much,” he said.
“It’s just stuff.” I shrugged. I’m in a molting stage. I’m losing all my feathers.”
“Okay, Miss Featherless, have you decided where you’ll sleep? You sold your beds. Remember?”
 “I’ll sleep on the floor. It’ll be good for me.”
Ron shook his head. “Come stay with me for awhile.”
“I’m not going to get strong by leaning on you. Besides, you’re into chubby ladies.”

He ignored my humor. “This is so frustrating. I wish I was in a position to give you the money for a lawyer, but I can’t spend more than five hundred without permission of the bankruptcy trustee. Every penny I have is tied up in settling with the subcontractors on that Swiss cheese building of mine. Make one mistake and pay for it for years.”
“You’re almost done. We’ll both be okay. This time next year we’ll be grinning like the Cheshire Cat.”
 “The Alice in Wonderland similarities are annoying,” he said.
   “I can’t help it.”

 “Did the latest lawyer give you your money back?”
“He’s figuring up his bill for one day’s work. He does his accounts at the end of the month and cuts refunds the following month. Meantime... I have no money for the next lawyer.”
“You're due in court in a few days. This is bull.”
“I got myself into this and I'll get me out. I've decided to be my own attorney. 
Me… I can afford.” 
His jaw dropped. “When did you decide that? You can’t do that. Haven’t you heard about the fool and his lawyer?”
“I can’t be a bigger fool than the lawyers I’ve had so far. And I know I won’t sell me out to Archer.” I helped Ron tape shut the corners of another box.
Ron dropped the tape gun and reached out to me. He drew me close to his body, it felt good in a funny-familiar way. “How can I help you?”
 “Moral support would be nice,” I whispered.
“How about some legal assistance?”
“But you’re not licensed to practice.”

“I don’t have to represent you… just coach you. You know enough contract law.” 
“Watson, it’s a deal. When I think of Leslie’s smarmy self-satisfied face, I know I have to beat him at his own game.”
“You never did tell me what you found in Archer's office. Anything we can use against him?”
I had forgotten about the files in my briefcase on the kitchen counter. I popped open the locks and pulled out three folders tabbed, Everglades Restoration, Florida Aquifer, and PETA.  
Ron looked at the names. “All environmental. Maybe you caught a break. I’ll take these with me.” He bopped me on my head with the papers, smiled and left. 

11:30 a.m.  The towel was warm from the dryer and felt good on my face. My cell phone rang just as I was pulling on my jeans. The caller ID was blocked.
“Meet me in the parking lot of the Bayview Plaza Walgreen’s in an hour.”

It was Sunglasses.


“I can’t. I have to be at my daughter’s house for lunch. I can meet you later.”


“Not your best decision.” He hung up.


12:00 p.m.   It was a special day for Lily. She was very excited. I had promised her I would attend her mac & cheese tea party. A promise to a child is a sacred thing. Lily first, then the thug.
I couldn't shake the feeling I was being watched. With my cell phone set on 911 and sitting in my lap, I kept checking the rear view mirror while I drove. I took a loopy indirect route over to my daughter’s in case I’d acquired a tail.
Dana's house is at the end of a cul-de-sac in a community of small homes. When I turned into her street I could see two ten-year-old cars parked on her lawn. My heart raced as I saw a couple of guys on the lawn standing next to Dana holding Lily. Whatever was going on had drawn the interest of the entire neighborhood; folks stood on their porches and front lawns and gawked.
I swooped into the driveway, a mother tiger ready to rip their hearts out. When the guys realized it was me, they jumped into their cars and parked them behind my Jeep blocking me from leaving; as if I would leave my family with them.
One, a kid with tangled blond hair, wearing a Corona tee-shirt and jeans, carried a clip board with an 8 x10 enlargement of Nigel's driver's license picture. The other guy was in his late thirties with brown hair and a potbelly encased in a faded golf shirt and crumpled navy slacks. 
They positioned themselves on either side of me. “We’re government agents.” Potbelly said in a loud voice. We’re immigration agents… INS; and we’re looking for Nigel Channing who’s a fugitive from justice.”  
I asked Potbelly for I.D. He handed me a business card that read Dwayne Bear U.S. Marshall. Under his name, he had penned “INS AGENT.”
“Don't you have a badge or something?”
The blond cut me off. “My cards are at the printers.” He grabbed Bear's card and printed his name on the flip side – Scott Forester – ISN. 
Nigel’s scams brought these lunatics to my family. I had no reason to protect him. I was furious. “If you were really government agents you would know Mr. Channing is at the Bennington Hotel in Manhattan not here at my daughter's house. And it's INS, you putz. Also you might want to double-check your spelling. There’s only one “l” in Marshal.”
I turned to my daughter, “Are you okay?”
“They came banging on the door. I wasn't going to let them come inside. That's why we're out here. They said they were federal agents. But I don't think so.”
Lily hid her face in her Dana’s shoulder, sobbing from fear. I patted her blond curls and said, “It’s okay, honey. These men are just pretending. It’s a game and now it’s over.”  I kissed her head. She looked at me with tears in her big green eyes. I could tell she was struggling to understand how this game was any kind of fun.
Neighbors continued to gawk. This was the most excitement they would see all year. 
“Take Lily in the house. I'll handle this.”
“Do you want me to call the police?” 
“If I'm not inside in three minutes.” I was so angry I could have bitten his nose off and spit it down his throat. “How dare you.” I said to the chubby man. 
“You're obstructing an investigation. We have an arrest warrant for Nigel Channing. He’s an illegal alien and is wanted by Interpol.” Potbelly yelled.
“So you come to a young mom's house and try to frighten her and her baby?  I’ll have your heads for this.” 
“Before you get too emotional, I want you to see something.” He grabbed my elbow and urged me to the back of his dented brown Toyota. I squashed my heel into his foot and he let go with a yelp. I was afraid to run into Dana's house I didn't want them following me. 
“Mrs. Harte. We're only here to warn you.”
 Potbelly stepped to the trunk of his car and released the lock. It popped open. Black jackets with FBI and SWAT written on them lay over a couple of handguns and a rifle.
 “Are you threatening me? Are you daring to say you would harm my family?  Get the hell off this property right now.”
Arms crossed I stood on Dana's front patio and watched the two “agents” jockey out of the driveway. “Show’s over.” I waved to the neighbors and went inside.
“That was designed to frighten you, Mom. They had no way of knowing you were going be here. And there's no reason why Nigel would be at my house, he's never been here. They're using me and Lily to scare you.” I held my daughter close and let the moment pass. 
I thought about Sunglasses. I did tell him I was going to my daughter’s house. He couldn’t have set this threat up that quickly. These clowns smelled like Leslie’s handiwork.  “If we let them get away with it once, they'll do it again. Let me go to the potty for a minute.” I do some of my best thinking surrounded by ceramic tile. 
I came back into the living room armed with an idea to stop their little game. I called information and got the number of the local office of the FBI. Agent Michael Baker asked us to come in and swear a statement. Impersonating a federal agent makes the FBI grumpy.
My brain kicked in with a brilliant idea. I called Dallas Little's law firm and asked for Dwayne Bear. The chirpy receptionist supplied the missing link, “Mr. Bear operates out of his house. I can take a message.” 
I thought for a mini-second and then said, “Tell him Alice Harte called. Tell him I’ve filed a complaint with the FBI.”
“Should he call you back?” she asked.
“He damn well better not.”
I cut my eyes to Dana. “Dallas Little is going down along with his boss, Leslie Archer.”

A thought wiggled in the back of my brain. What had Nigel done to stir up the mention of immigration? The grain of truth behind the half-lies came into focus. Alya, his Russian hottie. Somewhere in my papers I still had the copies of his emails from her.
I ran out to my Jeep, rustled through the file box in the back and pulled out the stack of emails. Alya had included her new telephone number in the email. I grabbed my cell phone and punched in the numbers. The connection was surprisingly clear.

Her voice was raspy – a smoker. 

“Is this Alya? I’m trying to reach Nigel Channing. It’s a family emergency,” I fudged.

“That tuna has family? You tell me where he is and I will kill him.”

“Oh dear,” I tried to sound sympathetic. “Why are you so angry with him?”

“I do not talk on the phone. It is not safe.”

She’s right. “Can you tell me in business words what happened?”

There was long pause. I thought I’d lost the connection. 

“Nigel ordered a… in American – a ton of special caviar from my employers to be shipped to the gourmets in Paris. He provided a business check in the amount of… in American – six million dollars. The check – how do you say – bounced? My employers are not kind people.”

   A conditional check to the Russian mob. That would account for the rabbit race around Europe and his panicked behavior. But why the fish-fling in Paris? 

“Tell me more.”

“The caviar was to be cut with how you say… cheaper caviar and sold to stores. Nigel was driving the truck of caviar; it broke on the streets in France. Nigel ran away. He left the fish eggs to go rotten. My employers and the French will kill him.”
A nasty thought occurred to me. Nigel was being pursued by Euro mobsters while we were playing kissy-face. I could have been killed. Lucky it was just fish-glop they flung at us.
I clicked off without a goodbye. There was nothing good about this.

3:00 p.m.  We visited the FBI right after lunch. Their office was located in a quiet business park with discrete signage. Dana, carrying Lily, and I stood at the bullet proof glass and passed our drivers’ licenses through the bank-teller slot. Once the receptionist confirmed our identities she buzzed us into a small conference room.  
My daughter and I sat with a well dressed agent named Michael Brown. He took our statements and handed them to a clerk to be typed. I gave him a copy of Potbelly’s business card, a description of the car and his license plate number. Dana appeared cool, acting as if this were a normal thing for her. 
Lily took an instant liking to agent Brown who bore a strong resemblance to the character Steve on Blue’s Clues. She kept reaching her tiny hand up to his. “Blue, too.” she said. Agent Brown cracked a smile. He squatted down next to her. “What’s your name?” 

“Lily.”  She hugged his neck. He returned the squeeze and Lily giggled.


“You’re granddaughter’s adorable,” said Brown. “She reminds me of my little niece. They’re so cute at this age. I hate to see nice people get caught up with crooks. Once we shake up these two clowns, you should be okay. But be careful, Dallas Little is slimy even for an lawyer. He’s been on our watch list for over a year.”

“Little works for Leslie Archer who wins every lawsuit he files. Leslie’s bragged about how his cases are always in front of the same judge. All his construction contracts force any litigation into the Miami courts. There’s something fishy going on in this circuit.”
He frowned. “I’d like to talk to you in private.” I followed him into the next room, he closed the door.

“We’ve been watching Mr. Archer’s cases. He was charged in federal court with criminal racketeering but the case was dropped when two key witnesses turned up minus their heads. Keep your eyes open and for the sake of your family be careful. Here’s my cell phone number put it in your speed dial.”
Does this make me a double or triple agent?

8:30 p.m.  We headed home. It was late and I was trying to draw on my courage to leave Dana’s. She’d be alone with Lily. What if Leslie sent someone else?  I couldn’t continue to risk my family. I had to take action against Leslie. 
“Dana, I gave you an envelope a couple of weeks ago. I need it.”
“Are you sure?”

I nodded.

 She went in her bedroom and came out with the Maris tape in the sealed envelope.  It was just as well I hadn’t told her what was in it. 

 “Call me immediately if anything strange happens.” I tried to speak without sounding like I was terrified to leave them alone. She looked like a little girl in her pink pajamas. I guess mothers always think of their children as kids no matter how old they are.
I went to a payphone outside the Bayview Walgreen’s. Sunglasses picked up on the first ring. “I have what you asked for. Meet me at the place you mentioned earlier.”
10:30 p.m.  I parked on the far side of Walgreen’s in the shadows of a large shrub. I opened the envelope and dumped the tape in my lap. Using a tissue I rubbed the cassette free of any fingerprints. My arms did it again… that strange sensation of growing a mile long. I put my head on the steering wheel and tried to slow my racing heart. I could be an accessory to Leslie’s murder, but if I did nothing he might come after my family again.  
 A dark limo backed into a parking space up on the far side of the lot. The driver cut its lights. It had to be Sunglasses. No movement from the car. I waited ten minutes and then with my lights off and engine purring, I slid next to the car, nose in. It seemed like forever until a window rolled down. Sunglasses was not a pretty sight at night. Holding the tape cassette with the tissue I leaned out and tried to hand it to him.  

“Park your car.” He said.

My legs were shaking so hard I couldn’t keep them on the car pedals. I considered stepping on the gas to run away. I wished I carried pepper spray or bug spray or something. I looked in my backseat. All I had was an umbrella – not too effective against a gangster in a limo – maybe I could pull a Mary Poppins.
He’s not going to kill me. He needs me. I repeated my mantra while I parked my car, slipped the tape into pocket of my jeans and stepped into his car. Sunglasses was in the backseat with one of the Tweedles, the other was at the wheel. 

“We followed you from your daughter’s. Nice baby.”

I put my hands on my thighs to hold my quivering legs to the seat. What had I done to my family?  I offered up the tissue-wrapped tape again. “Leslie’s confession. It’s what you wanted.”

“You and your daughter and the baby went to the FBI today. Was that – a social call? You think I’m stupid?”

“I filed a complaint against Leslie. He sent some clowns to threaten my daughter. I figured the only way to stop him was to turn him over to the FBI.”

Sunglasses’ lips twitched. I thought he was hatching a smile, but then he turned nasty. “Check her.” he nodded to the backseat Tweedle. The goon came at me like a blind date in a drive-in. With his full body weight pinning me down, his huge hands grabbed me lingering in places they shouldn’t have been. Instinctively I kneed him. He doubled over in pain and then swung his right arm back ready to deck me. His fist hit the car window with a crack. He fell off me, howling.
“Stop.” I said to Sunglasses. Rather than endure another round of heavy weight petting I unbuttoned my shirt. I slid it off and turned around. “I’m not wearing a wire. 
Take a minute to listen to this tape.”  
I still had enough of my fractured wits about me to wipe the tape on my shirt corners. I passed it to him using the palm of my hand, and then put my shirt on. Tweedle-in-the-front passed him a small cassette recorder with earphones. Sunglasses’ expression went from anger to satisfaction. He got what he needed.

I didn’t go home that night. I shut off my lights and cruised into Dana’s driveway. I stayed up all night watching her house.  

                                ~ Saturday, May 8
He looked at Alice and tried to speak,
but for a minute or two sobs choked his voice.
8:30 p.m.  I curled up on a pillow on the floor in my family room. I spent the day making  Dallas Little's life miserable by calling the Washington office of Interpol to refute his bogus agents’ claims, reporting him to the Florida Bar and sending a certified letter to his law partner bringing him up to speed.
 
Gem snuggled on my lap. “I'm not sure I’ve done the right thing,” I told her. I regretted spilling the beans to Dwayne Bear about where Nigel was staying in Manhattan. 
The ring of the phone broke my thoughts. When I picked it up Nigel whispered.
“There’s someone banging on the hotel room door. I’m on the floor, under the desk.” 
“Why?” I asked.
I could hear pounding in the background.
“There are some guys out there. I think they may be looking for me.”
“Nigel, it might be a process server. Answer the door.”
“Alice, I told you I cannot come to Miami. I cannot leave New York until I pay my hotel bill. And I cannot do that if I am constantly interrupted by bullies with fists. If I could be there I would. Ouch.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Oh, no bother. I just stepped on my hand.” 
“How can you step on your own hand?” I imagined his portly body, playing Twister with itself.
“What?” Nigel asked. “At times, love, you do say the strangest things.”
“Never mind, and don’t call me ‘love’ anymore. Just look and see if it’s a process server and then take the papers from him. Be a good boy.” I was fuming.
“I could swear I’m being followed.”
“Maybe it’s Madeline Albright.”
“I’ll call you back, love.” He clicked off his cell phone.
11:55 p.m.  “Darling?” Nigel whispered into the phone. 
“Don’t call me darling. What’s wrong?” I could sense his panic.
“Love, I wanted someone to know,” he said, then stopped talking. I heard noises, rustling sounds, muffled thumps and then silence. 
“What are you doing? Answer me.”
He breathed heavily into the phone, “Love, you know you are my only love. Someone is following me.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. Stop it. Go talk to the manager. Don’t stay alone in your room,” I said, concerned that he was completely cracking up.
“Two men have been following me for days. And that is the truth. I swear it.” 
“Did you call the police?” 
“I can’t do that,” he said.
“Why?” 
“For your safety, I can’t tell you,” he said. 
“Oh for Pete’s sake, Nigel. Why don’t you just call Alan Greenspan?”
“Alice, please. This may be the last time I talk to you.”
I was grinding my teeth. “It better not be. You have to get your butt down here and testify. Do you hear me?”
“Yikes.” he yelled. “They’re here.”
I heard someone bang on his hotel room door, and I shuddered.
“Open up, Channing.” A man’s voice said.
“Oh, dear God.” Nigel groaned and the phone went dead. 
Drowning in guilt and feelings of betrayal, I wondered if I had turned the dogs of hell lose on Nigel. I called the Bennington’s front desk and they rang his room. No answer. I called again. Nothing. I asked for the manager. He wasn’t there. “Is there anyone in charge?” They put me through to someone named “Philip.”
“I think something may have happened to Mr. Channing.” I told Philip.
“You mean Nigel?” he asked.
“You know who I am talking about?”
“Of course, every one knows Nigel,” he answered.
“Great.” I explained the last phone call. “Would you please check on him?” 
Philip put me on hold, then a minute later said, “There’s no answer in his room, ma’am.”
“I know that. Could you send someone to his room, please?”
Philip didn’t call me back. I waited an hour and called the hotel.
“Mr. Channing has vanished. His things are still in his room. No one saw him leave,” said the desk clerk and then he hung up.

What had I done? Was I responsible for Nigel’s disappearance? 
~ Sunday, May 9
This sounded promising, certainly. Alice turned and came back again.
The next day I moved into my daughter’s house under the guise of not having furniture, when I was in fact worried about my family’s safety.

8:00 p.m.  We were in the Lily’s bedroom blowing up the air mattress with a foot pump. Dana sat on the toy box and watched. “See, Mom. Isn’t this better?” 
My daughter shook out a twin sheet with puppies on it and laid it on the mattress. “Whatever happened to Nigel’s ex-wife? I was kind of worried about her.”
“Elizabeth’s been strangely quiet for weeks now.” 
Dana, Lily, and I giggled as the mattress made whistling noises, losing air with every turn. Cuddly in her one piece jammies, my granddaughter snuggled next to me, falling asleep with her little hand tucked in mine and her leg thrown across my stomach. I smelled the sweet baby shampoo scent of her and fell into a peaceful sleep.








~ Monday May 10
‘What matters it how far we go?’ his scaly friend replied,

 ‘There is another shore, you know upon the other side.’

8:30 a.m.  The Miami sun pierced the greasy diner window and ricocheted off the aluminum table top. I kept my shades on and sat huddled in a booth with Ron planning my legal strategy. “I can help you get through the actual trial. You’re comfortable speaking in public.” 
“I’ll have to be. But my case makes no sense.” I said.

“We have to disprove a lie. We have to prove you didn’t receive any money. They have yet to produce any evidence that there even was money on the table.”
 “With Leslie’s talent for manipulating information, Lizard Links would be a perfect set-up for a swindle. An international broker, Nigel, could pocket the deposit money and then vanish from his hotel room.”
 “Leaving you with Algy Green. Archer’s probably paying him to implicate you.”  Ron reached over and squeezed my hand.
“Doesn’t Algy Green need to prove that I was involved?  And what about the signature on the sales contract on behalf of Red Queen? I didn't sign it. It was probably Leslie.”
 
“We have to discredit Archer and make him back down. I’m hoping we can find something wrong with the land,” Ron said.

“Maybe that’s where he buries the heads.”
 “You don’t really believe those rumors about his involvement in beheadings?
That’s more of your Alice in Wonderland fantasies.”

“I know it sure as I know my name. Sunglasses wouldn’t be riding his bumper like he is if he had any doubt. Leslie has no conscience about whacking off heads. The only thing he’s afraid of is bad publicity. Go figure.

“I’m going to go look at that damn golf course. I should have done it long ago. I’ve just been too damn busy putting out fires.”
Ron gave me his most serious look. “You're not going alone.” 
10:45 a.m.  It took us over two hours to find the golf course. The entrance sign was buried in cabbage palms and palmettos. The tires spun in a mix of marsh and sand. “Let’s park here. If the car gets stuck in this mess, we’ll never get it out.”  
Ron and I trudged through the thick, prickly brush between his BMW and the gates of Lizard Links. Stickers adorned my jeans and socks, insects bit at my face, and my hair stuck in sweaty clumps to my forehead. The abandoned golf course and resort had a nasty look and smelled worse. 
“Whew. What is that stink?” Ron said, choking. He spit out a bug.
“Vile. What does Leslie have locked up in there?” 
I checked the ground for pygmy rattlesnakes and other unfriendly critters. “Why would he even attempt to sell this property in this condition?” 
We crossed the elevated road that led to the entrance, and came upon a twelve foot high wall with barbed wire snaking along the top. 
“Hey you. Back off.” A golf cart carrying two uniformed security guards came zipping around the barricade. The guards unsnapped the flaps on their holstered guns.
“This is private property. You have no business here. Leave now or we’ll be forced to take action.”
“We’re not getting in there today,” Ron whispered.
“Just curious.” I called to the guards as I waved.
“Come Watson.” We trudged back to the car and drove off.
“Was the name on the guards' uniforms Sun Vista or Sun View?” I asked. 
“Sun Vista Security. Why?”
 “Nothing.” 
1:30 p.m.  We drove to Miami's main library. Ron and I entered the stacks of legal books. It was like some magnificent puzzle, the aisles of law journals marching along, gold with red bands, abruptly changing to deep burgundy and blue. “Think of this like boot camp for lawyers.” he said, and went to work pulling books from various stacks. “Since I don’t have an account with Lexis, we have to do it the hard way, books and paper.”
“What are we looking for?”
Ron fought open the tight pages of a big, yellow book. 
“Look for the topic and then look for the pages.” He slid his fingers over the words. He was the magician sharing tricks-of-the-trade. “We are looking for pieces that fit right on top of your pieces. A story that is most like your case.” 
He paused; I think to make sure my eyes hadn’t crossed. “You see there is really no new law, just old law revisited. Your case should be judged based on what other courts have done in the past. A case stands on the legs of prior cases. We just find the case that best tells your story and has the results you want, and then quote it.”
“It’s that easy?”
He shrugged. “If the judge treats you fairly, the law should support you. Because you’re pro se, the judge is supposed to cut you some slack. But be prepared for the opposite. Archer and his team can play all kinds of dirty tricks on you.”
“They already have.”
Three hours later, I took a break from my research and walked over to Ron who manned the ten-cents-a-copy machine. 
“Let me know when we get to twenty thousand dollars,” I said.

 He winked at me and went back to his copying.
Another two hours and I was bushed. “Look at all we have. It's too much information for me to handle. How do I write all these motions and pleadings and whatever and get it all done before my court date?” I felt overwhelmed.
Ron paused, he studied my face. 

“I can write them for you.”

“I’m swearing that I’m representing myself. I won’t sink to their level and cheat. You can coach, but that’s it.” 
 “Write the motions, pleadings and responses just like Archer’s lawyers write theirs. Use their format and spin their words back at them. Go on the attack. They’re a pack of liars. You have the truth on your side. Just remember to serve copies on all the lawyers involved in the case so they can’t get you on a technicality.”
A wad of frustration blocked my swallow. “So far the truth has been useless.”
 “File a Notice of Appearance, then you immediately file a Motion to Dismiss. They haven't cooperated with you at all. You have no idea what they’re going to present in court. You can get the case thrown out because they’re not following the Rules of Procedure. Get pissed off, get tough. They’re trying to ruin your life.”
“Right.”   A migraine threatened like a miniature storm cloud.  
      ~ Tuesday May 11
“Let us both go to law: I will prosecute you. Come, I'll take no denial: 
We must have a trial; For really this morning I've nothing to do.”
My day in court was rapidly approaching.  I set up a law office in Lily’s bedroom. My laptop sat on her Tiny Tykes plastic table while I typed; preparing a Notice of Appearance to file with the court telling the world that I was acting as my own attorney.

Little and his crew had to show me their cards, or they had to let me go. Those were the rules. I wrote a Request for Discovery and a Motion to Dismiss. I held them at arms length and admired my work. Not too shabby. 
1:30 p.m.  Was sitting in the parking lot of Dallas Little's office, when he stepped out of the door. I served him with my spiffy motions including a motion to take the depositions of Leslie Archer and Algernon Green. Little laughed and tore my paperwork in two, letting it blow in the breeze.
2:15 p.m.  Drove to the court house and took the elevator up to the Clerk’s Office to file my Notice of Appearance, my discovery and deposition requests, and Motion to Dismiss. I presented my neatly typed motions with certificates stating that I had sent copies to all the lawyers representing Leslie and Algernon. The clerk stamped my copies with the date and times of filing and I left the courthouse.
Returned to the law library, carrying a plastic bag full of nickels for the copy machine and two blank legal pads. I wore a black turtleneck, jeans and no makeup. I was trying not to stand out.
More than once I found myself looking over my shoulder. I felt sure I was being watched. Restroom breaks were out of the question as they were located down a long quiet hall, a dead zone, just off the emergency staircases. It would be too easy for someone to grab me.
Four hours later I buttoned up the last batch of case law copies. My stomach growled and my bladder sloshed. I had found loads of info that applied to committing fraud with earnest money deposits, but there wasn't much about being naïve and signing as registered agent for a Bahamian corporation. 
I pulled up what I could on the Everglades and environmental suits against developers, but not knowing what I was dealing with was like working with handfuls of Jello, it all squished through my fingers without taking shape.
It was almost seven when I made my way back to the parking garage holding my keys splayed between the fingers of my right hand in case I needed a weapon. My bag of research weighed heavy on my left shoulder. Just as I climbed into my Jeep, the cell phone rang. It wasn't a number I recognized. I hit the door lock and opened the phone. 
“Alice? You know who this is.”

It was Sunglasses.
“I’m gonna give you directions to my house.”  
“Why?”  Why voluntarily go to a thug’s house?

“Cause I owe you.”

“You don’t.” My heart went thump.

“You helped me big time. Now I’m gonna help you. You need money for a lawyer.”
“It’s too late. I’m due in court the day after tomorrow.”

“A new lawyer can ask for a delay so he can get up to speed. Be at my house in an hour and I’ll set you up.” Sunglasses gave me the address and directions. Alice Harte, thugette. 
Let me count the ways this could go bad – Sunglasses wants to eliminate me as a witness before he murders Leslie, the police are watching Sunglasses and I’ll get caught up in his arrest, I could be an accessory to Leslie’s murder, or maybe it wasn’t Sunglasses on the phone at all… maybe it was Leslie, disguising his voice. I pinched my right thigh to distract me; my leg was trembling so hard it bounced off the gas pedal. Chills ran through me like a bad flu.
Think positive. Deep breath. I followed his directions as best I could. The house was waterfront in one of those old Miami neighborhoods that are more like mazes where you follow the openings until you find yourself at a dead end. The old brick streets meandered, never straight, forking around two hundred year old banyan trees and round crumbling walls, each overgrown driveway hiding what was at its end. 
He had instructed me to look for a post with a sea turtle on it, fake I hoped. There it was, a stone figure of the Mock Turtle looking just like he did in Alice in Wonderland. He was posted at the entrance to a drive heavy with tropical trees forming an eerie canopy. If I was setting me up, it would be in a place just like this.  

At the next split in the road, I parked the Jeep and walked back to the turtle sign post. I was not about to drive right up to whatever lay just out of my sight. Everything’s going to be okay. Deep breath. You need the money for a lawyer. 
I walked quietly up the drive, stopping every few steps to listen. I didn’t hear axes being sharpened. No gun fire. It was all good. 

The sound of feet walking on gravel. A car door opened and slammed. An engine started. I threw myself on the ground just off the driveway. I looked up in time to see Leslie’s Lamborghini. The car came within inches of my head as it sped away.
Decision time. Run like hell or march into it.

Sunglasses’ fortress was an old Spanish-style estate made of stone and iron. The grounds were lit with an orange glow like a smoggy day in L.A. 
I pressed the bell and waited. No response. This big house should have some kind of butler or maid or machine-gun-toting giant. I pounded on the rustic wooden door. No answer.  

Drawn to sounds of opera music from a glass-enclosed wing to the right of the house, I made my way to French doors. I stood on my toes ready for flight and pressed my nose to the glass, careful not to leave any fingerprints or pick up any germs from the door handle. The room was a study in gilt and gaudy. It looked like it had been furnished by Godfather-To-Go by way of the British Museum.
 I knocked on the glass. No response. The door swung open and I stepped in to the last few notes of Madame Butterfly. “Mr. Hare?”  
Sunglasses sat with his back to me in a high-topped leather chair. He wore a red shirt and what looked like black slacks. “Mr. Hare?”

  I got that shaky feeling you get when something isn’t right. It wasn’t like my arms were growing or my legs were shrinking. It was more like the taste of metal in my mouth.

Stepping to his left side, I touched the gangster’s shoulder. It was sticky. I looked at my hand. Blood. And germs. God knows what this man has. And then reality kicked in and for one horrifying moment his head lulled on his neck, rolled onto his right arm, and hit the floor with a crunch-splat. My mind spun. I was pretty sure he was dead; and Leslie did it. Sunglasses must have told him he had the tape recording of his confession of Jug Hare’s murder. That meant Leslie was wise to Maris and probably me. 
Eeewww… blood on my hand. I looked around for wipes. There was a small door across the room and to the right. A bathroom?  But to get there I had to walk around dropping more of my DNA all over the floor. I focused on the little door and ignored the head on the floor behind the desk. If I touched the knob I’d leave finger prints. I could open it with my mouth… ick. What was I thinking?
I could grab the knob through my sweater, but I’d have to throw it away. My black turtle neck was one of my favorites. I worked my hand under the fabric and created a mitten. The knob stuck. I pulled more of my sweater into the twist and it released. It was a bathroom. I elbowed the light switch and grabbed a handful of tissues from a red and gold box on the counter. Using the paper I turned on the faucet. 
Sunglasses’ blood was on my hands, both lit and fig. It flowed in pink and crimson streams into the sink and down the drain. I kept the water running and threw the tissue in the toilet; I grabbed a second paper to flush the handle. My stomach was about to contribute to the drain – I talked myself out of it.  
I glanced over my shoulder at the crime scene, trying to ignore the fact that there was a large bloody head on the floor next to the desk. What had I touched? The French door handles? Sunglasses shoulder. I was not about to re-touch the body. If my finger prints were there, they would stay there. I clicked off the light switch.
The sound of a car door slamming sent me to the floor. I peeked around the bathroom door jamb. Leslie ran in covered with blood. I clutched my chest fearing he would hear my heart. 
He looked around as if he’d misplaced something. The tape recording. He flung papers from Sunglasses’ desk and yanked at the drawers. He was operating on lunatic power. If he didn’t find it soon would he check the bathroom? I wasn’t sure I could crotch-kick him off.

I slipped my cell phone-camera out of my pocket while he was feeling up the headless corpse. I clicked a photo of the scene.
He picked up a broad sword and swung it around like a Viking. Was it the murder weapon? He clobbered a suit of armor and it clattered to the floor, the head flying in my direction. I scrunched behind the door frame trying to shrink into invisible.

The mini-cassette tape flew from the helmet. Leslie grabbed it and ran out the door waving the sword. I heard a car trunk slam and the grind of tires on gravel. He was gone. 
I waited a long time before exiting the bathroom. Out the French doors, I hunkered down and duck-walked to the shrubs. I heard nothing, so I edged along the driveway and back to my Jeep. I jumped in my car and with sticky hands I grabbed my quart size bottle of anti-bacterial hand sanitizer. 
The smell of blood raised bile in my throat. I pumped a fistful of cool gel onto my right palm and rubbed my hands together. I hit the pump a second time repeating the washing motions and just to be sure, I did it a third time. The car smelled like an emergency room. 
My first beheading. And my third attorney lost on this case.
The drive home took twice as long as it should have. The twisty streets were complicated by a vision of Sunglasses’ head appearing and disappearing on my dashboard.  Logic told me his head was back at his place, but that didn’t matter. High on adrenalin, I didn’t calm down until I was back in Dana’s driveway. 

I pulled out my cell phone and punched in number 99 on the speed dial. “There was so much blood,” I said. “And I think he threw something in the trunk of his car.” I hit MY PICS and pressed SEND.
~ Wednesday May 12
“I can’t explain myself, I’m afraid, sir,” said Alice,
“because I’m not myself, you see.”
I spent the day on Dana’s sofa with a blanket over my head.







~ Thursday May 13
Alice had never been in a court of justice before, but she had read about them in books,  and she was quite pleased to find that she knew the name of nearly everything there. “That’s the judge,” she said to herself...
7:00 a.m.  “The condemned ate a big breakfast,” I told myself while I prepared a mushroom omelet. It tasted of England and made me think of Nigel and the fun times. A tear found its way into my left eye. 
I washed down the last of the egg with strong coffee. “Here I come, Leslie.” I was wearing my black suit with pencil straight skirt, the collar of my gold satin blouse just showing at the neckline. My hair was pulled back in a serious black barrette and I kept my makeup to a minimum. I looked very lawyerly. I kissed a sleeping Lily and whispered “later” to Dana. I left to face Leslie and his goons knowing what had happened to Sunglasses could be my fate as well.
8:30 a.m.  A power surge went through me when I entered the courtroom. Maybe it was the Xanax kicking in or was it the mushrooms in the omelet? I looked over my right shoulder at Leslie’s lawyers; they were edgy waiting for their boss to arrive.
The courtroom was larger than I expected. It was all polished wood and money-green carpet – a theater of theatrics. My table was on the left side of the room. Leslie’s gang had the table on the right.

Ron looked hunky as he carried my set of exhibit books and laid them down on our table. There were four evidence books from opposing counsel. Each book weighed at least fifteen pounds and was full of stuff and nonsense designed to overwhelm me with useless paper work. I was thankful for his moral support and grateful for his physical strength. I could never have carried the books from my car into the courtroom in one trip. 

I smiled at Ron using the eye contact for an excuse to sneak another look at Leslie’s team. Opposing counsel's table was every bit as large as ours and crowded with disheveled lawyers. Yuck. Surely Leslie could have done better. His lead gun, Dallas Little, was the only one of the pack who dressed with any style.

George Glick was hired by Leslie to represent Algy Green. Glick weighed in at over three hundred pounds. His coat failed to button by at least a foot, and it was too short to cover his rump. Whenever he bent over, which was frequently, his trousers wedged into his butt cheeks. 
“Glick is clueless. They call him Bubba,” Ron whispered to me.

Bubba? Marisol-of-the-gold-teeth dated a married lawyer called Bubba.

8:55 a.m.  Leslie arrived, wearing a suit that must have cost ten-thousand dollars. He still looked awful. The jacket hung on his bony frame. Crime or Metamucil, something was draining him. He walked over to me. “I hear you’re without a lawyer,” he smirked.
I forced a confident smile. “I know what you did.”

Leslie blanched and turned away.

“What are they writing?” said Alice.

“Why they’re putting down their own names,
in case they forget them before the trial is over.”
9:00 a.m.  A bell rang and Leslie moved to his seat. The bailiff called the Court to order and the judge entered. We all stood. 
The judge was female, about fifty-five, with a stubby body. She wore a long white wig like the judge in Alice in Wonderland. Bum luck pulling a lady-judge. I’ve learned that women are usually less compassionate with other women. She wasn’t going to be sympathetic to my flights of fancy. The worst part was she was probably in Leslie’s pocket.
As I slipped into position at our table my straight skirt rose up my legs. I tugged at the hem catching my bracelet on my pantyhose at mid-thigh. I struggled to free the gold links from the tougher than steel fibers of my run-resistant hose. My every movement succeeded in tangling me with myself. My right wrist felt permanently attached to my right thigh eight inches short of being obscene.  

As the true horror of my situation sank into my brain, I watched the lawyers take turns going up to the podium to announce their names and whom they represented. Dallas Little was attorney for Leslie Archer. Glick waddled up to the stand, “George Blackstone Glick for the plaintiff, Algernon Green” he said in a big, booming voice.

“And for the Defense?” the judge asked.
I was sweating. I couldn’t stay in my seat. You had to walk up and announce yourself. I edged out of the chair bent over, hobbling, wrist on thigh, and skirt way up where it shouldn’t have been. I tried to act as professional as I could under the circumstances. I flashed the judge a self-deprecating smile.
 “Alice Harte. I am here today in my own defense, Your Honor. I am pro se.” I couldn’t reach the microphone on the podium, so I spoke as loudly as I could considering my face was on my stomach.
The courtroom was silent; you could have heard a lawyer drop.
The judge looked flabbergasted. “Are you mocking me?” she snapped.
“Your Honor I have a problem. May I go behind the bench?”

“The correct terminology is ‘May I approach the bench?’”
I hunched forward, pigeon stepping toward her. There were twitters of laughter in the courtroom. The judge banged her gavel. “Silence. Ms. Harte if you are attempting to make a mockery of this court, I will not take it lightly. Now straighten up.”

The judge’s bench was a good three feet taller than my head. I waddled as close as I could and mouthed the words ‘Panty hose are stuck.’ She didn’t get it.

I figured if I could get behind the judicial platform I could take off my panty hose and roll them up with the bracelet and be done with it. The bailiff was one step behind me as I slipped around the bench and under the judge’s chair. I guessed he’d never seen anyone act that way in court before because he stood there dumbstruck and then broke into gales of laughter. The spectators joined him. The noise was so loud the judge’s gavel-banging couldn’t be heard. It was twenty minutes before they all got quiet and I felt secure enough to walk out from under the judge’s chair. I did so with all the dignity I could muster. I pretended I was Joan of Arc going to the stake.

“We will recess while the court regains its composure. Ms. Harte, I trust this is not a sign of things to come. I will not tolerate tomfoolery.”  

I sat down next to Ron. “Ricky…”

            “Welcome back, Lucy.”


The judge trounced back into her chambers with Dallas Little at her heels.


I turned to face a courtroom of laughing faces. The joke was on me. So far things were not going as smoothly as I had hoped.
10:00 a.m.  Thirty minutes later the judge popped back in the courtroom with no further mention of my pantyhose debacle. 
The roll call of witnesses was announced. My witness list was small. Ron would be my character witness. Salli would testify to Leslie’s style of doing business. My heart froze when I heard Nigel’s name pronounced. I held no hope for his appearance. The last name on the list was my own. I would have a chance to speak my mind and clear my name. 

Glick placed a revised copy of their witness list in front of me. 
“Elizabeth Channing? What does she have to do with this?” Her name was two lines down from the top of the page. 

“Object,” Ron whispered.
“She could actually work in my favor. ‘The Mad Woman of the Mail Slot’ might ruin their case.” 

Algy Green’s name was called out. I scanned the room to see if he was there. I was looking for super-glued ears and talcum powdered hair.
Glick jumped up. “Your Honor, Mr. Green is obviously the witness coming from the furthest distance since he is coming from London. If I may ask, Your Honor, if it is possible to work around his limited schedule?”

“Within reason, Mr. Glick, can you give me a time frame to work with?”

“Yes, Your Honor, he will be here at two this afternoon. He has to fly back to England on a four o’clock flight, Your Honor.”

“He’ll be on the stand for less than an hour? That’s perfect. Ms. Harte, do you have any objection to allowing Mr. Green’s testimony this afternoon?”

I composed myself and walked to the podium. “Your Honor, I do object. I haven’t been allowed to depose Mr. Green. I have no idea what his testimony will be. That’s not fair.” 

“It’s much too late for fairness, Ms. Harte.” The judge smiled. “Discovery is over.” 

“But I never had a chance. Dallas Little and Mr. Glick ignored my requests. I've filed a Motion to Dismiss because they – opposing counsel – won’t cooperate with me.”

“I haven’t seen your Motion to Dismiss.”

“Well, I filed it with the court, Your Honor,” I extended my arms palms up in the air and shrugged.
“Well, I can’t find it... dear,” the judge said sarcastically then turned to Bubba. “Mr. Glick, are you confident you can complete your questioning in that time?”

“I see no problem, Your Honor.”

“And what about Elizabeth Channing?  At what time do you expect her?” 
“I believe she will be arriving at the same time, Your Honor, but she is more flexible. She’ll be available all week.”

“Oh, great,” I whispered to Ron. “The stalking starts again.”

The judge smiled malevolently, overruled my objection and called for the first witness.

Little stood and cleared his throat. “We call Leslie Archer.”

Leslie walked to the witness stand looking like a salamander, his large pale eyes rotating in his skull. He was sworn in and we were underway.
“Explain your business with Alice Harte,” Little prompted.

 “Alice Harte entered into a contract with Archer Resorts to sell golf course villas. She tried to walk away from our agreement.”
 “And she is guilty of?”
 “Alice Harte conspired with Nigel Channing, her boyfriend, to commit a fraud. She passed herself off as the owner of my property, Lizard Links, and sold it to Algernon Green. She kept the deposit money in the amount of five hundred thousand dollars.”

Dallas Little grasped his throat theatrically. “Five hundred thousand dollars.”

 Leslie glared at me. “When this trial is over, I’m going to seek criminal charges against Ms. Harte.”

“Your witness, Ms. Harte,” Dallas Little said.
I rose and walked to the witness stand. Leslie tried to break me with his eyes. I stared back at him for all I was worth. I was a flower in the center of a hurricane. I felt strangely calm as if I’d taken one too many Xanax. I just didn’t give a fig anymore.
“Chop, chop. Blood everywhere. 

It’s wonderful,” said the Queen.
10:20 a.m.  Leslie’s lisping voice made my stomach roil. I had temporary control over the Control Freak. He had to answer me, or so I thought. I looked straight at him and spoke loud and slow.
“You’re very much at home in a courtroom, aren’t you? How many lawsuits are you currently involved in?”

“Objection. Irrelevant.” shouted Little.

“Sustained.”
“It’s very relevant, Your Honor. This court is indulging this man’s hobby.”

The judge leaned over and spoke into her microphone, “Ms. Harte, your questions must pertain to this case only.”

“But, I’m trying to show a pattern, Your Honor.”

“Patterns are not necessary my dear. I can very well see where this is headed.” 
What did that mean? 

I started again. “Mr. Archer, please tell the court who owns Lizard Links.”

 “I will not. Your manner is overbearing.”  He raised his left eyebrow in a prissy arch. 
“Objection.” I yelled.

The judge jumped out of her seat. “Ms. Harte. You can’t object during your own cross-examination of a witness.”
I felt myself blushing and looked at my papers in an effort to cool down. 
“Don’t be nervous, Alice. I’m not going to execute you on the spot,” Leslie whispered. 

“Fuck you,” I mouthed to Leslie. “Exactly why are you suing me?”

“You know why.”
“Leslie, I was not aware of Mr. Channing’s purchase.” 

 “During cross examination,” said the judge, “you are only allowed to question the witness. You will not answer the witnesses’ questions.”

 “Have you ever personally met with Nigel Channing?” I asked.

“No.”
“Liar.”

“You’re overstepping your boundaries, lady.” Leslie snarled. “What about your secret meetings in London with Channing and Green?” 

“Shut up. I’ll ask the questions.” 

“Objection. She can’t tell my client to shut up.” Little sat down and his team patted his back.

“Sustained. Will everybody please do what you are supposed to do? Witnesses answer the questions. Ms. Harte, don’t cross the line. Next witness, Mr. Little.”

 “Wait. I’m not finished with this witness. Where’s the contract with my signature

on it?  Where’s the proof of the deposit money?  A canceled check?  A wire-transfer?”


“That will be enough Ms. Harte. Take your seat. Mr. Little call your next witness.”

He called Betty LaBarge the company accountant.  
“If any one of them can explain it,” said Alice...

“I’ll give him sixpence. 

I don’t believe there’s an atom of meaning in it.” 

11:15 a.m.  My mind wandered around picking up the legal recitations and trying to make sense of what Betty was saying. I felt snoozie – one too many little pink nibbles.
“Stop everything.” I watched the faces of friends and foes assembled on the shiny wooden benches. They turned as one toward the big oak doors as I heard Nigel's voice. 

He stood there, my knight in messy armor. He was alive. 
Nigel smiled at me. His right eye was all but obscured by a red sty; he winked and winced in pain. He had put on more weight and still had that limp. He was wearing a green palm tree print shirt, his hot air balloon tie and a blue blazer. His short slacks revealed his European rubber shoes. He had disintegrated even further. How could I have ever thought he looked like John Cleese?
He shuffled up to within four feet of the judge’s bench. He turned to me and from across the courtroom, in that silky voice, he said, “It’s okay, darling, Nigel is here.”
 “Your Honor, may I please have a word with you,” he said.
 I could see a change spread over her Honor’s face at the sound of Nigel’s cultured voice.
“Sir, who are you and what are you doing?” she asked.
“My name is Nigel Channing and I am here to help the defendant.”
 “I love this woman with all my heart.” 
All the women in the room collectively sighed.
“Objection.” 
“Mr. Glick, Mr. Little, please sit down. I will need some time to question Mr. Channing.”
Nigel went on; he was on a Nigel-Roll. “Your Honor,” he said it like he was the King of England, “I know the monies demanded and I am prepared to pay Mr. Archer for his claim.” He waffled on, occasionally bestowing an adoring look at me through his remaining eye. 
 “Your Honor,” I said, “Mr. Channing does not speak for me. I appreciate his efforts. I really do. I just want him to testify concerning the deposit money.”
I heard frantic conversation from the lawyers table. They were up to something.
Dallas Little spoke first. “Your Honor, we want to hear what Mr. Channing proposes. We are interested.”
“I will wire funds into the court’s account which will satisfy Mr. Archer’s written demands and pay Ms. Harte’s court fees. Just dismiss this suit,” Nigel said. He came to me and kissed the top of my head. There were tears in his eyes. No, just his left eye, his right eye was styed shut. 
“My darling, did you doubt that I would save you?” he whispered.

 “Ms. Harte. Ms. Harte.” the judge said. “Would you like to object to the statement?” My surroundings slowly came into focus. Nigel was gone. He had never been there. I was daydreaming. 

“We will take a brief recess,” the judge pronounced. 

I had dreamed through part of the trial. This would not do, not at all. 
“Now don’t interrupt me. I’m going to tell you all your faults.”

12:15 p.m.  Ron and I stood at our table while the judge returned to the bench. I stepped to the podium. “Your Honor, about my Motion to Dismiss?” 
The judge wrinkled her nose when she spoke, “I have not located your supposed motion and so I will deny it.”

“But I have a copy.” 

“A copy? A copy? What good is a copy?”

“It has the date and time the court received it stamped on it.”
“Let me see that.”

I walked back to the table, trying to remember what I was looking for. I needed a document... what was it? Oh yes. My Motion to Dismiss. Everyone was watching me.
I handed my motion to the judge and she promptly ripped it up. It felt like a smack in the face. I sat down next to Ron to catch my breath.

The judge cleared her throat, “I'd like to know who that man is sitting next to you.  Is he an attorney? If so, he must file a Notice of Appearance with this court.”
Ron stood up. “My name is Ronald Watson.”

“Why are you in this courtroom? Are you advising the defendant in a legal capacity?”

“I believe the accused is allowed to have someone by her side during these proceedings.” 
“Humph,” said the judge.
12:25 p.m.  Little called my former assistant, Salli Keller to the witness stand. She was sworn in and took the seat. Poor thing looked so nervous. The lawyers lightly grilled her, adding some seasoning about her recent divorce and the fact that she had quit working for Archer Resorts two days earlier. When Little said she resigned I gave her a thumb’s up.  She caught it and smiled. 
It was my turn to question Salli. “Ms. Keller, when this suit was first filed against me I called you and asked for a reference for a lawyer. You recommended the firm of Gross and Caterpillar. In hind sight their efforts did me more damage than good. Would you please tell me why you suggested that firm?” 

“Leslie made me do it. He threatened me. I felt awful, but I was afraid of him.” 
We continued as Salli detailed Leslie’s temper tantrums.  The Judge seemed bored; she kept her glasses on, examining documents and never looking up.
Ron nudged me. “The judge has fallen asleep.”
“What should I do?”
“Get her attention. Object to something.”
I stood up and yelled “Objection.”
The judge lifted her head up. “On what basis?”
“Umm... I’m out numbered.” It was all I could think of.
“Outnumbered?” 
“Yes, Your Honor. There’s five of them and one of me.”
“Of course you’re out-numbered. That’s the way it’s supposed to be.” She cut her eyes to Leslie.

Ron whispered to me, “Ask for a recess.”
    I wish they’d get the trial done...  And hand round the refreshments.
1:00 p.m.  “Your Honor, this is going to take some time.” A stomach growled loudly. I think it belonged to Lawyer Glick. “Could I be allowed to continue after lunch?”
“That’s a splendid idea.” said the judge. “Recess until 2:00 p.m.”
We all stood while the judge flounced out. Dallas Little followed her into her chambers. 
Leslie sauntered over to our table. “Brilliant. You’re in way over your head,” he said.
“Does your jaw come unhinged when you eat your prey?” I said.
Leslie persisted. “You sure could use Channing’s testimony right about now.”
          “Where’s Maris?” I asked, knowing that Leslie retrieved his tape recorded confession from Sunglasses’ bloody house. It could only have come from one person, 
Mrs. Leslie Archer – Maris. Leslie would kill her if he hadn’t already.

“She’s at a spa. Don’t you wish you could be with her?” 


Was that a threat?

“Stupid things.” Alice began in a loud, indignant voice...
1:15 p.m.  Ron and I stood in the parking lot in back of the courthouse.
 “If Glick is known as ‘Bubba’ – I need to run to the library and get on line.” 
“Is this one of your Alice in Wonderland riddles?” he asked.

I told Ron about Marisol and her married Bubba-boyfriend. “I’m going to start leveling the playing field. The fat man is going down first.”

We dashed into the library and Googled ‘George Bubba Glick.’ We got lucky and found him blatantly trolling for extra-marital sex. 

Attorney Seeks Extra-Marital Sex Playmate. “There’s no doubt it’s him, even without a photograph,” I said. “He did everything but put his address in the ad.”
 “You’re right. What an idiot.”
“He’s coming out of the game. This should get me a continuance and buy us some time to get back to Lizard Links.” I printed out his ad and put it in a blank file folder.
2:00 p.m.  We returned to our seats in the courtroom. The bailiff announced the judge. We all stood while she climbed up onto her seat. “May I have your witness list, Mr. Glick? I can’t seem to find my copy.”
The judge’s eyes took on a “come hither” look when Glick approached the stand. He slid his hand along the paper and grazed her fingertips.
Just then the courtroom doors blew open and Algy Green bounced in. He rushed up to Glick and grabbed his hand, pumping furiously. He was wearing a burgundy polyester suit, with a striped shirt and a lime green tie. His ears were slicked back against his head.
Glick walked to the podium. “Your Honor, Algernon Green has arrived. He is eager to testify.”
Algy put his hand on the Bible. “I do.” he said, nodding his head; the nod released a cloud of talcum powder from his hair. He scrambled into the witness seat, fussing with his tie.
 “Madam, may I say it is an enormous pleasure to be here and to see a lady of such dignity presiding over my horrible predicament,” he spoke in a thick cockney accent.
The judge wriggled with delight. 
Glick began his questioning. “Mr. Green, do you know the defendant, Alice Harte?”
“Yes, your lordship, I know her. She’s the one who put together the Lizard Links purchase for Nigel Channing.”
I leaped to my feet. “Objection.” I yelled.
“Overruled.” said the judge.
Glick asked Algy to recount the last time he saw me.
Algy detailed a meeting that did not take place. I wondered if anyone took Bible-swearing seriously, anymore. The twerp accused me of talking him into putting down an advance deposit on Lizard Links. I wanted to grab his lying neck and squeeze, but I bit the inside of my cheek instead.
“So you were duped into putting up deposit money which went to Alice Harte?”

“Your lordship, I had every reason to believe that she owned the property. I transferred half a million US dollars to my account and gave her a check to hold until we inspected the property.”
“Did Mr. Channing complete the purchase?” Glick asked.
“No, he bloody disappeared.” Algy said. “I had a gang of investors who were ready to buy the property; they put up the five hundred thousand U.S. dollars. With the delays and all, they changed their minds about the purchase and asked for their money back.”
“What happened then?”

Algy batted his eyes at the judge. “I sent a note to Mrs. Harte by way of Mr. Channing asking for the return of the deposit money. Mr. Channing did not respond. I tried to reach Mrs. Harte, but she didn’t answer my calls.”
Glick continued, “What does Ms. Harte have to do with it?”
Algy leaned forward so his teeth were almost on the microphone, “Alice Harte was the brains behind the scam.”
“Objection. My brains were not behind your scam.”
The judge smiled at Algy. “Overruled,” she said.
Algy cleared his throat, “I’ve got a group of people coming after me for the deposit money they put up. I feel like a bloody fool. I’ve lost everything. I’ve got a wife and five kids to take care of. That woman has destroyed me.” He pointed at me.
Glick bowed and stood aside. “Your witness.”
   Sentence first...Verdict afterwards.
3:15 p.m.  Suddenly I felt nine feet tall – thanks perhaps to an extra nibble of my little pink pill. The truth was on my side. I would beat Leslie Archer and recover my good name.
“Did you ever work for the Ace of Hearts, LLC?” I asked Algy. 
He was visibly shaken; he looked to Bubba for help.
“Uh, the Ace of Hearts, hmm, yes… years ago.” 
“And did the Ace of Hearts fire you?”
Bubba was out of his seat and yelling, “Objection.”
“Ms. Harte, what is this about?” the judge asked.
I stepped to the bench and proudly announced, “I have a letter from the president of the Ace of Hearts, LLC stating that Algernon Green was fired because of lying.” 
“Do you have someone here from the Ace of Hearts to verify the authenticity of this letter?” 
“The Ace of Hearts is in London.” 
“Do you or do you not have a witness to verify this letter?”
“No.” I answered, suddenly feeling very tiny. “It is a notarized letter; it’s the best I could do. Your Honor, I sleep on an air mattress. I can’t afford to fly a witness here from London to verify this letter.”
“Then I cannot allow it into evidence,” said the judge.
I mouthed the word “Help” to Ron and slipped another chip of pink pill under my tongue. 
“Mr. Green,” I began again, “What was I wearing when we met?”
“I took no notice of what you were wearing.”
“You did. You made a comment on my outfit.”
“I did not.” 
“You did. You lying little putz.”
“I deny it.” Algy said.
“Objection. Your Honor. ‘Putz’ isn’t a proper legal term,” said Bubba.
“It’s about time.” said the judge. “Sustained.”
I had to regroup and start over. “Mr. Green, how were you able to come here today? It must be very expensive.”
Algy looked to Bubba. “Leslie Archer paid.”
Now I have you, you little squirrel. “When did you arrive in Miami?” I asked, knowing he would have been here for days. And if so, he had avoided my requests for Discovery and my Motion to Dismiss would be perfectly valid.
Clearly distressed, Algy looked to Dallas Little. “It might have been the 18th or the 19th. What’s today’s date?” 
The judge spoke up. “Ms. Harte, you are harassing the witness. I order you to stop right now.”
“Huh?” I said.
“I will hold you in contempt if you continue.”
“In whose lap might you be sitting, Your Honor?” 
“What was that?” 
“Nothing.”  I continued my interrogation. “Mr. Green, do you have a written agreement with Mr. Archer?”
Algy stared while Bubba and Dallas Little signaled to him. They looked like a pair of football coaches standing on the sidelines. Algy wasn’t grasping their intent. 
I stepped in and blocked his view of the lawyers. He dodged his head from one side to the other, his talcum powder flew from his noggin and he sneezed. He started to sweat. His left ear came unglued and popped from his head.
“Mr. Green. Look at me. I’m over here.” I said. “What is Mr. Archer paying you to testify against me?”
 “Um... well there is no payment as such. That would be illegal … to be paid for testimony… right?” he bumbled.
“What are you receiving from Mr. Archer, beside your expenses?”
“Um… well. A time-share in Orlando. And an annual pass to Disney for my family.”
 “That’s all?”
He took my remark to be an insult. “Have you any idea what Disney annual passes cost? I have five kids.” With that, his right ear released. He grabbed his head with both hands, a look of terror on his face.
The judge jumped up. “Recess! I call a recess.”
Algy left the stand with his hands on his ears and Bubba on his tail.
The bailiff did his routine and Ron and I were soon alone in the courtroom. 
“Am I being paranoid or is the deck stacked against me?” I asked.
“You may go,” said the King. He hurriedly left the court, 
without even waiting to put his shoes on.
2:55 p.m.  Bubba Glick stood at the podium. “Mr. Green had to catch a flight. He’s on his way back to England.”
“That’s understandable,” said the judge. “Mr. Green is excused.”
“I would like to call my next witness, Elizabeth Channing.” 
My body seized up. The Mad Hatter was here. 
Elizabeth walked through the doors resplendent in coral double-knit topped off with a curiously familiar fuzzy, orange hat.
“What is that?” Ron asked in awe.
“Shit. That looks like my hat with Elizabeth under it.”
“No way, Alice. You wouldn’t be caught dead in that.”
I struggled to remember the last time I had seen that silly bonnet. It was on top of the dresser in the Nikko Hotel in Paris. How had she gotten her hands on it?
The clerk swore Elizabeth and the hat in. She plopped her fanny down in the witness box and we were in action again.
“Would you please tell the court why you were summoned here today?” Bubba asked her.
Elizabeth sat upright, full of self-importance. “Well, it all began with tea.”
“Tea?”
“Yes, the tea party she insisted on having.” Elizabeth pointed a bony finger at me. “I see you there, Alice. You stole my Nigel.”
I jumped from my seat. “Objection.”
 “Sit down, Ms. Harte. You will get your turn to examine the witness,” said the judge.
Elizabeth adjusted her skirt and smiled at the judge. “Thank you. I’ve been through so much. She lured my husband away – she gave him back his youth.”
Bubba asked Elizabeth when this luring had occurred.
“The fourteenth of February, I think. Or maybe it was the fifteenth or sixteenth,” she answered, clearly puzzled. “Make note of that, Your Honor,” Bubba said to the judge.
“Which one? The fourteenth, fifteenth, or sixteenth?” 
“It doesn’t matter. The intent was the same,” said Elizabeth. 
Her testimony sounded just like the Mad Hatter’s in Alice in Wonderland. I could stand it no longer. 
“Objection!” I shouted. 
The judge gave me a mean look. “Ms. Harte, sit down. I would advise you not to interrupt. I want to hear this.”
No wonder lawyers look so crabby – the rules keep changing.
Elizabeth continued, “She enticed my Nigel away by promising to help him with some business deals. His business was suffering and he was struggling to get on his feet.”
“Go on...” Bubba patted her hand.
“That’s the only reason I went along with the bloody tea party. Nigel asked me to tell her we were divorcing. He swore it was all to do with business. Then he left me anyway and ran off with that harlot. Nigel even convinced me to invest in that Lizard Links. I lost everything. I’ve been living on next to nothing since Nigel left.”
“Do you know where he is?” Bubba asked. 
Elizabeth shook her head. “Absolutely not. I am frantic with trying to find him. I’m sure the two of them have plotted to meet and share their fortune.”
Bubba Glick stood back and like a master of ceremonies, presented me to Elizabeth. Her eyes sparkled with venom. 
“Hello, Elizabeth. Nice hat. Where did you get it?”
“Objection. Relevance.” 
The judge sustained him. “Ms. Harte, you will limit your remarks to the case.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do. That hat is mine.” I said, feeling perfectly stupid arguing over such an ugly hat.
Elizabeth got all huffy. “This is outrageous. My Nigel gave this to me.”
The judge was looking at me quizzically. “What is your point?”
Where was I going with the hat? It’s so terribly easy to lose your way in court. I sat back down at the table to think. Ron had written me a note. Elizabeth lied to you about the divorce. 
I walked back to the former Mrs. Channing who sat in the witness box enjoying her moment in the spotlight. “Elizabeth, when you and I first talked you were married to Nigel. Correct?” I asked.
“Yes, happily married.” 
“But at the tea party, you told me you were getting a divorce. Is that correct?” 
She hesitated, trying to catch Leslie’s eye. 
I jumped in her face to block her view. 

“Well, Nigel told me to say that.”
“So, was that a lie?” I asked.
“It was for Nigel.” 
I kept after her. “Yes or no?  Did you lie?”
She narrowed her eyes to slits and pursed her lips. “Yes.”
“How did you get to Florida?”
Elizabeth smiled at Leslie, “Mr. Archer was so kind to buy my ticket. He truly wants to help me find justice. He has been wronged like I have. As a matter of fact, we have made a deal.” 
“Objection.” yelled Bubba and Dallas in chorus.
“Sustained.”
“Did you follow me in Paris?”

“Yes. You were with my husband. I saw you kiss at the Eiffel Tower.”

“But you stated that he wasn’t your husband anymore.”

“That’s correct.”

I shook my head in an effort to sort out the information. “Who gave you directions to follow me in Paris?”

She sat bolt upright. “I didn’t need directions, I had a map.”

“Let me rephrase my question. Who paid your expenses to travel to Paris?”

“Leslie Archer. It was great fun. I put my sweet little red Volkswagen on the train at the Euro Tunnel Terminal and Hi-Ho, I was in Paris. I simply had to keep Mr. Archer appraised of your games.”

“No further questions of this witness, Your Honor.”  I returned to the podium. 
Elizabeth left the stand and exited the courtroom, a vision of self-satisfaction. She was sure she had done me in.
Bubba raced to the podium and hip-shoved me out of the way. I pulled the printout of his extra-marital solicitation from my file and slipped it onto the podium in front of him.
It took a second for Bubba to realize he was looking at his worst nightmare. I could almost hear his panicked mind racing through all the possible scenarios. Alice knew he’d been a bad boy. Who else knew? Worse yet, had he been e-mailing Alice? If so, what had he written?  
Bubba started gasping for air and stumbled. I hip-bumped him. It was only fair. He staggered back to his chair, missed it and fell to the floor. His face was beet-red. It took four clerks to pick him up and help him from the courtroom.
“One down,” I whispered as I took my seat next to Ron.
“Ask for the continuance.”

I walked to the podium. “Your Honor, in light of Mr. Glick’s apparent illness I would like to ask for a continuance.”

Little rushed next to me and stood on tip toes to reach the microphone. “Your Honor, there is no need for a continuance. I am fully prepared to take up the questioning.
I can break her.”
I looked down at the pint-sized lawyer wanting to thump him on the head. 

“Proceed,” said the judge.

 “We call Alice Harte.” Little turned with a smirk.
I took my place on the witness stand and was sworn in. Dallas sauntered up coming in for the kill. He ran me through the preliminaries; name and how long I had worked for Archer Industries.
“Ms. Harte, isn’t it true that Leslie Archer was nothing but good to you?” 
“Define good,” I responded.
Little smirked and tried a different approach. “We all know you’re guilty.”
“And we all know you are a premature articulator.” I said.
“How?” he stammered, growing redder by the moment. 
I had no idea what that meant, but it had a strong effect on the little guy.
“This court is going to find you guilty of fraud.” he said.
“Objection. I banged my hand on the rail and looked at the judge.
“Ms. Harte, you are on the witness stand. You can’t object.”
“This man is falsely accusing me.”
“That’s his job.” 
The judge looked down her nose at me. “Ms Harte that is enough; the court is very tired. We will adjourn for today. Tomorrow it will be your turn to cross examine yourself.”
“Mr. Little, can you proceed tomorrow without Mr. Glick?”

“I’m looking forward to it.”
I needed to stomp Dallas Little before morning.
4:30 p.m.  Ron walked me to my car his arms loaded with the evidence books. “I wished you could have gotten that continuance. We have to get back to the Links. Our only option is to go tonight.”
The thought of going to into the Everglades at night with all the mosquitoes, spiders, snakes, alligators, and assorted beasties creeped me out. “It’s too dangerous. Who knows what’s in that swamp. Big foot, skunk ape, not to mention security guards. I’ll come up with something.”
Ron looked panicky. “You’re not going to do anything foolish.”

“Of course not.” I hugged him, knowing I had to protect him from himself. 
As I drove to Dana's I plotted. Little was a Leslie henchman, which meant he would sell his soul for money. Cash under-the-table would have him salivating. With my last few dollars I bought a disposable phone at Target.  
6:45 p.m.  It was still light out as I headed to my Jeep from Target.  I passed my car, returned, circled around the passenger side and peeked into the back, then jumped in the driver’s seat and hit the door lock. The cat appeared in the passenger seat, grinning. I flashed him a wink.
My cell phone rang. It never fails to ring just as I get in my car. Karmic. It was Maris. “Meet me at the bar in the airport Marriott. Leslie got the bedroom recording. I’m disappearing in fifty-nine minutes”.

7:15 p.m.  Maris wore a large hat and dark glasses. Not too obvious. She sat in a booth at the back of the lounge. There was an open bottle of champagne and a flute of bubbly in front of her. I sat down.

“I’m so sorry I put you in danger,” I said.

“I’ve been hiding at the Marriott for the last few days.”
She slid a clear plastic folder across the table, “Here’s the check Algy Green wrote to Red Queen Ltd. Five hundred thousand dollars. Leslie had it all along. It’s made out to him but he never cashed it. He had Green investigated and found out he doesn’t have a pot. Leslie took the check and put it in our safe. Then he bribed Green to testify against you. There’s never been any real money in Leslie’s game.” She patted the check. “Keep it in the plastic folder; it has Leslie's fingerprints on it. Let him try to deny that.” 
“Maris, you're at great risk. He’ll come after you.”
“No, he won’t. He’s up to his balls in bunnies.”
I thought it was the champagne talking. Leslie’s not an animal lover, was he into the Hugh Hefner kind of bunnies? “Is Leslie into scantily clad women?”  
She started laughing hysterically, reached in her purse, pulled out a photograph and slid it over to me, face down. There was a date penciled on the back. “Here, Alice. Take this, too. Consider it a ‘before.’ Now you go get the ‘after’ shot. Finish Leslie off and save yourself. He'll try to find me, but it won't happen.”
Recalling her tale of peeing in her first ex-husband’s cologne bottle, I couldn’t resist asking, “Maris, did you... pee in Leslie’s cologne bottle?”
“You mean 'blend it'?  That’s why I stuck around. I needed to get in the house while he was in court with you. That's my trademark when I say good-bye. Don’t stand too close to him.”  Maris plunked a fistful of cash on the table and stepped out of the booth. She lost her footing and fell to the floor. Giggling uncontrollably, she scrambled to her feet and waved goodbye. “Poof. I’m gone.” She turned to go, stumbled into the waiter and made it out the door.

I turned the photo over and studied it. It was a picture of a much younger, healthier looking Leslie. He was holding a very large white rabbit. Another piece of the puzzle.
There was never any money in the deal. That bastard was playing cat and mouse with me, waiting to see me fall apart.
It would end now. They were about to see the other side of Alice. No more hiding behind little pink pills.
 
I dumped all my Xanax into a napkin, balled it up and put it in my pocket until I could think of an environmentally safe way of getting rid of the drugs. Perhaps donate them to Dallas Little. By the time I was done with him, he’d need them.
8:05 p.m.  I returned to the Target parking lot. It was the only place I could think of since my mind wasn’t operating at peak performance. I pulled between a pack of grocery carts making it harder for anyone to sneak up on me. After cracking open the disposable phone, registering it and getting a line, I called my nail tech Kit. The phone rang a dozen times. 
“Hellooo...”  He said in a sultry voice. 
 I would have thought it was a woman if I didn’t know Kit was also Kitten. 

“Remember that favor you owe me?”


“Alice? What’s up Chicklet?”


“I want to stage a trick on a smarmy hard-ass.”


“Just how hard is his ass?”  
   
“Like a rock. I need to get into The Queens Croquet Club.”

            “No problemo. What else?”

I outlined my plan. Kit threw in his special brand of kinks.  
8:45 p.m.  I punched in Dallas Little's cell phone number and spoke to him in a made-up accent. “Sir?  Mr. Dallas Little?  My name is Maria Consuelo-Rodriguez-Garcia. My son Tico told me to speak only to you. He was just picked up, arrested for dealing. It's his third time. He needs you, sir.”
“How did you get this number?”  
“Sir, you come highly recommended. I have a briefcase full of cash-money, seventy-two thousand in hundred dollar bills. Tico said to give you the money and you would get him out of the jail – tonight. He can't stay there. They will kill him… for sure. This cash money is for you to save my son.”
I could hear Little drooling over the thought of seventy-two thousand dollars “cash money.”
“Where is your son?”
“I do not know where the police have taken him.”
“Where are you?”
“Sir, I'm at my house in Kendale Lakes. Can you come here?”
“Not wise. Meet me in the parking lot of the Dolphin Mall.”
“Sir, that is so far away. I do not see well at night and all this cash-money makes me nervous.” 
Little hesitated. Common sense fighting with greed. Greed won. “Okay...  I'll meet you at the Town and Country Center at ten. What kind of car are you driving?”

“Tico's Bean car. It is black.”

“Huh...? Oh you mean Beamer?”
“Jes. That is what I said. His Bean car.”
I drove to Dana’s and let myself in. Lily was in bed. My daughter was on the computer. 
10:10 p.m.  I stepped out into their backyard with the Target phone and called Little. 
“Sir, where are you? I am at the Dolphin Mall like you said. What kind of car are you driving?”
I listened while Little berated Tico's mother for being at the wrong mall. I could tell he was exasperated. 
“Stay where you are, I will be right there. I'm driving a small black convertible with a tan roof.”
“Sir, what kind of roof did you say?”
“Never mind. Just stay put. I’ll be there shortly.”
I went back inside, curled up with a glass of milk and two chocolate chip cookies. My family was now sound asleep. 
11:30 p.m.  When the evening news was over I returned to the backyard and called lawyer Little again.
 “Sir, I became afraid. I went to my sister’s. She lives in a condo at the Port of Miami. It is more safe. Perhaps I should just take the money to the police? They could get him a lawyer.”
“No. I’m the best lawyer for your son's troubles – didn't he tell you that?”
“Yes sir. He did.”
“Then stay put. I will be there exactly at midnight. Park your car outside the entrance to the parking deck. This better not be a set up. I have friends in very powerful places.”
“Sir. We jar speaking of my son’s life.”
“You got one last chance to get this right.”

“Sir, I am so tired I must stop for my heart is racing and the pains in my chest –” 
“Pains in your chest? You can’t have pains in your chest until you give me the money. Think of Tico.”  Little was getting frantic. The money was slipping through his stubby fingers.

“Jo’ kay. I don’t think I can do this. Let me call my daughter. Wait ten minutes and I will call you back.” I clicked off.   
I sat on the garden bench and watched the night sky. One cloud floated by slowly taking on the shape of a cat complete with long tail. Life would be so peaceful if we could ship all the bad guys to Mars.

11:55 p.m.  This time Dallas Little sounded like a dog in a choke collar. “I’m out of patience.  Last chance.”  
“I understand Sir. Tico’s little sister, my daughter Tina will meet you in front of The Queens Croquet. It’s a nightclub where the young people go – on South Beach. She is only sixteen so please watch out for her. She is always in bed by the nighttime. If the pains in my chest were not so bad I would never let her do this.
“I’ll take good care of her,” Little said.

I could imagine the five-foot lawyer scrambling to meet a young girl with a suitcase full of cash. He’d probably covered himself in drool.

Without disturbing Dana or Lily, I got dressed in black jeans, a black pullover and black Skechers. A baseball cap hid my red hair.
~ Friday May 14
“Speak roughly to your little boy, 
And beat him when he sneezes;
He only does it to annoy,

Because he knows it teases.”

1:10 a.m.  The Queen’s Croquet was a bright spot among many twinkling pleasure palaces on South Beach. Just off Collins Avenue, it was the newest cruising bar for the drag crowd. Word hadn’t spread yet that it was a Code Pink. I figured Dallas Little was clueless and greedy.  He’d be there.

The line to get in extended halfway down Washington Avenue; it looked like the Miami Marti Gras. The costumes were gorgeous if you’re into sequins, satin, and eyelashes that tangle in your hair. Not too many good looking chicks here. I checked out a guy with a purple head wrap, Spock eyebrows and painted lips the size of Long Island. He winked at me. All dressed in black, I looked like a misplaced mime. 
I took off my Skechers and held them over my head. “Coming through. Coming through.”  It was an old trick that worked every time. Crowds think you’re someone important if you carry your shoes.

I made my way to the Lavender and Orange neon entrance where a bouncer who bore a strong resemblance to Mike Tyson looked at me like I had just arrived from Venus.   I’m here for Kitten. I’m Alice.” Tyson moved the chain and I slipped into the carnival. 
After a few embarrassing fumbles during which I learned things about the male body I had never known, I found Kitten’s dressing room. He’d shown me pictures of him in drag before so I wasn’t completely shocked, still it was an adjustment to look in the eyes of an ugly woman and know that she’s a six-four man who rides a Harley and paints your nails. We all have our secrets. “Come on in, Chicklet,” he said.
I sat in a red velvet vanity chair and looked at myself in the boa strung mirror. Kit squatted behind me so I could see both our reflections. She was wearing a blond wig with great highlights and big bangs. Her eyelashes were scary long – like little knives. She pressed her cheek to mine. I could hear a smacking sound as her pancake makeup stuck to my naked face. When I pulled away it made a sucking noise. 
“Sorry. When you’re under the lights for a couple of hours you need industrial strength foundation.” He said.
Kit sprinkled gold glitter from a shaker into her hair. “This is a bugger to remove.  It’ll make him nuts; he’ll be picking it out of his navel for months.”  
Queen Kitten walked to the opposite side of the dressing area. “This is the security room. You can sit in here and watch the monitors. We’ve got cameras with audio at the front door, the bar, and the dance floor. Any candid shots you like you hit this button, it automatically saves the picture. If you hit this button, she pointed to a lime green knob, the photo gets sent out onto the dance floor to the overhead screens. We keep flashing the action all night long. We’ll make your little man a star.”
As I sat at the control desk between an Anne Margaret and a drag-geek with a green bob and a bad set of teeth, I stared at the entrance monitor. Tina stood on the street ready for action wearing a summery frock with ribbon shoulder straps. She was a vision of teen innocence. We didn’t have long to wait. Dallas Little showed up on screen looking like a well-dressed extra in a porno flick.
“Are you Tina? You have something for me?”

She flipped her long dark hair over her shoulder. “I’m very worried about my mother. You had her running all over Miami. Now that I see you, I can call for the money.”

She stepped aside and hit a button on her cell phone. “Do I have to? An hour.  Why? Okay.”

Little studied her as she returned to his side. “It’s gonna be an hour,” she said with a pout. “I don’t know why. We have to wait.”

“We could go inside. And have a drink.”

“I’m only sixteen.”
“Walk in front of me with your head high like you own the place. I bet they won’t ask for ID.”

I watched Tina cut to the head of the line, her short sundress flicking in Dallas Little’s eyes. He followed her like a hungry wolf. “Do you have a private room?” he asked Tyson as he slipped him a wad of cash. I listened to the bouncer give the lawyer directions to the sin pit at the back of the club. 
The bar room was a circus of men in stages of undress. I watched the monitors a bit longer to be sure Tina had Little in tow. A conga line of semi-nude male tushies in thongs had formed on the dance floor. Firm butts dancing to music I could faintly hear. I found it arousing in a heterosexual way. When they were halfway across the floor I raced to the closet in the private room and closed the louvered doors just as Little said to Tina, “We can wait in here.”
My lungs were bursting from my mad dash. I panted into my sleeve. Did I have my cell phone-camera?  I groped around in both my pockets, and hit my head on a shelf. Something large and hairy dropped on my face. I muffled a shriek, pulled it off and stomped it on the floor. Klutz. I peeked between the wooden slats. Little was focused on his victim and hadn’t heard me. The ape-thing clung to my shoe, smelling like Chanel. I lifted my foot carrying the creature closer. It was a wig, a dirty black wig. Hopping on one foot, I flipped it off wondering about head lice on my shoes.
I stepped down and felt pop-squishes under my feet. What the hay? A stack of sex lubricant tubes had slid; with every step a cap popped and gel squirted. The bottoms of my Sketchers were slick with gelatinous goo. Deep breath. Were they fresh or used tubes? Get control, get control. Pay attention to the sin pit. 

There were three lavender leather sofas in the room each with glass coffee tables. Man-sized lava lamps in shades of purple and orange moved sensuously against mirrored walls. Tina chose the center and sat down crossing her tanned legs. Little sat next to her.

“You’re a very pretty girl. Are you still in school?”


“I’m very good at my studies.”


He leaned back in a slouch. “I’ll bet you’re good at a lot of things.”

My knees were slightly scrunched, I tried to straighten. Something fell against the back of my right leg. I reached around and grabbed a handful of… rubber boobs. A million nasty images ran through my mind all of them having to do with bacteria. I rubbed my palm on my jeans. Were my shots up to date?

A waiter came in wearing an orange jockstrap and workmen’s boots. He had a full head of bottle blond hair and the kind of muscular build only obtained from hours at the guy-gym. 


“What’s your pleasure?”  


“Orange Crush,” Tina said to Little.

“Make it two double vodkas and an Orange Crush,” he told the waiter.


He took off his jacket and loosened his tie. “It’s hot in here.”


Tina inched away pulling her skirt over her knees.

The waiter returned with the drinks. Little paid and from the look on the waiter’s face gave him a fat tip. 
“Just push the button on the wall behind you if you want anything,” the waiter said and left.


“Here’s to your brother. Would you like a little vodka to make it a real toast?”

“I’ve never had vodka. How does it taste?”


He poured half of a vodka into her Orange Crush, stirred it with a little plastic stick and watched her sip it. Little stroked her head. The same rat eyes that questioned me under video lights were now in hot pursuit of a teenage girl. Pompous Mini-Prick. 
He unbuckled his belt. “How’s that taste?”


Tina smiled. “It puts a tingly bite in my drink.”


He poured the other half in and stirred it. “How about now?”


“Oooh, that’s very nice.” She gulped it down.

Little rang for the waiter and ordered another round. After the server left, he fixed her another double and downed his own double vodka. “It’s very hot in here. Drink your drink. It’s best if you just gulp it down.”


“She giggled. “I don’t know. I feel a little woozy.”

“There’s nothing wrong with vodka. It’s made from potatoes. They’re vegetables and vegetables are good for you.” Little pushed the glass to Tina’s lips. 


Tina giggled again and said, “Just a sip.” She drank half of it then leaned her head against his shoulder. “It makes me feel warm inside.”

He put his hand on her knee. She moved it and said, “Naughty, naughty. We can’t do that. The nuns say we shouldn’t do anything naughty.”


Little put her drink back to her lips. She drained it and said, “It’s so warm in here.”


He eyed the door. His left hand was on her knee; his right was frantically pulling at his belt. Little watched Tina as if she could be snatched away. Still keeping one hand on her, he popped his red suspenders. With a snap one end hit him in the eye. He let go of Tina long enough to rub his socket. 
A belt and suspenders – insecurity.

“We’d be cooler if we took our clothes off.”

Tina laughed and said, “That would be naughty, but I will if you will.”


He reached for her strap. She stopped his hand and wagged a finger at him. “You go first,” she said in a sing song voice. They stood. Little stripped to his white jockey shorts. He kissed Tina while he slid her dress off. Still in a lip lock with the lawyer, Tina adjusted her orange jock strap. I jumped out of the closet and started clicking away like a demented paparazzi. 
The little guy had fast reflexes. Snarling, he lunged at me. Tina was just as quick. She grabbed the back of his underwear and caught him in good solid wedgie. He fought to get at me, but she out muscled him.

Click, Click. “Great shot, Little.”

Kit burst through the door. The lawyer appeared stunned, struggling to make sense out of Tina’s sudden show of equipment. He looked from me to my drag queen buddy and back to Tina’s package.
In a swooping move, Kit lifted Little in his arms like a baby. “Smile for the camera.” With a shake of his head, my transvestite nail tech made raspberries on Little’s stomach inflicting a rain of gold glitter on the pale tummy of Leslie Archer’s soon to be former attorney.
Little staggered out of Kit’s arms and into the bar room. Seconds later he was being puppet-danced across the dance floor by two queens dressed in aluminum foil and black bras.
I elbowed my way into the action. Little looked down at himself in the spotlights and then grabbed the she-males on either side of him. He tried to stand on his own but slipped and clung to a queen in a royal blue Jean Harlow gown and tattooed arms. Anyone who says revenge isn’t tasty isn’t doing it right.
Little caught his image on the giant screens circling the room. He looked as if his heart was going to come out his eyes. The slide show displayed a collage of wriggling men in fluorescent thongs and smack in the middle was one diminutive lawyer in white jockey shorts. 
3:00 a.m.  I made my way back to the security office slipping on condoms and other slimy things. I’d have to trash my Skechers when I got home. I emailed my photo choices to myself with a copy to Ron. Then hugging Tina and the rest of the guys, I walked with Kit to my car. The tattooed guy in the blue Harlow held a broken Dallas Little just in case he was crazed enough to come after me.

“His ass is not so hard, anymore,” Kit said.

“Alice, don’t you care what people think about you?”
“Not when I’m right.”
5:30 a.m.  I’d come from the tranny club scene back to Dana’s and threw my shoes in the garbage can at the curb, then took a long, hot shower.

The photos of Dallas Little were safely loaded onto my Internet files. I wondered if the snarkie would show or whether he had finally had enough of ‘playing ball with me.’

I sat in the backyard and hung out with the moon until the sun came up. Had it only been a few months since I first met Nigel? The smiling cat cruised by. He nodded and disappeared.

Breakfast was a toaster pastry and half a cup of coffee. 
9:00 a.m.  I drove to court with the feeling that it was going to be a good day. 
 Little wasn’t in the courtroom and Her Honor had directed me to start my own cross-examination. “Do I sit here or go to the podium?” I asked the judge. I stopped in front of the bench and looked her dead in the eye. “Wait. This is all wrong. The plaintiff’s attorneys – Leslie Archer’s or Algy Green’s lawyers have to question me first. Then I answer. You’re doing it backwards.”
“What?  How dare you question the way I operate in my own courtroom. I am this close to holding you in contempt.” She pinched her thumb and index fingers together. 

The bailiff interrupted her just in time. She looked confused. “Wait, I have a note from Mr. Little. He is indisposed. He has asked for a continuance.”
I took a long, slow breath and mentally crossed my fingers. 
“We will adjourn until nine o'clock Monday morning.”
As I returned to our table Ron was gathering up my evidence books and files. We headed for the elevator and waited until we could catch an empty car. 
“I got your photos,” Ron said. 
“We’ll talk tonight.” I had things to do that didn’t include Ron.

10:45 a.m.  My next stop was Sun Vista Security, which was located near the Miami airport. In my black suit with a plain white blouse, reading glasses and no jewelry I looked the part of a government bean-counter. The security service office was a first-floor store front with a sun logo hand painted on the window. 
I walked in carrying pencil and notebook and acting like I owned the place. The guy behind the glass partition was in his late twenties, skinny as a stick, and eager as a puppy. He was just the type I hoped to find manning the rent-a-cop desk.
“I'm from the Florida Department of Health, Bureau of Waivers.” I flashed my real estate license, just long enough for him to see the Florida state seal, and then I pocketed it. 
Making it up as I went along, I said, “I'm here to review your employees’ health waivers. This is a spot-inspection.”
The young man went 'deer in the headlights'. “Health waivers? I'm not sure we have those.”
“You have guards at a couple of environmentally-challenged job sites. We need to know that they've signed off.”
Hesitating, he looked like he was going to make a call.
“Example, the Lizard Links site out in the Glades. Have those guards been waived?” I said it with authority. 

By the expression on his face, I could tell he'd done time at the Links.
I kept on upping the pace of questions, “How long are their shifts? Do they have adequate health insurance?”
“Well...” he fumbled. “They only work from nine to five.”
“Who covers the nights?”
“Have you ever been out there at night? The mosquitoes are size of bats. No body covers the nights.”
“Okay. Since this is a spot inspection and you have no waivers, I suggest you keep quiet about this until my supervisor gets in touch with you. I'll tell him you cooperated.”
He made the universal motion for zipping his lips. 
I nodded and left – with mixed feelings. We could get into the Links early morning and at dusk. Another challenge to meet. I called Ron and we agreed to get together at the beach at six. Ron’s friend had a small ocean front house, one of those shabby but comfy little bungalows that withstood the years, nestled in between a wall of high rises. We called it “the beach.” It was our safe place.
1:00 p.m.  Getting the continuance until Monday was like finding a twenty-dollar bill in the pocket of an old pair of jeans. Instead of suffering in court, I had the afternoon to get my head together, play with Lily and listen to Dana fill me on all I had missed from their lives. I shoved thoughts of the bunglers, buffoons, and beheaders to the back of my mind. Strangely, it wasn’t that hard to divorce myself from the crunch-splat sound of Sunglasses’ head hitting the floor. I had become a tough cookie. 
 Why did life have to come with so many extremes? And what was wrong with me?  The constant migraines had disappeared but the weird perceptions were worse. Growing and shrinking limbs, fuzzy thinking. 
I put on a tee shirt and my Tweety Bird overalls. When I stepped into my running shoes, I felt my left foot sink through the tile floor. The sensation lasted only a minute, but it was the last straw. 
 Instead of playing with Lily, I sat at the Tiny Tykes table and clicked on my laptop. Google led me to a site where you could enter your symptoms and come up with diseases and syndromes. I typed in migraines, disorientation, sinking into the floor, poor judgment, distorted perception, and body parts growing and shrinking. One neurological condition came up. It fit me so perfectly I thought perhaps Google was having at me. Alice in Wonderland Syndrome. 
AIWS, is a temporary condition. I learned it comes from the use of psychoactive drugs, most particularly mushrooms. Aside from an occasional hankering for Portabellas, I wasn’t into the psychedelic funguses. I thought of the Xanax, since the divorce court days they were the glue that held me together. Maybe they were the source of the syndrome, but I hadn’t had one since I balled the little pink pills into a napkin after my last meeting with Maris. My problem now had a name and that made it real – not hallucinatory. Alice in Wonderland Syndrome, AIWS.
I watched Lily eat her dinner, kissed her, and then went to change into something more appropriate for meeting Ron. He wasn’t a fan of Tweety Bird.
5:45 p.m.  Once again I was early for an appointment. I’ll probably be the first person at my own funeral.
As I sat and waited for Ron on the bungalow steps, I watched gulls fight over scraps of food. My worries were like those sky-rats swooping in to peck at my brain. Nigel was gone. Maris had split. Sunglasses had been murdered. Had the police found his body? Did they know I was at his mansion? Would they come after me? What was Leslie up to?  
Ron walked across the beach wearing tan slacks and a white polo shirt. I was wearing my white cotton beach dress and sneakers. He used a key to open the bungalow while I waited outside perched on the steps.  
He came out carrying a bottle of Johnny Walker Blue and two glasses. “The last bottle from my private stash,” he said. We sat on the rickety stairs with the bottle between us watching the horizon turn pastel shades.  
 “So tell me about last night.”
I did. When I finally cleared the tears of laughter from my eyes, it was time for a refill on the scotch. I told him about the check and the picture of Leslie with the rabbit.
“That’s perfect. The case is done. Archer’s frame-job will be transparent.”
“Except that the judge is obviously on Leslie’s payroll. I haven’t had a chance to tell you but Leslie beheaded Sunglasses and I sorta witnessed it and sent a cell phone picture to the FBI agent who’s been investigating Leslie and the judge, and… ”

I sounded insane.

With a glazed look on his face, Ron said, “Keep talking. I’ll catch up.” 
We watched the sun set and made our plans for the next day. We were going back to Lizard Links. Ron would pick me up at Dana’s at five-thirty in the morning. Under different circumstances our parting on the beach might have been romantic, but we were buddies and didn’t share those feelings. I was almost sad about that.
~ Saturday May 15
“What can all that green stuff be?”  Said Alice.

6:45 a.m.  It was dewy and smelly when we arrived at Lizard Links. We had a two hour window before the guards came on duty. 
Ron borrowed a small pickup truck and a ladder. He carried it over the broken asphalt path to the locked gate. I had my digital camera and an industrial size flashlight. The stench was much worse than I remembered. The stickers seemed twice as large.
I yelped when a baby alligator shimmied across my boot tip.
“Quiet,” Ron said.
“Why? Can toxic waste hear? It's a little late but maybe we should have brought masks.” I was thinking of the poisonous gases and germs as I smacked a mosquito off my cheek.
Ron leaned the ladder against the high wall, climbed up, and stretched, stepping easily from the top rung onto the crust of the wall, avoiding the sharp shards. I followed with a plop and I settled my butt between two large chunks of broken glass.
It took a few minutes to focus. The water glowed green through the fog that was beginning to lift. There was a moat on the inside of the wall; it appeared to go round the property in both directions with a narrow paved bridge over it. We sat there, two explorers in a science fiction film, hesitating to move forward or back. Ron pulled the ladder up to us and then carefully slid it down inside the Links keeping hold of one end. We’d be stuck on the wall for a long time if he dropped it.
“In we go,” he said.

I hesitated. I felt like a noodle stepping into hot chicken soup.

Ron took the first steps down. “It looks like the land is moving.”
“Where?” I asked as I landed on the ground and stood next to him waving the flashlight. 
Ron put his hand on my shoulder. “Just be still and watch.”
I jumped back. “Something touched me.”
“Hold on. Wait for the air to clear.”
It was hard to catch a full breath; the air was so thick you could chew it. I moved closer to Ron, he put his arm around me. The gunk started to thin out. There was movement in the fog. I strained to see white on white shadows. What the heck?

 “There’s something at our feet. Can you see it?” He swatted a bug.
“I feel it. Wait.” I bent to look closer at the thing that was rubbing on my boot.
“It’s a bunny. How cute.” I reached out to pet it.
“Stop. Don’t touch it. It might bite,” Ron grabbed my hand.
The white mass around us became more visible; it was a sea of rabbits extending to the end of the fog. They climbed over each other trying to come at us and not in a cuddly way. They were covered in dirt and red… blood.
“Run.” Ron said and turned me toward the wall half lifting me off the ground. I hit the ladder so hard it teetered. Ron caught it and held it upright while I scrambled over the rungs as fast as my tight jeans would permit. He was two steps behind me. We got to the top and I managed to catch my leg on a piece glass. It hurt like a bikini wax.  

Ron pulled up the ladder and placed it outside the wall. I handed him the flashlight and took my camera out of my jacket pocket. I clicked pictures of the carnage in wide-angle and close up. The horizon teemed with rabbits, thousands of them starving, scratching, biting and eating each other. Two white beasts – largest rabbits I’d ever seen – threw themselves at the wall snarling up at us. I snapped their photo and climbed down on the other side feeling like an escapee from a mad scientist’s lab experiment. 
He threw the ladder in the back of the truck. I was sitting in the passenger seat staring at the green glow when Ron got behind the wheel. We shook our heads in disbelief.
 “Cannibal Rabbits.”  I cleared my throat trying to rid the smell. “That's why Maris gave me the picture of Leslie with the rabbit. But why does Leslie have rabid rabbits?”  

Ron started the truck, circled around and pulled away from Lizard Links.

We were silent for the first few miles. In the back of my mind bits and pieces of information were gathering like a flock of crows. “I recall that a company planned to breed rabbits for research about eight or ten years ago. They weren’t able to get permits, or PETA protested or something like that.” 
“Looks like someone bred bunnies.”
“Why would Leslie care about rabbits? I thought I had him on something like toxic medical waste. There has to be something wrong with what he’s doing. Where is the crime in keeping bunnies?”
9:30 a.m. We drove along the Tamiami Trial skirting the northern edge of the Everglades National Park, passing through land that was posted as the Miccosukee Indian Reservation.  The sound of giant fan airboat engines occasionally pierced the drone of the truck motor. I sat in a funk staring out at the endless river of grass extending to the horizon. An alligator lay sunning himself by the side of the road. When we passed the second sign for the Shark Valley Visitors’ Center, I figured I was being handed a clue.
We pulled in and walked round the rustic information hub, framed in slash pines and cabbage palms. It was early and the place wasn’t open yet. A Great Blue Heron approached us looking for handouts, obviously a seasoned panhandler. Beating the mosquitoes with our hands and gritting our teeth we found an old ranger type smoking on the back deck. His black hair and chiseled features bespoke his Seminole heritage.
“Help ‘ya?”  

I leaned on the rail next to the ranger, Ron stood by me. “Just looking around.  There’s so much wildlife, it’s awesome. Any non-native animals?”  I asked.
“Dogs and cats dumped by folks who didn’t want them anymore. Exotic snakes and lizards out the wahoo. And then there were those fools who brought in the rabbits. Dumb as stumps. A bunch of Brits were gonna breed white rabbits for medical testing. A couple of environmental groups got on them and they packed up in the dead of night.”
“What harm could rabbits do?”

“If they got loose – a lot. You start with a handful of rabbits and in a year you have a mountain of bunnies. As I recall their problem was they didn’t have an approved way of disposing of rabbit droppings which can be toxic as all get out. Enough of it in a spot and it can ferment into one heck of a gas.”

“What would have been approved disposal?”

“Damned if I know. Never heard of anything like it. That was why they didn’t get the permit. The rabbit droppings.”
“You recall what year that was?”

“’Bout seven years ago.”
The mosquitoes chewed us up as we dashed to the truck. We buckled up and Ron drove out of the car park.  
 “Leslie’s scum, beheading hoodlums is bad enough. But letting helpless rabbits rot, now I’m really mad. Even if he owns that judge she’s got to pay attention. He isn’t going to skate by on this.”
We were almost back in Miami. “I’ll hit the Internet. I’m sure I can pull up old news stories.” I imagined Leslie frantically trying to solve his rabbit problem for years while the poop piles kept growing. Once I started to laugh I found it impossible to stop.
“Good to hear you laugh, again,” Ron said.

I caught my breath long enough to speak. “Maris said he was up to his balls in bunnies. I thought she was talking about Playboy bunnies.”
11:45   Ron dropped me off at Dana’s. I set up my laptop and dove in to research. Aside from two short breaks, I stayed at it, spinning the Internet slot machine of information until late Sunday night. I discovered that Leslie had partnered with a group of investors, English Research Rabbits, seven years earlier.
The entrepreneurs had trucked hundreds of rabbits in to the Links property without any permits. They were shut down. The Brits went back to England and that was the end of the breeders. But I could guess what happened from there.  
Leslie was left holding the bunnies. I imagined he couldn’t face the public humiliation of such a silly situation. Because he treasured his tough guy image, he locked the Links and hoped the rabbits would die off.  
Monday May 17
“Who cares for you?” said Alice. 
You’re nothing but a pack of cards.”
8:30 a.m.  When I arrived in the courtroom on Monday morning. I watched Dallas Little pat Leslie on the back. The lawyer avoided eye contact with me. In a last minute effort at leverage I had invited Kit and Tina to join us in the courtroom. 
Ron and I set up my laptop and the screen for my Power Point presentation. The audience tittered. I could imagine them thinking – now what’s she up to?  
All eyes were on me. I walked over to their table and looked down at Leslie. He smelled musty like a terrarium that needed cleaning. “You’re going down.” I smiled, turned on my heels and walked away. 
I called myself as my first witness, took the stand, cleared my throat, and spoke into the microphone. “Seven years ago Leslie Archer got into bed with a company called ERR, English Research Rabbits. According to newspaper accounts, Mr. Archer had a falling out with his partners. He dared his British partners to sue him. It never occurred to him that he wasn’t in the power seat in that deal.” 
Dallas Little stood to object, and glanced nervously back at his former passion. The drag queens stood side by side, all six-four of Kit and petite Tina, who waggled her fingers at Little. 
Ron flashed the first pictures on the screen. Angry white rabbits with bloody, tattered ears were followed by a panoramic scene of grisly rodent carnage. I stood close to the microphone and continued buoyed on by the shocked silence in the room. “What you see are photos taken two days ago at Leslie Archer’s resort, Lizard Links. ERR was denied permits for its venture based on numerous non-compliances any one of which could have seriously damaged the Everglades.”

I cut my eyes to Leslie and smiled. He scowled and elbowed Little.
“Archer threatened to file suit against his partners. The ERR people scurried back to England, but not before releasing all the rabbits, thus they avoided the expense of reshipping the animals and also retaliated against Leslie Archer without having to deal with him in court. His bunny problems went unchecked and multiplied.”
The judge looked like she wanted to strangle me. She exchanged glances with Leslie who appeared ready to run.
“As an ERR partner and chief officer, Leslie was and is responsible for a ton of environmental violations. Along comes Nigel Channing, a Brit, and Leslie is tempted to screw a Brit for being screwed by Brits. I’m guessing he saw it as poetic justice to sell the property to Nigel Channing and his partner, Algy Green.”

The judge tried to interrupt me. I locked eyes with Agent Michael Brown; he stood in the back of the courtroom. I knew I had a clear field. I kept on testifying.
“Leslie then instigated a hunt for deposit money that never existed. He had a worthless, un-cashed check from Algy Green hidden in his safe. He knew the check had no value the minute the ink dried. He bribed Algy Green with theme park tickets to testify that Green had given me the deposit check, when all the time Leslie had it. He did this so he could frame me and destroy my good name.”
The judge banged her gavel. “Ms. Harte, what is this all about?”
“With all disrespect,Your Honor…  Have you been paying any attention?”
Ron hit the keyboard and a new image of the island teeming with bloody bunnies flashed in front of the assembly. 

The spectators moaned at the gruesome shot.

 “What we have here, Your Honor is a violation of multiple Federal Laws, EPA violations, and cruelty to animals. Leslie Archer is in no position to pursue a case against me or anyone else. This shows him for the scofflaw he is. He lacks all credibility.”
Little found his voice. “Objection. The witness is stating things not in evidence.”

Ron hit a key and a view of the entrance to the Queens Croquet Club flashed on the screen. It was enough to silence Dallas Little. He scrambled back to his seat and all but disappeared in a slump. A quick click of the keys and Ron had us back on the bunny trail.
Murmuring broke out all over the room, the slideshow continued, finishing with a photo of two rabid looking bunnies biting each other.
Leslie was mouthing something to the judge. She clearly wanted to be done with me. “Ms. Harte, this is not relevant to the charges against you. Do you have any pertinent evidence that you wish to present to the court?”
I walked back to our table and picked up the check in the plastic sleeve. Returning to the witness stand I offered the check into evidence explaining that it proved there had been no deposit funds exchanged. “Proper investigation will show that the fingerprints on this check are those of Algernon Green and Leslie Archer. I never touched it. I was framed.”
The judge cut her eyes to Leslie. “Hand me that check. I’m not allowing it into evidence.” 
I held onto the check and refused to hand it to the bailiff. The scene was about to get nasty with the judge saying something about contempt of court. 
“Your Honor I’d like to introduce an Amicus Curiae,” I turned to the audience. “That means friend of the court. He is here to help the court decide the matter before it today. This is FBI Special Agent Michael Brown.”
 The judge turned from crimson to white as Brown approached the bench and handed her a packet of legal papers. She unfolded it and tears pooled in her eyes. If she wasn’t such a crooked bitch, I would have felt sorry for her. Instead I was pleased as punch.
The courtroom was silent. The judge looked up and said, “I’m dismissing all charges against Alice Harte. The plaintiffs have failed to provide any evidence of wrong doing on the part of the defendant.”

Leslie inched from his seat and bolted for the exit. I was standing at the podium in the perfect position to stick out my leg. He tripped and went flying. Agent Brown slipped handcuffs on him and told him about his rights. “I’m arresting you for the murder of Marc Hare. We obtained a probable cause search warrant for your car based on a photograph of you taken at the scene of the murder. The sword used to chop off the victim’s head was discovered in the trunk of your Lamborghini this morning.”
“Little?” Leslie said to his lawyer.
Dallas Little was curled in a fetal position on his chair. He was unresponsive. I walked over to him and placed the napkin ball of Xanax in his hand, patted him on his product-stiff hair, and returned to our table.
The judge adjourned us and then stumbled on her way to her chambers. An FBI type in a black suit followed her into her chambers.
 We gathered my books. It felt like the day after Christmas, a bit of an adrenalin let down. Ron put everything in my car and gave me a half-hearted hug. “Now what are you going to do for excitement?”
~Wednesday June 2
“Stuff and nonsense!” said Alice loudly.
“The idea of having the sentence first!”

It had been two weeks since Leslie’s suit was dismissed. I talked briefly to Michael Brown but he didn’t share much other than that I would be testifying against Leslie in his murder trial. Déjà vu all over again. The judge had her hands in the pockets of a bevy of lawyers; she got caught in the FBI drag net. 
Word of the judge’s pending indictment spread like a head cold in kindergarten. Lawyers were talking about my take-down of the system. Not sure how my name got out there, maybe it was my crime-stoppers’ tip call to the local television stations, but Alice Harte was on all their tongues.
4:00 p.m.   Gryphon’s secretary smiled. “Ms. Harte, congratulations. We’ve been following your case and the judge’s indictment on TV. I prepared your check for the full refund.” She buzzed her boss. “Alice is here.” 

The lawyer came running out of his office nearly barreling me over. “Come in. Come in.” He guided me to a sofa seat and sat next to me. “You understand I did everything I could for you. It was beyond my control. Here’s your check for twenty-five thousand dollars plus interest. I’ve taken nothing out for my time.” A drop of sweat slid down his brow. He licked his lips. 

I accepted the check and stood to leave. Gryphon extended his hand. “Do you know how many germs are on that thing?” I said and walked away.
5:30 p.m.  Lawyer Gross hadn’t returned my calls or answered my emails. I took the elevator to the twenty-second floor and stepped into a sea of exiting suits, the end of the day at Katz, Pillar and Gross. I walked past the reception desk, down the hall and directly into Gross’s office. He was playing with an executive toy on his desk, a Zen Garden. He pushed small piles of sand with a tiny rake in a little box making patterns around colored pebbles. 
 Gross didn’t look surprised to see me. “I thought I made it clear… Oh...  that’s right, I didn’t call you. My firm is very large with many offices; we have a policy of not refunding money. It’s just not done.”


“Have you been watching the news, Gross? Seen anything about me and the Federal indictments?”

The color drained from his face. “Ms. Hartley –”

“The name is Harte,” I said through clenched teeth. “And you will cut me a personal check for my twenty thousand dollars right now. You were working with Leslie Archer to destroy me. This isn’t just about your law license. When I get done with my talk show interviews, you won’t be able to pay anyone to be your client.”

The look in my eyes and the tone to my voice pushed him into action. Gross pulled out his personal check book, hesitated and then started to write the check.


“Include interest. You can round it up to twenty-five thousand.”


His eyebrows met at the top of his nose. “There’s no provision for interest in our agreement.”

“Make that thirty thousand. Pay back for the video deposition.”


“Hold the check until after two tomorrow. I have to transfer funds.”


“I can do that,” I said as I accepted the check, leaned over his desk and tipped his sandbox.
~Friday June 4
“The long grass rustled at her feet 
as the White Rabbit hurried by...”
9:00 a.m.  I took delivery on a sofa, bed and television, the essential pieces. Life would slowly reassemble itself.
7:30 p.m.  Ron brought in Chinese take-out. We sat in front of my new television. I opened the containers, the aromas making my mouth water. A news channel showed footage of Leslie leaving the federal courthouse in handcuffs, interspersed with photos of crazed rabbits. A headline crawled across the bottom: Bunny King Bites the Dust in Murder for Hire Deaths of Jug Hare and Marc Hare. 
“I couldn’t have wished for a better ending,” I said clicking off the set and pushing the CD player button. The machine made a random choice, Barbra Streisand singing – Don’t you love farce? My fault I fear. I thought that you’d want what I want. Sorry, my dear. But where are the clowns? Quick, send in the clowns. Don’t bother, they’re here.
Ron faced me with a look I’d never seen before. “Now that I’ve helped you through this, and you don’t need me, I can’t be this close to you anymore.”
“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t pick up signals very well.”

I tried to make sense of what he was saying. Was my AIW syndrome in over-drive?  This couldn’t be real. I couldn’t lose Ron. “You were sending me signals?”
Ron stood up, walked around the sofa. “Bye.”

I panicked and raced after him, grabbing his arms. “You’re my best friend. You never tried to take advantage of me. You cared enough to not make this about you. And for that I love you. You’re part of me.”
He kissed me on the forehead. “That’s not what I want.”
Barbra sang on – Just when I stopped opening doors, finally, knowing the one that I wanted was yours,
 “My Chapter 11 will be settled in two weeks. I’m going to take a couple of years and travel, maybe find someone and settle down.” 
The phone rang. “Hold that thought.” I said and touched his cheek. The caller ID said out of the area. Would I ever get over my fear of the phone? I hesitated then picked it up.
“Hello, love.”
“Nigel, is that you?” 
“Yes, love.”
“This is a trick. Nigel's dead. Whoever you are, go away.”
“Alice, remember the sheep?”
I hesitated...“If it’s really you, what was your favorite name for me?”
“Petal.”
“Nigel! I thought you were dead. After the banging, you vanished. Those guys grabbed you from your hotel room…” The words spilled from my mouth. I was so happy I hadn’t killed him with my loose lip flapping to those fake INS agents. I put my hand over the phone and whispered ‘Nigel’ to Ron.
“You Americans are so naïve.” 
“Don’t laugh, Nigel. It isn’t funny.” 
Nigel chuckled. “Bobby Knuckles and One Eyed Billy are two of the nicest blokes I ever met.”
“Huh? They didn’t hurt you?” 
“On the contrary, once I chatted them up, we shared a few tales over some beers.”

“Were they really hit men? Did they work for Marc Hare or Leslie?”
“Hit men? I suppose. Big hulking guys, dockwallopers. Bustin’ out of their shirts they were. Grabbed me from the Bennington Hotel. But then I got to chatting with them. Not too easy with their fingers around my throat. They’re mercenaries. They work for whoever butters their bread.”
“So you charmed a couple of hit men?”
“It’s the British accent, love. Works every time.”
“They didn’t hurt you?”
“No. Of course not, love. And I turned them on to a deal.”
“You turned a couple of hit men onto a deal?”
He chuckled. “Lizard Links. I sold them my share and gave them Algy Green’s address in London. Told them they could collect from him in a few weeks.”
I shook my head to clear the incoming information. “Algy?”
“Yes, that’s right. The sneaking double-crosser. I never told you that he’s Elizabeth’s brother.”
“Brother?”
“Yes, love. I do believe the two of them plotted with Leslie to destroy you.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that they were related?” 
“You would have only worried.”
“Thanks for helping me not to worry. What are you going to do now?” I asked. 
“Well, love, I reason the longer I’m gone, the longer Algy will be tied up, don’t you think? And as long as Elizabeth thinks I’m dead, I’ll have a little peace. So I believe I’ll just continue to wander the planet, picking up bits of interference and responding.”
 “So you’re really ok, Nigel?”
“Yes, love, I am perfectly fine all in one piece.”
“Then damn you for messing up my life like you did and then running off.” 
“Don’t hate me. I couldn’t live if you did. It wasn’t me, love. It was Leslie. I always sought to protect you from him and from all harm. My ways are mysterious, perhaps you have difficulty understanding.”
Deep breath. I said, “I’m glad you’re okay. I just wish with all my heart that someday you would learn to stop lying.” 
“Petal, it would be a boring thing for a man to find out that all his life he has been speaking nothing but the truth,” he said and I could feel his smile across the phone lines.
“Nigel, where are you?”
“Denver… I mean Toronto,” he said then hesitated. “On my way to Prague for a few days.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And love,” his voice dropped to a whisper, “you may hear some tall tales. Just know that whatever you hear I am doing it all for you, for us and our future together. It’s strictly business, nothing more. Remember you will always be the only woman I love with all my heart.”
“Now who the fuck are you talking to, darling?” I knew that voice in the background.
“Uh, I have to go back into my meeting. I’ll call you. No, better yet, I’ll write you an email.”
“No, Nigel. Just go.”
“I love you, Alice.”
“I know.”
I set down the phone and started to laugh. Of course. There was talk of off shore accounts and hats and wine and Metamucil biscuits in the mini-bar. Maris’s mystery man.
 “Ron, wait ‘till you hear this…” 
He was gone.
With a slightly empty feeling in my heart, I finished the shrimp and lobster sauce and ate one of the egg rolls. All that was left was the fortune cookie. I cracked it open and read the little slip of paper. 

The rabbit that does not bite, teaches you nothing.
I went out to my patio with a glass of chardonnay. The full moon reflected on the small lake. A heron cried from one of the trees perhaps calling to its mate. A light dusting of calm settled over me. In the end, everyone does get what they deserve, don’t they? Nigel got Maris. Maris got Nigel. Leslie was going away for a long time – maybe never to return. And Ron was gone. Why did he assume I would know what he was feeling when I didn’t know what I was feeling?  It would be too easy to be in love with Ron. Tears rolled down my face. My adventure was over, no more stress, no more little pink pills, no more Alice in Wonderland Syndrome. 
10:30 p.m.  Slipped into my cloud-print pajamas, brushed my teeth, and got into bed. The thought of needy Maris finding her salvation in Nigel was ironic. The most ironic thing was that I was missing Ron already. What signals was he giving me? I’m not even Rubenesque. The thought that I wouldn’t see him again was like a cold wet blanket. I might even love him. I’d have to think about it in the morning.
11:45 p.m. I woke to a gentle knocking. Now what? Maybe I was dreaming. Another knock. With every possible scenario running through my mind, I walked slowly to the door and was surprised when I looked through the peep hole. I swung the door wide.
“Are there any egg rolls left?” Ron asked. 
“Come here, you.” I pulled him to me and hugged him. “Sorry,” I said. As I started to pat his back, he grabbed my hand and kissed it.   …Maybe I did want to see him naked.
   Even as I thought the thought, the Cheshire Cat walked across my front step, stopped and grinned. A full set of human teeth. I closed my eyes and shook my head. When I opened them, he was gone.

                                                     ~


               

