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MONA LISA AND MAD HATTER

An Oliver’s Twist Story

The seventh installment in The All-American Songbook: Stories Inspired by the Songs that Made America

By Gene Strother

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication
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This story is dedicated to the lost and confused. May you find your way, or better, may The Way find you—and bring you peace!
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Copyright © 2024 by [Your Legal Name]

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The lyrics to Mona Lisas and Mad Hatters (Bernie Taupin/Elton John) and He Looked Beyond My Fault (Dottie Rambo) are used in a transformative, fictional context for the purposes of character development and atmospheric narrative.
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Act One: Prelude
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Mona Lisa is six-foot-two, 265 pounds, at least. With  Auburn-dyed, poofy-on-top, parted-to-the-right, swooping-to-the-left, shoulder-length hair, her face is pale and full with a U-shaped chin and a hint of a second chin on a thick neck. Rouge on the cheeks, ruby red lipstick, eyebrows plucked down to thin, pencil-enhanced arches, and olive eyes that don’t match any of it. Her face is expressive and not to be ignored.

Her breasts are massive and perfect for her frame, and wholly believable. Her round belly does not extend even half as far as her boobs. But her rear end, on the other hand, is at least as pronounced as the twin mounds in front, providing the perfect counterbalance and symmetry.

She wears a royal blue satin dress, sleeveless, tight at the butt because it has no choice and flowing down the legs to her ankles. The dress is split up the right side, almost to the very top of a powerful thigh.

A longer look might reveal that, despite a bold and elaborate attempt to be one, she is no she at all—and he is no gentleman who stares long enough to know that.



––––––––
[image: ]


THERE IS COLD, BITTER cold, bone-chilling cold—and then there is Chicago.

Cold is what we experience in Fort Worth  in late January and early February, when the temperatures dip below freezing, and sometimes a good deal below. Bitter cold is the kind experienced in New England in December. No Texan would tolerate it for long but in Buffalo, Bills fans don’t even put on their shirts for it. Bone-chilling cold is what you experience in outposts like Amarillo during a winter storm, when blizzard conditions push visibility to zero and the temperature gauge to way less than that.

I have been in all of these places and experienced each of these kinds of cold—and I don’t care for any of it. The rare White Christmas is enough for me. But I have never really been cold until that Chicago night a block or two off North Michigan Avenue and its Magnificent Mile. Move a little off the famed avenue and the tall buildings no longer cut the wind that sweeps westerly off of Lake Michigan, which we know is one of the world’s largest freshwater lakes.That monstrosity is 307 miles long and 118 miles wide at its broadest point. It covers more than 22,300 square miles. At its deepest point, it is 925 feet deep and averages 279 feet in depth. It holds 1,180 cubic miles of water.They say it is a glacial lake and who am I to doubt it. 

In the Fall and Winter, they get what they call “Lake Effect Snow” and it is no trifle. When the wind whips off Lake Michigan and across Chicago, it creates a special kind of cold. 
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THIS MAKES ME WONDER as I stare at Mona Lisa through the snow flurries how he can stand there under-dressed and unbothered. I know I shouldn’t stare and I must stop but I can’t. I am glued to this picture like a kid watching a cartoon for the hundredth time.

My wife tugs at my elbow. She is bundled up like an Eskimo and still shivering. 

“Come on,” she says. “Stop staring. Come on.”

Her teeth chatter and her humor plummets with the temperature.



“What are you looking at?”

The voice booms above the din of the city and the whistle of the wind. It is deep and resonant, powerful and arresting. And its owner wears a blue dress and has olive eyes piercing me like an icy spear.

I am a deer and he is the headlight.

The crowd of lesser men, each dressed as such, have turned their attention to me, as well.

My wife is still tugging my sleeve, but I am frozen in that stare.
I shrug.

“I am sorry. I didn’t mean...”

“You often do what you don’t mean? Do you want a picture to show your buddies, and all have a good laugh? Come on over. Take a picture with Mona Lisa.”
“Come on, Ollie,” Olivia says sternly. Then to him she says, “He is very sorry and kind of stupid. Please forgive his gawking. We have to be going.”

Oliver and Olivia—a match made in Heaven if ever there was one. It is more than the name synthesis. It is the way our bodies mesh and our minds work, the way we catch each other when we stumble, and dust one another off when we fall. 

At this moment, however, it feels like “Liv” (Olivia’s nickname) might just push me right down a manhole, if one was handy—and open.

“Wait a minute!” says the big voice with the big boobs. “I know you. You are that syndicated columnist. I have read your stories in newspapers, in New York and Chicago. Your name is...” he scratches his chin, where the makeup is thick enough to almost cover the five o’clock shadow. “Oliver something. You call your column ‘Oliver’s Twist!’ Aha! Am I right?”

“Oliver Caudle,” I sheepishly confess. “Yes, that’s me.”

Liv sighs.

“If you promise not to kill him, I am going to the hotel to thaw out,” she says to Mona Lisa.

“No!” I say emphatically.

No way I am letting her walk two of these long Chicago blocks alone at night in a snowstorm.

As if he doesn’t hear her or maybe doesn’t care, Mona Lisa says, “Human interest stories. You write them really well.”  

He spreads out his hands. His feet are already separated in an unladylike manner, so he looks like a ringmaster. A showman under the spotlight, or streetlight, as it were. 

“They don’t get more human or interesting than this, Ollie,” he says and laughs and the other men, the extras and clowns, as I have already come to see them, laugh with him.

We hurry by and half-sprint directly into the teeth of the frozen wind.
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Act Two: Cast of Characters


[image: ]


Liv read my mind the next morning, which is as easy for her to do as it is to read the morning news on her phone. She read me and sighed, curling her lips into that “tsk, tsk” face she has made famous, at least around our neighborhood.

“OK, Ollie. Book a later flight. I am still leaving this morning. I have to get my hair cut and nails done for the Christmas party Friday.”

“You read my mind again, didn’t you?”

“Chase your story. I will be wearing jingle bells and bright red nails when you get home.”

“Ho. Ho. Ho!”

She makes that face again and she knows it drives me nuts.

“You know, we still have a half hour. We could...”

“Clean up your mind, Mister, and you better not put this in your story.”

I help her pack, call for an Uber, and kiss her goodbye. The wind has never quit blowing the whole night and has redoubled its efforts to meet a new day.
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MY FIRST STOP IS STARBUCKS, which is roughly halfway between the Swissotel, our hotel of choice, and the spot on Wacker where Mona Lisa held court the night before. 

The barista making my Venti breve latte could not decide between purple, chartreuse, and pink for her hair color, so went with all of them, and it seemed perfect for her pixie cut. She was merry and bright and wore a playful necklace of red and green Christmas bulbs and gold
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