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Natalie Fitzsimons floated through the lobby of the new Vero Beach Performing Arts Center, pausing every few moments to mingle. She wore her finest black evening gown, setting off her alabaster skin. Her fiery red hair was in an elaborate up do. She was shod in pair of black high-heeled sandals, showing off her brilliant magenta nail polish. A pearl choker with matching earrings completed this most perfect of schmoozing ensembles.  

She clutched a champagne flute as she drifted through the crowd. She'd lost sight of husband Marty. Ah! There you are! she thought as she spied him on the far side of the room accepting a canape from a waiter.

Before she could make her way towards him, another man greeted her. He was tall, and balding with a gray beard.

"Hello, Natalie! I'm delighted you're here."

“Of course, Mr. Lynch. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

“Phil, please.”

Natalie smiled and nodded.

“This wouldn’t be possible without your firm’s generous support.”

“You know Mr. Hollingsworth is a huge supporter of the performing arts.”

Natalie heard a chorus of laughter erupt from Marty’s side of the room. Oh dear God! He's telling jokes! She searched desperately for an out from the conversation before, Marty cracked something truly inappropriate.

“Have you heard our good news?”

“No Phil, I haven’t.”

"Katharine Ellerby is not only planning to winter here in Vero Beach, but she's going to headline our inaugural performance of My Fair Lady.”

"Pardon my ignorance, but who is Katharine Ellerby?"

“She’s a Canadian actress whose credits include several independent films. She’s best known for a string of cult horror films from the early aughts.”

“I see. And she’s you’re Eliza Doolittle?”

“Indeed. You’ve seen the play before?”

Natalie sipped her Champaign.

“I’ll do you one better, I played Eliza in high school.”

“You have some acting experience?”

“Some, yes. That was original career choice before the law.”

“Interesting. Perhaps you would be interested in directing?”

“Directing? Me? I’d make Charlie Brown look like Martin Scorsese!”

Lynch sipped his drink.

“Nonsense! Your profession requires a bit of showmanship, does it not?”

“At times. During summations mostly.”

“And you coach witnesses on their testimony. You’ve many skills you can parlay into directing.”

“Let me think about it.”

“What’s to think about? We start rehearsals next week.”

A platinum blonde of curvy build elbowed her way in before Natalie could reply. Natalie wasn’t certain of her age, but she’d clearly had work done.

“Phil, are you really going ahead with this ridiculous charade?”

Lynch put on a fake smile.

“Ms. Fitzsimons, allow me to introduce Marlena Conway, one of our veteran actresses.”

Natalie offered her hand; Marlena waved her off.

“I mean really, giving the roll to some B-movie scream queen! And reducing me to understudy.”

Natalie regarded the woman. Good lord, she smells like a distillery, she thought.

Lynch’s demeanor darkened.

"Marlena, this is neither the appropriate time nor place. For the good of the theater, certain decisions, painful decisions had to be made. Now I suggest you go home before you embarrass yourself further.”

“Very well.”

Marlena turned her back and stumbled off to the bar.

Lynch turned to Natalie.

“My apologies.”

“Perhaps you should find another director.”

“Heavens no. Now you must excuse me.”

Lynch walked towards the head of the room. Natalia stood dumbstruck a moment. What just happened?

Natalie found Marty just as Lynch launched into his speech.

“...Of course none of this would be possible without the generous endowment from the law firm of Hollingsworth and Wilcox.  Joining us tonight is Natalie Fitzsimons, the senior partner at the firm’s Vero Beach branch.”

Lynch gestured in Natalie’s direction and she soon found all eyes upon her. Her heart raced and her mouth went dry.

“Another bit of exciting news, when I mentioned to Natalie that inaugural production of My Fair Lady needed a director, she graciously tossed her megaphone into the ring."

The crowd burst into applause.
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MARTY SLOUCHED IN THE passenger seat of Natalie’s BMW 325 as they cruised south on Route A1A. He drummed his fingers on his thigh and watched the condo high-rises pass by outside the window.

Natalie glanced at him.

“You’re awfully quiet.”

“You ‘tossed your megaphone into the ring’ without discussing it with me first?”

"I'm a grown woman! I don’t need your permission.”

“I just thought we were partners, that’s all.”

“I was more Shanghaied into it than anything. I have to do it.”

“Look, I know I was the one who wanted to live far away from your job and I brought the lack of quality time on myself. But I moved down here to support you and that changes the dynamic. We live 15 minutes from your job yet I still hardly get to see you during the workweek."

Natalie tightened her grip on the wheel. She clenched her teeth a moment before she spoke.

“You’re right Marty. I will admit I wasn’t fully prepared for the demands of this position. I would love to have more time with you but—”

“But what?”

“Why don’t you get involved with the play?”

“Are you kidding? I’m not an actor.”

“You could be in charge of building sets. It’ll be fun.”
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON found Natalie in her office. She sat behind her L-shaped glass desk with her jacket draped over her chair and her shoes off as she worked on a motion. She bore a roughly cross-shaped smudge of ashes on her forehead. The intercom broke her concentration.

“Yes, Consuela?”

"Katharine Ellerby here to see you."

“Just a moment.”

Natalie stood and took a moment to get herself looking professional. She stepped around her desk and opened the door.

“Ms. Ellerby, how do you do?”

Natalie offered her hand and Ellerby shook.

“Pleasure to meet you. Please call me Kate.”

“Only if you call me Natalie. Do come in.”

Ellerby entered and Natalie shut the door. She gestured towards a sideboard containing a Keurig and crystal decanter.

“Help yourself to coffee or something if you wish.”

“Thank you.”

Ellerby fixed herself a cup of coffee and settled into one of the visitor chairs. Natalie eyed the slender brunette.

“So you’re my Eliza Doolittle? I am planning a full cast meeting for tomorrow evening.”

“I am indeed. That’s not why I’m here.”

Natalie shifted in her chair.

“Okay, what can I do for you?”

“This concerns your day job. I wish to retain you as counsel.”

“Ms. Ellerby, I’m not sure I understand.”

“Right now, my husband Arthur is back in Vancouver shacking up with his whore. I’ve put up with it long enough. I wish to serve him with divorce papers upon his arrival.”

“Ms. Eller...Kate, I’m not sure I can help you.”

“Is it because you’re Catholic?”

“Goodness no. I check my faith at the door. The problem is you’re a Canadian citizen.”

“We are also legal US residents. We winter in California most of the time, but thought we’d give Florida a look this year.”

“I see. You must also be aware I don’t practice marital law. I’m a criminal attorney. I’m sure one of my associates can—”

“I want you. I can make it worth your while.”

“Right.”

“Natalie, perhaps there’s something else you can do for me.”

“Go on.”

“The real reason we’re spending the winter in Florida instead of Cali—”

She exhaled.

"—Is a, how shall I say this? An overly enthusiastic fan with a bit of an obsession with me."

“A stalker?”

“Indeed. His name’s Jake Lewis.”

“Having a protection order drawn up is a simple matter. I suppose I could handle that.”

“I want full-time protection. Security. Know anybody good?”

Natalie closed her eyes for a moment. She took one of Jed Barlow's cards from a holder.

“He’s a bit rough around the edges, but he’s good. I’ll call him for you.”

“Thank you kindly.”

Ellerby got up, leaving her coffee untouched.

“I’ll show myself out. See you tomorrow evening.”

As the door shut, Natalie closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Oh Natalie girl, what have you gotten yourself into?
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JOSIAH “JED” BARLOW was moments away from retrieving a bottle of Glenlivet from his top drawer. His ringing phone delayed his afternoon transfusion.

“Barlow here.”

“It’s Natalie Fitzsimons. Are you sober?”

“At the moment yes. What’d you need?”

Jed listened as Natalie told him about Ellerby and Lewis.

“You want me to do some digging and find out if our boy’s in town?”

“That would be great. Why don’t you come to the cast meeting tomorrow night?”

“I’ll be there.”

Natalie rang off.

“Shit. I fucking hate stalkers.”

It didn’t take Jed very much in the
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