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SPEECH!

Alice stood frozen for a moment, seriously debating whether she should just make a quick exit and be done with this
whole state of affairs, when she caught sight of Jack Rhombus beaming at her from the expectant onlookers.
"Attagirl, Alice," he said in a loud whisper, giving her a thumbs up.
Alice returned him a kindly smile, then bracing herself she walked, or more like marched, resolutely towards the stage.
The Commission! Talk about the Commission!
These words came to her mind like a flash from ... "out there somewhere" was the only way Alice could describe it.
The Commission? What is the Commission? Alice wondered frantically as the stage loomed closer. Oh wait! I
remember Uncle Jerry using that word during his Word class on Mark 16:15.
Just start talking, the voice urged her.
"Thank you very much," said Alice into the microphone as the ripple of applause died down.
"My good friends and noble diamond wearers, I'm here tonight to talk about the Commission, which I'm sure most of
you have heard something about. It is something that was entrusted to my parents and now has been passed down to
me also. This Commission has been with us for a long time, and tonight we are all here together because the time has
come to fulfil it."
This doesn't feel like me talking at all! thought Alice as she momentarily froze in fright. It's all coming out so
"speechy."
Keep talking. You're doing splendidly! the voice answered.
"Each one of you here has been blessed with the riches of this world and its bounty, and the Commission is in dire
need of people such as yourselves who can be of tremendous assistance in the furtherance of what I'm sure that most
of you agree is the most worthy of causes."
The audience nodded and murmured its assent.
"But it cannot be accomplished without your help. Verbal encouragement and support is most welcome, and will be
much appreciated--but as you all know, true support is shown with tangible fruit, and manifested in 'putting your
lucre where your mouth is' as the saying goes!"
This was met with a round of chuckles, and as Alice paused to try to make sense of everything she had just said, the
room abruptly broke out into applause.
"I gather that it is not necessary for me to stress my point, as it seems all of you here are aware of my intimations!"
More chuckles.
"Therefore if you so desire and feel you can be of financial service to this Commission, knowing that you shall reap
many times over what you have sown, I shall be available after the proceedings. Thank you."
Alice attempted her second curtsey, this time with perfect aplomb, which so further charmed the crowd, that as she
stepped off the stage she was surrounded by enthusiastic supporters, many waving already signed cheques and
greeting her with heartfelt thanks and comments on her speech.
"That was absolutely marvellous, my dear girl," gushed Britannica as she made her way through the pressing throng.
"A wonderful speech! I do believe you've tugged at their heartstrings as well as their purse strings."
"And it seems as though you've caused most of them to review their hideously snobbish attitude toward members of
other suits," added Jack, with a sideways glance at Britannica.
The Queen slipped her arm into Alice's and drew her aside before continuing in a confidential whisper.
"My husband has been trying for so long to do this. He will be ever so thrilled at the response. He has been called
away on some urgent business, but he should be back shortly. He desperately wanted to speak to you."
"Your husband the King, your Majesty?" asked Alice, feeling very nervous after these unusual events, with her head
spinning from the speech and the overwhelming reaction it received. "Oh, I don't think I am ready to--"
"Clobyosh, girl. Just be your own dear self. Smile that charming smile, curtsey that charming curtsey, and you have
nothing to fear. Be sure you thank him for the tickets."
"Tickets?"
"Tickets for your expedition, of course! Why, didn't you know? Your flight leaves tomorrow morning!" said Britannica
impatiently, as she adjusted her crown. "He would have sent you on his private jet, but unfortunately it developed an



unexpected problem at the last minute and had to go in for maintenance. But don't worry. You're booked first class,
and it doesn't get much more comfortable than that."
This is like being on a roller coaster that you can't get off! Alice thought, feeling as though she was being swept up in
something she had no control over.
"Excuse me, your Majesty. But do you think I could use the phone?"
"A phone? Whatever for?"
The Queen's overbearing and fussy manner was straining Alice's patience and she found great difficulty mustering up
a smile and a civil tongue.
"I would like to call my parents," she said tersely. "They will be expecting me back, and they'll be worried sick if I
suddenly take off all by myself on a plane to I don't know where, your Majesty."
"Jack Rhombus!" Britannica bellowed into the crowd. "Can you take Alice to the cell phone?"
Jack was there in a flash. "Certainly, ma'am. Come this way, Miss."
He grabbed a giant lantern and Alice followed him down several flights of narrow stone steps that led underground.
How curious, thought Alice. If they had cell phones I should think that they would have them easier to get to than this.
My dad always carries his with him!
"Here you are, young lady," said Jack, pointing into a room that looked somewhat like a prison with bars. An old-
fashioned phone hung on the wall inside the cell.
Thankfully, Alice pulled the receiver from its hook. However, when she took a closer look at the big, bronze dial, she
was dismayed.
"There are no numbers!" exclaimed Alice.
"Of course not. You can't spell a name with numbers," answered Jack.
"So I'm supposed to dial a name?" asked Alice.
"What else would you dial?" answered Jack.
I suppose that's just the way things are here, thought Alice as she placed her forefinger in the little hole that showed
the letter G, and followed it with the other letters, O-D-L-E-Y.
A crispy and mechanical voice came to life on the other end of the line. "That name is not available. Please try again."
Then, with a click, the line went dead.
Alice furrowed her brow. I'm sure I spelt it right, Alice thought. She was just about to turn to Jack when she suddenly
remembered that she had been introduced as Alice Pleasance, not Alice Godley.
Worth a try, at least, Alice thought as she dialled the letters P-L-E-A-S-A-N-C-E.
"Yes?" came her father's voice at the other end of the line. "This is the Pleasance residence. With whom am I
speaking?"
"Daddy? This is Alice. I'm at this ball, and they're talking about putting me on a plane tomorrow."
"Yes, I know. To Mayhem City--the capital of the Useless Status. We'll be praying for you."
"The Useless Status! Where on earth is that? Does it have anything to do with this Commission thing I'm supposed to
be involved with?"
"But of course, Sweetheart. Don't you remember?" said her father excitedly. "You've been looking forward to this for
weeks."
"I have?"
"Yes, and now it's finally come to pass. Don't worry, we know you are going to be just fine. You will be so well
protected that you'll walk where angels fear to tread. Just put one foot in front of the other and trust, Darling."
"But what am I supposed to do? I don't know anything about..."
"Alice! Alice! Where on earth is that child?"
Alice heard the Queen's voice bellowing upstairs.
"You have to go, Sweetheart," her father answered over the phone. "Your mother and I will see you again soon! I love
you."
"I love you too, Daddy," said Alice, and with a click, the conversation was over.
"She's coming, ma'am!" Jack called back. "We'll be right there."
Alice scrambled up the stone steps to be met by the red-faced Queen.
"The King is here and wishes to see you promptly about the Commission! Come this way!"
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THE KING OF DIAMONDS

Alice followed Britannica through the ballroom, up the giant staircase and along a wide, crimson velvet-carpeted
corridor until they arrived at a pair of enormous ivory white, gold-trimmed portals that loomed at the end. Another
liveried white rabbit wearing a white powdered wig bowed before them and opened the doors. Alice entered the
room to see the back of a large ornate, crimson velvet chair, from behind which she heard a deep clearing of the
throat.
"Ahem! Is that you, young Alice?"
"Er ... y-y-yes, your Majesty."
"What do you mean 'er, yes'? You're not sure?"
"Yes ... I'm sure. At least I'm sure now."
"Come here, girl. Let me look at you."
Alice curtseyed as she stepped shyly in front of the chair on which sat the King, a playing card of course, but no doubt
a King--wearing a cumbersome gold crown adorned with red diamonds, and a long, gilt-edged robe. Most of his rosy
red face was obscured by a luxurious white, wavy beard, from out of which jutted a pipe.
"Yes, yes, yes! That's the Alice I know," he said approvingly, as he puffed on his pipe. "Complete with the striped hose!
Charming as usual!
"You know," he whispered, leaning forward in his chair as if to take her into his confidence. "They never did catch the
dastardly blighter who stole the tarts. But from my extensive historical research into the whole affair I have a pretty
good idea who it was."
Alice was perplexed, but took great care not to show it.
"Now onto the business at hand. 'All's well that ends well,' I always say. It turned out that the cook took great pains
to replace the tarts and everything continued without a hitch.
"So let's discuss your Commission. I believe in letting bygones be bygones, and what are a few silly tarts anyway? We
have more important matters to attend to."
The King tapped out his pipe on the bowl and called for a refill of tobacco.
"Of course, the problem was that apparently the dear cook, bless her heart, couldn't acquire the correct variety of
grape jam, which unfortunately became a source of dismay to all concerned. Anyway, I believe in striving forward,
keeping a stiff upper lip and all that, letting nothing deter one from the important. Am I right?"
"Oh yes, your Majesty," said Alice. "The ... er ... Commission?"
"The Commission, yes. It turned out that the jam used in the stolen tarts was rather rancid anyway, so I would say in
total confidence that it was all for the best. Although documents have been discovered in recent years that seem to
indicate that many folks present at the time took on a rather 'sour grapes' attitude towards the matter due to the fact
that they themselves were unable to savour the tarts."
"Um ... your Majesty ... the Commission?"
"'All's well that ends well' I always say. So what did you wish to see me about?"
"If it's okay to say so your Majesty, I ... er ... do believe you wished to see me."
"What about?"
"The Queen said it was about the Commission."
"Goodness gracious, why didn't you say so, child? The Commission, yes, the Commission!" The King cleared his throat
again and puffed a little on his pipe. "Very important. I am quite old as you can see, that's why they call me old King
Coal. That's my first name, it was given to me as a child, before I became a Diamond through the pressures of hard
experience and life and all of that, but the name has somehow stuck. Excuse me a moment ... fiddlers! Fiddlers!"
Immediately, three blind white mice wearing tuxedos hustled into the room, each carrying a violin and a music stand.
"Play that lovely melody from the fifth movement of the "Commission Rhapsody" by Durak, while I talk to my
delightful guest."
The three musicians launched into a stirring melody that brought tears to the eyes of the King.
"As I was saying, I am quite old and do not have much longer before this fraying piece of cardboard becomes dust. I
have looked back over my life, taken stack, and have decided to devote my remaining years to helping a cause which I
had disregarded in the indifference and vanity of my youth.
"You see, when I was a young and carefree playing card, I was visited in a dream by a Woodchopper and he told me of
a treasured deck of cards that belonged to his son, which got lost and scattered. It had been a source of great delight
to himself and especially his son. Myself being one of the cards of that particular deck, and the richest of its Kings in



regards to the material wealth of this world, he asked me to use my power and influence to help locate and retrieve
the rest of them. To which I responded with an 'I'm all right, knave' type of attitude and went on my merry way.
"All that to say, for most of my self-indulgent life I have ignored the plight of my fellow cards, many of whom are
scattered in the highways and hedges and goodness knows where else in the world. Now the dream has returned,
and it has been made clear to me that my duty is to bring the deck together again, as it once was. The Woodchopper
now wishes to present the complete deck to his son on his birthday at midnight of Christmas Eve next year. It is
meant to be a surprise for the boy."
The King turned to the fiddlers and requested another movement from the rhapsody.
"You are probably wondering where you come into this, Alice. The Woodchopper told me that if anybody could help
bring these cards together, it would be you. So I was extremely excited when I heard that you had agreed to come."
"But what am I to do?" asked Alice.
"Find the other cards, of course," answered the King, "and give them these invitations."
The King handed Alice a small stack of attractive golden cards carefully inscribed with royal blue text.
"Count them. There should be fifty-four exactly--one for each card. And you have exactly fifty-two weeks to complete
the mission. There was something about finding the Queen of Hearts, one of the most beloved of all cards, and that it
could prove difficult. Of course, locating any of the cards could be a challenge, especially in Mayhem, a virtual card
metropolis. But this problem has been alleviated by the fact that they will be magnetically drawn to you, as they have
been to each other, and you'll be able to recognize them by the same pattern that's on the back of the invitations."
Alice turned over one of the cards in her hand to see an embossed paisley pattern of royal blue and gold, and
recognized that it was identical to the designs and colours of the King's lavish robe. "Your Majesty, I do not wish to
appear ungrateful and I know it's important, but a whole year on this Commission seems to be such a long time. My
family will be ever so worried and I shall miss them terribly."
"Understandably so, my dear girl. Understandably so," said the King as he again tapped out the ashes of his pipe into
the bowl and called for another refill of tobacco. "But you shall find that it may pass much quicker than you expect.
Time sometimes does strange things, you know? Oh, and there is one more thing I was told to tell you," said the King,
scratching his beard as if he was trying to remember something.
"Ah, that's it!

"Mysteries of the hearts unfold
In ruby red and ring of gold."

"Is that a riddle? I love riddles. Brandon's really into them," said Alice.
The King chuckled. "Yes, child. I've no idea what it means, as it's specifically for you to solve. All I know is it contains
the key to the completion of your assignment. Do you have any other questions?"
"I don't think so, your Majesty," replied Alice. "But I do want to thank you for the tickets."
"The tickets? Oh, of course! I have booked you first class on Air Rhombus, my airline. The plane to the Useless Status
leaves from Bezique airport at half-past eleven tomorrow morning. Arrangements have been made for you to stay at
the palace tonight. As far as luggage is concerned, you need not carry anything but a small purse containing a
toothbrush and a comb and this flash card. You merely flash it by pressing the small button in the corner and any
expenses incurred along the way will be automatically deducted from the Commission account in which is deposited
the many funds you solicited tonight. I wish you well, dear Alice. Happy Christmas. My prayers are with you. You are
dismissed."
"Happy Christmas, your Majesty," said Alice as she bowed and curtseyed. "Thank you. Oh, and here's your invitation."
The King took it and looked at it as if he was seeing it for the first time.
"Why, thank you, Alice! "
With a satisfied smile, Alice turned and left the room.


